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Chapter One

Kena Rutherford would have never in a million years figured she’d get caught skinny-
dipping in a client’s pool. Of course with her bad luck, she really should have. Peeking over
the edge of the pool, she could see a figure moving around the kitchen. Well, technically, the
kitchen of the client’s son. She could only pray whoever it was would stay indoors long

enough for her to sneak out of the pool and get dressed.

See, this is what I get for breaking the rules. The worst part was, as the owner of TLC,

her home-based cleaning service, she was breaking her own rules. Damn dummy.

As she tried to hide in the shadows, she cursed her lack of judgment and the scorching
summer heat. After spending all day cleaning the two-story house from top to bottom she’d
needed something to ease her pain. Thanks to the pool guy she subcontracted to clean it, the
pool was crisp and clean and had beckoned to her as she gathered her things to leave for the
day. The sun had set and the idea of swimming nude was a decadent fantasy that just

wouldn’t leave her alone.

No one will ever know, she had told herself. Just a little dip. Who could it hurt? The

answer apparently was her, and her house-cleaning business. Her reputation was at stake
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here. Something she probably should have thought of before she jumped buck naked into the

water.

Now she was mentally kicking herself for her stupidity. She cringed when she realized
it was about to get worse. Much, much worse. The snick of the French doors opening was the
only warning she had before the man who had been inside the house walked out onto the
patio.

“I was able to take an earlier plane, Mother. I just didn’t see a reason to...well I'm

calling you now, aren’t I?”

Damn it, he was the owner. She should just kiss her ass good-bye. If he was anything
like his mother, she was so fired. When Mrs. Garrett had called about contracting with TLC,
she had gone on and on about how her precious son could only have the best of the best. Her
high-handed tone had gotten on Kena’s nerves immediately and if she didn’t need the

contract, she might have turned the overbearing woman down flat.

Unfortunately, since she was just getting her business off the ground, she couldn’t
afford to pass up paying customers. Moreover, in this case she didn’t think she’d have too
much personal contact with the client or the owner. Mrs. Garrett didn’t live in the home and

her son was supposed to be out of town.

Kena pressed herself against the edge of the pool, keeping her head down to avoid

being seen. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” she muttered softly to herself.

The sound of a patio chair being pulled out made her heart sink. Apparently he was
making himself at home...in his own home. The bastard. What the hell was she going to do

now?

There were a few bursts of input from him, but he was mostly listening. In her mind’s
eye she could see where she had tossed her clothing, just shy of the bottom step. As long as
he stayed on the patio and didn’t venture farther out she would be safe. Unfortunately for

her, as soon as the thought flitted across her brain, she heard him sigh.
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“Look, Mother, let me call you back. I'm tired and I need to shower. Yes. I know. Give

my love to Dad.”

The sound of the phone being clicked off was deafening as was the echo of his feet

walking across the wooden decking.
“You might as well come on out. I know you’re in there.”
Kena froze in terror as she listened to his words.
Damn, damn, damn.

“Look, I don’t want to call the cops, but if you don’t get out of the pool, I'll have to do

something. You're trespassing.”
“No, please don’t do that.”
“Give me one good reason not to.”
“I'm your housekeeper. My name’s Kena Rutherford.”

“Sorry, try again. I don’t have a housekeeper.” She peeked her head up just in time to

see him pick up the phone.

“Please don’t call the police. I'm sorry, but I can’t get out of the pool.” Kena was
terrified. It was going to be bad enough explaining to him about using the pool and skinny-
dipping, but explaining it to the police was definitely something she didn’t want to do.

Taking a deep breath she forged ahead.

“Your mother hired my company, TLC, to open your house. I guess she wanted it aired

out before you got home, but you surprised me, I mean her, when you arrived early.”

“It still doesn’t explain why you're in my pool, and why can’t you get out?” She jumped
when she heard his voice directly overhead and realized he had moved from the patio and
was now standing right next to the pool. Thankfully the lights were limited to the area
surrounding the house and didn’t shine down directly into the pool, but she still felt

vulnerable because of her nakedness.
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“Ahh, well, I don’t have on a swimsuit.” Looking up at him she immediately felt
intimidated, no thanks to the way he was standing with his arms crossed as he stared down

at her, his profile in shadow.

Without uttering a word, he turned and walked back toward the patio, and opened an
outside storage shed filled with towels. Kena used the opportunity to size him up. He was
muscular without being fat, with broad shoulders that stretched the confines of the blue T-
shirt he was wearing. His reddish-brown hair was trimmed close to his head, reminding her

that Mrs. Garrett had mentioned her son was coming home from Iragq.

Before she knew it, he was back at the edge of the pool. “Okay, here’s a towel. Now
you can get out.”

“If you'll just lay it there and turn around...” Her voice trailed off at the shaking of his
head.

“No way. I'm not going to take the chance you’ll run the moment my back is turned.”

Kena gasped at his audacity. How dare he accuse her of such a reprehensible act? Of
course, the only knowledge he had of her was she was a trespasser and sometime nudist,

consequently it wasn’t likely he had a very good impression of her character.

“Look, I promise not to run.”

“Nope. Out, now.” He held out the towel and turned his head slightly, in an almost
imperceptible nod to her modesty.

Kena stewed for a moment, but eventually scrambled out of the pool. Irritated, she
stomped over to him and snatched the towel from his hand. “There was no need to be rude.”

“Rude?”

“Yes, rude. A gentleman would have turned his back. I hope you got your jollies.” She
wrapped the thick terry cloth around her body, her irritation overriding any embarrassment

she may have felt. If she let the anger go, she might have to analyze just what a colossal mess

she was in.
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“Words can’t explain my excitement,” he commented dryly.

Kena knew she better start talking quick. Her livelihood was at stake here and the next
few minutes might be the difference between her having a business tomorrow or hitting the

unemployment line.
“You're really not catching me at my best.”
“You don’t say.” The sardonic smirk didn’t alleviate her nervousness.

“I'm usually very professional. I mean your mother only wanted to hire the best and

she came to TLC. What does that tell you?”

“She’s still a cheapskate. I hate to break it to you, sister, but my mother pretends to be
all hoity-toity, but she’ll squeeze a penny as far as she can. If she hired your company, it was

because she could get the most out of you for the least amount of money.”
“Sister -- is that some veiled reference to my race?”

“Give me a break. You should be more concerned about the fact my mother pulled one

over on you.”

When Kena had been negotiating with Mrs. Garrett, she thought she might have given
in a bit too soon. Now her son was confirming her worst fears; her lack of a business degree

might be working against her. Nevertheless, she wasn’t going to let him see her sweat.

“Not really. I have a good business and I perform honest work for a good wage. If your
mother thought she was getting a good deal, she was right. Being economical will help my
business grow. She’ll probably tell her friends and before you know it my business will

thrive.”

“You're living in a dream world. She’d never tell her friends because then they’d find
out what a skinflint she is. If you were expecting to get references from her, I wouldn’t hold

my breath.”

She could almost feel herself deflating at his words. She Aad expected to make a lot of

contacts through her. Unfortunately, it seemed swimming nude in the pool hadn’t been the
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first nail in her coffin but the last. She was going to be right back where she started, battling

with the big name companies for a piece of the pie.

The cleaning business was a fickle one. People didn’t mind paying for services when

times were good. But when money got tight those extra special things were the first to go.

Kena wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly feeling the chill and wondered if it

was due to the night air or reality slapping her in the face.

Baldwin knew he was being an ass, but he really couldn’t care less. He was tired from
the flight in and his leg was aching. It was ridiculous that his leg injury was the one thing
bothering him the most in this day straight from hell, but there was nothing logical about
how his mind worked. The best thing about this day had actually been finding the bathing

beauty in his pool.

He had spent the last three hours traveling and was in no mood for company. Even the

sexy, naked kind.

And she was very sexy, with smooth chocolaty brown skin and dark, flashing eyes. Her
dark, wet hair was curly from her swim and coiled around her ears in a pixie kind of way.
Taller than average for a woman, she had legs that didn’t stop. She wasn’t too thin, but had
very nice curves and if the situation had been different, he wouldn’t have minded seeing

more of them.

“So, Kena was it? Do you want to explain why I came home to find you naked in my
pool?”

“Would it have been better if you found me naked in your garage?” She’d obviously
regained her early bravado.

“Excuse me?” He cocked a brow. “Would you like me to cut the question segment short

and go straight to calling the police?”

“Calling the police for skinny-dipping? Come on.”
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“You're trespassing.”

“Not really. I'm supposed to be here. I told you, your parents hired me to open up the

house for you.”

“I sincerely doubt they hired a nude cleaning service.” His mother was one of the most

uptight women he knew. He couldn’t imagine for a second she’d do something daring...and,

well, fun.
“I don’t clean in the nude.” She had the audacity to sound offended. How amusing.
“Says the chick in the bath towel.”
“Okay, look, I know this doesn’t look good.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” he drawled.

“I'm sorry. My behavior was completely uncalled for. I abused my authority and I have
no excuses. I will only say I thought no one would be home and I never meant to harm
anyone. It’s been a really long day and the pool just looked terribly inviting. It was like it was

calling to me.”

She was very sincere in her argument and probably didn’t realize she had been leaning
forward as she spoke, causing the towel she was holding together to gape slightly. He was
getting tempting peeks of her breasts every few seconds, and like most men would, he felt his

mood improving considerably. Bad day or not, boobs were always nice to look at.
“Calling to you, huh? What was it saying?”

She blinked her eyes, as if shocked by his joking tone. “Kena, come swim in me. I'm

lonely.”

“Lonely, I see. It’s a good thing I'm home then. I plan to use the pool a lot.” Frankly he
could probably use the pool right now. He had been wondering how much longer he could
stand there talking to her. The throbbing ache in his leg told him that he had just about
reached his limit. Turning back toward the patio he tried to figure out if he could make it

back to the chair before he fell flat on his face.
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“Is everything okay?”
“I just need to sit down.”
“Let me help you.”

Despite the shooting pain radiating down his leg, Baldwin still stiffened up at her

words. “I don’t need help. I'm not an invalid.”

“But you're hurt.”

“It’s nothing,” he lied.

“Don’t be stupid. You look like I should be yelling out ‘timber’ any moment now.”

“Very funny, but you couldn’t be farther from the truth.” He tried to take a step
forward and could feel his leg beginning to buckle. / wil/ not fall. Maybe if he repeated it
enough times he’d actually believe it himself. Unfortunately, it wasn’t meant to be and he
could sense himself start to shift.

Just at that moment, Kena rushed to his side and wrapped her arm around his waist,
helping to support him. He slowly made his way to the chairs on the patio. Collapsing in the
lounger, Baldwin closed his eyes to the pain shooting through his body. He could hear her
heading into the house and wondered for a moment if she was getting away while the
getting was good.

He wouldn’t blame her. It wasn’t as if he was in any shape to chase her down. But
surprisingly, he heard her returning to the patio just a few moments later.

“Which one?”

“Which one what?” Opening his eyes, he saw three bottles of pills being waved wildly

in front of him.
“Which one is for pain?”

“Where did you get those?” He thought he’d buried them in his bag along with every

other piece of painful memorabilia from his time in the hospital.
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“The crack dealer outside. What do you think?” Kena shook her head in obvious

disgust. “I rummaged through your luggage.”

“I don’t want them.” He needed them, but he didn’t want them. Pills were an addiction
he didn’t want to start. No way was he getting hooked like some junkie in a back alley
somewhere. He planned to heal from his injury the old-fashioned way, through force of will

and hard work.
“But you’ll take it anyway.”
“Twill, will I?”

“Yes, because if you won’t take them from me, I'll call your mother and I'm sure she’ll

be more than happy to come over.”

Snatching the bottles from her hand, he glared menacingly at her, but she didn’t budge.
As he sorted through the medicine to find the one for pain, he cursed her interfering
busybody soul. Who the hell did she think she was, telling him what to do? And threatening

him with his mother? That was a low-down, dirty trick.

After locating the right bottle, he tried to open it on his own, but couldn’t even
summon the strength for such a simple task. Kena finally pried the bottles from his hand and

opened the one he’d been struggling with with a simple twist of her wrist.
Show off.

Baldwin laid his head back and closed his eyes, drifting off for a brief moment.
Unfortunately, instead of hearing the smooth mellow sounds of his jazz alarm waking him

up, it was Kena clearing her throat that roused him.

He opened his eyes and focused on the glass of water she held out to him. Taking the
water and pills from her, he swallowed them quickly, praying they would kick in fast.

“Thanks.”

“You're welcome. I figured I was already in trouble for the skinny-dipping; therefore, it

wouldn’t matter much to go one step further and search your luggage.”
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“Not close.”
“Huh?”

“If you think digging up pain pills negates me finding you trespassing naked in the

pool, it’s not even close.”

“Actually, no, I was thinking I was being helpful because it was the humane thing to

do. I guess I didn’t realize you were really the devil incarnate. Excuse the hell out of me.”

“Nobody does something without expecting something out of it.” He resented the hell
out of the fact someone had to take care of him. It went against everything he was. He was
used to being the one who took care of things. The bitterness he felt ate away at him. He

hated feeling weak and helpless.

“Actually, yes, they do. But you wouldn’t know anything about those types of people.”
Kena had started to back away as she spoke, heading toward her clothes which were piled at

the edge of the patio.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“Home, if that’s permissible.”

He could hear her struggling to quickly get dressed and suppressed the urge he had to
turn around and peek. “Right, home.” She might not say she thought they were even, but she

was no longer trying to talk her way out of the trespassing.
“Um, I hate to say this, but I don’t even know your name.”

He cocked open an eye and noted she now stood before him dressed. Although not
quite as good as totally nude, she was still easy on the eyes. He tried to focus on her question.

She wanted to know his name. “Baldwin Garrett.”
Leaning forward, she shook the hand he offered. “Hello, Mr. Garrett.”
“No Mr. It was Captain, but now it’s just plain Baldwin.”

“Sorry, but Baldwin isn’t plain. It’s kind of...”
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“Ostentatious?”
“I wasn’t going to say it, but it’s certainly not Joe or Bob.”

“It’s a family name. When my grandfather realized he wasn’t going to have any boys,
he made my mother promise to name her firstborn Baldwin in order for the family name to

live on.”
“You were the lucky firstborn, huh?”
“First and only. But I wouldn’t say lucky.”

“Okay, well, I'll see you later.” Kena started to leave, but then turned back around.

“Um, you do know I'm coming back, right?”
“No, I didn’t even know you existed until twenty minutes ago.”

“That’s what I was worried about,” she muttered under her breath. “Here’s the deal.
Not only did your mom hire me to open the house, but she hired me to come in three times a

week to clean.”

“Great.” He couldn’t wait to confront his mother with this newest piece of evidence of

her once again interfering in his life.
“I guess I'll be seeing you then.”

Baldwin nodded in lieu of speaking. There was no point in protesting, God had stopped

listening to him a long time ago.
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Chapter Two

When Kena arrived at Baldwin’s house two days later, she wondered what reception
she might get. Especially after she leaned on the doorbell for ten minutes straight and there
was no answer. After a few moments of indecision, she pulled out the key she’d been given

by Mrs. Garrett and unlocked the front door.

“Hello, anyone home?” Her call echoed throughout the house, but there was no

response. Maybe he wasn’t home.

Heading into the kitchen, she set down her cleaning supplies and looked around the
room. It looked like a tornado had hit the place. When she’d left there the other night, the
room had been spotless, but now dirty dishes were piled in the sink and remnants from past
meals littered the countertop. How one man could make such a mess in two days was beyond

her.

As she passed the French doors, a blur from the backyard caught her eye. Opening the
door she heard voices in the backyard and realized Baldwin was in the pool with someone, a

woman from the sounds of it.

“Oh Baldwin, you are doing such a great job. I can’t believe it. I'm so proud of you.”
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Kena almost puked at the high-pitched, little girl voice coming from the bleach blonde
bimbo sitting on the edge of the pool. She doubted the man could even hear the inane
encouragement since he was swimming laps, not even lifting his head as he hit the edge of

the pool but performing a flip turn to continue his strokes.

BBB was now clapping her hands wildly and cheering. Kena shook her head with
disgust. Although she had barely met the man the other night, for some reason she had
thought he had a brain in his head. But with a ding-a-ling girlfriend like that, she figured she

must have seriously overestimated his intelligence.

Quietly closing the French doors, she popped her earbuds in and, singing to herself
softly, began to work her way through the house. She always left the kitchen as the last room
to clean for two reasons. One, people tended to leave dishes in other rooms. And after
numerous instances of thinking she was done in the kitchen only to find one more dirty
glass, she had changed her routine to always do a thorough walk-through of the house first.
Second, she liked to finish in the kitchen by mopping the floor. She could then leave from

the back door knowing every room was in tip-top shape.

When she reached Baldwin’s bedroom, she had to grin. Right again. There were a stack
of dirty dishes by the bed. Single men all tended to be the same and left their houses pretty
much intact for her to clean. Women and families, on the other hand, tried to clean up
before she arrived. She wasn'’t really sure why, since they were paying her to clean, but if it

made them happy and her job less taxing, who was she to complain.

As she made up his bed she couldn’t help but fantasize about what he might look like
naked lying there in front of her. Ever since she had talked to him the other night she had
begun to have stray thoughts of him in the most inappropriate way. Not as a professional
would have about their client’s son, but as a woman would a man. It really was a shame he

was surly, because she could definitely go for him.

After finishing cleaning upstairs, she returned the dirty dishes to the kitchen before

starting the laundry. Although she had thought Mrs. Garrett was crazy to want to hire her to
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come in three days a week for a single man who lived alone, she was beginning to reassess
her doubts. Baldwin was a first-class slob, dropping his clothes where he took them off. The
only good thing she could say was she saw no evidence of the BBB staying there. It was

ridiculous, since she should have cared less, but there it was.

When she finally returned to the kitchen, Kena pulled up short to find Baldwin in the
kitchen, dripping from the pool. He stood in front of the sink, head titled back as he drained
a glass of water. She watched as his throat worked to swallow the liquid. His body was lean

and muscled. A work of art, except for one thing marring his perfection.

She gasped as she caught sight of the scars covering his left leg. It looked like it had
been through a meat grinder, the flesh red and puckered from the injuries done to him.
Unfortunately her response caused a chain reaction. Baldwin turned at the noise and his leg
began to collapse.

She watched, as if in slow motion, the glass fall from his hand as he tried to catch
himself from falling. As the glass hit the sink it shattered, sending shards flying through the
air.

“Oh shit.” She rushed forward to help, but Baldwin pushed her away, as he gripped the
sink to stop his fall. When he was finally upright once more, he slowly turned to her.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“I told you I'd be back to clean the house.”

“Is this going to become a habit?”
“What?”

“Me coming home to find you sneaking around in some part of my house, only to have

you save me from falling on my ass.”

“I wasn’t exactly sneaking. I rang the bell first. After you didn’t answer I let myself in

with the key your mother gave me. I'm working.”
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“Really? It seems like you're standing around gawking. Like what you see?” Baldwin’s

mocking face dared her to say no, but she could glimpse a bit of vulnerability there as well.

She knew he was referring to his injured leg and she had to admit she’d been shocked
at first. Sure the scars weren’t attractive and she’d never try to convince him otherwise. But
more alarming to her was what those scars represented -- the horror of the injury he must
have suffered and the pain he constantly endured. But she instinctively knew he wouldn’t
want what he would consider pity; therefore, she decided to deliberately misunderstand his

question. What’s more, it wasn’t completely untruthful.

“I like what I see; I like it a lot.” Kena infused her voice with the attraction she felt
toward him. And her words were no lie. He was a handsome man and she’d have to be dead
not to notice his washboard abs and chiseled muscles, especially with him standing there in

nothing more than swimming trunks.

His brow furrowed as if he were trying to decide if she was serious or not. “You get off

on seeing deformed cripples?”
“You're hardly deformed.”
“Yeah right. That’s why you freaked when you saw me.”

“Excuse me, but I wasn’t the one freaking.” She shook her head. “Look, this
conversation is getting us nowhere. Why don’t you just stay still and let me clean up the

glass.”
“No, I can clean it up.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You have no shoes on. Your feet will get cut to ribbons. Let me do

my job. I'm a pro at cleaning.”

Before he could argue further, she grabbed the broom and dustpan and went to work
sweeping up the broken glass. At one point she was on her knees before him and happened

to glance up. The outline of his cock in his swimming trunks was more than obvious.
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However, it was the smoldering look in his eyes that truly caught her off guard and caused
her to stumble as she tried to stand.

“Watch out. We don’t need both of us falling over.”

Flustered at knowing he realized her discomfort, she grasped at a change in subject as
she quickly made her way to her feet and dumped the swept up glass.

“What happened to your little friend?”

“Who...oh, you mean Gloria? She had to go home.”

“Oh, too bad.”

“How did you know she was here?” Baldwin made his way to the table and sat heavily

in one of the chairs. Kena wanted to recommend he find his pain medication, but after

everything that had occurred up to this point she didn’t know if he would appreciate her
suggestions.

“I noticed you both outside when I arrived.”

“And you didn’t let me know you were here?”

“You were busy swimming laps and she was busy being your cheerleader.”

“Cheerleader?”

“Go, Baldwin, you can do it, I know you can. Ooo, I'm so proud of you.” Kena
mimicked in Gloria’s little girl voice.

Baldwin laughed aloud at her impression. “She’s really a friend of the family. My
mother sent her over to give me encouragement during my physical therapy.”

“She seems to be doing an excellent job.”

“Just like everyone else, she’s doing what she has to do to get what she wants.”

Ouch! “I'm not trying to defend the woman, but do you know you have a very low
opinion of people?”

“Please, everyone’s a liar. Some are just better at it than others.”
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“Including you?”
“Especially me.”
Intrigued at his honesty, Kena pressed on. “Who do you lie to?”

“Myself.”

Baldwin’s nightmares from last night must have put him in an introspective mood this
morning because he doubted he would have revealed anything as personal otherwise. Being

back home was an everyday reminder of the guilt he constantly carried with him.

“Just wondered why you thought you needed to lie to yourself. Can’t you at least be

honest with yourself?”
“You wouldn’t understand.”

“I guess the maid is too stupid to understand.” Kena pursed her lips and cocked her

head.
“That’s not what I said. Don’t put words into my mouth.”
“Then why don’t you explain it to me.”
“How much time do you have?”
“Oh please, it can’t be as bad as you think.”
“You don’t think so, do you?”
“You're alive. You made it back from the war in one piece.”

Baldwin pointed to his injured leg. From her earlier gasp he knew for a fact she hadn’t

missed the less-than-perfect limb he now had. “I wouldn’t exactly call this one piece.”
“It’s still attached to your body. You're still able to use it.”
“Barely.”

“Wasn’t that you doing an impression of Matt Biondi out there in the pool a few

minutes ago?”
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“You talk a lot shit for someone whose body is in perfect working order.” He ran his

hand through his hair with frustration.
“And you whine an awful lot for someone who is pretty blessed.”
“You call this blessed?”

“As matter of fact I do.”
“Then you're more naive than I realized.”

“What’s horrible about your life? You're rich, you're white, and you live in America,

which in my book means you have the world at your feet.”

“I'm not rich, my family is.”

“Does your argument even make sense to you? I'm not rich, my family is. Come on.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact it does.”
Kena glanced around the kitchen and then back at him with a look of disbelief. “Have
you seen where you live, Mr. I'm Not Rich? I had to be frisked just to drive on the street.”

“I inherited this house from my grandfather. I'm a simple captain in the air force, end

of story.”

Baldwin was starting to get angry. He wasn’t sure, but somehow Kena had found a way

to push all his buttons and was poking at those lies he often told to himself.
“I think it’s just the beginning.”
“I think it’s time we call it day. Why don’t you pack up your stuff and head home.”

“And to think I was just beginning to believe we were making some headway with

< . b »
your ‘woe is me’ problem.

“My only problem is a self-righteous maid with a God complex. Why don’t you climb

back on the broom you used to sweep up my kitchen and fly away.”

“And leave all this lovely splendor behind? Sorry, Richie Rich, some of us have to work

for a living. It’s my job to clean your house.”
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“I don’t exactly need anyone to pick up after me. This was all my mother’s idea.”

“Really? Have you seen this place? As far as I can tell your mother is doing you a favor
by hiring me. You're a grade A slob. No one could possibly want to live like this and for the

life of me, I can’t figure out why you do.”
“Did you ever think I can’t do some of those things because of my injuries?”
“Oh, stop feeling sorry for yourself.”
“I don’t take orders from little girls.”

“In case you haven’t noticed I'm neither little nor a girl. I'm a grown ass woman who

has opinions and has the freedom to express them. If you don’t like it, too bad.”

Baldwin didn’t like hearing her say all the things he hadn’t even admitted to himself.
Arguing with her was like arguing with a pit bull. He just wanted to shut her up and could

only think of one good way to accomplish his goal.

Standing up, he moved over to where she was standing against the counter. Baldwin

watched her eyes widen as he herded her into the corner.

“You think you're so smart and you have all the answers, but you don’t. Don’t bother

to tell me your opinions, because I didn’t ask for them.”

She opened her mouth as if to speak, but he didn’t allow her the opportunity. Slipping
his hand around the nape of her neck, he tilted her head back and bent to capture her lips in
a bruising kiss. It wasn’t a kiss of love or even affection, but one filled with pent-up desire

and frustration.

Her lips, at first cold and unyielding, parted for his kiss. At her surrender, he slipped
his tongue inside her mouth to explore more of her sweet taste. He pressed his body against
hers, groaning as his straining erection aligned with her softness. She wasn’t totally

unaffected either. Her nipples were hard little points pressing into his chest.

Breaking their kiss, he buried his head in her neck, inhaling her unique scent. Baldwin

pulled her shirt up, exposing inches of her soft brown skin to his touch, and cupped her
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breast through the lacy material of her bra. She gasped at the contact, her hands gripping his

arms, but not hindering his movement.

Grasping her nipple firmly, he rolled it between his fingers, changing her gasp from
one of surprise to one of yearning. While one hand remained on her breast, the other moved

from her neck to her waistband, trying unsuccessfully to unbutton her jeans.

Suddenly, Baldwin felt her hands pushing at his shoulders. “I'm sorry, but I can’t. Not
like this.”

It took him a minute to hear what she was saying, but when he did, he took a deep

breath before stepping away from her. “You better leave while you can.”

Kena looked as if she wanted to say something, but finally slipped around him and

picked up her purse as she headed out the door.

Damn it all to hell. Baldwin felt the need to pick something up and break it, but since
he’d already broken one glass this morning, he curbed his impulses. His mind was warring
with his body. He knew she was probably right and they needed to stop. But reason wasn’t

part of the equation when he found himself hard and wanting.

Yet it wasn’t just an itch he needed to scratch, because if that was the case, Baldwin
had plenty of opportunity. Gloria had done her damnedest to convince him all he needed
was a little loving from her to feel right as rain. He’'d even tried kissing her, but there was no

desire there; in fact, he’d felt nothing at all.

But with Kena it was a different story. She drove him crazy with her questions and her
opinions and most of all her body. He’d been fantasizing for the last two days of the curves
he’d only caught faint glimpses of the other night. Unfortunately, thoughts like that got him

nowhere, especially since he’d ordered her to leave.
His attention was diverted from Kena by the phone ringing. “Hello.”

“Baldwin, I was just calling to see how things were going.”
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Hearing his father’s blustering voice expressing such concern for his well-being was a
strange event. Although he’d always felt closer to his father than to his mother, neither

parent was the overly affectionate sort.
“Everything’s going fine, Dad.”
“I only wondered because Gloria stopped by.”

Just as he’d thought. Gloria was a spy for his parents. He shouldn’t be cynical, but it

was hard not to with the evidence staring him in the face.
“And what did she have to say that would cause you to pick up the phone?”

“Now don’t start blaming Gloria. We're all just worried about you. You're pushing

yourself too hard.”

This was the same argument he’d heard from the doctors when he began refusing the
pain medications and pushed his rehabilitation past acceptable standards. They wanted him
to see a therapist, but Baldwin refused. He knew why he was pushing himself so hard, but he

didn’t feel the need to share it with someone who might be likely to have him committed.
“Don’t worry, Dad. I'm doing fine.”

“I happened to overhear Gloria sharing with your mother some private girl talk. There

isn’t something else we need to know, is there?”

He wondered if this was his dad’s euphemistic way of asking if he was impotent. Both
his parents would flip a lid if he told them he wasn’t interested in Gloria, but in the hot
owner of the cleaning service they’d hired for him. She wasn’t exactly of the same social
standing, something his parents held in high regard. Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to have

that conversation since he didn’t plan to share the details of his sex life with his father.

“No, Dad, there’s nothing else you need to know. Thanks for the call, but everything is
fine.”
Baldwin hung up the phone and looked around the room, which was still in chaos,

much like his life. He just hoped he hadn’t scared her away completely. Kena made him feel
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and instead of running from those feelings he wanted to explore them; he hadn’t wanted to

do much of anything for a very long time now.
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Chapter Three

Kena rummaged through her supplies as she knelt on the rug, but finally threw her

hands up in despair. “It’s not here. Damn the man, I know I left it there.”

Her aunt Donna didn’t look up from the book she was reading but asked loudly, “What

are you looking for?”

Instead of answering, she continued to mutter to herself. “Stupid asshole made me

leave everything there and now I can’t do my job.”

“For him to be such a stupid asshole, you sure do talk about him an awful lot. It’s not as
if you don’t have any supplies you can’t replace.” Her aunt finally glanced up and Kena could

see her brown eyes twinkling.

For a sixty-three-year-old woman she was still quite fit. When Kena was younger,
sixty-three seemed an age when people were old and ill, but her aunt was nothing like her
childhood image of an elderly woman. Donna Boden’s coal black hair was shot through with
a few gray strands and she wore glasses to read, but otherwise she looked better than most

women half her age.

Kena had lived with her aunt since she was sixteen years old and her mother, Donna’s

sister, had died. Her aunt had never married, but Kena was like her own daughter. They
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didn’t have a big family, but it was a loving one. Even after Kena finished school and started
her own business she continued to live with her aunt in their old Victorian home. It was

kind of rambling for the two of them, but it was familiar.

“I know that look. You think you know something, but you're wrong. I'm only talking
about him because he’s trying to ruin my life. | needed that job. And I need my supplies. I

just can’t replace everything at once.”

“Weren’t you looking for something in particular?” Her aunt pointed out. “I think it

sounds like an excuse to me. If the supplies are so important, just go get them.”

If only it were as easy as it sounded. But how could she return to his house as if
nothing had happened when it felt as if her life had been turned upside down. Baldwin
probably hated her, and as much as she was loath to admit it, he had every right to be mad.
First she insulted the man in his own home. Then, when he started to kiss her, she suddenly
called a halt to everything with no explanation. She really didn’t think he was waiting with

baited breath for her return after the disastrous way things had ended yesterday.
“I can’t go back there. You don’t understand.”

“Of course I don’t, because you really haven’t explained anything. You just came in

here blustering about how the asshole threw you out and never really shared the details.”

Kena buried her face in her hands. “It’s because the details are too embarrassing, okay?

And truthfully, he didn’t really throw me out.”

“Nope, not okay. I want to hear.” Her aunt put down her book and took off her glasses,
sitting up to get the scoop. It reminded Kena of when she’d dated in high school and college
and would come home to her aunt waiting up for her. They would sit around and eat ice

cream and dissect all the particulars of the date.

Finally, lifting her head in defeat, Kena gave in. “He kissed me and I pushed him away.

Then he told me I better leave while I could.”
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Her aunt raised her eyebrows at the last comment, but her question was directed to the

first. “Why did you push him away? Was he a bad kisser?”

“No, that was the problem. His kisses were intoxicating. I didn’t want to stop. But he’d
started kissing me in anger and I didn’t want him to say later it was a mistake. I decided to

stop it first.”

Her aunt tapped her finger on her lips lightly. “Why was he kissing you in anger? He’s

not some freak, is he? Because I know I raised you better than to hang around freaks.”

Kena laughed and leaned forward to hug her aunt. “You did. And how the heck would
I know if he’s a freak? Maybe I like freaks.” Sobering for a moment, she thought about his
actions. “He just seems to be carrying a lot of guilt, from the war I think, and I started

pushing his buttons. He probably just kissed me to stop me from bugging him.”
“You do have a way of pushing people’s buttons.”
“Thanks,” Kena drawled.
“No problem. I just tell it like it is.”
“Don’t I know it.”
“I still don’t see why you can’t go back.”
“He probably couldn’t wait to see the door hit me where the good Lord split me.”
“Somehow I doubt it. He was kissing you after all.”

“Men are really difficult to understand.” Kena flopped down next to her aunt on the
couch and took comfort in the arm she wrapped around her. “They need to come with

instruction manuals.”

“Girl, I know what you mean. Why do you think I never got married? I am too
independent. But don’t let my example put you off on finding someone who you can spend

the rest of your life with.”
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“Hey, you're assuming a bit much. We were kissing; that’s it. Okay, there was a little
over the bra action. But it doesn’t put us in the married and four children category, not by a

long shot.”

“So maybe you don’t know yet if you want to spend the rest of your life with him. But

are you interested in spending some time with him to figure it out?”

Was she? Surprisingly Kena found the answer was in the affirmative. Which only went

to show she didn’t know up from down when it came to Captain Baldwin Garrett.
“Yes, I think I am. Which really sucks when I may have already screwed everything
up.
“No way, not my baby girl. You've just got to go back over there and apologize.”
“Apologize. Why should I be the one to apologize?”

“Let me count the ways.” Her aunt held up her finger. “First, you admitted you insulted
the man. Then, you walked out without talking to him.”

“But he --”

“Don’t interrupt me. The final reason, and the only one that really matters, is this:
you're attracted to the man. You're going to do what you have to to make sure you've got a
chance with him. And if it means going over there and saying you're sorry, you'll do it with a

smile. Because a good man isn’t one you should give up on quickly.”

Kena mulled over her words. It was odd to think she’d only known Baldwin a few days
and she was interested to see where things could go. Unfortunately, she had no idea if he felt

the same way.
“It probably would never work out. I mean we’re from two different worlds.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”

“What world does he come from? Mars? Pluto?”
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“You know what I mean.”
“No, I don’t.”

“Fine, we’re both from this world, but we couldn’t be any more different if we tried.
He’s white, rich, and had everything handed to him on a silver platter. I'm black, not rich,
and I've had to work hard for everything I've ever had. Furthermore, I've met his mother
and a more uptight, conservative woman doesn’t exist. She’d probably shit a brick if we

started dating.”
“Shit a brick. Hell, you should date him just to see it.”

Her aunt loved to shake people up, especially those like Baldwin’s mother who seemed
to think they were open-minded while all the while they talked about those not like
themselves behind closed doors. She had been an advocate and rabble-rouser from way back.
Their family had been active in the civil rights movement and the entire family would get
involved, even down to the youngest child. She’d grown up fighting for freedom and

believing everyone’s voice had a right to be heard.
“I'm not out to change the world, like some people.”

“Then shame on you.” Her aunt frowned. “I know for a fact I didn’t get hosed down by

the police and attacked by crazy dogs just for you to sit on the back of the bus all over again.”
“I'm not...” Why did she even try? “Everything isn’t about the civil rights movement.”

“The hell it isn’t, especially if the reason you're not going to talk to this man is because
his momma might have issues with your skin color and he comes from money and you don’t.

It’s a protest hymn waiting to get sung.”

“Those aren’t the only reasons.” Of course, she couldn’t think of any others off the top
of her head, but she wasn’t going to admit that aloud. “But even you have to admit family is

important.”

“Then it’s a good thing your family is more open than his seems to be. We accept all

kinds. More to the point, there’s only one difference that really matters, you know that.”
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“What difference is that?”
“He’s a man and you’re a woman. All the other stuff can be worked out.”

* % k ¥ %k

Baldwin dove into the pool and let the cool water wash over him. He took out his pent-
up frustration, cutting through the clear blue liquid with brusque even strokes. The physical
activity meant to relax him was having the opposite effect, however, and his mind raced

with thoughts of Kena and how things had ended yesterday.

He was a fucking idiot. He should have never let her leave. If he had the chance to do
it all again, he would have taken what she’d offered. His one moment of chivalry had left
him aching. Thanks to her, he’d tossed and turned all night, finally having to take matters
into his own hands, literally. The lackluster experience had left him physically sated, but
only briefly.

Unfortunately his dissatisfaction returned tenfold when he awoke this morning. His
attempts to distract himself had been fruitless. Even the crisp water did nothing to ease his
throbbing cock. He needed to get laid but appeasing his hunger was no simple matter. The

idea of being with anyone other than Kena was as unappealing as Gloria had been yesterday.

The only relief from his frustration had been the constant pain in his leg. He'd
purposely left his usual swim until dusk, hoping the exercise would tire him out to the point
where he would be too exhausted to do anything but sleep tonight. Regrettably it hadn’t yet
worked. Deciding to take a break, Baldwin stopped and reached out to grab the bottle of

water he’d left at the end of the pool, but came up empty.
“Is this what you’re looking for?”

Wiping the water off his face, he looked up to see Kena sitting on a lounger next to the
pool with the aforementioned water bottle. The sight of the cause of his ongoing frustration

was both stimulating as well as disconcerting.
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Unlike the last two times he’d seen her, she was wearing makeup. Not a lot, but just
enough to accentuate her high cheekbones. Her full lips were shining in the fading sunset,
begging to be kissed. She was wearing a pink tank top and patterned skirt that ended at her

knees, showcasing her long, lean legs.

Rather than show his pleasure at her presence, he held out his hand, requesting the

water. “If you don’t mind.”

As she walked to the edge of the pool, she pursed her lips in obvious annoyance.

Leaning down, she handed him the bottle. “I thought maybe we could talk.”
Did she now. He unscrewed the cap and took a long swallow before asking, “About?”

Baldwin knew he was being difficult, but he wanted to see where she was going to take
this. Besides, the longer she stood there the more opportunity he had to stare at her legs. The
view had him hard and wanting her all over again.

“Are you looking up my skirt?” Kena’s accusatory tone had him dragging his glance
from her alluring charms to her face, which was marred by a frown. He liked her much

better when she was smiling.

“What do you expect, darling? When you present the gift in such an enticing package,

you can’t expect a man not to look.”

She rolled her eyes, but the frown faded to be replaced with a Mona Lisa smile. “It

wasn’t an invitation.”

“It certainly seemed that way to me.” He noticed she had stepped back, but otherwise
had done nothing to dissuade him other than acting affronted, which he believed was just

that, an act.
“Look, I came over here to apologize for my actions yesterday.”

Baldwin’s brow furrowed in displeasure. Great. While he’d been obsessed with

thoughts of her, she’d been regretting their experience. He began to wonder if it had just
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been a pity kiss, one designed to let him feel like a man again, since she’d called a halt to

things when it had gotten a little too intense.
“Okay, I don’t know what that look is, but I think you’re getting the wrong idea.”

“Really? What idea might that be?” Baldwin could feel his ire rising and tried to tamp

down his irritation.

“‘'m not really sure, but I'm sorry I was baiting you yesterday. That wasn’t my

intention.”
“What was your intention then?”

“Hell, I don’t know anymore. Sometimes I speak without thinking. I guess I was trying

to get a rise out of you.”

She’d certainly accomplished her goal, although probably not in the way she'd

intended.
“So let me get this straight. You're apologizing for the disagreement?”
“Yes, of course. Wait a minute. What did you think I was apologizing for?”
“The disagreement.”
“No, no, you thought I was apologizing for something to do with the kiss, didn’t you?”

“Not at all.” Although he’d been caught in the lie, it was kind of amusing to see her
getting worked up over the issue. She stepped forward again, standing just at the edge of the
pool. Her hands were now on her hips and her legs braced and ready for a fight, which only

allowed him a better view up her skirt.

“Damn it, are you looking up my skirt again?” Kena gathered the material around her
like a shield and bent down until she was almost at face level with him. “You are such a

pervert.”

“You're easily riled.”
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“I am not. I just don’t understand how we can be having a serious conversation and the

entire time you're more concerned about looking up my skirt.”

He chuckled at her naivety. The reason was so obvious it hardly deserved an answer,

but since she asked, “Because I’'m a man?”
“You're infuriating is what you are.”

“And you need to cool off.” Reaching up, he grasped her upper arms and tugged,
pulling her into the pool. He could see her eyes go wide with the realization of what was to
come just as she hit the water. He moved toward the shallow end of the pool as she came up

sputtering and wiping her wet hair out of her face.
“You. Are. A. Dead. Man.”

Each word was enunciated distinctly. But instead of worry, Baldwin was too interested
in noticing what the water had exposed. Her pink tank top was plastered to her skin and it
was obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples were puckered and poking through the

damp material.

“Did you hear me? Dead. Man. Do you know how long it’s going to take to flat iron my
hair again?”

“Why would I know that?”

“Better question, why would you pull me into the pool? Something is seriously wrong
with you.”

“You think so.” The madder she became, the harder he grew. Something was definitely
wrong with him all right, because her fiery temper turned him on.

“I know so.” She moved through the water until she was standing right in front of him.
Her dark eyes were flashing with anger and her black hair lay like strands of seaweed. She
was the epitome of a drowned rat, but it didn’t detract from her beauty. He was beginning to

believe nothing could.

“You're an insufferable ass. I'm going to kill you.”
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“But first you're going to kiss me.”

He reached out and pulled her forcefully into his arms. Surprisingly she came willingly,
grasping at his shoulders. Leaning down he captured her lips. She moaned and wrapped her

arms around his neck as he slipped his tongue into her mouth.

The taste of Kena was as good as he’d remembered, hot and spicy with just a hint of
sugar. Her tongue dueled with his as they kissed. Baldwin grasped her hips, bunching the
material of her skirt in his hands. All he could think about was getting her out of her wet

clothes so he could have access to her delectable skin.

With a quick yank he pulled the skirt over her hips and down past her thighs. She
cooperated quite nicely by kicking her feet a few times, sending the skirt floating away. He
broke their kiss and began nibbling down her neck, gently biting and then soothing her with
a swipe of his tongue. At the same time she began to do some exploring of her own. Her free

hand stroked down between them to touch his cock.

At the first touch of her hand, Baldwin moaned and thrust his hips in reaction, pressing
his cock toward her questing fingers. He grasped the edge of her tank top and swiftly pulled
it off, exposing her breasts to his gaze. The tips were like two dark brown berries, ones he
was dying to taste. Taking advantage of the bountiful offering, he captured one of her turgid

nipples in his mouth.
“Oh hell, yes.”

“Like that do you? How about this?” Taking the hardened nub between his teeth

Baldwin bit down.
Kena cried out in pleasure. “God, yes, I like it.”

He chuckled again and then groaned as her hand clasped him tight. He pulled her hand

away. “Enough of that or I won’t be able to last.”
“You know this is insanity.”

He didn’t mind going a little crazy if the result was a hot woman in his arms. “How so?”
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“We barely know each other.”

He pulled back to stare at her. The gentle lapping of the water was sending her pelvis

rocking into his own with a steady rhythm.
“Do you want this?”
“Yes, I want you to fuck me.”

“That’s all I need to hear.”

Turning her around, he pulled her body back, letting her feel his straining erection. He
pinched her nipples, causing her to grind her ass against him. As he slipped his hands down

her body, he tugged off her panties. Her legs fell open to allow him further access.

“Do you like me fingering your pussy?” He teased along her seam, never penetrating

her, just continuing his soft stroking.
“More,” she gasped. “Please, I need more.”

“Like this?” He lightly grazed her clit, barely touching the engorged nub. She

whimpered and arched her back to push her pussy against his hand.
“No, it’s not enough.”
“Tell me, tell me what you want.”
“I want you inside me, please.” She grabbed his hand and pressed it hard against her.

He pushed his finger inside, gently stroking her silken walls. His thumb grazed her

sensitive bundle of nerves, causing her to jerk in reaction.
“God, yes, more, please.”

Pressing a second and then third finger inside, he fucked her pussy with slow, even
strokes, occasionally rubbing her clit. She voiced her appreciation with shallow gasps. As
much as he loved hearing her breathy moans, he wanted her to come with his cock buried
deep inside her. He pulled his hand from her warm pussy and she groaned in

disappointment.
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Moving them toward the cement steps, Baldwin ordered, “Kneel down, baby.”

She knelt, her legs spread wide as the water lapped at her knees and with her ass thrust
back toward him. Turning her head, she gave him a come-hither glance that left no

questions as to her wants.
“Fuck me, Baldwin.”

Ready to do her bidding, he quickly removed his trunks. Grasping his cock, he pushed
into her warm, wet pussy. It was a very intense moment as her body opened to welcome him
inside. He paused for a minute before pressing forward until she had fully taken his cock.
Reaching around, he began to tease the nub at the apex of her thighs as he started the slow

thrusting that would drive her crazy.

But Kena had other ideas. She began milking his cock almost as soon as he started
fucking her, pushing him to the brink of insanity as he’d planned to do to her. He wouldn’t
last long at this rate. Trying to slow the pace wasn’t helping either as she just continued to

drive him over the edge.
“Stop playing games.” Baldwin slapped her ass lightly causing her to jerk in surprise.

She whipped her head around and he could see desire blazing in her eyes. He wasn’t
sure if it was the slap or the sex, but at this point he didn’t care.

“Who’s playing games? You're deliberately torturing me here. No more teasing. Just
fuck me. Fuck me hard and make me come.”

Okay, who could turn down an order like that?

He pulled back until just the head of his cock was penetrating her pussy and then
thrust forward with all his might. Arching her back in response, she grunted slightly, but

pushed back against him, willing to give as much as she got. He began pistoning wildly,

pounding into her pussy and pushing her forward with every plunge.
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Reaching around in front of her, he pinched her clit, plucking at it fiercely as he
continued his pounding. She was moaning incoherently, pushing back against him and
crying out her impending orgasm.

“Come for me, baby. Come all over my cock.” Baldwin pinched at her engorged nub

steadily, never letting up on the pressure as her body convulsed around him.

Biting back his own need to come, he continued to thrust until she was limp from her
orgasm before he withdrew and ejaculated on her back. He realized this was the first time
since he was a teenager that he’d had sex with absolutely no protection. Gently lowering her

into the water, he washed his semen off her back.

Although he would have liked to play the hero by picking her up and carrying her out
of the pool, he knew it would be impossible. He could already feel the strain on his leg. He
didn’t want her desire to turn to pity when she realized his wound was bothering him, but
realistically he knew there was no way he’d make it out of the pool without her assistance. It

was just one more reason to add to the list of why he hated his injury.
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Chapter Four

Kena felt boneless as she lay on the steps of the pool. The sex she’d just experienced
had been mind blowing. Although she hadn’t known for sure when she’d come over that the
evening was going to end exactly like this, there had been that small thought in the back of
her mind it might turn out this way. Otherwise why had she shaved before coming over to
apologize?

“I don’t think I can move.”

“Neither do 1.”

While her statement was one of sexual exhaustion, the type people usually made in
jest, she had a feeling his held a hint of truth in it. Looking over her shoulder she saw him
grimace as if in pain.

“Are you okay?”

“I might need your help.” She was surprised at his even tone. In fact, she was
downright shocked he’d even voiced the words. She could tell asking her for help was the

last thing he wanted to do, but she applauded his ability to do it nevertheless.

Kena struggled to her feet, bracing herself on the steps as she helped him rise. He

leaned heavily on her as they slowly made their way up the steps toward the patio furniture.
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“If you just help me to the chair you can go.” There was a hint of bitterness in the tone

of his voice.

She realized the man was in pain, but she wanted to smack him upside the head. She
knew he probably just wanted to be left alone right now, but to her at least, his statement
sounded like a dismissal. It was bad enough when all she was trying to do was help him. But
to do it right after they had wild, crazy pool sex, that was going too far. Deciding to just

ignore him for the moment, she lowered him into the nearest chair.
“I'm going to find your medicine.”
“No, it’s fine. I'll just sit here for a minute. Don’t bother.” His words were polite

enough, but the meaning was clear. He didn’t want her to see him in pain, but that was too

damned bad.

“I'm not going to argue; why don’t you just tell me where the pills are so I don’t have to

tear the house apart?”

Baldwin tried to stare her down, but his pain-filled eyes weren’t up to the task. He

finally nodded his head briefly. “Master bathroom cabinet, top shelf.”

Before he could change his mind, she darted into the house. When she opened the
patio door, she gasped in shock at the cold air hitting her wet, naked body. With care she
sprinted up the stairs, praying to every deity known to man that she wouldn’t slip on the
floor and break her neck. When she made it to the bedroom, she dashed across the room to
the bathroom. Flipping on the light, she quickly opened the medicine cabinet and located
the elusive pain pills. Thankfully, he hadn’t thrown them out.

In the kitchen, she filled a glass with water then hurried back out to his side. Baldwin’s
mouth was tight and although she knew the man was white, he looked even paler than
should be normal. His hand was unconsciously rubbing at his injured leg. Even his breathing

seemed a bit off.

“Here, take them.”
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Instead of arguing, he wordlessly accepted the pills and quickly swallowed them with
the water before leaning back in the chair and closing his eyes. Kena knew he must really be
hurting if he wasn’t even willing to bicker. Feeling helpless, she took the glass from his hand

and headed back indoors.

Shaking her head in disgust, she noted the kitchen looked worse for wear because of
her early departure the day before. It would have to go both first and last on her things to do
tomorrow. Kena ran back up the stairs, thanking the good Lord she’d started a recent step
aerobics class. Otherwise all the exercise she was getting tonight most likely would have

killed her.

She scoured through his dresser drawers and found a T-shirt and shorts that didn’t look
too ridiculous on her and quickly dressed. Then she pulled his robe off the hook in the
bathroom and headed back downstairs. As she returned to the backyard, Baldwin opened

one eye at her arrival.
“You can leave, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. You've already tried to send me packing once. When you can do it
yourself, then maybe we’ll talk about it. Until then, just shut up and let me help get you into

bed.”

A small smile flitted over his lips. “Wasn’t it me trying to get you into bed that got us

into this mess?”

“Hardy har har.” She took his hands in hers and tugged him to his feet. “You need to

put this on.”
“Why? I'm just going to bed.”
“Because, once you open the door you're going to realize how damn cold it is in your

house, especially coming in naked from the pool. You need to be covered and dried off

before you go to bed.”

“Yes, mother,” he intoned sarcastically.
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“Hey now, no reason to insult me.” She teased back as Baldwin snorted.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and they slowly made their way into the house.
Getting up the stairs was a chore to say the least. They had to pause a number of times, and
even sat down to rest for a moment when they hit the landing. Finally reaching the master
bedroom, she herded him toward the bathroom instead of allowing him to lie down on the

bed.

She flipped down the lid on the toilet and gestured for him to sit. When he complied,

she grabbed the towel off the rack and began to dry his hair.

“You know, I'm not a child. I can do it myself.” He tried to grab the towel away from
her, but Kena stepped back and held it out of reach. She wasn’t going to argue with him
about it. Instead she was arbitrarily taking over, whether he liked it or not. He obviously

didn’t, but that was too damned bad.

“When you can sit by yourself without falling over and dry off each one of your toes,

maybe I'll think about it. Until then, leave well enough alone.”
“You're a lot more bossy than you have a right to be.”

“When you're feeling better, you can do something about it. I'll be looking forward to

the confrontation.”

Although she hadn’t noticed it so much the other day, his hair was a bit longer than it
should have been for a military cut. There was actually a small bit hanging down over his
forehead she wanted to push back. Unfortunately, she had a feeling he’d consider it more

coddling.

Rather than linger over taking care of him, which he seemed to consider a burden to
her, Kena tried to quickly and efficiently towel him down. Slipping the robe off his shoulder,
she stifled the gasp at seeing him nude. Even though she had made love with him only

moments earlier, the sight of his tightly honed body took her breath away. Damn, he looked



40 Liz Andrews

hot, even now. She was reacting to the fact she was able to touch him so intimately, even if

he wasn’t feeling well.

And he was responding accordingly. His cock began to rise and by the time she was
kneeling at his feet she almost had to stop herself from taking him into her mouth. Only the
reminder that he was fading fast and looked ready to pass out at any moment put a stop to

her errant fantasies.

He must have felt the mutual frustration as well because he finally pulled the towel

from her hands and threw it down. “Thanks, I think we’re done here. Just help me to bed.”

His begrudging thank you was a bit brusque, but she had feeling it was sincere as well.
Helping him to his feet, she wrapped her arms around him once again. Baldwin was leaning
even more heavily against her and she realized his pain medication had finally started to do
its job. Realistically, however, it meant she needed to get him to bed as quickly as possible

before he passed out.

When they reached the bed, Kena pulled back the comforter and sheet and helped him
sit. He took a deep breath, as if he were going to say something, but then just swung his legs
onto the bed. He laid back, arm thrown over his eyes as if needing to block out all light. Kena

pulled the covers over him.

“Do you need anything else?” She waited for a moment, but hearing no answer
wondered if the pain meds had already put him to sleep. She returned to the bathroom and
cleaned up before flipping off the light.

When she walked back into the bedroom, she had to stop for a moment to let her eyes
adjust to the dark. At first she didn’t know if she was hearing something, but then realized it
was Baldwin speaking softly, finally answering her earlier question.

“Only you can give me what I want.”

Walking back toward him, she sat on the edge of the bed. “What is it? What do you

need?”
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“You.”

Shocked, she stared at him. His words had begun to slur and she wondered if he even
realized he’d spoken aloud. His hand reached out and clasped hers and Kena knew her
decision now could be a life-altering one. She could just pull away and leave as planned.
Baldwin most likely wouldn’t remember this incident and even if he did would probably

pretend it never happened.

On the other hand she could throw caution to the wind and stay. She could get to
know this man she’d just let into her body and figure out if there was something to this thing
she felt between them. Knowing there was only one decision to make, she pulled back the

covers and climbed into bed beside him.

She might wake up in the morning to find she’d made a horrible mistake, but somehow

she didn’t think so.

* k k k k

Baldwin awoke to the sounds of activity coming from the kitchen. For the first time
since he’d been injured he hadn’t been woken by nightmares haunting his sleep. And to top
it off, although his leg ached, it didn’t feel as bad as he’d anticipated. He hated to admit it,
but it could have something to do with taking the pain medication, which he’d been refusing

to do ninety percent of the time.

Turning his head, he noticed a slight indentation in the pillow next to him. Kena had
spent the night. He waited for that sinking feeling, knowing he never liked having a woman

sleep over, but it never came.

He remembered pulling her into the pool and the mind-blowing sex that followed. He
even recalled the humiliating period after, where she had to practically drag him from the

pool and up the stairs in order to get him into bed.
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But he couldn’t remember asking her to stay. In fact, he had a vague recollection he’d
actually told her she could go. Thankfully, she’d ignored his directive, otherwise he might

still be sitting naked on the patio this morning.

He still didn’t know how he was going to react to seeing her though. She’d seen him at
his most vulnerable. He hated the idea he would look weak in her eyes. He didn’t need or
want her pity.

Sitting up, Baldwin swung his legs around until they hung off the bed. Although his leg
didn’t feel the worst it ever had, this morning wasn’t exactly a picnic. He gritted his teeth,
psyching himself up for the trek across the room. After a few minutes he decided to just to go

for it, and painstakingly made his way to the bathroom.

After a hot, steaming shower he almost felt normal. Almost being the operative word.
The heat had loosened the tightened muscles in his leg somewhat so he wasn’t walking with
the stiffened gait he had earlier. But the deep throbbing was ever present. He reluctantly
grabbed the pill bottle and swallowed half the dosage. As he gingerly dressed, he wondered if

he would ever heal.

Heading down the stairs he could hear Kena singing slightly off key, but with a lot of
energy and enthusiasm. As he approached the kitchen he was amazed at the sight that

greeted him.

She had found an old scarf from his room and wrapped it around her head and was
wearing an oversized T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts that practically fell off her ass, but she
looked remarkable. Her face was glowing as she sang along to the music playing through her
earbuds. Finally noticing him standing in the door, she smiled as she came to a halt and

turned off the headset.
“Good morning. I hope my cleaning didn’t wake you.”

She looked entirely too cheerful this morning, which pissed him off since he wasn’t

exactly a morning person. In addition, he wasn’t too sure how he felt about her being here
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after last night. On the one hand, the sex had been amazing. Kena had responded to him like
no other woman had in a long time. It even made him wonder if she’d be responsive to some

of his darker desires.

On the other hand, he’d gone from being on top of the world to the lowest low. And
she’d been there to witness the fall. Not only witnessed it, but picked up the pieces. He didn’t
want to need anyone. Despite being attracted to her, he didn’t want to need her. Baldwin

wanted to stand on his own two feet, figuratively and literally.

“Actually, it did.” He headed toward the coffeepot to pour himself a cup, forcing
himself to walk as normally as possible and not show any weakness. “Don’t you think it’s a

bit early in the morning for all this?”
“I usually start at nine o’clock and it’s already ten, so no, this isn’t early.”
“I suppose my mother set up that schedule.”
“Actually, it’s my normal schedule, but yes, she approved it.”
“If you're going to stay on, we’ve got to make some changes.”

Before she could ask exactly what those might entail, a knock on the French doors
interrupted them. Before he could answer it, the door swung open and Gloria popped her

head inside.

“Oh good, you’re up. I was hoping you would be.” She bounded into the room and
greeted him with a kiss. He turned his head so her lips hit his cheek instead of her intended

target. “I came in through the backyard to see if you had started your laps.”

He knew his parents were trying to foster something between the two of them, but this
was getting ridiculous. “What are you doing here?”
“Is that any kind of greeting? I came over to help cheer you on while you did your laps

this morning. I missed coming over yesterday.”
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“No one invited you to be my cheerleader.” Although he spoke to the blonde, his gaze
was fixed on Kena’s back, shaking with laughter as she stood at the sink. She must be
remembering her mockery of the overly cheerful woman from the day before, just as he had.

Gloria pouted in disappointment. “Aww, I thought you enjoyed my visits.”

“Not particularly.”

Gloria just laughed and smacked him lightly on the arm. “Silly, you don’t mean that.
You're just being an old stick-in-the-mud. Once you get all healed up we’ll have lots of fun
together.”

He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but there was no chance in hell he’d ever consider
her as a girlfriend. He needed to get her out of there. Her presence was getting on his nerves.
Although he didn’t realize it before, her voice was a bit too grating, reminding him of

someone who’d sucked helium before they talked. Every time she came over the only thing

they talked about was his injury. It was getting old really fast.

“Baldwin, are you listening to me?” Her eyes narrowed a bit as she stared at him.

Baldwin dragged his gaze away from Kena so he could concentrate on the problem at hand.
“Yeah, of course.” He’d heard everything she’d said, he just didn’t care about it.
Gloria turned her gaze to Kena, who was finishing loading the dishwasher.

“This must be the new maid your mother was telling me about. Interesting work

attire.” She noted, addressing herself to Kena.

Kena turned and smiled, but somehow the look didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I make it a
policy to work in comfortable clothing.”

Gloria eyed her up and down. “Comfortable is one thing, but I must say you won’t be
viewed very professionally wearing an outfit that looks as if you slept in it.”

Since she most likely had slept in the clothes, Gloria wasn’t too far off the mark.
Baldwin started to chuckle at the irony but quickly turned it into a cough when Gloria

glanced his way.
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“It’s a good thing I don’t strive for your approval then.”

Gloria studied her freshly manicured nails for a moment before eying Kena once again.
“You know, I've been thinking about hiring a house girl for my condo. With all my

volunteering, I just don’t have the time to devote to all these little mundane tasks.”

House girl. Now that was going a bit too far, but before he could intervene, Kena spoke
up.
“It’s too bad really, but you can’t afford me.” She sent Gloria a little smirk before

sauntering from the room.

“How dare she speak to me in such a rude manner? I've never been treated so shabbily

in all my life.”

He somehow doubted that. Gloria had a reputation for treating service staff with total

disregard. However, he didn’t think she’d appreciate it if he pointed that out to her.

“Someone should talk to her.” Gloria turned as if she was going to follow Kena, but he
grabbed her arm, stopping her in mid-motion. He wanted her gone, not wandering through

the house where it might take him hours to get rid of her instead of minutes.

“You know, you're right. Someone should talk to her.” With his hand on her elbow he

began to guide her toward the door. “I'm going to do that right now.”

“Well if you think that’s best.” She looked confused, as if she didn’t know why her visit

had turned around so quickly.

“I do. Good-bye.” Although he didn’t literally shove her out the door, it was a close
call. Of course she would probably run right over to his parents’ house to complain of his
treatment of her and he’d be subjected to another phone call from his dad. But he just didn’t
care. His parents might have gotten him to succumb to their power play once before, but he

wasn’t giving in as easily this time.
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Chapter Five

As she stood in the upstairs hallway, pretending to put items away in the linen closet,
Kena could overhear the entire conversation between Baldwin and Gloria. The man was an
equal opportunity grump, being just as rude to Gloria as he’d been to her the other day.
Although she had a feeling Gloria hadn’t been treated to his better side. The one she’d had

sex with in the pool.

Just remembering last night made her squeeze her thighs together. The thought of
fucking him was unbelievable, in more ways than one. Although he was one of the best

lovers she’d ever had, she was still wondering why she’d had sex with him in the first place.

One-night stands weren’t exactly her style. Neither was having sex with someone after
speaking to them exactly twice. Hell, she wasn’t even dating him. Kena wasn’t a prude, but
she could count on one hand the number of men she’d slept with and all of them had been

during a long-term relationship.

This situation with him threw her into completely unknown territory. When she woke
up this morning, she had to fight with her instinct to wrap her arms around his body,
somehow knowing it wouldn’t be appreciated by him in the light of day. She wasn’t an idiot

and she realized he had issues with his injury and any hint of appearing incapable in front of



Veterans: Through the Fire 47

others. Personally she couldn’t figure it out, but men could be very particular about any sign

of weakness and Baldwin seemed to have inherited that gene in spades.

Instead of snuggling like she had wanted, she’'d slipped out of bed only to discover
about a billion messages left on her cell phone by her aunt. It had taken some fancy footwork
to smooth the rough edges down, but in the end, her aunt reluctantly forgave her. Not for
the one-night stand, because she was a grown ass woman, but for her not being courteous

enough to call.

Shaking herself from her daydreaming, Kena realized she could no longer hear voices
from downstairs. He must have gotten rid of her, because she didn’t figure the other woman
was the type who could shut up for very long. As if she conjured him from her thoughts
alone, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. He had turned the corner and

was beginning to make his way up the stairs.

She figured he wouldn’t want her to stand around watching as he struggled with the
steps so she quickly finishing up in the linen closet and headed into his bedroom to make the
bed. She had just fluffed the final pillow when she looked up to find him standing in the
doorway staring at her.

“What are you doing?”

She thought it was pretty obvious, but okay, she’d play his game. “Making the bed.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Yes I do. I'm the housekeeper. I clean things and make the beds. It’s actually part of
my job description.”

“We need to talk. Let’s go to my office.”

Resisting the urge to salute, she rolled her eyes and followed him from the bedroom.
She felt as if she were headed to the principal’s office. His office was at the end of the

hallway and it looked like it hadn’t been updated since his grandfather owned the home. The

walls were lined with bookshelves that were mostly empty when she’d first opened the



48 Liz Andrews

house and dusted in here. Now, however, the floor was covered in boxes that looked like

they needed to be unpacked.

Once inside, Baldwin sat heavily on the chair behind the desk while she sat across from
him. She knew the walk had tired him out, but he was still pretending his leg didn’t hurt.
The man was a menace to his own health and well-being.

“You can’t keep working here.”

Well damn. That was straightforward and to the point.

“Why?”

“I don’t think it’'s appropriate for me to be sleeping with the person cleaning my

home.”

Biting back her initial retort, she just stared at him for a moment. His comment could
be taken so many ways, most of them not good. She didn’t think he was saying he was too
good for her. In fact, it almost felt as if the opposite were true. On the other hand this wasn’t

turning out to be the best morning-after conversation she’d ever had.

“You know, sleeping with the boss usually helps you move up the company ladder, not

get fired.”

“There is no company ladder and I'm not the boss. Besides, I don’t need a

housekeeper.”

Kena mentally shook her head. The man had a real problem with money. God forbid

she ever had such issues.

“Hey, you're right. You're not the boss. Your mom hired me and she’ll have to be the
one to fire me.” She crossed her arms and smiled, settling back into her chair. “As far as

needing a housekeeper, haven’t we already had that conversation?”
“I don’t appreciate your attitude.”

“I don’t appreciate your grouchiness, but we all have our crosses to bear.”
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“Your mouth is going to get you into trouble. Gloria was ready to give you a piece of

her mind after your conversation in the kitchen.”
“She can’t afford to lose any more brain cells, so I think I'll pass.”

“So true, she can’t at that.” Baldwin looked like he wanted to laugh, but was
deliberately suppressing the urge. It was the only time she’d seen him loosen up even a little

bit except for last night in the pool, when they’d had sex.
Nope, I can't think about that now.

“She was deliberately trying to insult me. She’s a spoiled, rich brat and she got exactly

what she deserved.”
“I thought you wanted jobs from my mother’s friends and associates.”

“After our conversation, I've revised my thoughts on that subject. I think I can live

without the hassle.”

“If I told my mother some of the insults you threw around about her friends she’d fire
you so fast your head would be spinning.”

“But you won't.”

He frowned, obviously perturbed she could read him so well and that he wasn’t going

to be able to get his way. “I don’t want you here so why would you want to stay?”

“Just a masochist, I guess.” She wasn’t willing to go away so easily. She was agreeable to
be laid back about the whole thing, but she really was intrigued by this man, despite all his

foibles. “Besides, you haven’t seen my French-maid outfit yet.”

His eyes flared for a brief moment before he lowered his gaze. “That’s a perfect

example of one of our problems.”

She decided to file away his devilish glance as something to be examined at a later date
and concentrated on his words instead. “Okay, I'm confused. Can you explain it to the rest of

the class?”

“If you're going to stay, we have to set some ground rules.”
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“Such as?”

“You have too many smart aleck comebacks. Aren’t maids supposed to be seen and not

heard?”

“I think that applies to children, not maids. When did it become okay to tell the black

girl she wasn’t allowed to speak?”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t speak, just that I didn’t need to hear your ongoing

commentary. It’s annoying.”
“Too bad. I say what I think.”
“Keep it to yourself.”

Kena pursed her lips and didn’t respond. If he wanted to think she was agreeing, then
fine. She’d continue to say exactly what was on her mind when she felt like it. “Anything

else?”
“I like my mornings quiet. You need to come by later in the day.”

“I can’t do that. I have a schedule to maintain. In fact, I need to leave here soon to get
to my afternoon job today.”

“Change your schedule and do my house in the afternoons or find another job.”

He was deliberately trying to get her to quit, but it wasn’t going to work. “I'll speak
with my afternoon clients today and see if they’re willing to be flexible and make a change.”

“There are some other schedule changes you can make as well. I don’t need someone
here three days.”

“It’s only three half days and as long as you're still getting settled, I think you do. Take
this room for example. All this stuff needs to be organized and put away, which is something

I can do.”

He looked around the room reluctantly. “Fine, until I get settled then. But this is a

point we’ll be renegotiating.”
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“Fine, we’ll discuss it again later.” She stood up, ready to leave. “Are we done, because I

need to get back to work?”
“No, we are not done. Sit back down.”

She grimaced and flopped back into her chair. “Come on, just how many useless rules

do you have?”

“Only one more. There won’t be any more slips like last night. We can’t sleep together

if you continue to work here. This is a professional relationship only.”

She was stuck in the proverbial Catch-22 situation. If she stayed, no more nookie, but if
she left, she most likely wouldn’t see him and therefore wouldn’t be able to get to know him
better. Weighing her choices carefully she decided to play devil’s advocate. She knew he

didn’t want her to stay and she also wanted to make sure she got to know him better.

“I think I can suffer the consequences.” Kena figured she’d just have to find a way to

change his mind.

Baldwin watched through hooded eyes as Kena left the room. Their discussion didn’t
go exactly as he’d planned. In fact, he had the feeling she was laughing at him under all her
supposed agreement. The sad fact was she made him feel something he’d been suppressing

since he’d returned home from the war. Her presence was a temptation he couldn’t afford.

Unfortunately, now that he had tasted her, he only wanted more. Just remembering
the feel of her soft skin had him hardening. Her responsiveness last night almost made him

regret pushing her away. But he’d laid down his rules and she’d agreed, almost eagerly.
It doesn’t matter.

Pushing away from the desk, he looked at the boxes that were piled around the room.
She’d been right about this mess. Some of these boxes dated back to his high school and

college days. Having someone around to help him get everything organized and put away
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would be a blessing. Of course that would mean they would be working even closer with

each other.

He had to stop these wayward thoughts and complete his plan to regain his health
instead of daydreaming about a woman he had no right to be thinking about. It was hard to
ignore her, though, when he glanced up again to find her standing in the doorway, still

wearing the boxer shorts and T-shirt she’d appropriated from him.

He glanced at his watch. “Are you leaving?”

“Missing me already?”

“Hardly.”

Kena picked at the hem of the T-shirt. “I just wanted to say I'll be washing these and
returning them Friday when I come back.”

“We'll get started on this room then.”

“Oo0, can’t wait.” Her false enthusiasm was obvious. She turned and left the office and
he could hear her moving through the house before she left. He finally released the pent-up

breath he’d been holding. He'd been right to worry about her presence. Even with her

agreement to keep things professional, he wondered how long /Ae'd be able to resist her.

Trying to push thoughts of Kena from him, he booted up his computer and tried to lose
himself in work. It was a futile effort, however, when he was interrupted less than twenty

minutes later by the sound of his mother’s voice.
“Yoo-hoo. Baldwin. It’s your mother. I've come for a visit.”
Dropping his head into his hands, he groaned in despair of their upcoming discussion.

His mother never stopped by without an ulterior motive. He tried to avoid confrontations

with her at all costs.

He and his parents never saw eye to eye. If he wasn’t the spitting image of them he’d
almost think he’d been adopted. Thankfully he’d taken after his grandfather, a self-made

man who made no bones of the fact he didn’t appreciate his own daughter’s avarice.
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At the knock on his office door, he raised his head to see his mother standing in the

doorway.

“Why are you hiding up here?” She entered the room and sat primly down in the chair

Kena had vacated earlier.

“I was working on the computer, Mother. Since I wasn’t expecting guests, I didn’t

know I should be downstairs ready to receive.”
“There’s no need to be rude.”

Baldwin wasn’t going to apologize so he jumped right to the point. “To what do I owe

the pleasure of this visit?”

“I swear, Baldwin, I thought I raised you better than this. You speak so harshly to
everyone. You were never like this as a boy. Once you went to high school and started

hanging out with those hoodlum friends of yours you completely changed.”

He shook his head at the long-standing argument. He’d heard it most of his adult life.
She didn’t like his friends and she didn’t like most of the choices he made in his life.
Nevertheless, he should have known better than to push his mother. She always did

everything in her own timeframe and wouldn’t allow her agenda to be altered.

“Mother, I'm tired and I don’t have time for this. You obviously came here for a reason.

Can we cut to the chase?”

“Are you telling me your mother can’t stop by to see you? My God, Baldwin, you
almost died. Do you think I'm totally heartless? Your father and I love you and I wanted to

make sure you're okay.”

He knew he should be more grateful. After he was injured he’d been hospitalized
overseas before being transferred back to the United States. Although the VA hospital did
the best they could, it wasn’t the most pleasant experience. Once he was back in the country,
his parents used all their wealth and power to make sure he was in the best private

rehabilitation hospital and had the best doctors.
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He was sure his care was far and above what most soldiers had received. And instead of
being pleased by it, he was filled with shame and guilt because he’d taken advantage of
everything his parents offered to him even though in the past he’d always shunned their
wealth. He knew they did love him, in their own way. The problem was they couldn’t

comprehend how different his ideals were from their own.
“My rehabilitation is coming along fine. There’s no need to worry.”

Sitting back in her chair, his mother eyed him speculatively. “Gloria had a lot to say
about that.”

That pain in the ass socialite was really becoming a thorn in his side. “What would she
have to say about anything? She’s not my doctor or physical therapist. Hell, she doesn’t even

work in the medical field.”

“Just because she’s not a medical expert doesn’t mean she can’t be concerned. She’s a

lovely girl. Her mother is head of the docents at the museum.”

As if he cared what her mother did in her spare time? The only reason his mother
cared was because she was determined to marry him off, especially to the right kind of girl.

The one whose family would garner her the social connections she strived for.
“Mother, I'm not interested in her concerns. Hell, I'm not interested in her period.”

Ignoring his words, she continued to rant. “She told me you’ve been acting oddly, that

you practically threw her out this morning.”

“She deserved it, showing up here unannounced and uninvited. As for me acting oddly,

how would she know what was odd for me? We haven’t seen each other in years.”

“You want to know what’s odd? How about you ignoring a beautiful, well-respected

young lady to swim naked in the pool with the cleaning woman?”
Son of a bitch. Just one more problem he didn’t need.

She crossed her arms as if in triumph. How Gloria found out about Kena and the pool

he had no idea. She had obviously immediately run to tattle to his mother, probably hoping
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she would bring him into line. The problem was she didn’t realize he wouldn’t acquiesce to
his mother and he wasn’t ashamed of being with Kena. In fact, if it meant getting rid of the

pain in the ass debutante, he’d flaunt Kena from the rooftops.
“Speaking of which, whoever asked you to hire me a cleaning service?”

Her face fell at his words. “I just thought it would be a nice gesture. And I hired a
minority. Not that I hired a black girl just because they’re good at cleaning. She was the

cheapest.”

Unbelievable. His mother’s outdated stereotypes and subtle attempts to be politically

correct while insulting those she pretended to be supporting were a joke.

“Kena is a beautiful, intelligent young woman who owns her own business and has a
head on her shoulders, which is more than I can say for your little protégé. It’s none of her
business who I decide to spend my time with or how I spend my time. In fact, it’s none of

your business either.”

She stood in a fury, hands on her hips. “I can’t believe you. How dare you put that

woman on the same level as Gloria? What did I ever do to deserve such an ungrateful child?”

“Stop being so melodramatic, Mother.” He sighed. Why did every get-together have to

be so damn trying?

“You’ll eventually come to your senses and realize what a terrible mistake you’ve made.

I can only hope Gloria will still be around.” She flounced from the room in a huff.

Baldwin shook his head in amazement. He could speak, but she just wouldn’t or
couldn’t comprehend him. It was no use arguing with her when she was like this. She’d

eventually realize he’d never be the son she wanted him to be.
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Chapter Six

Your services are no longer required.

Kena hit stop, rewind, and then play again to listen to the entire message again.

Ms. Rutherford, this is Mrs. Garrett. After speaking to my son today, please consider
this phone call official notification. ..

“Kena, are you listening to that message again?”

Kena hit the stop button and looked up to find her aunt standing in the doorway of her
office. She had turned a small room in the back of the house into her official office for TLC.
It had a separate entrance, and since she didn’t need to rent out an actual office space just yet
it worked out well. Someday she might be as big as Merry Maids, but she wasn’t there yet.

“I can’t help it. I keep listening to try and hear if I can figure out if I'm missing
something.”

“What could you be missing? The woman fired you, end of story.”

Kena couldn’t refute her words. She’d been fired. After agreeing to all of Baldwin’s
stupid ground rules, his mother called and fired her anyway. She was so mad she could spit

nails. He was a coward, plain and simple.

“I can see the wheels turning. What are you thinking?”
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“This is all his fault, the evil bastard. How dare he whine to his mother to get rid of me

instead of confronting me himself?”

“I think you’re assuming an awful lot. Have you talked to him yourself to get his side of

the story?”
“There is no his side of the story.”

Her aunt shook her head. “You're cutting off your nose to spite your face. Instead of

pouting and sulking you ought to be talking to the man.”

“I already went to his house and apologized after our last argument and you know
where that led. 'm done going over there and being the humble one. I'm the injured party

here.”

“I know better than to argue with you. You'll do what you want. Just remember, I'm

here with a shoulder to cry on if you need me.”

Kena smiled. “Thanks, but it won’t be necessary. There are no tears here. I'm angry, not

sad.”
The phone rang and her aunt chuckled as she headed back toward the house.
“TLC, how may I help you?”
“It’s Friday; where the hell are you?”
No he did not. Baldwin calling her? Impossible. The man was completely insane.
“I don’t work for you anymore.”
“You left here Wednesday saying you’d be back Friday. What changed your mind?”

She couldn’t believe his gall. He was blaming her? Crazy bastard. “You did, when you
had your mother fire me.”

Slamming down the phone she felt better than she had all morning. Almost
immediately the phone began ringing. She had no illusions it was anyone other than

Baldwin. Rather than answer it she turned off the ringer, letting the call go to her answering
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machine. She was more than willing to possibly lose some business instead of having to listen

to any more of his bullshit.

She tried to clear her mind of all the negative energy of the morning and work on the
accounting reports. Unfortunately her mind wouldn’t stay on task and she found her
thoughts drifting to her conversations with Baldwin. Although he could be rude, she got the

impression he was honest almost to a fault. That’s why she’d been so shocked by his betrayal.

Mulling over her aunt’s words, she wondered if she’d misjudged him. She wanted to
believe he had nothing to do with it, but what other reason would his mother have to fire
her. The only logical explanation was Baldwin. The sad thing was how disappointed she felt.

She thought they had come to some sort of understanding.

Once again she tried to return to work, burying her head in numbers before her tactic
proved futile. Sitting back in her chair she massaged her temples, trying to abate the
headache that was threatening to explode inside her head. She should just go lie down and

try to sleep the pain away since she wasn’t really getting any work completed.
“You look about like how I feel.”

Kena slowly raised her head to find Baldwin standing in the doorway to her office. Not
only had the man gotten her fired, now he was insulting her if she understood him correctly.
Why did he look so damned attractive? Her body might be reacting favorably to him, but she
wasn’t going to allow her brain to betray her as well.

“Why are you here?”

“I think we need to talk.”

“No, I think you need to leave. I no longer work for you and I don’t have to obey you

anymore.”

“When did you ever,” Baldwin muttered as he pulled out a chair from the corner of the

room and made himself at home.
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“How dare you. You set the ground rules and I agreed to abide by them. I wasn’t the

one who reneged on the deal.”
“Neither did .”

“Really?” She didn’t know why he was backpedaling now, but she had his mother’s

voice on tape, she didn’t need anything else to prove her point.

“Yes, really. I don’t know what you think I did, but I had nothing to do with anything

my mother might have said or done.”

“What I think? You are too much, you know that? I don’t lie and I can prove exactly
what your mother said.” Leaning forward she pressed the play button on the answering

machine.

Ms. Rutherford, this is Mrs. Garrett. After speaking to my son today, please consider

this phone call official notification that your services are no longer required.

“I believe that says it all.” Kena didn’t want to feel vindicated, but she did. The man

needed to own up to what happened.
“Not quite. Obviously my mother did fire you --”
“Obviously.”

“However, I had nothing to do with it. I don’t lie either, by the way. And no matter

what she says, I didn’t ask her to fire you.”

“What other reason would she have to fire me? I did an excellent job at your house, so

it can’t be the quality of work. Besides, she said she spoke with you.”

“She did speak with me, but on an entirely different subject.” Baldwin ran his fingers
through his hair. “Unfortunately, I don’t think you’ll like what she actually said anymore
than what you think was said.”

“Why don’t you spit it out?”

“She showed up Wednesday after you left and told me Gloria had told her about our

tryst in the pool.”
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“I...I don’t understand. How did Gloria --”

“Before you jump to conclusions, no, I didn’t tell her anything. I have no idea how she
found out. She came to visit, bitched at me, and I basically told her to mind her own

business. At no time did I ask her to fire you.”
“If you knew about this since Wednesday, why didn’t you tell me?”

“For one thing I had no idea she was going fire you. For another, I was never going to

tell you. What good would it have done?”

“Because I might want to know my name is being thrown around as slut of the

month?”

“That’s not going to happen. My mother would never tell anyone. It might reflect

poorly on her. Just imagine the horror. Her son sleeping with the black help.”
“What about Gloria?”

“I have no idea.” Baldwin had the audacity to look confused, as if he’d never considered

the blonde bimbo might open her trap.

“Just like a man. You have no idea. I don’t need that bitch telling everyone I'm a ho

who sleeps with her clients.”
“I'll talk to her.”
“Don’t do me any favors.” Kena pushed away from her desk and stood up.
“Maybe I'm doing myself one.”

“Or maybe if you would have stood up to your mother a long time ago none of this

would be happening.”

“Right.” He stood as well, his eyes alive with anger. “And if my mother hadn’t been the

nosy busybody that she is, you would have never been hired and we would have never

fucked.”
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“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” She was beginning to think meeting him might

have been the worst thing that had happened to her.
“You think it is.”

Kena stared at him incredulously. Would wonders never cease? “Weren’t you the same

man who told me in no uncertain terms we weren’t going to sleep together again?”

“Yes.”

“Then why the hell would I think fucking you was a good thing?”

“Because it was fucking fantastic.”

It had been better than that but she would never admit it. “Says you.”

“And you, when you screamed my name as you came.”

“Whatever it is or was, it’s now over.” Kena walked over and opened the door. “I think
you should leave.”

Stalking to the door, he pushed it shut and slammed her back against the hard wood.
“It’s over when I say it’s over.”

Her eyes widened as he bent his head and captured her lips in a punishing kiss. His
tongue swept inside her mouth, dueling with her own for power and control. She felt as if
she were in a maelstrom, caught between the unyielding door behind her and the hard-as-

nails man pressing in front of her. And she loved every minute of it.

Baldwin continued to find himself totally captivated by this woman. Her fire and
passion for life seemed to awaken something in him he’d thought long dead. He’d come to
see her to straighten out the misunderstanding about her job, but all he could think about
was kissing those lips, stripping her bare to expose her soft dark skin, and possessing her in

the most intimate way.

When she’d asked him to leave, he decided there was no way in hell he was going to

let her go. He knew he wasn’t thinking logically. In fact, he’d been the one to insist they not
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sleep together again. But when it was all said and done, he couldn’t get her out of his mind.

He wanted to hear her admit it was as good as he knew it was.

He’d expected some resistance to his bulldozing tactics. Instead, after a brief moment’s
hesitation she met his kiss with a fiery intensity of her own. He gripped her hips fiercely as
he pressed against her, wanting her to feel his overpowering need. Her fingers were gripping
his jacket lapels as they kissed and her hips continued to shift in subtle reaction, spurring on

his own response.

Moving one hand from her hip, he pulled her shirt free of her jeans and swept upward,
caressing the smooth expanse of skin until he reached her bra. With deft fingers he

unhooked the garment, releasing her breasts.

His other hand stroked over her belly before moving ever upward. Breaking their kiss
for a moment, he ordered, “Lift your arms.” She obeyed instantly and he swept her shirt and
bra off in one swift movement, tossing them aside. Her breasts were firm and high, just ready

for him to taste.

Bending his head, he circled her nipple with his tongue before sucking it into his
mouth. Kena moaned, her head pressed back against the door as he continued to suckle at

her breast. He began to nibble and nip at the tip and she gasped in reaction.
“Shit that hurts.”
“Good hurt or bad hurt?”

Kena was silent for so long Baldwin decided to remind her about what she was
deciding and bit down on the hard nub. Her body shuddered in response as she finally

answered. “Good hurt.”

He chuckled and transferred his attention to her other breast, treating it with the same
loving care. His bites were obviously arousing her as she continued to moan and rub herself

against his cloth-covered cock.

“You get off on the rougher stuff, don’t you?”
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“Maybe I do.”

Cupping her breasts, he took each of her nipples between finger and thumb and
squeezed hard. She keened her pleasure, biting her lip in an apparently futile effort to keep
quiet.

“No maybe about it, baby. You love rough nipple play and maybe even more.”

She shivered in his arms as he continued to pinch and pull the sensitive tips of her

breasts. “I like what you’re doing, yes. As for more, I don’t know.”

“Hmm, I guess we’ll just have to see.” Stepping back for a moment, he stared intently at

her. “Strip down and let me see that sweet pussy of yours.”
“What about you? I don’t want to be the only one standing here with no clothes on.”
“No worries, we’ll both be naked soon enough.”

While she watched, he stripped off his jacket and shirt in record time. He toed off his
shoes and then shimmied out of his trousers before seating himself in his previously vacated
chair. He took his cock in hand, stroking along the hard shaft as he watched her strip down

for him.

Kena was a sight to behold, an ebony goddess. She kicked off her heels and then
turning her back to him, she quickly unbuttoned her jeans and pushed them down over her
hips, revealing a red thong. The cocoa-colored skin of her ass looked good enough to eat and

he imagined what she might do if he leaned forward to take a bite.

Pushing her jeans off her legs, she kicked them away before turning back around. She
hooked her fingers into the sides of the thong, pulling the scrap of material down with
interminable slowness. He watched her reveal her pussy to his hungry gaze. As much as he

wanted to taste her, he also wanted to bury himself deep inside her.
“Like what you see?”

She spread her legs slightly and he groaned at the sight of her light mocha lips

glistening with her dew.
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“Hell yes.”

Reaching out he stroked along her seam, his finger briefly dipping inside, before
bringing his hand back to his mouth. Licking his fingers, he groaned again at the sweet and
spicy taste.

“I want you inside me.” Kena’s voice was husky and low.

“I want that too, but we need a condom.” Before he could grab his pants and dig out his
wallet, she dropped to the floor and found it first. She quickly discovered the foil packet

inside and ripped it open, letting the leather wallet dropped from her hands.

Leaning forward she swiped her tongue over the tip of his cock teasingly before rolling

the latex sheath down.

“Ride me, baby.”

Needing no further urging, she straddled him. She grasped his cock in her hands, but
instead of immediately sinking onto him, she teased some more, rubbing her pussy along his
throbbing length and grinding her clit against his hardness.

Being that close to heaven was maddening. “Enough.”

Baldwin wrapped his hand over hers and guided his cock to her entrance. He thrust
forward as she pushed down, sinking into her honey depths. Her fingers dug into his

shoulders as she continued to lower herself over him until he was finally balls deep inside

her.
“You're so deep. I feel so full.”

Her words were like licks of flame up his spine. He wanted to pound into her, no holds

barred. But instead he held her hips tightly as he tried to maintain his fragile control.
“Move, baby. Show me.”

Closing her eyes, she grasped his shoulders to steady herself as she began to rock back
and forth slowly. Baldwin returned his attention to her breasts, his fingers grazing her

pebbled nipples. Her movements began to increase in tempo at his every touch. She released
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a shuddering breath and he could feel her nails digging into his shoulders as she continued to

ride him.

Finally releasing her breasts, he zeroed in on her clit, encouraging her every
movement. He strummed the tiny bundle of nerves until she was moving her hips up and

down so fast he thought she’d jostle herself right off him.
“Come on, baby. Come for me.”

She threw back her head and screamed her release, her body convulsing around his.
With a firm grip on her bottom, Baldwin suddenly stood and stepped over to her desk. He
lay her back on the wooden surface and began pounding into her pussy with all the abandon

he’d been storing up inside.

Kena wrapped her legs around his waist and threw her arms back, holding on to the

edge of the desk. “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” she chanted.

“Take me, take all of me.” He gripped her buttocks hard and pushed her legs up over
his shoulders, pistoning in long strokes and almost pulling out before impaling her again and
again. The desk was shaking he was fucking her so hard. He could feel her second orgasm

start to build and watched as her face contorted with pleasure.

“Ohhhh...” she gasped, crying out as the wave overtook her. Her inner walls convulsed
around him, gripping at him as he fucked her. Unable to hold out much longer he thrust

once, twice, and then exploded.

He collapsed, pressing his hips against hers and feeling the walls of her pussy still
gripping him. Finally their breathing became smoother and he rose up and looked into her

eyes.

“Tell me.” Kena’s eyes were glazed and unfocused, but he needed to hear her say the

words. “Tell me.”

“Yes, yes, it was good. More than good, it was great.”
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Chapter Seven

As she sat on the floor in Baldwin’s office, Kena felt overwhelmed by the project ahead
of her. The number of boxes strewn around the room was astronomical. There seemed to be
no rhyme or reason to any of it. In the current box alone she’d found amongst other things, a
high school yearbook from his sophomore year, a ticket stub to a local baseball game from
two years ago, and a paper he’d written in college about quasars. The man was eclectic to say

the least.

The problem was she’d discovered herself spending way too much time looking
through his stuff, trying to get to know more about the man she’d started sleeping with.
Although they were great together in bed, which she had so humbly admitted after their

blowout sex session in her office, she still knew almost nothing about him.

The one tidbit she’d uncovered was they were both only children, about the only thing
they seemed to have in common. Otherwise, it was as if they’d grown up on completely
divergent paths. He’'d been right about one thing, if his mother hadn’t hired her, she would

have never met him. He had gone to the town’s other high school and then away for college.

After college he’d joined the military and lived wherever he’d been stationed. If he

hadn’t been injured, she didn’t think he would have ever moved back home. She wasn’t
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really sure why she believed it, but there was nothing in these boxes that told her he was
tied to this town or his family. In fact, it seemed as if he’d gotten away from them as soon as

he possibly could, not that she could blame him after meeting his mother.

Standing up she grabbed the yearbook, intent on getting it on the shelf so it would look
like she had accomplished something. As she walked across the room she tried weaving her
way through the boxes. Unfortunately, she’d never been particularly graceful. She tripped,
losing her balance, and fell to her knees, dropping the annual in the process. A photograph

enfolded in a slip of paper fell from the book and fluttered to the floor.

She sat back on her heels and picked up the photo and paper, wondering if it was from
an old girlfriend. Instead she found it was an older picture of four young guys and a letter

dated just four years ago. Even though she knew it was wrong, she began to read the letter.
Hey, Baldie!

Ha ha! Just kidding. Well, I'm off to Balad in Iraq in four days. It's my first deployment
to an arena of engagement. Of course, Mom's freaking out. I should probably be scared to

death, too, but you know me...I figure I'll be able to deal with whatever comes around.

Who would have thought all the old gang would end up in the military? You and me in
the Air Force, Rich in the Army, Mikey in the Marines -- with all the mischief we caused in
high school, I know most folks probably thought wed never amount to much. I actually
thought it might be too tough a road, at first. At least, for me. You know, since I'm used to

being the one in control (wink).

I can take orders for a good cause, though. I'm gonna keep those aircraft running for
our guys. I'll be with the 332nd Expeditionary Maintenance Group, working on the F-16
Fighting Falcon, MQ-1 Predator, C-130’s, and the HH-60 Pave Hawks. Those days we spent
rebuilding engines in Cranston’s old shed have paid off for me.

Gotta go. Try to keep in touch, old buddy. And stay out of the line of fire...

Adam
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She was intrigued to say the least. Although she knew Baldwin had been injured in the
war, reading his friend’s letter somehow made it all the more real to her. Knowing he had
friends, people who cared about him, was mind boggling. He was so closemouthed she would

have never guessed.

To find out he helped rebuild engines in high school was unbelievable. She never
would have pegged him as the grease monkey type. There were certainly multiple layers to
him.

“It doesn’t look like you’ve gotten too far.”

Poking her head up, she saw Baldwin standing in the office doorway, gazing over the
sea of boxes. Before she’d started they had all been piled neatly on top of one another. She

realized she now had them spread far and wide.

Smiling sheepishly, she struggled to stand. “Looks can be deceiving. I'm getting a lot

organized here.”
“Uh huh. It looks like a mess.”

“There’s good stuff here.” Waving the letter at him. “I even discovered you have

friends.”

His face clouded over. “What the hell. Who told you to snoop through my stuff?”

She stared at him incredulously. “I believe it was you when you begged me to come
back and help you organize this shit.” She had refused to work for him after his mother fired
her, but when he’d ask her to help him with his office she’d agreed as another way to be able
to continue to have contact with him.

“I didn’t beg you.”

“Whatever. You wanted me to help and I did because I like you and I want to spend
time with you. When I found the letter, I thought it almost made you sound human. My

bad.”
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Kena couldn’t believe he could still be such an ass. It made her wonder if he was worth
the effort. Damn him for being so good in bed, because otherwise she might just be out of
here already.

“Look, I'm just not used to people butting into my business.”

Hands on her hips, she stared him down. “You realize I don’t work for you, right? I
don’t have to stick around here and be yelled at. After two fucks we're practically seeing

each other, but if you don’t watch your attitude you may never see fuck number three.”

Stepping forward, he reached out as if to grab her and then dropped his hands. “I

haven’t talked about my friends in a long time. I don’t open up easily.”

“No kidding.”

Baldwin sighed heavily and dropped into the nearby leather recliner. “Adam, Rich, and
Mikey were guys I met in high school.”

Would wonders never cease? She was shocked and amazed at the sudden turn of
events. Who was she to complain? He was actually talking, about himself no less. But instead
of saying anything, she cleared off another chair across from him and sat, letting him

continue.

“They were regular guys, not the country club losers my parents wanted me to hang

with.”
“I bet that went over well.”
Baldwin shrugged his shoulders ruefully. “You've met my mother; what do you think?”
“So your nickname is Baldie??”

“Not really. It was only Adam who ever called me that. In high school I wore my hair
long, so when I joined the air force and had my hair crew cut, he thought it hilarious to

make a play on my name and call me Baldie.”

“I can’t imagine you wearing your hair long.”
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He smiled and shook his head. “I did just about everything in my power to rebel against
my parents. I wore my hair long, made friends with the wrong kind of people, you know the

usual stuff kids do.”

That explained his attraction to her. “Why do I think it’s more than that?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you were only doing it to rebel against your parents, why would you stay in contact
with these guys all this time?”

“I haven’t stayed in contact. Not really. In fact that letter was the last communication I
had with any of them.”

“The letter makes it sound like you were all close. What happened?”

Baldwin ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know. I changed. I became someone I

didn’t like very much. How could I face my friends after that?”
Kena stared at him dubiously. “Changed how exactly?”
“I know it’s probably hard for you to believe, but I was actually a fun loving guy before

the war. When I got over there and saw what it was like, I don’t knows; it just wasn’t what I

expected.”

“Did you think it was going to be all roses and sunshine?”

He shook his head. “No, 'm not that naive. However, I didn’t expect to be questioning
why I was there.”

“Did you think your friends wouldn’t accept that you might not be thrilled with the
whole war idea?” She knew men in the military could be a gung ho kind of bunch.

“No, it wasn’t that. I knew they would understand. We're all in the military and we all
know it isn’t close to perfect. But after I was injured my parents offered to get me into the
best rehabilitation hospital in the country. I had top-notch doctors and got the finest care

available.”
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“Okay, it’s obvious you see your parents’ help as a bad thing, although why, I have no

idea. I still don’t understand how that destroyed your friendships.”

“I never wanted to rely on my parents or their money. It’s why I rebelled. I used some
money I got from my grandpop to go to college, joined ROTC, and then started in the air
force right after graduation. My friends knew and understood my reluctance to take
anything from my parents and they supported me. Then I caved when the going was rough. I

hate myself for it.”
“And you think they’ll hate you too?”
“I don’t know.”

“Would you judge them, if they did something out of the ordinary? Would you

immediately cut them off without explanation?”
“No, of course not.”
“Then why would you assume they would do the same thing to you?”

A look of clarity crossed his face, as he seemed to realize the truth to her words. “How

is it you can hold a mirror up to my life and show me what I can’t see myself?”

Kena smiled. “It’s a talent. Too bad I can’t do it more for myself. But hey, I have no

problem showing others the errors of their ways.”

Baldwin was amazed by Kena. Her presence seemed to rile him up and get him crazy,
but she was also so open in her feelings he found himself telling her things he could barely
admit to himself. After she’d refused to work for him but then agreed to come back to help
him organize his office, he knew he wasn’t willing to let her go. Somehow he knew he

needed to keep her in his life.

Although he couldn’t explain it, her presence made him happy. Happy to be alive,
happy to have someone to argue with, happy to forget, even for a few moments, the horrors

of a war he’d never wanted to be involved in. He kept wondering just how far he could push
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her but each time, instead of running, she pushed back. She was no weak little social
butterfly, but a strong independent woman, just the kind he’d always hoped to find, but

never had.

“You've got me at a disadvantage. I've spilled my guts, but I know nothing about you.”

“Please, I'm an open book. What do you want to know?”

“Tell me about your family.”

“My parents divorced when I was a baby and I've never been close to my dad. My mom
raised me until she died when I was sixteen, then I went to live with my aunt Donna.”

She stated the particulars of her life matter-of-factly, but he got the feeling the loss of
her mother was much more important to her than she was admitting.

“That must have been hard, losing your mom.”

Kena shrugged her shoulders. “My aunt was like a surrogate mother. She’s my family,
my confidante, my best friend.”

“It’'s amazing to me how close you are with your aunt.”

She chuckled. “With your family I'm not surprised. It’s like you're a changeling.”

“That’s a word for it. The sad thing is they’re not bad people, just a bit...misdirected.
My mother’s family didn’t have money until she was in high school, so I think she’s always

trying to prove to everyone she belongs in the social club circle.”
“You don’t talk much about your dad. What'’s he like?”

Baldwin watched Kena swing her foot as she spoke and reached out to grab hold of her
ankle the next time she swung out. Instead of pulling back, as he had thought she might, she
cocked her eyebrow, but said nothing. Placing her foot in his lap, he began to untie the laces

on her shoe as he answered her.

“My father’s quiet and, unfortunately, a bit controlled by my mother. Instead of

standing up to her, he became this workaholic I never really knew. It’s sad to say, but he



Veterans: Through the Fire 73

wasn’t someone I wanted to emulate. My grandpop, who left me this house, was the biggest

influence in my life next to my friends.”

While he spoke he removed her shoe and began massaging her foot. He watched as a

content look came over her face.
“Have you ever thought about contacting them?”

His hand paused in his ministrations to her foot, but she nudged at him to continue.

“For what purpose?”

She released a heavy sigh before answering. “Because you just said that besides your
grandfather, they were the most influential people in your life. Wouldn’t you want to see

how they’re doing now, know if they’re married or even alive?”

“I never thought about it before.” And he hadn’t. Instead he’d dismissed the men,
figuring he didn’t deserve their friendship. But Kena’s words once again had him wondering
if he’d ever truly thought about it at all or had just made certain assumptions based on his
own feelings. Adam, Rich, and Mikey were the best friends he’d ever had. Maybe he should
try to contact them.

Before he could continue that line of thought, however, he became distracted by
Kena’s foot in his lap. While he’d been ruminating he’d stopped massaging and so she’d taken
to doing some exploring of her own. Her toes had run over the ridge of his now growing
erection, teasing him to semi-hardness.

Looking into her eyes he knew she understood exactly what she had been doing. As he
sat and brooded, she had decided to play. Somehow she always seemed to know what he

needed. He grabbed her foot, holding her fast.
“Little girls who tease get punished.”
Kena smiled seductively, biting her bottom lip. “Sounds interesting. Punished how?”

“It’s no fun if you know ahead of time. Besides, it’s punishment. You’re not supposed to

be looking forward to it.”



74 Liz Andrews

“Hmm, I see.” She started to unbutton her blouse, slowly revealing tempting glimpses
of her mocha skin. He could feel his body reacting to her obvious interest. “Have you always

had this kinky side to your personality?”
“Kinky?”
“Yeah.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Maybe I could dig up my old high

school uniform. Would you like to give me my punishment while I wear it?”

He knew she was teasing, but the idea wasn’t without merit. In fact, he could just
imagine flipping up her plaid skirt to reveal her panty-clad ass. He’d pull down the white

cotton underwear to reveal her curves. That scenario definitely had some possibilities.

“Hey, I don’t think I like that look in your eyes.” She’d pulled her foot from his grasp

and was sitting poised on her chair as if to escape.
“Don’t offer something you’re not prepared to follow through on.”
“See, I told you. Kinky.” She looked torn between laughter and yearning.
“Maybe [ am.”
“I don’t have my school uniform here.”

“Too bad, but I bet we could find something else to do.” His mind was awash with all
the thoughts she’d suddenly put there. He’d always been a dominant lover, but he’d never
tried bondage. The thought of tying her down and having her at his mercy held some appeal.

In fact, it was downright arousing.

Her eyes shifted back and forth and he knew the moment she was going to run. She
jumped up from the chair and he let her slip by him, although he could have easily stopped

her flight right there. Instead, he stood and followed as she sprinted out the door.

Rather than head downstairs, she’d run down the hallway and into his bedroom.
Baldwin was shocked at the pleasure he felt coursing through his body. Deliberate in his
movements he headed toward his destination. Reaching the doorway of his room, he actually

smiled at the sight before his eyes.
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Kena was standing at the foot of the bed, legs spread slightly and arms braced on the
mattress. What should have surprised him, but didn’t, was how she had pulled her shorts
down to mid thigh, baring her ass to his lust-filled gaze. The reality was much better than
the image in his head had been. Walking forward, he palmed her bottom, squeezing the firm
flesh.

She moaned and wiggled her ass in invitation. Standing back he spanked her right
cheek, watching as she jerked slightly at the impact. He landed three more blows in quick
succession, alternating on each side. Although the smacks must have been a shock, she didn’t
flinch from his touch. In fact, if he wasn’t mistaken, he was pretty sure she was becoming

excited. He was sure he could smell her unique musk permeating the air.

Dipping his fingers between her legs he found her wet with arousal. She pushed back

against him as he explored her soft cleft.
“I guess it’s too late to remind you you're not supposed to enjoy the punishment.”

Turning her head, she licked her lips before answering. “I guess you’ll have to think of

another punishment.”

Baldwin smiled wickedly, knowing just what he had in mind.
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Chapter Eight

Kena shivered when Baldwin stepped away from her for a moment. Her ass was fiery
hot from the spanking she’d received, but her pussy was damn near drowning from
excitement. Finding a lover who liked to play during sex was a bonus, in her opinion. It was
something she always hoped for, but it rarely ever happened.

Whipping her head around, she realized he was no longer in the room. Now she was
beginning to wonder why she was still bent over the bed with her ass in the air. As she
started to straighten, however, his hand smacked across her rear, effectively halting her
movements.

“Hey!” She desperately wanted to rub the aching flesh, but he took over that task,

massaging the ache he had administered.
“Hey what? I step away for one minute and already you’re done?”
“I thought you left.”

“Just for that, more punishment. And, to make it a bit more interesting, how about we
try this?” Before she had a chance to comprehend what he was talking about, a silk cloth was

placed over her eyes, blocking her vision.
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The loss of her eyesight had her other senses on overdrive. She strained to track his

movements as she heard him opening and closing drawers before returning to her side.
“Climb up on the bed.”

She debated for a moment and then brazenly shimmied out of her shorts and panties.
Due to her sightless state, Baldwin graciously helped her up on the bed. She felt a bit
ridiculous, sitting there with a blindfold over her eyes, her bra on and blouse gaping open,
but completely nude otherwise. On the other hand, she was sure she wouldn’t be wearing

the other garments much longer.

“Now what?” She realized she sounded a bit nervous when instead of her usual firm

tone her voice was husky and broken.
“As sexy as they look, why don’t you lose the bra and blouse and then lay back for me.”

Stripping off the rest of her clothing, Kena did as he instructed. The touch of his hand
along her arm had her shivering and not from the cold. She felt something wrap around her
wrist and realized he’d secured her to the bed. Her other wrist received the same treatment

and she soon found her arms spread wide over her head.

“T'll be right back.” He ran his hand down the length of her body as he made that
statement and then he left the room. She lay bound to his bed, wondering just what the hell
he was doing. Surprisingly, she wasn’t scared to be left like this, only thoughtful in
anticipation of what was to come. Thankfully she didn’t have to wait too long as she heard

him return and set something on the bedside table before joining her on the bed.

She felt a drip of cool water on her lips, moments before it was licked away by his
tongue. It must have come from an ice cube, because the next thing she felt was it painting
her lips before traveling down her chin to rub along her neck. She whooped with surprise.

“That’s freaking cold.”

Baldwin chuckled at her reaction as he traced the delicate lines of her collarbone

before dipping between her breasts and traveling downward to circle her belly button.
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Although he really wasn’t touching her in any sexual way, she was practically squirming on
the bed, hoping he would. Finally beginning to adapt to the cold torture, she was more aware

than ever of her body’s reaction to his teasing touch.

She gasped as he blew across her stomach before lazily coating her breast in ever
smaller concentric circles. Her nipple was puckered in anticipation of the frozen touch, but
instead he left it untreated and moved to the other breast, leaving her panting in

anticipation. By the time he finished with her second breast, she was straining with need.
“Touch me.”
“I am touching you.”
“No, damn you. Touch my nipples.”

“Like this?” He brushed the back of his hand lightly across the tips of her breasts,

barely making contact.

“Please don’t tease me.” Kena wasn’t above begging at this point, if that was what it

took.
“No, I don’t think so. I like teasing you.”

She whimpered at the thought of how he could torture her, but comforted herself with
the thought he’d give in eventually. Unfortunately, she didn’t anticipate how much of an
iron will he’d have. Baldwin proceeded to move down her body, covering the entire length
with melting cubes. By the time he was done, Kena was shivering from the need to have him

touch her aching breasts and pussy.
“Please, Baldwin, I can’t stand it.”

Without warning he touched the tip of her breast with the ice, rubbing her taut nipple
until she thought she’d scream with the pleasure. But Kena had no idea what was in store,
because as he moved the ice cube to her other nipple, his mouth enclosed the dripping wet

nub he’d just coated.
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His tongue licked and teased at her nipple, his warm mouth a stark contrast to the cool
flesh. She pulled at her restraints, now wishing she was free so she could hold on to
something. He suddenly released her with a pop and turned to tease her other breast. His

hand still held that maddening cube of ice and he wasn’t done using it yet.

As he continued his attention to her breasts, he reached for something and then cupped
his hand between her thighs. With a fresh piece of ice in his hand, she jumped at his first
touch on her sensitive pussy. Rubbing it along her lips, Baldwin reversed direction and

pressed the ice against her swollen clit.

“Shit, that’s cold.” Although her voice was complaining, her hips were raised, pressing
hard against his hand. He continued to rub the ice along her pussy and the insides of her

thigh, thoroughly coating her with the melting water.

Finally releasing her nipple, he sat up for a moment. The ice cube he’d been torturing
her with had faded away, but he still had a few tricks up his sleeve. When he pushed a finger
inside her, she moaned and arched her back, craving his deeper penetration. His thumb
began circling her clit as he continued to thrust deep, gradually adding a second and then

third finger.

He kissed down her body, licking lightly at her breasts before moving down her
stomach toward his plunging fingers. Her muscles were gripping him hard, trying to hold
him inside her. His digits and wickedly circling thumb were pushing her to the limits. But
when he moved his thumb away from her clit and swiped his tongue across the sensitive

bundle of flesh, she thought she might just explode right then and there.

“Ohmygod, ohmygod.” She held on tightly to the material binding her to the bed as she
dug her feet into the mattress and arched her hips toward him, desperately aching for more

of his mouth on her.

As he pulled his fingers out of her body, she cried out in despair. But he didn’t keep her

empty for long, sliding his tongue inside and stabbing into her depths.



80 Liz Andrews

“No more, I can’t stand it.”

The bastard chuckled at her response, laughing at her need. He blew across her clit, his
warm breath tickling her sensitive flesh. Then, pushing his fingers deep inside once again, he
leaned down to suck her clit into his mouth, biting gently, and driving her over the edge into

climax.

“Baldwin, Baldwin, Baldwin.” She chanted his name as she came. Although she lay in a

daze from her mind-shattering orgasm, she was far from ready for their playtime to be over.
“Do I get to return the favor?”
He swept his hand over her stomach, causing an additional shiver to race through her
body.
“What, tie me to the bed and have your wicked way with me?”

“Hmm, that sounds nice, but no, we don’t have to go that far. How about I just drive

you to distraction with my mouth until you're a pool of jelly? All you have to do is untie

»

me.
His low chuckle had her clenching with need. “As good as that sounds, I think I like
having you at my mercy.”

She shivered in anticipation at the pleasures to come promised in his deep resonating

voice.

He stepped away from the bed for a moment, watching as she turned her head toward
his every movement. He quickly stripped off his shirt then toed off his shoes before pushing
his jeans and briefs down over his hips to pool on the floor. Kneeling on the bed next to her

head, he took his erection in hand.
“Although I'm not ready to untie you, your suggestion sounded pretty interesting.”

He watched as she smiled seductively before parting her lips, inviting him to enter.

Moving forward, he fed his cock into her mouth. When she made contact with him, she
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leaned up and licked at the tip, delicately at first, but then with firmer strokes. He moaned in
encouragement and she opened her mouth, sucking the tip and swirling her tongue around

the crown.
“That’s so good.”

Kena released him for a moment and he moved to straddle her body so he was now in
front of her. She opened her mouth again and started licking along his length. He reached

out and touched her hair, grasping the silken strands in his hands.
“Come on, baby, suck me, swallow it.”

She began to suck on him, shifting her lips back and forth as she took him deeper and
deeper into her throat. He was now moving in rhythm to her motions, rocking his hips
forward with her every advance. The sensations were rocketing through him and as enticing

as it was to come in her mouth, he still wanted to fuck her.
“Kena, baby, 'm going to come.”
Baldwin tried to pull back from her, but she surprised him by trying to follow as he

retreated. Only her restraints stopped her progress and he was finally able to move away

from her delectable mouth.
“I wanted you to come in my mouth.” She pouted.
He chuckled at her sulkiness. “No, I want to fuck you.”

He watched her body react to his words. She looked beautiful lying bound before him,
stretched out as if a sacrifice for his pleasure. His cock was rock hard and he wanted to

plunge into her heated depths, but he also wanted to make this moment last.

He leaned down and angled his head to capture her mouth. Kena met his ferocity with
eagerness, tangling her tongue with his. Her legs shifted restlessly beneath him and he
briefly thought about securing them as well, but he didn’t have anything else he could use to
tie her down. Breaking their kiss, he leaned back and watched as she tried to catch her

breath.
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“I want to touch you.” She tugged again at her restraints.
“Later.”

Before things spiraled out of control, he opened his bedside table and pulled out a foil-
wrapped condom. Ripping it open, he quickly rolled it over his erection. Then reaching
down between them, Baldwin bent her legs and pushed them open wide, exposing her to his

gaze.

“God, you're beautiful.” His fingers combed through the dark curls covering her

treasures.
She whimpered. “Please...”
“Do you want me?”
“Yes.” Her answer came in a rush, as if she were afraid he would change his mind.
“Then ask me.”
Without hesitation she whispered, “Fuck me, Baldwin.”

Kneeling before her, he parted her nether lips with the head of his cock. Instead of
immediately thrusting inside, he coated himself with her essence, moving the head around
her lips, up to her clit, slow and teasing. He eventually pushed himself into her, pulling back

out and pushing in again and again, teasing her with his every movement.
“Damn it, stop teasing and fuck me.”

He plunged into her deep and quick, answering her plea, before once again drawing

back.
“Baldwin...” she wailed, tugging at her bindings.

He began thrusting again, slowly, each time a little deeper. His hands held her ass
cheeks, keeping her still as he propelled himself forward. Every inch of his hard cock was
going into her, his sac slapping her ass with every movement. He pulled back slower than he

went in, and drove deeper.
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“Tell me again.”

“Fuck meeee --” Her voice caught as he thrust forward before again drawing back,

almost slipping free of the warm clasp of her body.
“Demanding aren’t you?”
“Please, don’t make me beg.”

Beg. Although the idea was tempting, he hadn’t just been teasing her, but himself as
well. Unable to resist any longer, he pushed back inside. He began to move harder and faster,
and his breathing became heavier. His cock filled her pussy with every movement, taking

him all in, deeper with each driving force.

His balls slapped against her as he moved faster and faster. Her moaning was louder and
she wrapped her legs around his waist. She was ready to come and she clamped down on his

cock, squeezing him in her silken clasp.

She let out a scream as she exploded with the intensity of her orgasm. Her pussy
quivered uncontrollably and he could barely hold back his own climax. Pulling from her

warmth he reached down between them and stroked her, gathering the dew there.

“Mmm, that’s nice.” She moaned her appreciation and tipped her hips forward in

encouragement.

Her legs started to quiver as he took his middle finger, now coated in her juices, and

began to tease her rosette.
“Uh, what are you doing?”
“You know what I'm doing.”

He watched as she held her breath while he slowly started to push into her ass. He
could feel the tightness slowly give way as he slid in past the first knuckle then eventually

the second.
“O000, I don’t know about this.”

“Just relax and we’ll go slowly.”
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She released a quivering sigh as he started to move his finger in and out of her rear.
Although she didn’t say anything, he could tell this was a brand-new experience for her.
Slowly the pressure on his probing digit started to lessen and he was able to move more

freely.
“Do you like this?” he asked as he continued to play with her bottom.

“Oh, God yes. I never thought...” Suddenly she gasped as he curled his finger up inside

her, stroking against her internally.

Adjusting his position on the bed, he brought his other hand into play, sliding a digit

into her pussy and stroking his thumb over her clit.

“Oo000, yes.” Kena was thrashing her head back and forth as he fucked both her holes at
the same time. He knew she could feel them rubbing together through the thin membrane

inside of her.

Again her hips started to buck under the pressure of his manipulations, her own
movements pushing them deeper and deeper inside her. She cried out when she came, her
juices flowing out over his hand as both her pussy and her ass clenched hard at his fingers

inside her.

As she came down from her climax he leaned forward, kissing along her jawline. “I
want to fuck you here.” He wiggled the digit in her rear and her body shivered in response to
his words.

“Yes, fuck me, fuck my ass, please.” She was pushing back against him.

He pulled his finger from her body. As he knelt between her spread open thighs, she
was totally exposed to him. He quickly lubed his condom-covered erection as well as her
rosette before positioning his cock at her entrance. Draping her legs over his shoulders he
slowly pressed forward.

“You're a lot bigger than a finger.” She panted as he inched ahead.

He paused for a minute. “Same rules apply, just relax and we’ll take it slow.”
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Kena’s breath came out in harsh gasps as he carefully pushed inside her ass.
“I feel so full.”

When he was finally lodged balls deep, he stopped for a minute to stare down at her.
Her arms were still spread wide and her eyes were covered. The legs he’d thrown over his
shoulders were now locked around him. Reaching out he brushed her sweat-soaked hair

away from her forehead.

“You doing okay, baby?”

She nodded, but he wanted to make sure.

“No, talk to me.”

“I'm good; it’s just...so different, but good.”

He pulled back and began fucking her, a nice slow rhythm. He watched and waited and
she soon began to relax, joining him in the rocking motions. Little by little he began to move
faster, pulling almost fully out before slamming back into her. She was thrusting back against
him, squeezing her internal muscles as he fucked her.

“Oh God, fuck me, harder, harder.”

Supporting himself with one hand he reached between them and found her clit. He
started frigging it and she bucked against his hand, drawing his cock even farther into her

ass.

“Oh fuck, I'm going to come,” she cried as she thrashed about. She began to convulse
around him. He gasped and plunged forward, driving her back down into the mattress. His

cock swelled even larger, digging deeper than ever, and then began to pulse inside her.

Baldwin collapsed on her prostrate body, unable to move for a few moments. He then
pulled away from her and rolled over onto his back, trying to regain his breath. Finally

standing, he disposed of the condom in the bathroom and then returned to the bed.

Kena laid still, her arms hanging loosely above her. Quickly untying her from her

restraints, he gently massaged her arms.
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“You'’re going to bruise from all that pulling.”

She lifted her hand to push the blindfold off her eyes and blinked at the brightness of

the room. “I don’t mind if you don’t.”

“I wish I could pick you up and carry you into the bathroom, but...I can run a nice

bubble bath for you.”

Smiling, she stood and pulled him up to stand beside her. “Are you going to join me? I

know that tub is big enough for two.”

“I'd be happy to wash your back.”
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Chapter Nine

It had been three days since Kena had seen Baldwin and she was missing him terribly.
They’d spent a sex-filled weekend together, but by Sunday night she knew she needed some
space to evaluate what was going on. Instead of examining her feelings for him, however,

she’d thrown herself into work and skillfully avoiding his calls.

If it had just been a sexual connection, she could push it off as some kind of hard up
infatuation. Hell, it’s not as if she’d been seeing anyone since starting her business. Kena
could just tell herself she was in need of some cock and write it off as hot sex and nothing

more.

But they’d talked, and she’d found they had more in common than she’d initially
realized. They enjoyed the same music, the same foods; they even had the same sense of
humor when it came to cult classic movies. There was just one niggling worry that continued
to plague Kena. She wondered why he refused to talk about his issues about being injured.
She had a feeling there was something else there, just under the surface, but it was the one

thing he hadn’t readily opened up about.

When her phone rang, she glanced at the caller identification and saw that it was

Baldwin calling again. Instead of letting it go to voice mail she decided to answer.
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“Hello.” The silence at the other end had her wondering for a moment if she’d cut him

off. “Hello?”

“Yeah, I'm here. Sorry, I just didn’t expect you to answer.”

Guilt was a very effective tool when used on a person who had every right to feel
guilty.

“I've been pretty busy the last few days. How have you been?”

“We’re really not going to do the small talk thing, are we?”

Um, guess not. “Okay, let’s cut to the chase then.”

“I want to take you out to dinner.”

Of all the things she thought he might say, that wasn’t one of them. Perhaps instead of

avoiding him she should try spending time with him outside the bedroom.
“I'd love to.”
Another long pause. “Good, I'll pick you up at seven o’clock.”

Glancing at her watch, she realized that only gave her an hour to get ready so she
quickly ended the call. She raced through her shower and makeup and then spent the rest of
the time deciding what to wear. Since she hadn’t bothered to find out where they were

going, she went middle of the road and wore a floral print skirt and red blouse.

She was showered, dressed, made-up, and ready to go with five minutes to spare,

which she then spent pacing the living room, to the delight of her aunt.
“I’ve never seen you so gone over a man before. This guy must be something special.”
“We’ll see.” Kena wasn’t ready to make any commitments yet. She was still too worried
about getting her heart broken.

When the doorbell rang precisely at seven o’clock, she jumped up to answer. Baldwin

was dressed in a similar casual fashion with khaki pants, blue shirt, and suede jacket.
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He smiled when he saw her standing there. “You look beautiful.” Pulling her into his
arms he kissed her soundly, chasing thoughts of their audience from her head until the

clearing throat finally caught her attention and she broke their embrace.

“Thank you.” Turning, she pulled him into the room. “I'd like to introduce you to my

aunt Donna.”

Her aunt shook his hand and asked a few pointed questions while at the same time
giving her their special sign for “this looks like a good one.” After a good five-minute
interrogation, Kena was finally able to pull him away from her aunt and they headed toward
the car. He held the door open for her and then walked around to the driver’s side. He
slipped behind the wheel and they were soon on their way to the restaurant.

“I didn’t realize I'd be getting the third degree.”

“Come on, you should have at least expected the ‘what are your intentions’ question.”

“I suppose so. After all, I did hold you captive all weekend.”

“A willing one.”

He turned to give her a speculative look, but didn’t comment. They chatted about
inconsequential things during the rest of the ride and before long they reached the
restaurant. He’d made reservations so they didn’t wait long to be seated at their table. There
was even a bottle of wine waiting chilled at the table. She felt as if an evening of seduction
had begun.

“This is a really nice place. I've wanted to check it out.” Truthfully, she always thought
her bank account wouldn’t allow her to spend the kind of money it took to eat at a place like
this. But after reviewing the menu she discovered it wasn’t quite as expensive as she’d feared.
And looking around the room, she noticed the patrons weren'’t all dressed in cocktail dresses

and suits as she’d imagined they would be.

“I'm glad you approve.”
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“I do, it’s --” She trailed off as applause broke out for a couple entering the restaurant
both dressed in military uniform. Some people even stood to shake their hands. As she
turned back to Baldwin she noted a look of dismay on his face before he quickly masked it.

“So you were in the air force, right?”
“Yes'”

So much for that opening gambit. Their waiter arrived and they ordered dinner.

Jumping right back into the fray, she said, “I bet you never tire of seeing stuff like that.”
“Like what?”
“You know, the applause, the appreciation for a job well done.”
“Not everyone deserves that kind of esteem.”

That comment set her back for a moment. “You don’t think the soldiers merit our

admiration?”
“I was referring to myself.”

Whoa, that wasn’t what she’d been expecting at all. “I'm confused. Why don’t you

think you deserve that kind of respect?”

Baldwin ran his hands over his face wearily. “I don’t think this is the place to be having

this conversation.”

“Well then, where is the place? Because it’s not like you've ever brought it up before.

Do you only have these kinds of conversations somewhere special I've never heard of?”

“What I should have said is I don’t want to be having this conversation, here or

anywhere else.”

Kena knew he thought he’d effectively shut her down with that statement, but what
he’d actually done was ignite her ire. “I'm sorry, but you made the statement. It’s out there.
I'm not going to let it go, so why don’t you just explain to me why everyone else deserves

kudos except for you.”
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“Why can’t you just respect the fact I don’t want to talk about this and let’s enjoy a nice

dinner?”

She weighed the options in her mind. He had a point. If he didn’t want to talk about it,
why was she so insistent on pushing him? Perhaps it was just her own insecurities about

their burgeoning relationship that made her want him to open up to her.

“Im sorry; I'm just one of those people who speaks her mind, which includes asking

uncomfortable questions. If you really don’t want to tell me then don’t.”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Then make me understand, explain it to me.”

Baldwin sighed heavily, looking like he was going to his execution. “Fine, you want to
know why I don’t deserve appreciation for a job well done? I deserted the soldiers in my
unit. There, are you happy, satisfied now that you've discovered my deep, dark secret?” His

words were laced heavily with sarcasm as he spit out the last line.

Kena might not know everything about Baldwin, but she just didn’t see him as a

coward. There had to be more to this story than he was revealing.
“Why don’t you tell me the real story instead of hiding behind this fake martyrdom?”

He shook his head incredulously. “I don’t care what you think you know or don’t
know. You've never served and you can’t understand what it’s like to be living with strangers
day in and day out. They become your family, more than your own blood relations in a way,

because you’re relying on them for your life every single day.”

He never raised his voice, but his tone was coldly furious. If she was smart she’d shut
up, but she’d never pretended to take the easy way out. And since she had already pushed

this far, she might as well go for broke.

“I don’t buy that argument. I understand plenty of things I don’t have personal
experience with. You're a pretty smart man, I think if you really wanted to you could make

me understand. Use small words.”
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He stared at her with disbelief, unable to comprehend her brazenness. How dare she

presume to judge him?
“Are you deliberately this antagonistic to everyone you meet?”

“No, only to those people I'm close to. And don’t think you can change the subject that
easily.”
She was like a dog with a bone and not likely to give up any time soon. Unfortunately,

remembering the incident that led to his surgery usually put him in a pensive mood.

“My unit was part of an escort group for civilian contractors. We were just outside of
Baghdad when we were hit by a sniper. It caused a chain reaction accident that left most of

my unit and the group of contractors injured.”

He found it kind of interesting that she had now seemingly decided to remain quiet

while he told his story. Picking up his wine, he took a swallow before continuing.

“I was one of the lucky ones. My vehicle wasn’t hit, so all of my injuries were sustained

from shrapnel from another truck that exploded. Some of the guys weren’t so lucky. They

died that day.”

“I'm so sorry.” She looked as if she wanted to say more, but he knew how she felt and
nodded in understanding. What could be said about something so senseless? They had died
driving around in the desert, doing what would be a normal everyday job at any other time

and place.

Seemingly without thought he reached across the table and took her hand in his. “Most
of the injured in my unit were transferred to Germany and then back here to the States for
treatment at the VA hospital. I can’t even describe to you what a horrible place it was. No

one would ever want to be there.”

“It must have been awful for you.”
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He grimaced in remembrance of the sights, smells, and noises he knew time would
never erase from his memory. The recollections from his actual injury were few because he’d

been unconscious, but the hospital he remembered only too well.

“It was awful for everyone. When my parents arrived and said they’d secured

admission for me into a private rehabilitation hospital, I jumped at the chance.”

“Of course you would.” She stroked his hand in comfort and he wondered how long it

would be before she drew back in distaste when she understood the truth.

“You don’t understand. I had forsaken them and everything they stood for since I
turned eighteen. I had sworn I would never use money like they did. But as soon as I had the

chance, I threw all my convictions to the wind.”

At the time they’d made the offer he hadn’t blinked an eye and had immediately
jumped at the chance to leave. As soon as they received the word, he’d been moved to the
new location in a matter of days. It was only after he’d arrived that he began to experience

the pangs of guilt and sporadic nightmares.

“Just because you took advantage of a gift given to you by your parents, doesn’t make

you a bad person. You did nothing wrong.”

“How can you say that? I left the hellhole and went to a hospital that looked like a spa
and where I was treated as if I were royalty. All the while leaving my unit to suffer on in

squalor.”

“I think you’re beating yourself up for no reason. Don’t you think any one of them

would have traded places with you in an instant?”
“They didn’t have the opportunity.”

She rolled her eyes dramatically. “So what, you think it would have been better to stay
in squalor with them? Give me a break. Any doctor would have had you committed if you
made such a stupid choice. And the members of your unit would have thought you were an

idiot just to stay on principle.”
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“Maybe so. But every day I think about those who had to stay behind and wonder why

He questioned daily what had happened to many of the men and women he’d known,
but never visited, not wanting to see the way he’d left them. He’d even begun calling the VA
hospital to try and get updates on the members of his unit but due to the privacy laws they

wouldn’t release any information.

“That’s like asking yourself why you were only injured when others died in the attack.

It wasn’t your time. It’s the luck of the draw.”

“No, it’s not the same thing. In the hospital the only difference between me and the

thousands others there was my parents’ wealth.”

“So boohoo, they have money and they used it to help their son. Sorry, I may not be a
fan of your mother’s but I'm on her side on this one. I'd do anything and everything for my

kid, damn the consequences.”
“I'm not blaming my parents. I just don’t think I deserve applause and accolades.”

As he spoke the words though, he realized it wasn’t true. He did blame them in a way.
He took the opportunity his parents gave him while pushing them away when they tried to
get close. It was as if he no longer wanted to be associated with what their presence

represented.

“I'm sorry, but I have to disagree with you. You served your country and were injured
in the process. You made choices any reasonable person would have made. You survived and
if nothing else you should be proud of it. If taking advantage of your parents’ wealth really
bothers you so much, then do something about it. But don’t keep feeling sorry for yourself or

trying to hide behind the guilt. It’s not getting you anywhere.”

Baldwin contemplated her words. He’d never shared his entire story with anyone, not

his family or the doctors, believing people would condemn his choices. But judging from
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Kena’s reactions, she wasn’t as concerned about him leaving the hospital as she was about

how he’d been acting since then.

When their waiter arrived with their food, he was surprised to realize how little time
had actually passed in the telling of his story. Something that had seemed earth shattering to
him was merely an infinitesimal moment in time to the rest of the world. He also suddenly
recognized that it was only after their food had arrived that Kena had withdrawn her hand

from his. His earlier worry that she’d be disgusted by his action hadn’t come to fruition.

They spent the rest of the evening in superficial conversation. When dinner was over,
he drove her home, his mind racing from one thought to another as he analyzed her

perspective. Walking her to the door, he noticed she smiled at him a bit sadly.

“Am I going to get a good-night kiss at least?”

“Are you trying to tell me this hasn’t been the most spectacular date you’ve ever been
on?”

“I usually don’t insult most of my dates and antagonize them, as you were so right to
point out.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“How can’t I? I might have fucked up any chance at date number two at this rate.”

Baldwin stepped forward, causing her to step away in reaction, effectively placing her
back against the closed front door. Although the porch light was on, it was dim and provided

just the right mood lighting.

“I don’t think you need to worry about a second date. I'm intrigued by women who

aren’t scared off by my nasty ass attitude.”

He placed his hands on the door on either side of her head. His hips pressed into hers.
As soon as he’d placed her in the position he watched as her eyes dilated and her breathing

changed. She wanted him just as much as he wanted her, even now.

“Well it’s a good thing I don’t scare easily.”
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“A very good thing. Now about that good-night kiss.”

He bent his head to capture her lips. This was no hurried contact as their tongues met
each other and danced. He took his time to explore the recesses of her mouth all the while
keeping the rest of his body away from hers. Soon, however, that was not enough for Kena

and she reached out to slip her arms around his waist, pulling his hips toward hers.

He was easily drawn into her embrace as her pelvis cradled his growing erection.
Deepening the kiss, he finally moved his hands away from the door, cupping the nape of her
neck with one and grasping her hip with the other. Slowly but surely he began to pull her

skirt up her legs, intent on exploring what was underneath.

Her nimble fingers began to do some exploring of their own and she’d pulled his shirt
free of his trousers and slipped her hands under the material. Her touches made him want to
forget everything around them and fuck her wildly against the door. Instead, he finally broke

away from her mouth and leaned his head against hers as he struggled to regain his breath.
“You're not coming in, are you?” Her voice was roughened with passion.

Lifting his head he smoothed her hair from her brow and traced his finger along her

cheek.

“No, I've got some thinking to do. But I want to see you again -- soon.” Very, very
soon. Naked preferably and bound to his bed once more. Oh yes. This was not the end of

them. Only the beginning.



Veterans: Through the Fire 97

Chapter Ten

After their dinner date, she and Baldwin had talked on the phone almost every day, but
for one reason or another, they weren’t able to actually see each other. Last night, however,
he had asked her if she could come over to the house the next day. He said there was
something he wanted to talk to her about and it obviously wasn’t something he felt

comfortable talking about over the phone.

Getting ready for work the next morning she was a bundle of nerves. As she prepared

breakfast she decided to ask her aunt’s advice.
“Do you think I'm crazy?”
“I can’t make those decisions for you, sweetie. Only you know how you feel.”

“That’s the problem. In some ways it feels so right, as if we’re meant for each other. But

then I remember we’ve known each other less than a month.”
“Why does the time frame worry you so much?”
“You can’t fall in love that quickly.”

Her aunt cocked her head in thought. “Perhaps not, but you can start down the road to

love.”
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Kena mulled over her aunt’s words. She realized if she knew how Baldwin felt about
their relationship she herself might not be so anxious. Instead of driving herself crazy
attempting to speculate about what he wanted to share with her, she decided to try and put it
out of her mind. She arrived at his house after her morning cleaning job only to find a note

on the door.
Go ahead and let yourself'in. I'll be back soon.

She unlocked the house and headed into the kitchen. Surprisingly, he’d been able to
keep it pretty clean since she’d left. Grabbing a glass, she filled it with ice and was getting
ready to pour herself some water when she heard someone walking into the kitchen.

“I've got to say you're keeping the place up.”

She turned around only to stifle the scream that threatened to erupt when she saw Mrs.
Garrett standing in the doorway instead of Baldwin. Unfortunately, she’d also jumped in

fright and lost her grip on the glass. It hit the floor and shattered.

“Oh no.” She dropped to a squat and began picking up the larger pieces of ice and glass.
Standing, she dumped everything into the trash and picked up the broom and dust pan. Mrs.
Garrett was still standing there, a look of disbelief on her face. They stared at each other for a
minute, neither one seemingly willing to speak.

“Didn’t I fire you?”

“Umm, yes you did.”

“Did my son hire you?” Not giving Kena the time to answer, she bulldozed on. “I don’t
know what kind of sob story you gave him about needing a job, but it is highly unethical for
you to be worming your way back into this position after being fired. You're obviously a
menace.”

“No, he didn’t hire me.” She didn’t feel the need to explain herself to his mother.

“Did you break in?”

“Of course not.”
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“Then what are you doing here?”

Kena didn’t want to answer her, she just wanted to leave. Damn it, how did she get
stuck talking to his mother? Where the hell was he? Quickly sweeping up the remainder of

the mess she decided retreating to the backyard was her best bet.

“If you'll excuse me.” Kena started to make her way across the room, but as she moved

past the other woman she was stopped short by her haughty words.
“I asked you a question. Why are you here?”

She wasn’t in the mood to be browbeaten by this lady. His mother obviously didn’t like
her, but she didn’t have to act so stuck up. Instead of trying to defend why she was there,

Kena decided to turn the question around on the other woman.
“It’s none of your business what I'm doing here. This is Baldwin’s house, not yours.”

“You'’re trespassing in my son’s house. I have every right to question you. In fact, I

should call the police.”

“Actually, you're the one trespassing, since I was invited to be here and you just let
yourself in. Besides, you seem like a smart woman. I think you can figure out exactly what
I'm doing here.” She raised her eyebrows expressively and watched as Baldwin’s mother

started to blush. Oh yeah, the woman was far from stupid.

“I just don’t understand what he sees in you.” His mother eyed her attire with a sniff.
“You might think you've got my son wrapped around your little finger, but he’ll only keep
you around until the novelty wears off. He needs to find the right kind of woman, not some

housecleaner.”

Kena wasn’t really interested in getting into an argument with her, but damn, the

woman could be a real bitch.

“I am not going to discuss my relationship with your son. Frankly, I doubt he will

either, so why don’t you give it a rest.”
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“Relationship? That’s rich. He’s sleeping with you, nothing more.” She waved her hand
dismissively. “I thought Gloria was the girl for him, but perhaps not. However, I'll eventually
find someone who he’ll be willing to settle down with and then you’ll be history. So enjoy it

while it lasts.”

Kena could hardly believe there were mothers actually like this. “Do you hear the
words you're spouting? Someone he’ll be willing to settle down with. Shouldn’t you be

hoping he’ll fall in love?”
“Are you suggesting you're the woman he’ll fall in love with?”
“I'm not suggesting anything. I just think you should butt out.”

“Why don’t you mind your own advice, dear? Stick with your own kind and leave my

son alone.”
“My own kind?”
The woman at least had the decency to flush. Kena had pegged her as class conscious
early on, but she didn’t figure her for a racist as well, although she shouldn’t be surprised.
“You know what I mean.”
“Yes, unfortunately, I do. Thankfully, Baldwin didn’t inherit your backward beliefs.”

“Look, now that my son is out of the military and thankfully home he’ll be looking to

start a new career. He’s going to need the right type of wife to do that.”

“What makes you think he wanted to leave the military or is interested in any career

you have in mind for him? You have no idea what Baldwin wants or needs.”
“How dare you tell me about my son?”

“I dare because I care about your son. And I think you do too, so stop being so

controlling and open your eyes.”
"What the hell is going on here?”

Oh shit, Baldwin was home.
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Looking up she saw him standing in the doorway of the kitchen, his face thunderous.
She wasn’t sure if he’d heard her blurt out that she cared for him, but she was pretty sure he
had heard the raised voices. There was nothing like fighting with the mother of the man she

was trying to build a relationship with.

“Oh, Baldwin, the woman was here when I arrived and she’s been absolutely
insulting.” His mother immediately put on the “woe is me” act. Kena had to restrain herself

from spitting out some more insults.
“She’s here because I invited her to be here, Mother. Why are you here?”

“I just wanted to visit. I mean you're here all alone ever since you threw Gloria out.”
Mrs. Garrett turned to glare daggers at her. “Besides, I fired her so I wasn’t expecting to walk

in and find her prowling through your kitchen.”

Kena opened her mouth to respond, but was waylaid by him raising his hand. “I

wouldn’t remind me you were the one who fired her, Mother.”

His mother drew herself up, the stick in her ass protruding all the way through her

spine. “Are you taking her side over mine?”

“There are no sides here unless you make it that way.” Baldwin walked across the room
to Kena, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. Although he said there were no sides he

was making it abundantly clear, to her at least, that he was supporting her.
“I wanted to talk to you.”
“So talk.”
Mrs. Garrett stared at him pointedly. “This is a family issue, Baldwin.”

She was grateful for his support, but she didn’t want him to be totally alienated from
his family either. Stepping away from him, she said, “Why don’t I go out to the gardens for a

moment while you two talk.”

She quickly slipped out the back door before he could stop her.
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Turning back toward his mother, Baldwin tried to control his temper. He loved her; he

really did. It was only unfortunate he had to keep telling himself that.
“I'm very disappointed in you.”
What was new? “Why now?”

“I never thought I would raise a son who would allow a stranger to insult his own

mother.”
It was time for some hard truths. “You’re more a stranger to me than she is.”

His mother actually took a step back, as if she’d been physically wounded by his

remark. “I can’t believe you said that.”

“Mother, it’s true. I haven’t been home for more than three days since I was eighteen

years old. I'm an adult now.”
“I know, but you’ll always be my child as well.”

“Very true.” This was getting them nowhere and he wasn’t in the mood to argue with

her. As civilly as he could, he tried again. “So what did you want to discuss?”

“I wanted to invite you for Sunday dinner. If your father and I are really strangers,

perhaps we can begin to know each other again.”

He strongly suspected this was just another attempt to fix him up with someone.

However, maybe it was time to try and reconnect with them.
“Can I bring a guest?”

“Oh, Baldwin, I don’t think...” His mother glanced from him to the backyard, her face
reflecting all her dismay and doubt. Surprisingly he saw her shoulders finally slump as if in

defeat. “Ms. Rutherford I suppose?”
“Yes'”
“It was going to be a family only thing.” She hedged.

“Really, Mother? No one else was invited?”



Veterans: Through the Fire 103

She frowned at him and grabbed her purse from the table. “Fine, bring her if you must.

I guess we’ll put up with anything to see you.”

And he’d have to put up with anything to see them. But he was willing to make the
effort. They were the only parents he had. After walking his mother to the door, he leaned

down to kiss her on the cheek.

“I never said thank you for everything you did for me, especially at the hospital. I just

want you to know, I appreciate it.”

For a second she looked astonished, then grateful. Maybe his parents weren’t the only
ones with high expectations. “There’s no need to thank us. You're our son; of course we
would help you get away from that awful place. I just thank God every day you're home
now.” She patted his hand. “T'll see you Sunday at five o’clock.”

As he watched her walk down the steps and out to her car, he realized that even
though she didn’t always understand him, she did love him. And in the long run that was
more important than anything else.

Opening the French doors, he watched as Kena walked around the shallow end of the
pool. She wandered aimlessly as if lost in thought. Her melancholy gave her an air of mystery
as she tilted her head back to allow the sun to shine on her face.

When he’d arrived home he’d been excited to talk to her, but as soon as he’d seen his
mother’s car he’d realized there was going to be trouble. He had to give Kena her due
though. She’d remained calm and held her own against his mother. He knew he was falling

for her for a reason.
“I guess I missed a lot of your conversation with my mother?”
Kena turned with a look of shock and dismay on her face. That didn’t bode well.

“What did you overhear?”
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“Nothing much, just something about you caring for me and then you mentioning she’s
a bit controlling.” Baldwin thought that was an understatement. He settled himself on one of

the chaise lounges. Although his leg was healing, he still had to rest it every now and then.

Her face looked stricken as she walked toward him. “I didn’t mean to insult your

mother.”

“Baby, I don’t know what went on between you and my mother, but please, come on
over here.” He held out his hand and pulled her onto the lounger with him, settling her

between his thighs. With her back to his chest, he wrapped his arms around her. "Now talk.”

“I don’t know how to keep my mouth shut. I probably said some stuff I shouldn’t have

but she was just so...”

“I know you speak your mind and I know my mother can be controlling, so I can only
imagine what was said.” She turned in his arms until she could look him in the face. She
seemed as if she wanted to interrupt him, but he held up his hand. Tilting her head toward

him, he kissed her soundly.
“Okay, you can’t leave me hanging, what did she say?”
“She wanted to know how I was doing and invited me to dinner next Sunday.”
Disbelief tainted her voice. “That’s it?”

“Oh yeah, you’re invited to Sunday dinner too.” How the invitation was extended
wasn't really all that important. Pulling her back into his arms, he relaxed against the

cushions.
“You're kidding?”
“Nope, five o’clock Sunday, hope you’re free.”

Kena turned on her side, her fingers playing with the buttons on his shirt. “I'm not too
sure what I think about going to dinner at your parents’ house. Do you think she’ll try to

poison me?”

He laughed out loud. “If you go with me I'll promise to switch my plate with yours.”



Veterans: Through the Fire 105

“I'll think about it.”

“So, do you want to hear about my morning?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

“I met with a lawyer and I set up a foundation for veterans. I used the bulk of the
money I had left from my grandpop’s estate. The money will go to making improvements at
the VA hospitals.”

“Oh, Baldwin, that’s great.” She sat up and turned to him, hugging him tightly.

“It won'’t be a lot at first. He had some money, but I'm no multi-millionaire. But I
figure we can use this as a base and then start having fundraisers to add to the foundation.”

“I think you’d be surprised at how many people would want to contribute to this
cause.”

“I made myself the chair of the foundation so I can ensure the money goes where it
will most be needed. And I thought I could fill the rest of the positions with displaced

veterans.”

“It sounds like you put a lot of thought into this.”

She had no idea. When she’d challenged him to stop feeling sorry for himself, he began
to look at his life and what he’d done with it since he’d been discharged. And he didn’t like

what he saw. The only bright spot during that time had been Kena. He took her advice and

found a way to put the money he’d resented to good use.

“I just want you to know, none of this would have been possible without you. You
were the impetus to get me out of my funk and started down this road. I can’t thank you

enough.”

She smiled up at him and then started to look thoughtful. “I know you said you realize

I speak my mind.”

“Yes' »
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“And I know it’s probably none of my business.” He’d finally figured out that would

never stop her.
“But...”
“Have you thought any more about contacting your friends?”

Contacting them, no. But when planning for the foundation he’d thought about them a
lot, even going so far as to pull out the old photograph. He knew for a fact none of them
were living in town right now, but it wasn’t as if he didn’t have the means to track them

down.
“Not really, although now that you mention it --”

“I just thought they might be interested in this project you're doing. They're all

veterans, right?”
“Yeah.”
“So, what do you think?”

“I think with you by my side I can do just about anything. Even convince you to talk to

me about the whole you-caring-for-me thing.”

She opened her mouth and then closed it again before wrapping her arms around his

neck. “Convince me how?”
“Tie you to my bed?”
“Been there, done that. Got anything else?”

“Hmm, how about I give you free and unlimited access to my body whenever you
like?”

She leaned forward and kissed him. “Although I like that idea, I think I could probably
get that out of you anyway.”

“Found out,” he replied in mock horror.

“I have an idea though.”
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Smiling he wondered where her devious little mind was going. “Do tell.”

“How about I get to speak my mind, tell you what I think you ought to do, and the

only punishment I get is a spanking at my request?”

“Now that I can do.”
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Epilogue

Baldwin nervously paced the length of the room as he waited for Kena to finish
dressing. They had arrived in Chicago the day before and checked into the Ritz-Carlton, but
instead of sightseeing, they’d enjoyed dinner in the room and an evening in. Then they
continued their lovefest with room service and breakfast in bed. She’d finally pulled him out
of the room and they’d taken a walk around the city that afternoon before returning to get

ready for the evening.

As he reached the window, high above the city, he stared out at the lights twinkling in
the night. Although he’d never voiced his concerns out loud, somehow she’d known he was
nervous about seeing his friends again. Nervous about how things would be after all these
years. After the first initial contact to set up the meeting he didn’t really mention the
reunion. Only after actually seeing the three men would he be able to judge if they were still
the same friends he’d known in high school. He hoped this would be the beginning of

continued contact and he wouldn’t let them drift out of his life again so easily.
“Baldwin, could you help me?”

Turning, he came to a halt as Kena walked toward him. She was perfection. The color

of her jade green dress showed off her mocha skin, but it was the cut that showed off her
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body. The material clung suggestively to her curves and the crisscross over her breasts only
accentuated her firm globes. All worries of meeting his friends fled his mind as he wondered

if she were wearing any panties under the silky material.
“I can practically feel you undressing me with your eyes.”
“Not undressing, just wondering what’s on underneath.”

She smiled seductively, then slowly pulled the skirt of her dress up, exposing thigh
high stockings. She had gorgeous legs and the short skirt showed them off well. But what
really caught his eye was her bare mound. She’d recently gotten waxed and he was happily
enjoying the benefits on this trip. He moaned appreciatively, remembering licking her awake

this morning.

“Damn woman, I'm not going to be able to remember a word said tonight. I'll be

dreaming of eating your pussy.”

“Drinks first, you can ‘eat’ later.” She handed him her necklace before turning her back

to him and lifting her hair.

He quickly hooked the necklace around her before licking the soft spot exposed just

behind her ear. She shivered as he pulled her back into his arms.
“So I can’t talk you into a quickie before we head to the bar?”

“Hmm...” Her head lolled back against his shoulder as she seemingly considered his

request. “...as nice as that sounds, we need to meet your friends.”

“Are you sure I can’t convince you?” His hand pulled the material at her waist until her
legs and pussy were once again exposed. She spread her legs, allowing him access. He
reached between her thighs, teasing at her bare mound.

“We’re going to be late.” Her words were denying him, but her body was not. Her lips
were slick with her desire as he teased at her seam before pressing a finger inside.

“It'll be worth it.” His finger was joined by another and he began to fuck her with the

two digits. Her hips bucked and she moaned appreciatively. He flicked his thumb across the
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sensitive bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs and she jerked in his arms. She was more

than primed for this.

He pulled his fingers from her body and began to frig her clit. She gripped his arms
tightly as her orgasm began to hit. He held her in his arms as her orgasm rocketed through
her body. Her head lolled back against his chest as her breathing slowly began to regulate.

She tried to turn in his arms, but he held her still. “But you...”

“It’s okay, you were right. We're going to be late. Besides, we have the rest of our lives

together.”

Baldwin picked up her left hand and brought it to his lips, kissing the finger that held
her engagement ring. He’'d given her his grandmother’s ring, a family heirloom she treasured
just as much as he did. He’'d only asked her to marry him a few weeks ago, but their lives

were so closely intertwined it seemed as if they’d been together forever.

In the last six months she’d helped him through his reconciliation with his family and
had even become somewhat friendly with his mother. They’d never be close confidantes, but
were both willing to get along for his sake. Surprisingly, his father had warmed up to Kena

and had become a presence in their lives.
“I can’t wait to introduce you to the guys.”

She entwined their hands and they headed from the room. They took the elevator to
the twelfth floor and entered the Trianon Bar. His gaze swept the room but he didn’t
recognize anyone. He glanced at his watch and realized they were a little early.

“Hey mister, want to buy me a drink?”

“Anything the lady wants.” Smiling down at her, he settled his arm around her and
headed toward the bar. He ordered their drinks, but his eyes continued to return to the

entrance, waiting for the appearance of his friends.

“Hey, they’ll get here. Don’t worry.”
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“I'm not wor --” His words trailed off as a man walked into the room, his arm wrapped

around a dark-haired woman.

He would recognize Adam anywhere. The man’s blond hair was military cut, but he
still looked the same as he had the last time Baldwin had seen him. The woman was a bit of a
surprise since Adam had always gone for the tall, slender types in high school. But the
content look on his friend’s face when he glanced down at the small, curvy woman expressed

his happiness.

When Adam finally looked up and caught his gaze, the other man broke out in a
welcoming smile. Suddenly all his earlier worries melted away and he couldn’t wait until the
other two men arrived. They may have all grown older and made some changes in their

lives, but these men were still the same friends he’d always known.

Pulling Kena into his arms, Baldwin felt a wave of calmness come over him. He'd
rediscovered love, started living again, and reconnected with his friends. He had gone
through the fire and come out better than ever, honed by the heat instead of being burned

by it.
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