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DEDICATION


For my mom and dad, this wouldn’t have been possible if you had not taught me to never give up. I hope I made you proud. I love you both so very much.

–I am because of you…
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Blurb


Ally

On the run, with no one to turn to,

I’m doing all I can to stay alive, protect myself, and my little boy.

I left everything behind, determined to start over and give my child a normal life.

I have rules. Rules I have to follow. Rules that keep me alive.

1.   Keep my head down.

2.   Keep life simple.

3.   Trust no one.

That definitely includes retired Navy Seal Jonah Bradford. He’s completely off limits.

It doesn’t matter if he wakes up the woman inside of me.

I can’t be that woman anymore. No matter how much he makes me wish I could.

Jonah

Giving up my career to run the family business wasn’t an easy decision. Once a SEAL, always a SEAL.

Yet, I’ve adjusted. I like my life, but something is missing.

One look at the freckle-faced beauty working at the local diner and I know exactly what it is.

But, I’m alive today by following my instincts and everything about Ally is setting off alarm bells that scream she’s trouble.

I don’t care. I want her.

The problem is she won’t give me the time of day.

That’s okay. I like a challenge.

I just have to uncover all of her secrets and end the fear that keeps shining in her eyes.

Operation Ally is underway.
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Prologue


Ally

Nervously straightening my shirt first and then trying to smooth back my fly-away hair with shaking hands, I knew there were only two outcomes possible today. Our lack of options was a bitter pill to choke down. Testifying against my deranged husband Tom, would either set us free or condemn us to a life of torture.

As I stared at my reflection in the mirror above the sink, I thought back to that last night Tom was home before he was arrested. When he whipped me that last time, something snapped in me. As each lash landed across my scarred back, he yelled words of condemnation, which was his norm, but then he said that Jacob would be next if I didn’t commit to being his alibi.

Tom was being investigated by the Drug Enforcement Agency for selling drugs and guns. The detectives were questioning everyone who knew him and I was next on their list. He had his buddies at the precinct covering for him, but he felt I was a wild card. I actually worried him. He believed Jacob was my Achilles heel. He was right. If he hit my baby with even a fourth of the strength that he hit me, Tom would surely kill him.

After he left that night, I cleaned myself up as best as I could and pulled out the cell phone he didn’t know about. It was for one person only. The only person in the world that might be able to help us. But I was still scared to trust her. Kathy had been my lifeline for a few years now.

I was given a card with just a phone number on it from a nurse when I had given birth to Jacob. The nurse tried to get me to call that day but, I refused. She packed the card along with the baby diapers she sent home with me though. In the past, I called Kathy after my beatings, just to talk. To have another human being to connect to. Someone to understand what I was going through. Each time, she begged me to let her help us. I never had the courage to accept her offer. Until now. I would not let him touch Jacob. It was either call her and set things in motion, with no turning back or take the chance that this monster would kill not just me, but my baby boy too. I made the call and we met the next day.

When I met Kathy, I was so scared. She had given me odd directions to take. Different buses going in opposite directions and then we had to walk the rest of the way to the spot where someone would pick us up. She gave me specific code words and swore with her life that we would be safe while meeting her. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t the person standing before me. Kathy was older, maybe in her fifties, blonde hair that was greying but what stood out the most was the horrible burn scars on the left side of her body. But when she smiled at me, my heart gave a flutter and I knew she was a kindred spirit. She knew what my life was like because she had lived it at one time. I was safe with her.

Kathy would set everything in motion but it would take a little while to set it all up. It was an underground railroad of sorts. Each participant that helped abused men, women and children only knew a portion of the journey. That way, no one person ever held too much information that could be tracked down. They supplied new identities, a bit of money and a whirlwind of different transportations to get us from one safe house to the next.

She warned me that it could be months or even years before we would be able to settle down in one place, but it could still be dangerous if we stayed too long.

Kathy smiled at me and said, “I am so happy to meet you, Ally Black and even more so to meet this sweet boy, Samuel Black. These will be your new names from now on and you will be supplied with everything you need for identification. A driver’s license, passports, social security cards and birth certificates. The first few months you will not get to choose where you go but after that you can pick. It can’t be anywhere that Tom would know about. Is there anywhere special you might have in mind?”

“I had already planned to leave, Kathy, because I am being watched everywhere I go. I can’t even trust the police with Tom’s connections having such a far reach. I don’t have a lot of money and my car is on its last leg. I did however look at a map and picked a town Tom knows nothing about. It’s where my Gram’s grew up. The town is named Wordly and it’s located in Illinois, just far enough away that maybe I can breathe a little,” I told her nervously biting the inside of my cheek.

“Ok, Ally, I like this plan. But you must know that you will always have to remain vigilant. No banking. Pay your bills in cash and we will scout a place for rent that will accept cash. You may not live an extravagant life, but you will live and isn’t that the point to all of this? Do you think you can handle it? I won’t lie to you, it’s not going to be easy,” Kathy asked me as she held my hands firmly as a mother would with a scared child.

I sat for a few minutes and thought about what was coming if I didn’t do this. There was no choice if I wanted both Jacob and me to live. As I nodded my head to her, we both stood up and Kathy embraced me like a mother saying goodbye.

“Ally, you can do this. I know you can. You could not have survived this long, if you were not a strong person. The nightmares will follow you for a long time but I promise they will grow less and less. Be wary when needed, always vigilant and most importantly, go live your life. We will be here if you need us. The last person in your chain will give you a cell phone and passphrase in case of an emergency but you may only use it once. There is one more backup if that doesn’t work, but I am not privy to that information as it’s different for each family. I will be in contact as soon as everything is ready. Take as little as possible with you. It will be swift traveling when it begins. Godspeed to you, dear girl.”

With a final hug goodbye, we headed home in another bizarre zig-zag and I prayed the entire time that Tom didn’t know I was anywhere other than Jacob’s checkup with his pediatrician.

Shaking myself free of the memory and digging deeply for strength, I stared at myself and said, “You can do this Sarah. You can. Do it for Jacob. If you don’t, sooner or later, he will move on to hurting him. You cannot let that happen.”

Shoring up my inner reserves, I turned my numb body toward the exit door of the ladies’ room in the county courthouse. They would be calling my name soon and I would have to see my biggest mistake face to face, in full view of a crowded courtroom.
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Chapter One


Ally

3 years later

Coffee. Coffee. Coffee. Just the thought gave me the boost I needed to climb out from under the nest of warm blankets I slept in every night on a secondhand pull-out couch that I named Mr. Back Breaker. That creaky contraption really did a number on my back, but it was still better than the cold floor.

Every morning was the same, up at five a.m. to start the generic, dark French roast. The lack of a name brand didn’t bother me, so long as it was strong and bitter. My caramel creamer alleviated the bitterness. Once it was waiting in my cup, I inhaled deeply. Ahhh, heaven on earth. And after that first sip, my life felt complete.

Once I drowned my fatigue with a full cup, I made my son breakfast. How I wished his young palate would wake up, wanting ham and eggs or biscuits and gravy, but no such luck. It was Froot Loops or Apple Jacks for Sam. I insisted that he at least eat a few slices of an apple so I felt as if he was eating properly.

Packing lunch for Sam was always the same also, peanut butter and jelly, an orange and fruit juice. By the time, he was ready, we had to hurry to the bus stop. Once he was safely on the way to school, I had to push myself hard to get ready for work.

Waitressing was not my dream job, but it paid the bills. Working the middle shift from ten a.m. to seven p.m. was grueling work. Though it took its toll on our family time, the tips earned from both the lunch and dinner rushes were vital to our survival. Thank heavens for Frannie. If not for her, I wouldn’t have been able to make the extra money.

She adopted Sam as her honorary grandson, since she and her late husband were never able to have children. And my son? He loved her more than my cookies! I couldn’t believe he turned down my cookies to go to Fran’s last weekend.

Would I rather be at a comfy desk job working nine to five? Of course, I would! We had to give up so much. My son lost the most – his friends, his school, his home, his toys. Just about everything we were used to. Some creature comforts like, cable TV and internet were suddenly luxuries we could not afford. Sam had to sacrifice so much, too much for a little one. It would get better I reminded myself daily. We just had to watch our backs, keep a low profile, and trust no one. Ever.

I rushed around grabbing the bits and pieces of my uniform, which seemed to have mysteriously shrunk lately, a black skirt that I had to shimmy and wiggle into without falling over since I was a glutton for Frank’s home cooking, a button up white shirt that always gaped in the center of my um… generous chest giving the entire world a boob flash and a pink apron. Yep, pink. It was not a flattering uniform but hey, it could’ve been worse. I, for sure, needed to snack a little less and start exercising before my uniform split in the middle of dinner rush. That was definitely something that would happen to me and right in front of Mr. Dreamy Eyes. Starting tomorrow, first thing on my list was to look for a gym. Maybe.

Working five full days and one half day was exhausting. Staring at myself in the tiny mirror above the sink in our quaint bathroom, I prepare to put on my new face. For a second, I honestly did not recognize myself. Once upon a time, I had long, beautiful, natural curly hair that had a mind of its own. And its color came from my beloved grandmother. Whenever I thought of her my heart ached that she was no longer with us. But, I had her beautiful strawberry blonde hair and most days, red was all that could be seen. And with the red? Freckles. Yep. Tons of freckles. As a child, she told me to be proud of my Irish roots and not to hide my freckles, which embarrassed me. That seemed so long ago. My heart broke just a little more. My long shiny red hair was gone now and in its place, a rich dark brown, almost auburn, and it was cut just below my shoulders. The shortest it had ever been in my life. I used one of those burn your fingers off straightening irons to take out the curl every single day and I had scars to prove it. In the past, I seldom wore more than a touch of mascara and eyeliner. With my new life, I used everything, shadow, blush, extra black eyeliner to make my Irish green eyes seem darker, almost an azure blue.

“Hey there, Ally. Who are you? Who will you be? Tell Sarah I know she is in there and I miss her.” Yes, I talked to my former self. Sometimes it was the only way I could stay sane and on track to make sure we were safe from my mistake. I could not forget who we were. We would, by the grace of God, be them again someday. There had to be someone that could help and protect us. But I couldn’t turn to the police, the very people supposed to uphold the law and protect me, what was I supposed to do? So, I ran. That was the only option left. Run and keep running.

I glanced down at my watch and squealed, “Not again! Just get to work or you are going to be late, Ally.”

Halfway through the lunch rush, Frank, the owner and head cook at Dine With Us truck stop, threw a fit over a wrong order, again. Cleaning a table next to the counter, I could see poor Frannie, a soft-spoken woman, catching hell again for writing the order incorrectly. It was the second time this shift. In all fairness, Frannie just started waitressing with us, part-time, three months ago.

Frannie was our neighbor and had been a dear friend since we moved in. She had not worked in years, but due to the untimely death of her husband of over twenty-five years, she found herself without enough money to support herself in her later years. Fran gave my heart an extra jump whenever I was near. She reminded me of my grandmother and home.

Home, back when life was beautiful and full of family and friends, back when there was no pain, no wondering if he would come home to love me, taunt me or hurt me.

So, I breathed Frannie in every chance I got, to calm my heart and keep going for my son, Sam.

Frank, on the other hand, was a bear sized man that wouldn’t hurt a flea. Most people didn’t know that though because he had to keep up appearances, since the diner could bring in rowdy bunches on the weekends. No one would ever guess that Frank was an Army Ranger back in his day and not one to underestimate. When that big guy gave you a hug, it felt like nothing in the world could touch you. It was so full of warmth, love and protection kind of like a father who would slay dragons for his kids.

I had to intervene before he went overboard, so with my hands on my hips, I said, “Frank, seriously, calm down. It was a simple mistake. She didn’t mean to do it and making a mountain out of a molehill isn’t doing anyone a bit of good.”

“I don’t care! That’s money out of my pocket, not yours! I can yell at her if I want to!” Frank fired back at me.

Frannie was teary eyed and her lips trembled. Sometimes I felt more like a referee than an employee. But, underneath his gruff exterior, Frank was a big softie with a heart of gold. Something must have really bothered him for him to yell that much over something so small.

“Hey, Frankie Bear, I will make a double batch of my secret recipe chocolate chip cookies if you will say you’re sorry to Frannie and let this go. I will even throw in a batch of oatmeal raisin. What do you say?” I tried to coax him to be nice.

Frank’s eyes lit up like a starving kid in a candy shop. “Make it a double batch of both and you have a deal, Bright Eyes.”

Frank started calling me Bright Eyes almost from day one. He said my eyes were as pretty as spring grass after a long dreadful winter like they had in the Mid-West. It was a sweet thing for the old guy to say and I could tell he was genuine. That was the day I fell in love with the cranky old coot.

Laughing out loud at Frank’s boyish charm and winking, “Apologize right now or I will use all salt and no sugar in all of them, young man!”

He looked properly chastised and a little sad. With his baritone voice, he turned right around and said, “Frannie girl, I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately, but I shouldn’t have hollered at you like that. I hope you can forgive this cranky, old man.”

We couldn’t help it, Frannie and I both cackled at his fake puppy dog eyes and overly sincere apology. I could tell Fran was a bit smitten with him but wanted to play a long a bit. “Well Frank, I don’t know. You really hurt my feelings today. I don’t think you deserve the cookies, not even if it was your birthday.”

I couldn’t believe it! Frannie was flirting with him!!! Frank’s eyes were as round as saucers. He started tripping over his own lips he was so stunned by her refusal at accepting his apology. “But…bu… bu…. I’m sorry. I really am. Please, Frannie. Please?”

Frank heard me trying to keep from snickering and looked at Frannie, then at me and back again. “Well, if that don’t beat all…you are playing with me huh, Frannie?” He let out a big old belly laugh and blushed.

“I’ll tell you what Frank, I will accept your apology on two conditions.” Frannie had his full attention.

“Anything Frannie, just name it and it’s yours.” He looked sincere, waiting.

“Alright then, when Ally bakes up those tasty cookies, you have to bring them to my house for dinner and we will eat them for dessert.”

He turned every shade of red under the sun. All along, Frannie had a crush on him and he didn’t even know it.

“Aww…al…all right, Frannie. I will do just that. I promise.” He winked at me as he walked off and my chin hit the floor. All that time, it was him playing with us! That turkey! Apparently, he was smarter than Fran and I put together.

I loved watching their interaction. These wonderful people had made my life so much richer, less lonely. They treated my son and I like family, always buying little things he needed or wanted here or there. Frank had even taken Sam to a baseball game or two. I think he knew that something was not quite right for us, but instead of pushing me for answers as to what it was, he just kind of took care of us like we were his own family.
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Chapter Two


Ally

“Heads up, Ally!” warned Frannie. “Jonah just grabbed a booth in your section again. I don’t know why you won’t give him a chance. He is one of the most eligible bachelors in the county. But all you do is run and hide whenever he comes in.” Frannie shook her head at me.

“Frannie, I have so much on my plate as it is, working so much and taking care of Sam. The very last thing I need right now is a man who will just end up being a jerk anyway,” I whispered loudly as I raced off to the kitchen to pretend I was prepping for the dinner rush.

One look at that man and I couldn’t think straight, let alone speak in coherent sentences. It had been years since I had felt an attraction that strong, and to be honest it scared the heck out of me. After my divorce three years ago, I swore off men forever. Forever.

Tom was the mistake of a lifetime. Not only did I pay for it, but our child did as well. I met him when I was only eighteen years old, fresh out of high school. Officer Tom Lane took a shine to me for some reason and I ate it up, of course. He was older, more mature and an officer wearing a uniform. How could a girl resist? He gave me flowers, took me to fancy dinners, bought me pretty dresses, and even paid to have my hair done. Being inexperienced and impressionable, I had no clue I was being controlled and groomed. Kept on a leash, I didn’t even realize what was happening until it was too late and we were married.

Something was off almost right away after we were married. He stayed out all night often, saying it was for work. But when I called they said he wasn’t on shift. Then he came home one day and told me that he was framed for something at work and was fired. He would never tell me what they accused him of. Then, he started drinking. At first it was just a few beers, then it was a twelve pack, and then he moved onto whiskey. The whiskey turned him into a monster that I didn’t even recognize. That was when the beatings began. Out of the blue, if I said something the wrong way, he would backhand me so hard I would fly across the room. I hoped that when our son was born things would get better and they did for a short time.

For years, I couldn’t fathom why a man who was supposed to be a good guy that loved his wife and child, could hide such a shady past and present. I felt stupid, ashamed and hurt by his betrayal. He loved his booze, women and gambling more than his family. Never could hold down a job for longer than a few months. But, when he was arrested and sent to prison for selling drugs and guns, I was subpoenaed as one of the prosecution’s witnesses. In the end, he was sentenced to fifteen years and that was finally it, we were free.

It was such a relief that I just sat and cried and cried until all the tears were gone. I vowed to never cry where he was concerned again. No more worrying he would come home drunk and smack me around, if he came home at all. I felt free. But that freedom was short lived. Tom was connected in so many ways that if he really wanted to hurt us, he could whenever he chose and we would never see it coming. It could be the guy on the corner that looked like he was walking his dog, or the woman at the grocery store that seemed to always be following me, or even worse police officers. Paranoia was my constant companion. It seemed like everywhere I went, there was a cop car sitting, just watching us.

I knew we had to get out of town for the sake of my sanity. We needed to go live the life we were meant to. With only eight hundred dollars to my name, I looked at the map and just picked a town that I knew from my childhood. One Tom knew nothing about. Wordly, Illinois was where Grams was born and raised. During my teens, we often went to visit her sister, my Great Aunt Helen. With both gone, it was hard but it was soothing at the same time, untouched by my mistake.

I loaded up everything that would fit into our ancient, barely running, red four-door sedan, and told Sam that we were going on a new adventure soon. I assured him that everything was going to get better. He was so young then and didn’t understand why we had to leave. I took the only gift my grandmother gave me, one I hid in the rafters of our house from Tom, and I hocked my grandmother’s diamond broach. It used to belong to her mother, our family heirloom. It was over one hundred years old and worth a great deal of money. I didn’t care about the monetary value, but it broke my heart to hock it. I could hear my grandma saying, “Sell it silly girl sell it and run! It’s only jewelry.” I finally relented and contacted someone I had known for quite some time that Tom knew nothing about. She was able to acquire us new identities, transportation, a bit of extra money and set a plan in motion for our escape.

My decision to leave came just in time, as the day before my planned exit from town, Tom had someone deliver a message to me.

“My Dearest Sarah,

All is not forgotten or forgiven. Vengeance is mine!

Your ever-loving husband,

Tom

I wasted no time tying up loose ends and getting out of town. Sam, was only four at the time and so easily coaxed into the new name game on our long trip. It was a game at first and he would win an M&M for every time he said his new name. He was born Jacob and renamed Sam. I wondered how much emotional trauma he would have as he got older and started to remember things from the past, but for the moment we were okay.

That was three years ago. I hadn’t stopped looking over my shoulder since I got the message from my mistake. That’s why I needed to keep my guard up. I had my son, great friends and we were safe. What more could I want? Maybe a man for me and a father for my child, definitely a protector; a true hero. I knew I could take care of us, but to have someone to truly care for us sounded nice. Maybe Jonah Bradford could be that person for me… for us.

Sure, Johan had a certain appeal. He was an ex-Navy SEAL working as co-director of his family business, Bradford Securities. Surely, he could protect us. His six foot, two-inch frame draped in solid, thick muscle said don’t mess with him. He had a hard jaw with a long deep scar from his temple to the edge of his chin on the right side with a close cropped dark beard that didn’t quite grow over it. Some women might not find that attractive and maybe even scary, but I thought it was sexy as sin. I daydreamed of walking up to him, touching the scar from the very top, just barely with the tip of my finger and tracing it all the way down to the edge of his chin. Taking a deeper breath, I imagined my tongue tracing the scar instead. Oh yes. Daydreams were wonderful. Then when you added the dark, almost black hair and those eyes…oh my…as blue as a clear summer sky. They were so intense that I swore that he could see right into my soul if I stared into them too long.

Okay! Knock it off Ally! No men! That was our deal. Be a mom first and foremost. No men…. sigh… but if only… just for a moment a girl could dream, couldn’t she?

Why, oh, why, wouldn’t Fran just leave it alone? Yes, Jonah could melt the panties off the Virgin Mary herself by gazing into his baby blues, but he was a complication I didn’t need. I couldn’t trust him. No, I wouldn’t trust him. Another man would never be trusted with my heart. Not just my heart, but my child’s as well. Our lives were finally on the right track after living here for three years. Destroying what we had built over a man, was not an option. I was good and more than capable of taking care of my son. I didn’t need anyone. So, I thought at the time.

Forming new relationships had been one of the hardest things to do since we moved to the little town of Wordly, Illinois. I couldn’t even tell the people that I was closest to, my real name, so could they really be my friends? I felt like a traitor. A con-artist of sorts, playing her biggest con game. I knew I could trust Frank and Fran but if they knew who we really were, they would be in danger too. My mistake may find a way of locating us when we least expected it. I didn’t want my mistake to become theirs too. I had to keep everyone safe. So, for that moment, I was Ally Black, and my eight-year-old son, Samuel was my protector, my shy turtle, we were orphans to the world. No husband. No dad. No family. Just the two of us with no one to truly protect us.

That was what I kept telling myself so that I kept things as they were without Jonah.

Goodness, I still cringed thinking about the first time I laid eyes on him. Not my best moment. When I first saw Jonah, he literally took my breath away. I was already nervous, my hands sweaty and shaking when I walked up to his booth and took his order.

“Hi! Welcome… my name is Ally. Can I have you forever?” I blinked and blinked, feeling my face flush as if it was on fire. I actually felt a bit dizzy when I realized what I had asked him. “Can I have you forever?” Oh. My. Goodness! If I could have run screaming from the diner, I would have.

As I pondered my faux pas, a deep as the ocean laugh filled the room. Mortified, I looked up and saw it was Mr. Dreamy Eyes laughing at me! Could it get any worse? I should never have even thought that to myself. I knew better than to think that. It’s my karma. Karma hates me! I cleared my throat and tried one of my, I totally said that on purpose smiles and said, “May I take your order?”

For the love of God, he was still laughing! Talk about humiliated, I swore he was laughing so hard he snorted. Yes, actually snorted. Just about then one of the other waitresses came up to me and whispered loudly to me, “Your skirt is sticking out of your undies, hon. This is a family place so go put your tushy back where it belongs.”

I was mortified. I just stood there in shock. No, no, no, no, that couldn’t be happening, but it was. I slowly started to back up as cool and as casual as possible with Mr. Dreamy Eyes still laughing and by then several other tables were getting a good chuckle out of my predicament. And wouldn’t you know it, I backed right into a waitress carrying one of those huge trays full of food and drinks. I was bathed in scrambled eggs, hash browns, and several cups of milk. The entire diner was staring at the commotion as Mr. Dreamy Eyes walked over to give me a hand. He took a towel from the counter and started wiping the milk from my eyes.

As he continued to chuckle, he said in that deep growly voice of his, “You know if you would have waited for my answer to your question, it would have been a yes.”

I mumbled under my breath for a second and he tilted his head closer, “I’m sorry I didn’t quite catch that?”

“I said, karma hates me with a freaking passion!” He walked away entirely amused.

Since that day, I avoided him at all costs. I did not do well with humiliation, even when it was self-inflicted. That was a few years ago, and whenever I did happen to pass his table he always called out, “May I have you forever, Freckles?”

I would just scurry along like I couldn’t hear him.
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Chapter Three


Jonah

Leaning back in my chair, I stared out the window, wishing I had a fresh cup of coffee. I thought back on how I ended up back at home running the family business. The plan had been to be career military for the rest of my working life. I trained like a dog to become a SEAL and I was good at what I did. Some would even say I was the best, but I wouldn’t go that far. After twenty years, I had to admit I was getting more than burned out. The last mission nearly cost me the sight in my right eye and almost my life. Left with a deep, angry scar from shrapnel that hit me point blank on the left side of my body, my face taking the full brunt of the hit. I was sliced from my temple to the edge of my chin and then a larger piece lodged itself on the right side of my chest. Pain. That was all I knew for a long time. The doctors at Walter Reed Medical Center in Washington D.C. wanted me to have another surgery. It would have been one of many I’d already had to try smooth the scar on my face, but I refused. It served as a bleak reminder of the day I almost died and of my comrades that weren’t as fortunate.

I remembered how I struggled with what the next chapter of my life would look like. When my convalescent leave was nearing the end, there had only been a short time to figure out if I was going to re-up or retire. What was I supposed to do with my life if the military, wasn’t it? It was all I had known for twenty years. But one evening while chilling with a buddy at the NCO club having a beer, the decision had been abruptly made for me. Upon receiving word that my dad had suffered a massive heart attack and may not make it through surgery, I knew it was time go home. My old man was one of the strongest men I knew and I would be dammed if he would die without me seeing him one last time.

Jumping on the redeye, I was back in my hometown within forty-eight hours, chomping at the bit to see not just dad, but to support my mom, too. My brother, Shane, had been keeping me up to date on Dad’s stats. I was so relieved when the text came through telling me Dad was doing fine after surgery. Thank goodness. When Shane picked me up at the airport I expected our sister, Shayla to be with him, but she was taking care of business at Bradford Security so my dad wouldn’t have to worry. As we climbed into his car, Shane filled me in on dad’s prognosis. It was better than I hoped, but Dad would need a long stint of rehabilitation. And he would never be healthy enough to run the family business again.

Things were touch and go with dad for about a week but then he finally turned the corner. During those first few days, fear and anxiety filled my heart as I helplessly watched my mother cling to his hand in the Cardiac Intensive Care Unit. I always pictured my parents as these mighty gods that the world’s worries could not touch. They were that impenetrable barrier from the evil that existed in this world for me and my baby brother and sister.

Then the tables turned and their children stood vigil to keep them from harm. It was that hard slap of reality that I needed then, showing me where my place in this world was. It was at home, with my family.

A month after Dad’s surgery, while Mom planned for home care during Dad’s recovery, she pulled, Shane, Shayla and me into his study. Martha Bradford had never looked more tired in her life yet she was still tougher and stronger than any drill sergeant I’d encountered. Piles of papers laid in front of her, stacked all neat and tidy. Though the smile she gave us when we entered was just enough to warm our hearts, I noticed that it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Her normal shine, seemed to be missing. Her determined expression forced more steel into my spine. Something was coming. I could feel it. My mind raced with possibilities, but I was totally unprepared with what was about to happen.

“Well children, we have a lot to discuss today. Your father, by the grace of God, made it through, but he must change his lifestyle. No if’s, and’s or but’s about it. He will try to fight me on this. That cranky old goat would be back at work today if I had not found the most assertive nurse money could buy, to aid in his recovery. I think he might be a bit scared of her, too. When she says, ‘No work’ in that deep Russian accent he just stares at her and says, ‘No Ma’am.’ Never thought I’d see the day your father would listen to anyone other than me.” She smiled, sadly, as she looked from one of her children to the other, waiting for one of us to bring up the elephant in the room.

Shayla abruptly stood up, looking between Shane and me for a few moments before the biggest trash-eating grin formed on her face. That was it. The moment we both knew we were messed.

“Mom, listen. I love you and Dad more than you know…” I began to say.

“Hush, Jonah. We have some news to share with you and your brother,” Mom said as she took Shayla’s hand in her own, giving it a loving but gentle squeeze of reassurance. “Shayla honey would you like to go first?” Mom asked with eyes now as bright as her smile.

I began to squirm in my chair. This couldn’t be good. What was she about to say? I watched Shayla, who beamed at Shane and me. Then I tilted my head to the side and looked her over. Oh hell! Holy garbage! I covered my face with my hands and rubbed vigorously, letting a deep moan escape. Shane sat there, just sat there, glancing between all of us, without any clue.

“Congrats Sis, when are you due?” I managed to muster up enough enthusiasm to please my mother instead of the weariness I truly felt.

“Thank you, Jonah! I knew I could count on you to be supportive. Baby number two should be here in about six months and we are thrilled!” Ok, she was glowing, not beaming. How could I be anything but happy for her? Another nephew or niece to spoil? Hell yeah! I jumped up and walked around the desk, sweeping her up in a big but gentle bear hug.

Turning around I noticed Shane sitting there with his mouth gaping open. “What Shane? Get up and congratulate our beautiful sis!” I said with a low growl.

Shane shook himself and got up slowly but the smile on his face said it all. He was clearly thinking about another little one to spoil in the family. “Shayla, I couldn’t be happier for you and Alex. There is just one demand that I have.”

Shayla eyed him, her eyebrows drawing down into a frown. “And what would that be my dear Bubby?” she said with all the sarcasm she could muster. She knew dang well he hated being called that.

“Well, Sis, if the baby is a boy, I insist you name him after me. Shane is a mighty fine name. Heck, you can even use Shane if it’s a girl, too!” he proudly stated, ducking just in time, avoiding her slap on the shoulder. We all had a good laugh at his commentary and then looked towards Mom for her news. I had a feeling, deep in my gut it wouldn’t be as joyful.

“Ok boys, have a seat again. That was part one. Now it’s time for part two,” Mom said with a serious expression.

Taking our seats, we noticed that Shayla did not join us. Instead she silently made her way to the door and let herself out. Garbage. We were screwed. I could tell Shane knew it too by the way he stared at the door that had already closed.

“It’s time boys. Time to step up and take over Bradford Securities. Ahhhh….” She held up her had to stop our complaining.

“Your sister has worked here for eight years, all while having a child. She would like to stay home with her kids once this one is born. She has earned this. Shayla will stay on a few more months to get you up to speed on the ins and outs of running the company daily.” Looking at us she sighed and said, “Go ahead and voice your jerks, gripes and complaints. But be very careful what you say.”

“I already have job. I cannot just up and quit, Mom. My job is important to the entire community.” Red faced, he turned to me, “Jonah, you are the oldest and this is your responsibility!”

“Who are you to tell me what my responsibilities are Shane?” I spoke through gritted teeth. He was way overstepping and I was more than happy to inform him of that fact.

As we bickered back and forth, neither of us noticed our mom calmly and quietly got up from the desk with a newspaper in her hand. We never even saw the swing coming. WHAP! WHAP! Right upside our heads. We sat stunned while Mom glared back and forth, raising the newspaper again. This time we both managed to duck, knowing it was going to sting.

“How dare you!” her disappointment evident. “Your father was on his deathbed and here you two are bickering about who bares the responsibly to take over for him? Shayla has done more than her fair share, too!”

Mom huffed and puffed and was just about to whack us again when Shane jumped up and ran around the desk to escape her. What a pussy! WHAP! “Dang, Mom that one hurt!” I yelled, feeling chastised like a ten-year-old.

“Shane, sit down now!” Mom demanded. “I am sick of hearing you bicker back and forth about whose responsibility it is. I guess you both expect me to do it? Is that it? Me? Who will take care of your father and make sure that he fully recovers? Help him to live many more years with us? Right? Guess what my dear selfish sons, we decided that you both will run the business together!” She dropped the newspaper and wagged her finger between us. “Yes, that’s right, together. Your father worked hard to build this business and to leave you with a legacy. I will be darned if I watch it go down the drain because you are being petty. Grow up!”

Incredible! Mom cursed. She only cursed when she was so angry she could skin a bear with her teeth. We were done. There would be no talking her out of this. Nope. And I felt dang guilty at that moment. I actually wanted to do this. I just didn’t like Shane telling me that it was my job. Shane looked defeated. I started to laugh and laugh, then Shane joined in. Mom stared at us both, mouth agape as if we had lost our freaking minds. Maybe we had. But that was how we became co-directors of Bradford Security.

They say everything happened for a reason. That seemed to be the case in this scenario. Shane and I put our heads together and closed the private celebrity security division. It just wasn’t right for us as a team. We decided to go into corporate security. Surveillance, systems, monitoring and investigative work for several police departments.

Now things felt as if they were just the way they were supposed to be. The job was good, great as a matter of fact. But something was missing in my life. I was pretty sure I knew what it was. There was this beautiful brunette, with a stunning smile, the kind that knocked me on my rear when she flashed it my way. And she had the most adorable freckles that I had ever seen. Freckles? Adorable? When did I start thinking anything was adorable? I had it bad, I knew it.

There was something off with her though. Something almost sad and most certainly scared. Most people thought she was just shy, but my instincts told me it was something more. A wary vibe radiated off her whenever I was around. With the scar on my face, I couldn’t really blame her for staying at least twenty feet away from me, but my gut told me it was something else. Now, I needed to figure out what that was. Turning around, I flipped open my laptop. “Ok, Ms. Ally Black, it’s time I find out who you really are, since you won’t give me the time of day.”
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Chapter Four


Ally

With only one day off a week, there was precious little time to get everything done for the entire week. First, I kind of ran around in a manic mode cleaning our tiny place that we had called home for quite some time now. It was not much, but we were comfortable. Next, I had to make a list of errands. Giving me a sense of control, routine was my best friend and companion now. As I made my list of groceries for the week, I made note that Sam had a party this week in class and I signed up to bring cookies. “I want you to make a million of your chocolate chip cookies, so everyone will like me.”

“Hey buddy, everyone already likes you, silly boy,” I replied.

“Well I just want to make sure, Mom,” he said with the brightest smile.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Ok, a million cookies it is then.” I laughed now as I recalled my promise of a million cookies.

Adding the final cookie ingredients to the list, I grabbed my purse and the keys to my run-down car and prayed it would start. Glancing at the list in my hand, I mentally mapped my day – rent to the landlord, utility company, then grocery shopping.

Mr. Murphy, the landlord chattered about his bad hip. Sometimes he could be a little cranky but I never minded since he let me pay the rent in cash each month. The locally owned mom-and-pop store where I shopped for groceries also accepted utility payments at customer service. Everything was paid in cash to leave the smallest trail possible.

Grabbing a grocery cart, I headed over to the produce section looking over what was on sale and consulting my list. I had to be careful this week because I needed to save up enough money to get Sam signed up for Little League Baseball. He would be so surprised. My little guy deserved a treat after being such a trooper over the past few years. Thankfully, I was a thrifty shopper. Like I knew, if I bought the bananas that were going dark the store would take more than half off the price. The overripe bananas were perfect for banana bread with pecans. It was another sneaky way of getting something sort of good into Sam. I grabbed plenty of apples and oranges before heading off to the other parts of the store grabbing things off my list along the way.

As I looked down at the last few items on my list, I turned a corner and slammed into another cart with a clang so hard that it forced the cart back into my stomach and ribs. An oomph emitted from me upon impact, leaving me a bit stunned. When I looked up, I expected both of us to trip over our apologies simultaneously. Just as I was about to say it, the big man, with dark stringy hair, said, “Hey, jerk! Watch where you’re going!” He slammed into my cart again, almost overturning it as he made his way past me. I grabbed it in time and just stood there. Shocked. Surprised. My ribs throbbed.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I looked over to the direction he had walked. He stood there staring at me with a sneer on his face. Someone grabbed onto my elbow at just that moment, causing me to shriek. I tried to pull away. I need to run! I had to get away! Then I heard this soft, gravelly voice, “Ally you’re ok. What happened? Ally? Ally! Look at me. Breathe, Freckles, breathe.” I looked up from the hand on my arm and was shocked to see it belonged to Jonah Bradford. “Jonah, what are you doing here?” I was confused and still a little dazed.

“Ally, I am shopping just like you, babe. I heard a crash and when I came around the corner I realized it was you. Are you ok? You look frightened? What happened just now?”

Stammering, I turned back to where the man had been leering at me but he was gone. Just gone. I walked, no ran over to where he had been. Looking down all the aisles, I saw he was nowhere to be found.

Jonah followed me. “Ally, what’s wrong? Who are you looking for?”

“Did you see that man that rammed his cart into mine really hard? Long stringy dark hair, about six foot tall? Mean looking smile?”

“No, when I came over there was only one other lady in the aisle. Tell me what happened,” he demanded in a soft voice.

“Are you sure you didn’t see him?” I nearly begged him. I needed reassurance that I wasn’t losing my mind, that the suspicious man wasn’t all in my head.

“Freckles, I wouldn’t lie to you.”

Ok, Ally get it together. You are making something out of nothing and in front of Mr. Dreamy Eyes, no less. The Jonah Bradford, aka man of my dreams.

“It was a simple clash of grocery carts at the grocery store, no big deal, nothing else. But thank you for your concern Mr. Bradford,” I answered in as calm of a voice as I could possibly fake.

“From where I’m standing, Ally, it most certainly wasn’t nothing. You’re shaking, sweating and pale. Something just scared the heck out of you and I want to know what it was. Who was that? Let me help you, please, Freckles?”

Deep breaths, Ally. Get a hold of yourself. I couldn’t let him find out. Get. It. Together. I. Was. OK. It was just one of my demons that occasionally creeped up on me. They made me feel like I was being followed. Sometimes when that happened, I would lock myself and Sam away for a few days, only peeking out the windows amidst paranoia. But the last time I did that was a long time ago. I really thought I was over this imaginary fear. Tightening my ponytail, I absentmindedly rubbed my ribs where the cart had struck me. Pushing my cart, I headed to the checkout line, mindful of Jonah trailing behind me. Breathe in, breathe out.

“Ally? Are you going to talk to me and tell me what happened?” Jonah asked, genuine concern lacing his voice.

“It was nothing, just a simple bump of carts in the supermarket.” I tried for a simple laugh but it came out flat. “Seriously, I’m just fine Mr. Bradford.”

“Enough Ally! Enough with calling me Mr. Bradford. My father is Mr. Bradford. I have been coming into the diner for three years and you avoid me at all costs. I am not your enemy. Please let me help you,” he replied in a huff.

“I’m sorry. It really was nothing. Thank you for your help and the offer but I am fine. I must hurry to check out so I can pick up my son from the bus stop on time,” I rambled as I rushed to check out.

Jonah went back to grab his own cart. Please keep shopping. I couldn’t keep up my brave front much longer, not when he was showing me such kindness. No such luck. He checked out right behind me.

“You cannot get rid of me that easily, Ally. I am going to follow you out to the parking lot to make sure you get going on your way with no further trouble,” Jonah said matter-of-factly.

“Seriously, I’m fine. Thank you again, Jonah. Enjoy the rest of your day,” I called over my shoulder as I finally escaped to the door.

As I rolled out to the parking lot, I swore I could feel someone watching me. Looking all around, I saw a neighbor and a regular or two from the diner and then I saw Jonah. Gah, why did Jonah have to see me like that? I always acted like a freak in front of him. He had to think I was a crazy person. I had to stop this. Stop Ally. Throwing bags of groceries in the trunk I grabbed my keys, slid into the driver’s side and took off for home.

When I got home, I had just enough time to get everything put away before racing out the door to meet Sam at the bus stop. Because I only got to do this twice a week, I always brought a surprise for him. Today’s was a fresh caramel apple. As I waited for the bus that could be heard in the distance, I thought back over my afternoon and what happened at the store.

We were one hundred percent fine. I had covered our tracks the best I could. It just had to be some cranky rear man that got up on the wrong side of the bed. Yep, that had to be it. Letting out a big sigh, I relaxed when I saw Sam waving from the bus window. There. That right there was why I lived and breathed. Why I kept going day in and day out. My beautiful boy.

Sam jumped down from the last high step on the bus and ran as fast as his legs would carry him. I braced for impact. Boom! The biggest, most loving hug in the world hit me. My life would never be the same if anything happened to my little man. I gave him his surprise and he bit a chunk off right away.

“Mmmmmmmmmmm this is soooooooooooo good Mom.” He crunched, and munched the caramel covered treat as we walked. “Thank you.” At least, I think that was what he said.

Later that evening as I tucked him into bed and read part of his favorite book, The Littles, I watched his eyes start to droop. Sleep was eminent. Whispering softly as I bent down to kiss his cheek, I said, “I will love you forever and ever, my brave little man.”

Closing the door softly, I sighed in relief that the day was done. Feeling a sense of accomplishment that I had completed everything on my list for that week. Now for some much needed me time. As I poured myself a glass of wine, I decided it was warm enough to sit on the porch swing and enjoy the rest of the evening under the stars. Armed with a cushion from the couch to make the swing more comfortable, I set my glass of wine down and sank down onto the swing. With a gentle push of my foot, the swing swayed back and forth. A deep breath of the fresh air helped me relax as I stretched my back. I took a sip of my wine and boom out of nowhere Mr. Dreamy Eyes popped into my head. What was he doing now? Was he stargazing like me?

I looked up at the stars as if they held the answers to my thoughts. It had been so long since I had felt even a twitch of attraction. But for three years I had secretly pined for this man. Gahhh! I wanted him! Dang it I did! But, no man wanted me with the baggage I carried. It wouldn’t be fair to him. I had learned so much about him from Frannie, Frank and a bunch of customers from the diner over the years.

Whenever I heard him talk or even just laugh, goosebumps broke out all over my arms and a funny tingle ran down my spine. Apparently, there was a town-wide bet on how long it would take for me to give in and go on a date with him. I was totally shocked when Bella told me about it. It was not going happen. When I told Bella that, she said I was a jerk for passing up that “perfect piece of man meat” and she would give anything for one date with him. That girl always made me laugh. “Take him Bella, and do as you please. He is not my type.” When I told her that, she just stared at me dumbfounded, while I shrugged as if was no big deal. But really? Inside I dreamed of the things I would have liked to do to him over and over. Bella the beautiful is what I called her. Tall, beautiful long blonde hair with warm smiling brown eyes and double dimples when she smiled. Men would basically fall at her feet and grovel for her to wait on them. I just watched and would sometimes wish I could have been born with half of her beauty.

Gahhh, could it work? Should I give it a chance? I wanted to. I really wanted it to. And why did he call me Freckles instead of Ally? Did he think they were ugly? I knew I wasn’t the most attractive woman in town. Why was he interested in me? Listing my attributes or lack thereof, I tried to see what might have piqued his interest. I was a little thick around the hips and chest. I wore too much make-up for my own tastes as part of my armor, so I really didn’t believe he was attracted to me. He was just being friendly to the shy awkward waitress at his favorite place to eat, just being kind.

The woman in me screamed for me to jump at any chance with him. But, I wouldn’t. There was too much at risk. No sense bringing anything to his door that was dangerous. Taking another sip of my wine, I turned on my tablet to read about make believe romance. That was about as close as I would ever get again.

The next morning, I woke up a little earlier than usual. Something had woken me from deep slumber but I was not sure what it was. I tiptoed to check on Sam and found him sleeping peacefully. Had I been dreaming? Did I hear something? Shaking my head, I was being paranoid again. Maybe I needed to get in touch with my underground contact and move on. We had been here three years, which was too long according them. Maybe I was getting too comfortable and sloppy. Ah hell, I was being ridiculous, not to mention slightly neurotic over a buggy incident that could have happened any time at any store. Maybe Frannie was right. I needed a girl’s night out of the house and away from work, just for a few hours. Bella from work was a good friend, even though she was a few years younger than me. She had asked me many times to come out and have a drink with her. Which reminded me, I also needed to ask Bella if she could switch shifts so that I could take Sam to sign up for Little League this coming Saturday. I had nearly enough saved. He would love it.
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Chapter Five


Jonah

I had watched as Ally pulled out of the parking lot in her little rust bucket of a car. That vehicle was clearly in need of more than just a tune up and an oil change. What was going on with her? Someone or something had scared the garbage out of her. That much was obvious. And it was a deep-set fear. A fear I’d seen before, usually from women and children who had been abused. Was that it? Had someone hurt Ally so badly that even when she merely thought of them she shook uncontrollably?

My search of Ally Black turned up very little online. Something was not adding up. Maybe it was time to call in a favor or two, see if they might have more luck. It could be nothing but my gut said it was something else. I wish she’d talk to me, open up, and trust me. I needed a plan. Maybe Shane had some ideas. Oh, idiot, was I really going to my baby brother for help with a woman? He would never let me live it down.

Swallowing my pride, I knocked on Shane’s office door bright and early that morning. “Hey bro, I need to talk to you about something on a personal level, you have some time?”

“Hey Jonah, give me a few to finish reading this email, then I’m all yours,” Shane responded absentmindedly.

After I waited about ten minutes, I started to get annoyed. What was he doing? Checking out porn or something? Walking around the desk, I peered at what had captured his attention so fully. Letting out a low whistle at what stared back at me from the screen, I understood his preoccupation with the email. The screen was filled with images of a dead body and the accompanying crime scene report. Sometimes we did favors for several law enforcement precincts in the region. By the looks of the images, this one would be a jerk to work.

I whistled again as I read about the woman who had been brutally stabbed to death in her home. The cops had very little evidence to go on. As Shane scrolled through the images, one thing that stood out in several of them was the bloody script smeared on her wall. Directly above where the woman lay in a pool of her own blood were the words, Not forgotten or forgiven. The report stated that she worked at a women’s abuse shelter, helping other women avoid her fate. It was a brutal attack to happen to such a good person. The crime scene was horrific. She had obviously been tortured.

“Shane? Is this a new case they want us to help investigate?” I questioned him warily.

“Jonah, they must think we are miracle workers or something. Where she worked there could be hundreds of suspects to interview. They asked for our assistance but I am not sure what we can do. Their budget keeps getting cut and they just don’t have the manpower to check out all the possible suspects. They are going to FedEx a full file for us to examine and see if we can find something they missed. It should be here in a couple of days. Enough of this for now, what’s on your mind, bro?”

“Do you know Ally Black from the diner we eat at a couple times a week? Something is off with her. I can’t put my finger on it exactly, but there is something I’m not seeing.”

I filled him in on the events that transpired in the store the other day and her reaction. And explained how she’d blown me off as if it was nothing. “Something happened, Shane. I can feel it in my gut and my gut has never let me down. I can’t ignore it. She won’t talk to me, not on this. I think she is too scared of me.” I felt perplexed as Shane started to guffaw at me.

“What the heck, Shane? I came to you for some help. If all you can to do is laugh at me, then you can idiot off, bro!” My attempt to storm out was halted by Shane waving his arms around.

“Whoa there, fella. Chill the heck out! I think it is hysterical that you are so clueless when it comes to this woman. Man, she isn’t the least bit scared of you. Quite the opposite, actually. Haven’t you heard about the town bet?”

He paused, waiting for my reply but I just looked at him blankly. What was he talking about? Shane smirked and shook his head.

“The town is betting on when you two will finally get it together, for goodness sake! You amaze me. So, smart on all counts except for where women are concerned.”

“Forget you! Dang it just tell me what you are talking about, Shane? Quit talking in circles. The woman can’t stand me. Heck, she has refused to wait on my table for years. What are you smiling at jerk?” That smug expression of his made me want to get up and punch him in the face.

“For the love of all women, I guess I need to clue my big brother in. Ally Black, the beautiful, voluptuous brunette with lips that could wake a dead man has it for you and has it bad, bro.” His comment about Ally being voluptuous may have been true but still gave me the sudden urge to throat punch him. I was so angry that without thought I stepped toward him with my fists clenched.

“Whoa, at ease soldier! It’s true. You are clueless when it comes to women? Every time we eat there it seems like she is running from you, but, I and everyone else, notices how she watches you. And when she does, those beautiful green eyes of hers light up and her cheeks flush. You’re such a jerk. Maybe she’s a bit shy, I’ll give her that, but it isn’t like you have made a move either. Don’t you know how to flirt? Can’t you come up with a decent pickup line? You have got to do better if you want her, my man,” Shane stated with unusual passion.

“What?” I said incredulously. “It’s finally happened. You have lost your freaking mind. You couldn’t be more wrong!”

“See, that’s exactly it. All you do is call her Freckles. Which I have to admit, they do look amazing on her. Mmmhmmm, I wouldn’t mind taking a pen and…”

BOOM! “What the heck, Jonah!” My fists slammed on the desk, right in front of Shane barely missing him.

“Do not talk about her like that. Ever again. Got it? Now, are you going to shut up and help me find out what is going on with her or not?” My tone was heated.

“Heck, of course I will. Calm down. My goodness, you do have it bad, don’t you, bro? I pity you, really, I do.” I glared at him with open hostility and lifted my fists from the desk again. “Okay, I am shutting up. We don’t want that vein on your forehead to burst, now, do we? Can’t have you keeling over from a blasted aneurysm. Start by telling me what you found out about her the other day?” inquired Shane.

“Not much. That’s the problem. She has no money trail. Nothing. Ever. She must pay for all her bills in cash. There’s no bank account. She has a burner phone, replacing it every month when it runs out. Her son’s name is Samuel. He’s eight years old and seems like a good kid with excellent grades.”

“What about his father?”

“I couldn’t find a trace of a husband or boyfriend. There isn’t a father listed for Samuel on his birth certificate or at school. That’s all I have. There is NOTHING else. All avenues lead to dead ends. That right there tells me there is more. There has to be. I’m wondering if you can hit up Brent or some of your other contacts. Maybe they can find something that I haven’t.” Brent was Shane’s ex-partner in the force and had been helpful in many cases.

“If you’d been there at the store and seen how she reacted and her demeanor, Shane, as an ex-cop, your instincts would have been screaming, just like mine were. I stayed with her for as long as possible. She seemed to collect herself piece by piece, but then once she reached the parking lot something spooked her again. I don’t know what. I surveyed every inch of the lot but came up with nothing. My presence only seemed to annoy her. She jumped in that rust bucket of hers and took off. I waited a while after she left, then I drove by the duplex she lives in. Heck, it’s barely big enough for a dog, let alone a mother with a child.” I shook my head in remembrance.

“So, you saw no one out of place, not even cars? Maybe it was her imagination or maybe not.” Shane held up his hand before I could reply.

“Neither of us know her, not really. Oh, and driving by her house is sort of stalkerish by the way.”

I flipped him the bird. Not that he cared.

“I have to admit, it is odd that you came up empty. We have excellent security clearance. If she is in Witness Protection, which is a possibility, and her handler finds out we are on to her, they will move her. Then you will never know where she goes. So, we have a dilemma here. How deep do you want me to dig, Jonah? My suggestion is for now I will dig, but not so deep that it puts her at risk.”

“I know I am right about this, but I don’t want to put her at risk. I’m certain she’s running from something or someone. I need to know from what or whom? We are blind here and I don’t like that Shane. I will protect her and her son.” Shane smirked at my mention of protection. I chose to do like any self-respecting big brother would and ignored him.

“Ok, you need to get close to her. Be her friend first. Try to get her to trust you. Be cool and charming at the same time. Think you can do that? I mean if you don’t want to get close to her, then I will volunteer myself for the project.” Shane snickered.

My feet moved faster than lightning. Shane froze as I gripped his shirt and raised my fist in warning. “I told you not to talk about her like one of your one night stands. Don’t make me tell you again or you will be picking your teeth up off the floor,” my voice a low growl. No one pushed my buttons like my brother.

Shane raised his hands in defeat. “Got it! I was only making a point. You want her? Then go get her man. Woo her, protect her, whatever you want, but you need her to trust you in order for you to completely protect her from whatever it is that’s after her. Got it?” Shane pleaded with me to see reason.

“Dang. I’m sorry Shane.” My fingers uncurled from his shirt and he smoothed it down. “Sorry, that was uncalled for.” What was wrong with me? I didn’t want to wait for a sarcastic reply, so I walked out.

Leaning out of his office window as I stepped outside, Shane yelled, “Hey Assistant Coach, don’t be late on Saturday. I need you bright and early for the Little League signups.”

I didn’t even bother with a verbal reply, simply raising my hand to acknowledge that I heard him.

“Don’t worry, brother. Trust me, I get it. Go get her, my man.”

My feet continued to walk away. I couldn’t look back. I knew the trash eating grin he’d have and I really wasn’t in the mood.

Woo her? What was wooing, if that was even a word? Rubbish. I needed to figure that out and now. Flowers? No. Candy? No. Wine? No. Guess I was heading to the diner for lunch and I was going to make Ms. Ally wait on me this time or… Or what idiot? Heck, I figured I would wing it. I was an ex-Navy SEAL for goodness sake and so prepared for anything and any situation. Right?

Maybe I could talk to Frannie. They seemed close and I knew she helped take care of Samuel when Ally worked. Maybe I would talk to Frank too, but he saw Ally as a daughter and that might work against me. He might not want her with someone that looked like me. Besides, Rangers and SEALs had been known to not like each other after all.

I slammed my hand on the steering wheel in frustration. Despite my brother’s arguments to the contrary, I never had a problem enticing the fairer sex in the past. So, what was my problem now? I got a glimpse of that beautiful girl and I turned to mush. Hearing my stomach growl, I turned onto the highway and headed to the diner.

Rolling into the parking lot of Dine With Us, I was in desperate need of lunch and the attention of a beautiful, freckled-faced girl. I drove around the full lot and even out back of the diner, just to check things out. I spotted her rust bucket parked way out back, by the dumpster. Definitely not the safest place for Ally to park. I needed to suggest a better spot when the time was right. She often worked long shifts and sometimes left work late at night. Yep, she needed a new parking spot. I would talk with Frank about suggesting that to her.

A waitress met me at the door when I entered the diner. I think her name was Bell or Bella, something like that. Pretty enough, just not my type. She smiled and swayed her hips in invitation. “Hi there, handsome! How are you doing today? Come on over and sit in my section today. I will take really good care of you,” she said with a wink. I was not in the mood for this. “If it’s all the same to you, I would like to sit in Ally’s section today, please.”

“Aww sugar, you know she won’t wait on you.” She almost whined this time. Ok, what was I going to do to make this happen? Well, guess I could make a scene and see if that worked.

In the most demanding, brisk voice I could muster, and so loudly that everyone could hear, even people all the way to the back of the room, I said, “I want Ally to wait on me, dang it and I want her to do it now. I am going over to her section and I expect her to be there in a timely manner.”

Oh shoot. Maybe I had gone a little overboard. Bella looked taken aback. Feeling guilty, I leaned in and whispered, “Just work with me, okay? I am trying to get your friend to talk to me for a change.”

A light went on in her eyes and she winked at me. “Ok sir, I will get Ally over to your table right away. Go ahead and have a seat.” Bella stated, almost as loudly as I did causing me to cringe. Good lord! What was going through Ally’s mind with all this ruckus? Great idea Jonah, you’re a jerk. If she wasn’t scared of you before, she sure was going to be now.
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Chapter Six


Ally

Filling salt and pepper shakers in the back, I heard Jonah’s deep voice boom loudly. It scared the bejesus out of me causing me to knock the salt over, spilling it everywhere. I had a heck of a mess now. What in the world was wrong with him? Was there an unruly patron out there? Sometimes we got them with us being located just off the highway. That couldn’t be it or Frannie and Bella would have run to the back to get Frank. My speculation was interrupted by Bella bursting through the swinging doors declaring I had a customer demanding that I serve him today. I just stood there and stared at her. I whispered, “Who is it?”

Bella put her hands on her hips and said, “That doesn’t matter girl, you need the extra money for Saturday remember? Get your booty out there and make some money so our future All Star can start Little League. It all starts in Little League, you know.” she stated as if it were a matter of fact.

The drama queen Bella had spoken. I looked at Frannie and she just shrugged and said, “My arthritis is acting up something awful today, honey. I can’t help you this time.”

Well, what the heck? They all abandoned me to my fate. She never said who the customer was but I already knew. Freaking Mr. Dreamy Eyes. Dang. I looked to Frank, my last salvation, and even he just looked away whistling. DANG IT ALL!

“I will get you all back for this, I swear it.” I washed my hands, looked at my reflection in the napkin holder to see if my hair was at least presentable, then pushed the swinging door open. Here went nothing. Putting my hands in my pockets, I crossed my fingers for luck.

Going to the counter, I grabbed a coffee cup and a carafe of coffee, before slowly walking towards Jonah. He sat there just watching me. The stare was so intense, I could have melted right on the spot. I stopped about halfway there, scared out of my wits. Taking a deep breath, I continued. He looked at me with those soul searing eyes as I walked up and asked, “Do you want some coffee?”

“Yes please. That sounds amazing.”

I set the cup down and began to pour the coffee. My hand was shaking so he reached up to steady my wrist so that I didn’t spill. His touch was almost too much, like a tiny zip of lightening racing up my arm. I inhaled sharply, startled by the feeling. Gazing into his eyes, I could see he felt the same thing. We stared deeply into each other’s eyes for a moment. The connection sizzling between us was like coming home. Like finding home when you had been lost for a long time. It was surreal. A feeling I had never experienced before. I looked down at his hand at the same time he did. After a moment, he gently let go and I let out a breath I didn’t even realize that I had been holding.

“Will you sit with me for a bit, Ally? Please?” Jonah asked so gently that it was barely audible.

“I… I… I’m working, Jonah. I c…can’t.” I turned quickly to walk away but he spoke again so quietly that I had to turn around to catch it.

“Please, Ally, I want to know you. I want you to know me. Even if you can only sit for a moment.”

I sighed breathlessly and walked back, sitting down across from him. My eyes focused on the table where I had my hands gently folded to keep them from shaking.

“Freckles? You have the most beautiful green eyes I have ever seen. Please, look at me and not the table.”

My face flushed from the compliment, but I slowly raised my eyes to his. He smiled the most climatic smile I had ever seen.

“Thank you, I have my grandma’s Irish green eyes and I wouldn’t trade the color for any other. Well, except maybe for your sky-blue ones.” I blushed not meaning to say that out loud. Jonah smiled wider at my comment.

“Why did you want me to sit with you, Jonah? Surely it wasn’t just to compliment my eye color?” I asked shyly.

“If I said that was exactly why, would you believe me, Freckles?” he asked with a chuckle.

I couldn’t help but laugh with him but shook my head, “No.”

“Ally, you captured my attention a long time ago but for some reason you won’t have anything to do with me. I don’t understand why. Is it my scar? I know it’s ugly, so maybe it scares you?” His earnest voice nearly broke my heart.

“No, Jonah, no. I think your scar is beautiful. It’s part of who you are. Something tells me you earned that scar and you are not embarrassed by it. You wear it with courage and honor. And that makes me admire you all the more for it,” I responded from my heart.

It was Jonah’s turn to look awed. I smiled at him with all my heart and he returned it in kind. Something beautiful just happened and I couldn’t explain it if I tried. It was a bond of sorts. His visible scars and my invisible ones. We had a bond. We were both survivors. It was like kismet. We just knew and understood each other at that moment in time.

“What’s your favorite color?” he asked randomly.

“Blue.”

“What’s your favorite food?”

“Pancakes with extra syrup.”

“What’s your favorite movie?”

“The Godfather.”

“What’s your favorite flower?”

“Gerber daisies.”

Jonah asked all these questions in rapid-fire succession. A giggle erupted from my mouth for some silly reason. It had been a long time since anyone cared enough to ask these simple questions.

“What do you like to do for fun?”

That was a tough one and I had to think about it. “Well, I don’t really have much time for fun, haven’t for a long time. But, I used to love to go bowling and I was pretty good too,” I said proudly with a smile. “But these days, fun is anything I get to do with my son, Sam. Movies, video games, reading books together, and oh, amusement parks and town carnivals! Oh, my gosh, I hadn’t thought of that in so long. I love roller coasters. Love, love, them but I haven’t ridden once since before Sam was born.” I was rambling. I blushed and quieted my excitement. What was wrong with me? Why was I talking so much? I hadn’t shared any real personal information in years. It was safer to keep everything, even minor things like my favorites, to myself.

“Jonah, I really do have to get back to work,” I said quickly to halt the conversation so I could go hide.

“Ally, there are no other customers in your section or haven’t you noticed?” he commented.

I looked around and dang he was right. All the other ladies were bustling around waiting on customers, but no new customers had been seated in my section. I frowned. This was not good. I needed the extra tips for Saturday or the surprise for Sam would be ruined. I jumped up too fast, knocking over his untouched coffee cup. It doused his entire lap. Oh, for crying out loud. Why was I so clumsy all the time? I knew this was too good to be true.

I grabbed the hand towel from my apron. I went around him and started cleaning up the spill, not paying much attention, going on pure instinct like I did whenever Sam spilled something. I wiped the table first and then went right for his lap to wipe at the spilled coffee. “I’m so sorry!”

Right then Bella walked up and commented, “Well, looky here. You need some extra help cleaning his lap, Ally? Oh, no you don’t. You are doing a fantastic job of taking care of him,” she said with a wink.

I was bent over him when she said that. Then it dawned on me what the heck I was doing. I was rubbing his crotch! Kill me now. Yep. Just do it. I wished I was a genie and could blink my eyes and poof, just disappear. Things had been going so well, too. I glanced up at Jonah, who had this look on his face that told me all I needed to know.

“Don’t stop on my account, Freckles. You are doing a fabulous job cleaning me up.” He winked at me and leaned in to say, “Turnabout is fair play. For spilling coffee on me, I think you owe me a date. Don’t you? The perfect repayment. How about this Saturday evening, just you and me?” His eyes smoldered as he waited for my answer.

I was completely dumb struck at the moment, humiliated, and I dare say a little turned on. I didn’t get to see the giant smile nor hear the small laugh of triumph as I just nodded my head yes and hurried away.

Time was irrelevant when you were mesmerized by the presence of the man of your dreams. Literally, he was in my dreams. I had no idea how long we had sat there and talked, but by the time I got back to the kitchen, the dinner rush was in full swing. I went to the bathroom, splashed some water on my face, praying he would be gone when I went back out.

I noticed that a couple of my tables had new customers sitting at them so I went right to work. As I headed that way, I realized he was still sitting there. This wasn’t happening. Going to the other tables first, I got their drink orders as they looked over the menus. Then I proceeded back to Jonah’s table to see why he was still here.

“Why are you still here?” I asked hurriedly.

“Well,” he looked at me awkwardly as he scratched the side of face before continuing, “two reasons really. One, I never got to order any food for lunch and now it’s dinner time. And I am starving.”

“And the other reason?”

“Well, I thank you for so thoroughly cleaning the coffee from my lap, but now I need to wait a bit.” He paused in his speech and gave me a knowing look. I stood there staring at him quizzically. He lifted a brow at me. Then it dawned on me and I turned every color of red under the sun.

A loud laugh escaped him as he realized I finally understood what he meant. “Things should be back to normal, by the time you actually bring me some food, Freckles.”

“I told you so,” I whispered under my breath.

He leaned forward, “I didn’t quite catch that babe.”

“I said, karma freaking hates me dang it. What do you want to eat, Jonah?”

“Well, if I told you what I wanted to eat right this minute, I don’t really think you could handle it,” he stated with a smirk.

Are. You. Kidding. Me. I just stared at him, mortified, and turned on even more.

“Just bring me the dinner special and a sweet tea, babe. For now.”

I ran from him, to the back and nearly fainted when I got to the storage room. Did I really just do that? Did he just really say that? I was in trouble and I didn’t think there was any way out of it now. Lord help me or maybe I should say Lord help him. It had been a long time coming.
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Chapter Seven


Jonah

The ride home from the diner had never seemed longer. Normally the drive flew by without thought since only a few miles separated my place from the diner. But tonight, it felt as if I was driving halfway across the country. The time and miles passed at a glacial pace. By the time, I had finished my dinner, my raging hard on had subsided enough that I could walk to my truck, but I still sported a serious case of blue balls. And they hung on during the ride, adding to the torturous hell I was in. I shifted in my seat to try to alleviate the discomfort. Ally had really done a number on me. After her mop up job on my crotch, I had to sit there for nearly an hour so that everyone wouldn’t see my flag flying at full staff. I hadn’t been that embarrassed since I was a randy teenager in high school. What that woman did to me was totally innocent, but so erotic at the same time. She was so sexy and didn’t even realize it. And I couldn’t believe she actually agreed to go out with me Saturday evening. Hell yeah! I did a little victory dance inside. I knew exactly where I would take her too.

Step one in “Operation Protect Ally” was successful. Now I needed to follow up with Shane to see if he discovered anything about her past. That could wait until morning though. I glanced down at my watch and realized that Ally’s shift was just ending. I did a U-turn in my black, fully-loaded Chevy Suburban and headed back toward the diner. With everything that happened earlier, I forgot to talk to Frank about her choice of parking spaces in the back of the diner. I gunned it a little bit so maybe I could catch her before she left. At the very least I would make sure she made it safely to her car and then home. Pausing I contemplated my thoughts and actions. Ok, maybe I was being a bit of a stalker but, I wanted to make sure she would be safe. I had this unexplainable urge to protect her, like my very existence depended on my ability to keep her safe.

As I approached the diner’s parking lot, I noticed a commotion out back. Several people milled around and when I grew closer, I could see that it was Ally’s car they stood around. What the heck? My vehicle skidded to a stop next to Frank’s pick up. Hopping out, I headed straight to Frank, who was in the middle of an argument with Ally.

“Frank, what’s happened? Ally are you ok?” I demanded.

“Hold on there, SEAL, I have things under control. There is no need for you to come over here and run rough-shot like Ally is yours or something!” Frank angrily growled.

Shocked for a second, then it dawned on me that Frank had been a Ranger for over thirty years and was due a bit of respect. A bit.

“If someone doesn’t tell me what is happening right this minute you will regret ever speaking to me like that!” I growled right back.

Frank started to step toward me, until Ally stepped in between us placing a hand on each of us. Her touch was enough to cool my temper so I could concentrate on her and what happened. She was pale but didn’t seem hurt. I did notice a slight tremble in the hand pressed to my chest.

“Ally, please tell me what happened,” I pleaded in a quiet voice.

“It’s really no big deal, Jonah. I was leaving to go pick up Sam and go home. When I got to my car, I noticed I had a flat tire. See no big deal.”

She wouldn’t quite meet my eyes and she seemed nervous. She was hiding something so I walked over to the rust bucket she called a car and looked for myself. I walked the entire car’s perimeter.

“What do you mean it’s no big deal? All four of your tires were slashed!” I shouted furiously. “Frank, go call the police and get them here now. Bella, get Ally back inside the diner while I take a good look at things.”

As I started to walk back to the car, Ally ran up to me and yelled, “NO! No police Jonah. You are totally blowing this out of proportion. It was probably some kids getting back at me from a while back when they came in drunk and I had Frank throw them out.” She looked toward Frank for confirmation.

Frank mumbled something behind me. I turned to look at him. He just shrugged, looking at Ally, and said, “That is only one possibility, Bright Eyes. The police should be called. I’m sorry but it’s the truth, sweetheart. This wasn’t random. No other vehicle was touched in the parking lot. I don’t understand why you are being so stubborn about this, but it’s up to you. I will support whatever you want.” Frank looked at her with the eyes of a loving father. Tears glistened in her eyes.

“Well, I don’t give a rat’s rear, I am calling the police. A report needs to be filed and any evidence collected. But I am guessing all of you have been walking around the car and touching it, so anything left behind will be tainted. Great job everyone,” I spit through my teeth.

“Jonah, please let this go. It’s just tires. The police have much bigger fish to fry don’t you think? I’m fine. No harm. No foul. It was just kids doing what kids do, ok?” she pleaded with me.

“Ally, I came back after I left to tell you that you needed to park somewhere safer, well-lit and where you can be seen from the door. I was worried about your safety and I was right. If I had been here sooner, I may have caught whoever it was.”

Ally’s eyes were as big as saucers when she looked up at me and said, “Thank you for caring Jonah. I’m ok though. Nothing happened. I need to go inside and call Frannie to let her know that I will be late picking up Sam.” Then she turned to Frank and said, “Frank, is it ok if my car sits here until payday? I don’t have enough to get them replaced with even used ones right now,” her tone filled with embarrassment.

“Sure thing, Bright Eyes, it can sit here as long as you need. And don’t you worry about those tires. I’m sure I have some at home that will work just fine for you. I will take care of it.” Frank walked over and gave her one of his famous bear hugs and I could see some of the tension release.

“Thank you, Frank, but I insist on paying you back. I’m so glad I didn’t mention Little League signups to Sam. He would be so disappointed that I won’t be able to let him play this summer. But tires are a little more important than signup fees. Ally sounded as if her heart had shattered into a million pieces knowing she would be disappointing her son.

“Little League Baseball?” I asked.

“Yes, I have been saving for months to surprise him. Nothing is free these days. Now I will have to use the money for the car,” her voice hitched as she explained.

“What do you mean nothing is free? There is no fee to sign up for Little League, Freckles. They get sponsors ahead of time to pay for equipment and uniforms. All you have to do is bring him to practice and games. Simple as that, babe.” I smiled at her.

Ally’s face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. She squealed and launched herself at me. We nearly fell over from the impact but I was able to steady us just in time. I could hear Frank and a few of the diner customers chuckling and making more bets. I just rolled my eyes at them and wrapped my arms around this stunning woman. Drawing in a deep breath, my nostrils filled with the smell of some flower I couldn’t place and something earthier. Her scent called to me in a way nothing ever had. Home. This woman was my home. She abruptly let me go and stepped back. Even in the dark of night I could tell she was blushing.

“I need to go see if Bella will give me a ride home. She gets off in about an hour. I need to go get Sam and put him to bed. He has school tomorrow,” Ally stated as she turned to walk back to the diner.

“Ally, wait! I would be happy to give you a lift to pick up Sam and take you both home. It’s right on my way home as a matter of fact,” I commented.

Ally stopped and looked at me for a minute. A wariness filled her eyes. My heart stopped beating for a second while waiting for her answer. “Ok, Jonah, thank you,” she replied with a tiny smile.

I felt like I hit the jackpot. Progress. Yes, we were making progress. I motioned toward my Suburban and escorted her to the passenger side, opening the door for her. Ally grabbing the suicide bar and hopping in with one smooth motion was a site to behold. Though she was tall, standing at least five foot five inches, it was still a jump up. It was impressive. I closed the door and went to my side, cranking up and driving off before she could change her mind.

Heading toward her side of town, the silence in the vehicle is so thick and full you could hear a pin drop. I needed to say something to break the awkward silence. “Ally, you have lived here for what, three or so years now?”

Her reply was short and not descript, “Yeah, about that.”

Ok, this was going to be tougher than I thought. “Where did you grow up?” I waited for her answer and it was not at all what I was expecting.

“Oh, you know, just here and there.” Ally said vaguely looking out the window.

Well, hell that was not an answer, unless… I got it! “You were a military brat?” I asked excitedly.

Ally shook her head and that was it. No other response. Dang. I thought I was on to something there for a sec. “Do you have any family nearby? Brothers or sisters in the area?” I asked with trepidation as I turned onto the street where she lived.

“How do you know where I live Jonah?” Ally demanded.

What should I say? Hey Ally, I am a stalker and I followed you home the other day to make sure you were safe. That would be the best choice, the truth. I had always been taught to tell the truth, so I did. “Well, I know this is going to sound creepy or bad or … I don’t know. But I want to be honest with you, so I am just going to say it. The other day after the grocery store incident, I followed you home so I could make sure you were safe. I was worried. I know I shouldn’t have and I am so sorry.”

She looked so stunned by my admission. For an eternity, she was so quiet that I was sure she was going to slap me. “Why do you care about me? I really don’t understand.” She just shook her head.

“Ally, I don’t know or understand fully myself. What can I say to make you believe that I really do care for you? Ever since the first day in the diner years ago, something just…happened. It was a feeling that I can’t explain, even now three years later. There is a connection between us. I think you feel it too, but you refuse to let it in or to explore what it could be. You avoid me. And I let you. Why? I think that I’m a bit scared too, if I’m being honest. I have never felt this connection or whatever this is, when I first met someone.” I finished earnestly.

Silence filled the cab again. I just laid all that out there and she said nothing in response. I was such an idiot. My rambling of truth scared her. “Where do I go to pick up Sam?” I asked an obvious question to try to get her to come around again.

“Oh! Sorry. He is just a couple houses down from mine so you can just drop me off in front of my duplex. Thank you, Jonah. You didn’t have to do this. And I need to tell you something too. You’re not totally alone in the feelings you just expressed. I feel them too and it scares the living prison out of me.” Ally said as she jumped out of the car as soon as I parked.

I sat there dumbstruck. Did she just really say that she felt the same way I did? Did I just imagine that? I glanced up and saw her walking down the street. I got my wits back about me quickly. Hell no, she was not walking at night alone. Plus, we were so not done with this conversation. Well, maybe it had to be tabled for now since we were picking up Sam, but we would revisit it as soon as I could get her alone.

Turning off the engine, I jumped out and trotted to catch up with her on the sidewalk. “Hey Freckles, wait for me,” I called to her.

“Goodness Jonah, what are you doing now? I have to pick up Sam and I am almost two hours late as it is,” her voice was laced with frustration.

“I am not about to let you walk down a dark street all by yourself, Ms. Ally Black. You are stuck with me, so get over it.” I smiled down at her when she moaned.

“Fine. Whatever. But you better mind your manners around my son, mister,” she said with a worried look.

As we walked up to Frannie’s house, the door flew open and a boy the spitting image of his mother except he had blondish/red hair to her brown hair sailed directly at her. I noticed that she spread her feet preparing for impact as if this were a regular occurrence. Then it was impact time. He misjudged his power and lunged, I saw it coming just as it was happening. They were both going to go down and down hard. Moving with experience and agility, I grabbed them both, turning quickly so that I took the full force of the crash when we hit the ground.

The air was knocked out of Ally as we landed. Sam started laughing. We were a tangled mess of legs and arms as we all tried to right ourselves. Somehow my arm ended up through the strap of Ally’s purse and when I tried to move while she was getting up, it slammed her back on top of me, which set off another round of giggles from Sam.

“Look, Grandma Frannie, Mommy is all tied up with the strange man,” he said as he pointed at us.

When Ally landed on me the second time, her elbow hit me right in the ribs and I wasn’t prepared for it. Heck, if it didn’t hurt.

“Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry Jonah, here, hold on let me get up first,” she said and without thinking put all her weight on her elbow, which was still in the same spot in my ribs, causing me to moan in pain.

“Woman! Are you trying to kill me or what?! Just hold on a second. Garbage, you have boney elbows,” I said with a grimace. I put one arm securely around her, and used my other arm and my legs to get us both upright and on our feet in a quick maneuver.

“Oh wow! Did you just see what he did, Grandma! He was so fast that when he moved I could hardly see it! He must be related to the FLASH,” Sam said with such awe that my ego grew about ten feet taller.

“I sure did, Sammy boy. Jonah is a true hero. He was a Navy SEAL, so he can do many things that would amaze you,” Frannie said with a twinkle in her eye.

“Frannie that is not exactly true,” I said with a chuckle.

“Oh wow, Mommy, maybe he is the hero we need so badly. Mister, can you be our hero, since you can move like The Flash and you were in the Navy too?” he asked so seriously that it kicked my instincts into gear.

“Hey, buddy. I will be your mother’s and your hero any day and everyday if you like,” I said as I walked closer to him.

“Time to get home Sam. Sorry I was so late. Thanks again for the ride, Jonah. We really have to go now.”

Ally grabbed Sam’s hand before I could say anything. I watched as they practically ran home. I followed quickly behind and barely caught Sam saying to his mother, “But Mom he is a real true hero. You said that’s what we needed. Stop Mom. Go back and get him before he flashes away,” Sam said as he tried to turn in my direction.

I couldn’t quite make out what Ally said back to him and by that time they were already at the door. She yanked the door open, then shut it quickly. I just stood there staring. What did Sam mean when he said they needed a hero? My instincts kicked in again and confirmed my suspicions. They needed help and now.
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Chapter Eight


Ally

Once Sam and I were inside with the door locked tightly and my weight leaning against it, I bent over at the waist with my hands on my knees feeling lightheaded and just prayed silently. My sweet boy hadn’t meant to slip with the hero comment and maybe Jonah would think nothing of it. Knowing Jonah though, the wheels were already turning with questions spinning around and around. Dang it. It had been such an innocent comment from a lonely boy who had been through so much. Sam needed a father. He needed a good man in his life as a role model. Jonah Bradford was starting to measure up in ways I had not expected. Going out of his way to follow me home from the store the other day had been an awesome thing for him to do. Maybe it had been him giving me the feeling of being watched. But something niggled in the back of mind telling me that was not the case.

“Mom? You ok?” Sam asked me as he walked over and knelt to look up at me through the curtain of my hair hanging down.

“Yeah, buddy, I’m fine.” Right then, my stomach growled so loudly it almost echoed in our tiny living room.

Sam got tickled and said, “Geesh, Mom, it sounds like you’re starving. Didn’t you eat today?”

Now, that he mentioned it, “As a matter of fact, I am starving!” I laughed out loud. “Did you eat at Frannie’s?”

“Yep! Frank did too. He ate enough for three people, Mom!” Sam sounded so amazed at the notion that one person could eat so much at one sitting.

“Honey, I am so hungry right now, I could eat you!” And that was it!

The chase was on! Running around our little place, from room to room only catching him for a second here or there, making chomp, chomp and yum, yum sounds at him was the best stress reliever anyone could ever ask for. Finally, I gave up and told Sam that he won and I was going to go attack the refrigerator for something that had actual meat on its bones. Of course, that declaration set off a new round of laughter.

“Hey Sam, is all of your homework done seeing as it is getting super late and already past your bedtime?” I asked around a bite of leftover chicken.

“Of course, Mom. Frannie and Frank helped me study my spelling words for the test tomorrow, too. It’s gonna be a slam dunk. I know all the words by heart. They were super hard words this week, too,” he proudly exclaimed to me.

“Awesome baby! Go wash up and make sure to brush your teeth. I will be in to read another chapter of The Littles as soon as I finish this chicken and wash up,” I mumbled around a mouth full of cold, but yummy fried chicken. Why did leftover fried chicken always taste like a little bit of heaven? I threw the picked clean bone in the trash and washed the oily crumbs from my hands.

Sam said his nightly prayers, as I listened quietly just beyond the door of his room,

“Dear God, thank you for our food, friends, and our super health. I want to give a big thank you for giving me Grandma Frannie and Grandpa Frank. It’s like we have a big family again, well almost. But, Goodness, I kind of think you sent us our hero we have been asking for every night, finally. Thank you so much! He moves like The Flash and that was super cool! One more thing God, please help Mommy to like our hero. We really need him. Amen.”

Standing there listening to my baby say all those things brought tears to my eyes and woke up the ever-present ache in my heart but made me smile at the same time. Young ones knew and understood so much more than a lot of people gave them credit for. I didn’t make a big deal of everything he said, as he spoke his truth straight from his heart. There was one thing I did want to mention though, the fact he called Frank, Grandpa Frank. That was the first time he ever called him that. It didn’t totally surprise me. I couldn’t wait until I got to work tomorrow and hug that old coot for all he was worth, which was a heck of a lot.

“I noticed you called Frank, Grandpa, buddy, is that something you would like to do from now on?” I asked softly as I tucked him into bed.

“He said I could, Mom. Said he would feel right proud if I did. From now on I am calling him Grandpa Frank. By the way I caught Grandma Frannie kissing Grandpa Frank! It was so gross I almost puked, Mom. Disgusting! He took a long break from work to eat dinner with us.” he told me and while making a funny face.

I laughed out loud and said a Thank you to the heavens. This was my family now. But how long would we be able to keep them?

Those little eyes were closed tight before the end of chapter six this time. I kissed him lightly on the cheek and tiptoed out the door, closing it softly. That one prayer had given me much to think about.

I didn’t really have to think about the newest development with Frank and Frannie. I knew it was inevitable with them. They were just meant to be and needed a little nudge. Seemed like the cookies for dessert turned out to be the perfect way for them to come together.

Praying before bed was something we did every single night without fail. And every night since we ran away, we asked for God to send us a protector and hero. Faith is something learned and believed in with your entire being and my little boy seemed to have enough faith for the both of us. I smacked my forehead recalling how he asked Jonah if he would be our hero. Out of the mouths of babes.

It was still early spring here in the Mid-West and the temperatures from day to day varied. Mother nature was fickle most of the time so the evenings sometimes you needed a light sweater or the other extreme a heavy coat. The afternoons were beautiful though with the trees budding, the flowers blooming and the birds all nesting. Tonight, I could feel the draft from the old windows that told me tomorrow would be different, and we would need our heavy coats for the morning.

I was so tired. Exhausted to the point of just wanting to sit down and cry. And for what? We were ok. Food in our bellies, a roof over our heads, even a few good people to call family. The tires were the problem right this minute. Couple that with the guy at the grocery store and this seemed more than just happenstance. It is time to call my underground contact and I knew it. My gut told me to do it now. We would lose everything that we had built here. Our home, our friends. Our lives would be turned upside down again because of my past mistakes. I couldn’t afford to make another one so I went to the laundry room, pulled out the step stool and moved all the boxes from the top shelf above the washer. Proceeding to feel with my fingertips, cautiously as to not end up with a splinter from the ancient dried up wood, I finally felt it with my pointer finger. Sighing in relief I retrieved the emergency cell phone, opened it and grabbed the little piece of paper with the pass phrase typed on it. That phone was to be used one time to call in and then destroyed. I sat on the stool before I turned on the phone. If I used the phone now I could only keep it on for forty-eight hours’ tops. There was one more way to contact another guardian but that was to be used only if we were in dire circumstances. Should I call? Goodness? I looked up at the ceiling with my eyes closed. Please tell me what to do. I’m scared. I don’t want to lose everything again.

I am not sure how long I sat there but eventually I chose to put the phone back where it had sat on the shelf. The choice was finally clear, at least for now. I was not ready to uproot Sam or myself yet, we loved Frannie and Frank. Then there was Mr. Dreamy Eyes. Was Jonah Bradford our hero like Sam hoped? I did know he was a good man, better yet a good person. A decorated Navy SEAL with battle scars to prove it.

Butterflies fluttered around my tummy just thinking of what he said tonight. Did he really care about me that much? Did I owe it to him to give this a shot? Maybe it was me that I owed, for a blasted change. There was only one way to find out and that was to stay and stick it out for now. I only hoped that I wouldn’t regret this decision. Mr. Back Breaker had called my name shortly after that and with Jonah Bradford on my mind my eyes closed even before my head it the pillow.
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Chapter Nine


Jonah

Sleep eluded me last night as I lay there thinking about Ally and Sam. Saturday was only one day away but somehow it felt like an eternity. Knowing that Sam was going to be at Little League signups made me much more interested in serving as an assistant coach. I really wanted to get to know Sam better. When he asked so innocently, yet almost desperately, if I would be their hero, it tore at my gut like nothing ever had before. A boy needed his father. Where was Sam’s? That would be a heck of a personal subject to bring up. What would Ally say if I asked her? Would she shut down on me? Tell me to mind my own dang business? He may provide invaluable insight to understanding his mother. Then I lay there in bed, running over countless date ideas. I needed something that wasn’t over the top, but I still wanted it to be special and memorable. But what? After chasing ideas around my head for over an hour and not catching a single one, I decided to get dressed and work off some frustrations with a good long run.

Descending the stairs in my two-story brick home, I headed to the kitchen for fuel. After chugging a bottle of icy water and downing a couple bananas, I grabbed my phone to check for messages. Shane’s search should have turned up something on Ally by now. A look at my watch told me it was only four forty-five in the morning. Shane would sure kill me if I called him this early. Maybe I should just to piss him off, I chuckled to myself before jogging out the door.

My normal route was only slightly rigorous but this morning, I felt I needed to push myself harder. Whenever I had a lot on my mind, a long hard run always helped me to think things out and clear my head of cobwebs. Hitting the pavement in front of my house, I turned and went in the opposite direction than I usually did. Going south would take me close enough to Ally’s place that I could check up on things while they slept. Stalking again are you, Jonah? I groaned out loud. Heck, if I didn’t chill out a bit, I would run her off. Then I would be totally screwed. I argued with myself a little more before deciding to make a quick pass by her place anyway. I continued to head south on a ten-mile round trip.

So, what did I really know about Ally? She was twenty-nine, around five foot, six inches, soaking wet about one hundred sixty-five pounds. That woman had an hour glass figure that could make a grown man cry. Funny thing was she had no clue how beautiful she was. With her deep green eyes and full lips, set into her creamy white skin dotted with those freckles scattered across her face, she was breathtaking in a way that went beyond classical beauty. Those freckles mesmerized me. Such small little dots that created a strong urge to revisit one of my childhood past times, connect the dots. I wanted to connect her dots, with my tongue. They peeked out from the edges of her shirt on her chest and arms. I was totally obsessed with the things. How far did they go down on her chest? Did she have them anywhere else, like her stomach or back? Heck, I was getting hard as I jogged just thinking about all her stunning nuances.

Picking up my pace so that I wouldn’t be caught jogging around town with a hard-on, something else dawned on me about her appearance. Her hair was lush, and an auburn color of sorts that didn’t quite suit her for some reason. Mentally comparing Sam’s freckles and reddish blonde hair to his mother’s, a light went on in my head. Dang, she colored her hair? Why? Red hair on her would look amazing. I mentally shrugged thinking of how often my baby sister had changed her hair color over the years. It had to be just a woman thing.

Heck, Shayla even had rainbow colors in her hair as a teenager. Smirking I remembered how Shane and I used to tease her about it. We took turns calling her Rainbow Bright and Lucky Charms, which pissed her off and she would chase us with a whiffle ball bat. She seldom caught us but when she did, those things hurt like crazy. Pumping my legs at a good steady pace to keep my cardio in check, I realized I was getting close to the turnoff to head toward Ally’s. Glancing down at my watch, I knew I was making suitable time but needed to push it, since it was almost six am. Sam had school and they would be waking up soon to start their day.

Dawn had already broken with people headed out for errands or work. A few cars passed and their inhabitants waved as they passed by. Our town of Wordly, Illinois, was a decent sized town of about twenty thousand people. Just small of enough to not be a busy rat race but big enough you could get lost in if that was what you wanted. Growing up here was amazing. Wordly had just about everything a family could want. There were several grade schools for the younger kids and one large high school for the older teens. The town’s park boasted a large in-ground public swimming pool and surrounded by ten acres of greenways. We had choices in shopping, from mom-and-pop stores to a few big chains that had moved in about twenty years ago. Wordly was considered a Metro-Saint Louis town, located only twenty minutes from downtown St. Louis Missouri. Its location made it a prime area for commuters going back and forth to the city for work. We had the best homecomings, parades, celebrations and lots of community events. Our family had been involved with the town all our lives.

Mom instilled in all of us a desire to be members of the community and helping out whenever we could. As adults, we all did our part. Shayla was quite involved in the PTA, plus boy scouts with her son. Shane devoted his free time to coaching Little League as soon as our nephew was old enough to play T-ball. And I helped organize swim lessons and other activities at the youth center. This year when Shane’s assistant coach moved out of town, he asked if I would be interested in helping out. I jumped at the chance to mentor a team of kids that I could stick with and help grow up. Once a team was formed in Little League, most of the primary players stayed through the years with a few new additions each year. I was anxious for signups tomorrow.

As I turned the corner onto Ally’s street, the sky had lightened a bit more and I could almost see her place. This was the older side of town but still well-kept. A lot of the residents in this area were working families or older, retired people. I spent a lot of time in this neighborhood as a kid and so did Shane. Shane’s best friend, Brent lived here with his aunt and uncle and I had a girlfriend or two in this area back then. Those were the days. I smiled to myself. We were carefree and totally full of ourselves.

Growing closer to Ally’s end of the street, I noticed a light come on in the house. OH SHOOT! Just about then I saw the curtain barely move as someone peeked outside. Looking around, I took stock of an older brown van sitting caddy-corner from their place. As I grew closer, the light inside went out suddenly and the van’s loud diesel engine sputtered to life. The driver gunned it several times and then peeled out.

What the heck? Kicking myself into high gear, I went full throttle with the hopes of catching the license plate. No such luck. Ducking between houses, bushes scratching and cutting at my arms, I headed for the next street over thinking I could catch sight of it there, but I was too late. The van had picked up speed and was already on Main Street and heading East. I kept going hoping it would get stuck at a stop light. Pumping my legs as hard as I could, I saw the van hit the exit for the highway and then it was just gone. Dang it! Taking measure of my pace, I slowed it down a bit to give my pounding pulse a chance to recover after such a huge surge of adrenaline. I wanted to keep going but there was no point. I needed to cool down and call Shane now.

Slowing myself more for a few blocks, I finally slowed to a walk and grabbed my cell phone out of my pocket. I dialed Shane at home. I got his voicemail and that set my temper off. Idiot Shane, answer the phone. I dialed him again. Answering the second call, I started rambling in great detail about what just happened without so much as a greeting to my brother.

“Jonah, its barely six-thirty in the morning. What are you doing by her place anyway?” Shane replied with a yawn.

I filled him in about the situation at the diner and the tires. That got his attention.

“Ok man, but don’t blow this out of proportion. Did you see the person in the vehicle? Get a license plate number? Did he get out of the vehicle at all?” Shane shot out quickly.

Answering no on all counts. I said, “Come on Shane, this can’t be a coincidence! First the grocery store, then last night with the tires and now a van sitting outside her house. There is no way it is! What have you found out about Ally? Anything that can help us?”

“Jonah, look, I dug as much as I dared yesterday and so did Brent. Something is way off here and I don’t have a good feeling about it at all. But you can’t guarantee this van is related to the other events at this point. That part of town has a bunch of families with teenagers in them. It could very well have been some dumb kid. Don’t go chasing ghosts that aren’t there at this point. Let’s concentrate on what we do know to be fact and go from there. Got it?” Shane finished in a calming voice to me.

“Alright Shane, I am headed back to the house and will be in by eight,” I said.

“Oh Jonah?” Shane left an open-ended question at me.

“What?”

“Quit stalking her until we know if she needs it or not. You really need to chill out before you smother her and end up pushing her away. Ok? Now get your rear moving SEAL!” Then Shane hung up on me. Just like that.
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Chapter Ten


Ally

What was that? Waking up to a sound that I didn’t recognize, I jumped out of bed and ran to the cupboard above the fridge. Way in the back inside a locked case, I kept my grandma’s Glock she named Bessie. My grandmother had taught me to shoot when I was in my early teens and we went to the gun range every week. Grams felt it was important for a single woman to know how to handle a gun so she could protect herself. When the gun was loaded, I headed towards the back of the house where I had heard the sound.

Oh, my goodness! Someone was trying to get in the back door! I took another step into the laundry room. Owwww! I hopped on one foot, clutching my other, now wounded foot. I forgot that I left the stepstool out and kicked it by accident with my foot. As it hit the washing machine with a loud bang, I flipped on the light in the room. With the element of surprise gone, I could hear the would-be intruder screeching and howling as if World War III had begun. a blasted cat? Seriously?

It was just after dawn and getting lighter outside. I ran to the living room skirting Mr. Back Breaker and flipped on the light. The gun trembled in my right hand as I tentatively pulled back the curtain to peek out the window. I could just barely make out a man getting quickly into the van on the passenger side while the man on the driver’s side just sat there, gunning the engine and staring at me peeking through the window. I hurriedly flipped the light off and went to the other window to see if I could get the license plate. Just as I read it off, the driver peeled out. I sank against the wall and slid until I sat on the floor. Thank goodness.

Carefully putting the safety back on, I gently set the gun just under the folded-out bed and grabbed the notebook by the lamp, writing the number down. Great Ally you got the number but what good does it do you? It’s not like you’re going to call the cops. As I waited for my heart to stop pounding, I got up, unloaded Bessie and stashed it back in its secure location.

I tiptoed to Sam’s room and leaned against the door, listening. Nothing. Relief washed over me as I went to the bathroom to splash water on my face. I should have called my contact last night. Going to the kitchen, I made Sam’s lunch and contemplated on what my next step would be while my life’s blood brewed. Maybe I should talk to Jonah and tell him everything. It would feel so good just to let it all out and give some of this burden to someone that wouldn’t mind helping to carry it. Could I trust him? There was something about him that the very essence of my soul called to. One word came to me in an instant. Mine. I wanted Jonah to be mine.

That realization startled me so much that I didn’t hear Sam shuffle into the kitchen to tell me he was hungrier than Grandpa Frank was at dinner last night. Shaking myself out of my musings, I grabbed his bowl, spoon and cereal while he grabbed the milk.

“Good morning, buddy. Did you sleep well?” I asked as I poured his milk and cereal.

“I slept good, Mom. I dreamed that guy Jon was our hero, too. It has to be him I know it.” He declared to me with such certainty then dug into his cereal with the gusto of a starving piglet at feeding time. Shocked I just stood there.

“Sam, his name is Jonah and we all dream. That doesn’t mean they are true. I am going to go lay out your clothes and get dressed. I will be right back.” I ruffled his messy bedhead as I walked out of the kitchen.

After I had gotten Sam securely on the bus, I had time to go home and think things through. Tidying up the kitchen and prepping for dinner tonight, I realized this would be the first weekend I had off in forever. Short day today and two full days off. It would be heaven. My gut had been so twisted up these last few days and this was just what I needed. Time off. Fun. Freedom from the confines of my worries for just a bit. I decided to put everything bad that had happened, in the farthest reaches of my mind until I had concrete proof that we were really in trouble. Both Sam and I loved it here and wanted to stay. Now I had to put some faith in myself and a few friends praying this wasn’t another mistake I was making. It was the right decision, at least for now.

Suddenly remembering my upcoming date with Jonah, butterflies took flight in my stomach. Putting a hand there and rubbing gently, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Then I whispered, Are you really the one Jonah? I finished up the dinner prep and put it all in the fridge for later. Grabbing my keys from the hook by the fridge, I headed over to Frannie’s house to see if she would be able to watch Sam Saturday evening. I knew she wasn’t scheduled to work, since we both work at Dine With Us and she only worked part-time. But hey, maybe she had a date of her own. I laughed out loud as I locked the door securely and thought of Frank as I walked over to Frannie’s.

Knocking on Frannie’s door, I took stock of how beautiful her spring tulips were. Tulips in bloom signaled spring was here. It was a brisk morning and I had chosen to wear my heavier jacket to ward off the chill. The air was filled with the delicious aroma of something baking and my mouth began to water. The spicy, sweet scent of cinnamon assailed my nostrils. My stomach growled at the thought of something sweet.

Just as I was about to pray that her amazing monkey bread was the source of the smell, the door swung open and there she was, my Frannie. She opened the screen door and waved me in as she hurried back to the kitchen. I followed closely behind and arrived just in time to see her pour the homemade vanilla glaze slowly all over the monkey bread. Amen! The answer to whatever ailed you sat right there in a Bundt pan. A little piece of heaven here on earth. Frannie, her baking, her smile and her aura were so much like my grams that my eyes glistened just being near her.

This beautiful person brought me comfort, kindness and pure love while expecting nothing in return. Sam and I loved her to the moon and back. She was part of our home, our family and as I thought back about my urge to panic and run, I knew we couldn’t leave her. She and Frank put us back together piece by piece over the last three years. The last missing piece? Well, maybe, just maybe, that would be Jonah. Time would tell.

“Good morning to you, Ally dear. How are you today? Sit, sit dear and I will get you a cup of coffee and a big slice of monkey bread,” she told me as I removed my coat to hang it on the back of my chair.

“Thank you, Frannie. This is just what I needed today. You know I adore your baking,” I said as I sat down. “So, Frannie my love, Sam told me he saw you kissing Frank last night,” I stated in an even tone, but emphasized the word kissing.

Frannie spun around quickly. Her face was beet red and her mouth hung open so wide she could catch flies. I started laughing so hard and got up to embrace the woman I had come to love so much.

“Frannie, I think it is wonderful. Amazing to be honest. I knew from the beginning that you and Frank were just right for each other. Stop looking so shocked, young lady. Yes, I knew you each were smitten with the other since the day you started working there. I just don’t understand what took you so long,” I said giggling.

Frannie looked at me, straightened her spine. “Yes, he kissed me, Ms. Nosey Pants, but on the cheek, which is right and proper,” she told me all in one breath and then added, “and I sure hope it’s on the lips next time.”

I just stood there and stared.

“Close your mouth, dear. I am a red-blooded woman you know.” I gave her my version of a bear hug, then proceeded to jump up and down, dancing around her kitchen. Grabbing her hands, I made her dance with me. After a few minutes of carefree silliness, we sat down to drink our coffee, and eat our monkey bread.

“Frannie, I need a favor. Would you be able to watch Sam this Saturday evening for a few hours?” I asked almost shyly.

“Well of course dear, I love my Sammy and he is always welcome here any time. You don’t even need to ask me. But you do need to tell me where you are going and better yet with whom will you be going.” A knowing smile covered her face.

My cheeks flushed at her question. I was nervous to answer her, but I didn’t really know why. The anticipation of finally admitting it out loud, maybe?

“Jonah Bradford asked me on a date Frannie. I am scared, nervous, and excited all at the same dang time,” I said all in one flourish.

The people over in the next county probably heard Frannie laughing and then running around the house screaming, “I won! I won! I won! I flipping won! Woooohoooooooooo!” Then she broke into song, an old one, “Celebration, come one! Come on and celebrate with me!”

I was utterly floored. What. Was wrong with her?

She grabbed my hand and said to me, “It’s your turn to dance and sing with me now, my love.”

Grabbing me she turned on her old compact disc player and searched for a disc she wanted as I stood there dumb founded. Moments after popping the disc in, music flowed from the speakers. I giggled when I heard the lyrics, the song Celebration. Frannie started singing and dancing again. After a few minutes her enthusiasm was contagious and I joined her.

Why were we dancing? Heck, if I knew, but I was just going with it and enjoying myself. Music was a part of my soul and there was no turning down Earth, Wind and Fire. For about ten minutes that was what we did, danced until we were both breathless and sweaty.

Frannie turned the music off and we both stumbled back to the table, plopping down in the chairs. We sat there like a couple of teenagers giggling while we ate.

“Frannie, I love your music choices, but why in the world were you running around screaming ‘I won! I won!’ like a lunatic?” I asked as I stuffed my last bit of cinnamon goodness in my mouth.

She just beamed at me and said, “I won the town bet, my lovely girl. I won.”

“So, the bet was real? Like for real, real? Oh, my god Frannie, that is so embarrassing,” I mumbled as I hung my head.

She reached over and with a tender touch, lifted my chin gently and said, “Oh my darling, this is wonderful. Not for me, but for you and Jonah. It’s about dang time you stopped hiding from him and he found enough balls to finally ask you out!”

I couldn’t help myself anymore, I let out a big belly laugh at her statement and jumped up to hug her again.

“Thank you, Frannie. Thank you for being in my life. I love you.” As I hugged her, I breathed in her essence and sent a silent thank you to Grams for putting Frannie in our path. I knew she was responsible, I just knew it.

After leaving Frannie’s, I rushed to get ready for my half shift at work and then forgot I didn’t have a car to get there. Literally smacking myself on the forehead, I pondered who I could call for a lift. Well, Frank was already at the diner and Frannie left to do errands. Bella! I called her, but got the voicemail. Incredible, it looked like I would be walking. Jerk. I was so freaking blonde sometimes. Oh well, I needed the exercise. But curse the diner was a good six miles away. Grabbing my purse, cell phone and keys, I locked up tight and headed out on foot to work, knowing I would never make it in time.
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Chapter Eleven


Jonah

By the time, I got to work Shane was elbow-deep in a meeting with a new client discussing employee security clearance. Most companies these days vetted prospective employees to the fullest extent legally. That was where we came in. At Bradford Securities, it was one of our specialties. We had numerous employees, including Shane and myself with top level government security clearances. We could delve deeper than the average employer any day. Because this was the part of the business my brother and I built, we took a lot of pride in our work. I had no doubt that Shane would get the new client to sign on the dotted line. Heading to my office to catch up on some work, I checked in to see if my IT guys had any luck finding more on Ally than I had. Somehow, I doubted it.

It was early afternoon when Shane came in to brag about signing our newest client. “I am on a roll, big brother! That is two new clients in two months now. I think I deserve a bonus. A beautiful one that is blonde, blue eyed and stacked. Boom baby! What are you up to this weekend, Jonah?” Shane inquired and I knew he was really fishing to know about my plans regarding Ally.

“Well, tomorrow we will both be at the signups, idiot. But, then I have a date later with the most beautiful brunette in town.” I threw at Shane to make him jealous.

“No way! She said yes? To you? After all this time? Idiot man, I lost. Incredible, I lost fifty freaking dollars on that stupid bet,” Shane said to me with obvious disappointment.

“Harass that bet, you jerk! You bet against me didn’t you, bubby?” I spit out with pure sarcasm knowing he hated his childhood nickname. I just sat there and smiled like that cat that ate the canary. “You should never bet against me when it’s about something or in this case, someone, I want more than the air that I breathe.”

“Have you or Brent been able to dig up anything at all on Ally? Our guys are at a dead-end without pushing too far. I held them back so we didn’t set off any alarms anywhere,” I told Shane.

“I warned you about that Jonah. Be very careful or you could wake up one day and Ally and Sam will just be gone, as if they were figments of your deranged imagination. Neither Brent nor I have come up with a blasted thing. Yet. I still have some feelers out but it could take a while to hear back from them. They are deep undercover and can only relay information back occasionally. So, keep with your plan to get her to trust you. Right now, it’s the best bet. I also think you should talk to Frank. He is retired Army and a Ranger at that. Don’t count him out because of his age. That man is still a badass at sixty. He could very well help us keep an eye on them. From what I have seen he would take it personally if you didn’t clue him in,” Shane finished telling me as my cell phone rang.

I looked down to see who it was. I didn’t recognize the number and decided to hit end, sending it to voicemail. Setting down the phone on my inherited desk that was once Dad’s, I thought over what Shane had said. He was right. He had an excellent record of investigation and his instincts were on point as usual.

“Ok, you and Brent keep digging. I will talk with Frank and see if he knows anything, not that I think he would tell me, but I need to start somewhere,” I said feeling as if we were on the same page.

Right then my phone rang again and it was the same number. Aggravated that it was likely a telemarketing call, I answered like an angry grizzly bear woken from hibernation early, “Hello?”

“Hello, Jonah?” a female voice spoke panicked in my ear.

“Who is this?”

“Bella.”

“Bella who?”

“I work at the diner with Ally.”

“Oh, ok. What can I do for you Bella?” I calmed down and listened politely. Sitting up straight in my chair, all of a sudden sent Shane into detective mode and had him leaning closer so he could hear her too.

“When was the last time she called you Bella?” I looked down at my watch while Shane did the same thing.

“She called me like fifteen times, Jonah. And now when I call her back, it just goes to voicemail. I am so worried, I called the diner, but they said she never showed up for work. She is never late for work, like ever,” Bella told me in a scared voice.

“I understand, Bella. But could you please tell me what time was the last message Ally left you?” I asked again trying to hold my temper.

“That was about, hmmm, almost an hour and a half ago. She never made it to work which only takes her a few minutes. I’m so worried Jonah. I called Frannie too, but she doesn’t have her cell phone turned on. Only a house phone and she didn’t answer either. It’s her day off so, she is most likely out shopping. What should I do?” the girl actually whined at me for goodness sake.

Gritting my teeth, it dawned me what the problem was.

“Did anyone bother to offer her a ride to work considering her tires were slashed last night and she had no transportation for today?” I ground out the question.

“Oh! Oh! My goodness, I didn’t even think of that. You are a pure genius, Jonah. I could just kiss you right now!” I cringed inside at that thought.

“Listen Bella, thanks for calling me and letting me know. I know where to look and I will go get her and take her to work. Can you call Frank and let him know please?” I asked as politely as my temper would let me.

“Oh, I already talked to Frank. He said it was really slow today so he tried calling her to tell her to take the day off, but he couldn’t reach her either. So, he told me to call you as soon as possible and that’s exactly what I did, too,” she said to me as if she deserved a medal or something. Rolling my eyes to Shane, he just smiled and wiggled his eyebrows about what Bella said.

“Thanks Bella, I will take care of her. Let Frank know for me please,” I said as I ended the call.

“Well, well, well, looks like you have two women that want a piece of you, bro. I will do you a favor and give Bella the reward she so deserves for being so helpful,” he said as he stood to leave, giving me a trash-eating grin.

I rolled my eyes at him again. Pushing passed him, I grabbed my worn leather jacket and stopped to say, “Go for it Shane, but when she turns you down don’t come crying to me.” I quickly walked out, remembering the shocked look on Shane’s face and laughed to myself.

I had to get going. Somewhere out there, my girl was walking and it was about to rain. Heck, there had been thunderstorm and tornado warnings all morning. As I turned the ignition, the winds suddenly picked up and a bolt of lightning clashed in the sky. Dang! Time to go!

As I pulled onto Main Street, the gusts were starting to twist and throw trashcans and debris every which way. That was not a good sign. Trying to hurry, but also trying to keep an eye out for Ally, was getting harder. Then the skies opened and hail started falling. Boom! More lightning and thunder. The hail was getting bigger and coming down faster. Ally was out in this? I had to find her now. This was a killer storm. One of many that we had endured in the Mid-West since the beginning of time. She was smart enough to find shelter. But where would she go? If she made it to the highway there was nothing to protect her out there. Nothing.

Instincts kicking into gear, I headed to the exit for the highway. Heck, I had driven in sandstorms worse than this I was good in a crisis and this certainly qualified as one. Flipping on the radio, I listened to the warnings. It was bad. A tornado was spotted on the ground about twenty-five miles out. Shoot! Time was running out. I had to find her. People were quickly pulling off the exits left and right, looking for shelter. Gunning the engine and flipping the wipers on high, I sent a prayer to heaven above that the tornado would lose steam before getting here. Hold on Ally, I will find you my girl.
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Chapter Twelve


Ally

If I said it once, I had said it a hundred times. I needed to start going to a gym. Having only walked about halfway to the diner, I had to stop and take a break. By that point, I was out on the highway with nothing and no one around. Peering around, I searched for somewhere to sit for a while. Seeing no real options, I decided to head for the next overpass. If I made it there, it would give me a break from the straight-line winds that were becoming a jerk to walk in.

Being born and bred in the Mid-West, I knew when a bad storm was coming. It was cold last night, then it got too warm too fast for early afternoon. A bad combination if things were just right. I was sure things were just right, but oh-so wrong for me. I was walking on a highway without any homes or buildings between me and my destination. I was screwed. Finding shelter out here was an impossible challenge. The best I could hope for was a deep ditch where I would have to cover my head or get to an overpass and climb all the way up the slant on the concrete, where the top and side meet and then pray.

I could see the overpass in the distance, I never made it. Things took a turn for the worse right before my eyes. The skies opened and poured a hail storm on me. Another one of those signs. Eye to the sky was the saying, I thought. Great, I would take a look at the sky, if there wasn’t a chance I would lose an eye to the vengeful ice. It pelted every inch of my body. When it first started, they were pea sized pieces that stung a bit when they hit my bare skin. It wasn’t too bad. But then they started coming faster and growing bigger.

I was in trouble. Running for all I was worth, I tried to shield my face yet still see where the heck I was going. I finally had to let my purse go so I pulled the strap in two and tied it round a mile marker sign with the strength that I had left. Maybe it would be a breadcrumb for later. I hoped so anyway. The bigger hail hurt, dang it. Not just a little bit either. Trying to run on top of the large ice crystals while battling with the winds, was nearly impossible.

I should have known I wouldn’t make it. As I tried to run again, I stepped down on a large piece of hail and that was it. Landing face first, I rolled down the steep embankment. I hit something on the way down, to this day I couldn’t say what it was. The skin on my palm ripped open the instant it happened and then my face felt like it was being torn off. Was it just the wind picking up again? But when I hit that last anonymous item, it was lights out.

I woke sometime later, with no idea of how much time had passed. The storm was still going but rain fell from the sky instead of hail. I lay still and tried to listen. All I heard was the storm. Rain ran down the embankment in streams like a river. The clashes of lightning sounded as if the gods of Olympus themselves were at war. And there was something else I couldn’t quite place. I tried to get up, but when I rolled over the pain hit me everywhere. My head throbbed on one side and my cheek stung for some reason. But when I put my hand down to try and get up again, that made me scream. Pulling my hand closer to my face, I saw blood running from a large cut straight across my palm. Rubbish. That was not good. Pressing my cut hand to my side to try and stanch the blood flowing, I tried to get up again using only my uninjured hand. Making it to my knees, I realized the rain has slowed just a bit. That was a good sign. Thank goodness.

The embankment was steep. With the throbbing in my head, I didn’t know if I would be able to walk up it on my own. But I had to try. No one would ever find me down here. Using my good hand, I tried to stand and screamed so loudly it made my lungs hurt. I looked down at the foot that had caused me such grief and realized it had swollen to double its normal size. Shocked, I just lay back down on the gravel and dirt and tried to breathe. I needed to calm down and think. Panic tried to free itself from my chest as I contemplated my predicament. No. No. You will not have a panic attack Ally. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breath out.

Trying to calm myself so I could think rationally again, I rolled over onto my side and lifted my cut hand to check on the bleeding. The blood was still flowing and I had to stop it. Yanking my shirttail from my pants, I tried to rip a piece off to tie around my hand. It didn’t work. They made it look so easy in the movies. All I accomplished was pulling up the front of my shirt so my boobs would get a good soaking. Rolling back over and sitting up, I decided to use both hands to rip it, no matter how much it would hurt. It still didn’t work. Lame rear movies.

I decided to take off my heavy button up sweater that was so soaked it swished at my movements. Pulling both sides at the same time to pop the buttons off, worked just like in the movies. I peeled the wet shirt from my body and set it on my lap while I tried to put the wet sweater back on. The rain was now steady and almost peaceful, but the temperature had dropped quite a bit. I was starting to shake. Not good. Finally, I got the sweater back on but I couldn’t button it. Exhaustion overwhelmed me and I started to cry as I wrapped my shirt around my bleeding hand. Why was I crying? I was alive. Hurt yes, but I would be ok. I had to be. But still, I cried. I just let it out. Everything that was pent up just came rolling out of me right along with the rain.

I tried to crawl up the embankment several times managing to move a few feet each time. It was better than nothing I thought at the time. Progress was progress. No giving up. This was life. When I fell down, I had to get back up. When someone knocked me down, I had to get back up. Keep fighting for what I wanted. Keep fighting for what was right. I crawled up another foot or so and collapsed. I was so tired. Why was I tired? There was that sound again. It was a little clearer than earlier. That first time, I could have sworn it was the ominous sound of a tornado. Thankfully, I was wrong. But this time was different. Maybe it was a car horn? Or maybe I was losing my mind. I laughed to myself for no reason whatsoever. I was sleepy and I knew that was bad, but for the life of me I couldn’t recall why it was. But I just needed to close my eyes for a minute. Just one minute.
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Chapter Thirteen


Jonah

I had driven north and south on the highway for over thirty minutes, looking for any signs of Ally. Granted, the storm hadn’t made it easy to see anything at all but still I searched. I called Shane to let him know what was going on and he was joining in the search. Backup was coming. Glancing at the time, I realized that was about twenty minutes ago, so any moment now there would be more people on the lookout for her. Panic crept in a bit and I quickly reined myself in. I had been in worse situations than this. I could handle it.

Executing another U-turn, I was headed back toward the diner when my phone beeped.

“Shane tell me you have her?” I demanded quickly.

“No, I’m sorry, Jonah, but I am here. Where are you? What direction are you going? I will go the opposite and we will find her I know it. The rain is letting up a bit and the sky is starting to lighten. We got this man. Do you hear me brother?” I heard Shane’s words, just barely.

“I am headed toward the diner, you head the opposite way and we will meet up,” I ordered quickly and hung up.

As I hung up, I noticed it had eased up on the downpour. What fell from the sky was now more of softer, steadier rain. I slowed and put my windows down, not caring if the interior got wet. It was a clearer visual path to any sign of where she could be. She was smart. She would know what to do in a storm like this. I had already checked all the overpasses, knowing myself that those could be used as a place of refuge if you had no other choice. A person just needed to know where in the underpass to seek shelter. No luck. Up and down the highway, I went trying so hard to find her. But mother nature wouldn’t cooperate.

What was that? Something blue flapped in the wind, but what was it? I sped up just a bit and scooted my truck onto the shoulder to get a better look. What the fu… I put the vehicle in park, jumped out and ripped the item off the mile marker sign. It was a woman’s purse. It had opened during the storm and not much was left inside. I got back inside so I could get a better look. Digging around, I found a zipped pocket on the inside and when I opened it I pulled out Ally’s driver’s license. Idiot baby, you did it! I turned the engine off and got back out of the Suburban. Dialing Shane, I told him what I found. I demanded him to get his rear to mile marker eighty-six because my girl left us a trail.

Grabbing my survival kit that I kept in the back of the Suburban, I strapped it on. I headed to the edge of the embankment and cursed beneath my breath when I saw how steep it was. Idiot, if she had fallen from here, it wouldn’t be good. I surveyed every inch I could see and finally I saw her. Not moving. Laying on her back with something white on her hand.

“Idiot baby,” I whispered. “Please be ok.”

I was able to scale down the side fairly easily, though I did slide at times. There was no way she could get back up this embankment without help. Gravel helped a bit for traction, but now there was too much mud. As I had gotten closer, I could see that she was unconscious, arms spread out to her sides. the white that I saw from above, as I got closer I could see it had blood on it. The sight of the red marring the scrap of white, spurred me to hasten my descent. With my gloves on and my feet positioned at an angle, I shifted into a purposeful slide to get to her faster.

I went a little too fast and almost overshot her. Skidding to a stop at her waist level, I was able to get a good look. My eyes quickly assessed her condition. Where was her shirt? Ahh, that’s what was wrapped around her hand. Good thinking, baby. But her sweater was wide open, the only thing covering her from the waist up was a thin, wet, white bra. Blood streaks marked her stomach, maybe from her trying to hold her sweater closed. Squatting down, I felt for her pulse. It was steady, thank goodness, but a bit slow. Hypothermia. Taking off my jacket, I tucked it around her to help ward off some of the rain. I gently felt her arms, ribs, and legs, checking for injury. When I reached her foot, it was swollen immensely. Dang. I heard Shane’s truck in the distance, so I knew he would be able to help me get her up to the top.

To protect her from the still falling rain, I opened my backpack and pulled out the folded poncho, tucking it all around her. I leaned in close to her face and spoke her name. “Ally? Ally, baby wake up. Come on, honey. You need to wake up now. Come on, follow my voice. You can do this.”

I gently spoke to her, as I started to caress her face. Such a beautiful woman. My woman. I knew it with each breath I took. Leaning in, I placed a gentle kiss on those beautiful lips then said, “Hey there, Freckles. Come on, open those beautiful eyes of yours. Come on, baby.”

As I waited for backup, I started planning how we would move her. It would be difficult to say the least. I put my body directly over hers, putting my weight on my forearms and knees to shield her from the rain as much as possible. Mesmerized by her beautiful face, I kept trying coax her to wake.

“Ally! Time to rise and shine young lady! Wake up!” I demanded.

She moaned low and deep. Yes!

“Come on, baby. You can do this. You must wake up now,” I nearly begged this time.

Moaning again, her eyes fluttered several times before they fully opened. Assessing her eyes as she stared at me I was certain she didn’t have a concussion, but would have a heck of a headache from the bump by her temple.

“Hey there, Freckles. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see those beautiful green eyes.” I smiled warmly at her. “You did good, baby. Good. That was genius, tying your purse to the mile marker. I honestly don’t think I would have found you until the storm let up more,” I told her with genuine pride.

“Jonah? Jonah! I don’t want to die! I don’t want Sam to die! Help us please!” she begged me as she tried to grab onto me and moaned in pain, as her hand closed around my arm.

“Baby, I’ve got you. You’re safe. I promise. Sam is safe. Frannie picked him up from school when we couldn’t find you.”

I tried to reassure her, though I was not exactly sure what she meant when she said she didn’t want to die. As I gazed into those beautiful eyes, I could see the confusion in them. Would she finally tell me what’s really going on with her and Sam? I waited patiently for her to continue.

“He’s found us, hasn’t he? Oh, my goodness! Move, I have to go. Now!” She was getting hysterical and I realized she didn’t know where she was and what had happened.

“Ally. You were caught in the storm and fell down an embankment. You have a few injuries, but you are going to be ok baby. I’ve got you now and I will never let you go again. I will not let you push me away. Got it?” I told her sternly but with heated passion. My mind raced with who “he” was and why she was deathly afraid of him.

“Who are you so scared of, Ally? Who is “he?” Tell me please. Let me help you.”

Nearly begging her, I leaned in closer and gave her a mere brush of my lips before leaning back to stare into her eyes. She stared back and then she started looking around at where she was. I saw the moment realization sunk in.

“You found me? Because of my freaking purse? Jonah, I tried to get up the embankment. I tried so hard but I kept slipping. I wouldn’t give up, but I was so cold and tired. I laid down and closed my eyes for just a second. I know I shouldn’t have, but I thought it would be ok for just a minute,” she said all in one breath trying to explain as if she had made a mistake.

That, I didn’t understand. She was so hard on herself. I just smiled at her and shook my head. I heard engines above us and a couple of doors slammed closed. Help was finally here.
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Chapter Fourteen


Jonah

“Jonah?” Shane yelled. Then I heard another voice and it took a minute to register the deep scratchy, baritone voice.

“Ally? Bright Eyes?” It was Frank. For some reason, it didn’t surprise me and only served to cement in my mind how much he cared for Ally. Grudgingly, I admitted to myself that he was a good man, even if he was a former Army Ranger. I could let that go, maybe. Laughter filled my mind.

“We are here! About fifteen feet down just to the left of the sign!” I covered Ally’s ears as I gave our whereabouts.

“It’s muddy and slippery. We are going to have to rig something up to pull her up. She’s banged up. Looks like she has a heck of a sprained ankle and is suffering from exposure, but she’s awake and alert for now. Time is of the essence, gentlemen. We need to get her warmed up ASAP!” I yelled orders as if I was back on a mission in the Middle East.

Some old habits never died, I thought with a grin. I glanced down at Ally as I uncovered her ears. She had been staring at me intently. I smiled and leaned in to give her a good solid kiss on those luscious lips. She closed her eyes tentatively and relaxed her mouth ever so slightly in invitation. Taking the invitation, I deepened the kiss just a bit.

When I let her lips go, I leaned back a bit to look into her eyes. Even with her matted stringy hair and mud on the side of her face, she was absolutely the most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on. She finally gave me a smile. That smile. The one that would always melt me from the inside out. Heck, I was a goner and I knew it. After pecking her lips once more, I told her, “I will be right back.”

Alarm filled her eyes as she grabbed me with her uninjured hand to pull me closer.

“Hey, hey, baby. It’s ok. I promise that I am not leaving you. I need to check on Shane and Frank’s progress on getting our butts up and out of here, ok?” I gently crooned to her as I caressed her face.

She relaxed her hold on me then, but I could still see the panic in her eyes.

“Trust me, baby. Have a little faith in me, ok? I’ve got you now and I will not let you go,” I swore to her with an oath.

Kissing her one more time, I gently got up and scaled up the side of the embankment to see how Shane and Frank were coming along. It was tough of a climb in the mud, but the gravel helped just enough. But, that was just me. Getting Ally up was would be tricky without injuring her further.

As soon as Frank saw me, he yelled, “Stats, SEAL!”

It figured, the old man would try and take charge of things. They had been busy. The men had fashioned a nearly perfect litter from their belts, a few branches they had scavenged from the debris on the highway and an old blanket. I couldn’t have done a better job myself, as I checked it thoroughly. Frank’s angry insulted gaze drilled into my back as I checked it, but I didn’t give a idiot. This was about my girl, dang it. I turned around and faced them, just as Frank bellowed again.

“Stats, SEAL. Now!”

“Frank, calm the heck down. Ally is going to be ok. The biggest threat to her right now is exposure. We need to get her up here, now. Shane, go put the seats down in my car and blast the heat,” I ordered as I threw him my keys.

As Shane, did as he was told, I decided to work this out with Frank. It was clear how much he loved Ally.

“Frank, you and I will be the anchor and pulley, as we are the strongest.” I raised my hand to stop Shane from objecting.

“Shane, you are extremely agile from all of your rock climbing. You will be her guide up and help to keep her from panicking or going into shock.” That seemed to smooth his feathers and make sense.

“I am going back down to talk to her and let her know what is happening. I will be back in a few,” I stated as I started to scale back down.

When I had made it about half way down, I heard Ally crying and mumbling to herself. My heart twisted as I listened intently to her words.

“Please God, help me. Help Sam. I don’t want to die. I’m scared. I’m scared he finally found us. Why now? We have everything that was taken from us, back. I don’t want to be alone anymore. Is it really him? Did you finally answer our prayers?”

She sobbed uncontrollably and shock may have started to set in. I turned myself at an angle again and slid down. I looked up at Frank and Shane and signaled them to get going now.

She hadn’t even realized I was right next to her. She continued to pray and talk out loud, like she needed this release. To let go of whatever burdened her. So, I let her keep going for a minute or two more.

“Please God, let me be strong enough to do what I need to do. We should leave, even if I don’t want to. I must keep Sam safe from my mistakes. I want to trust him. My heart calls to him. My very soul calls to him. Is that it God? Is that my sign and I just didn’t realize it?” she finished with a watery cough and hiccup.

I got up on my knees and forearms, climbing back on top of her in the flick of an eye. And I said one word to her, “Yes!”

My sudden appearance startled her and she shrieked but calmed down when she realized it was me. Looking up at me with her tear-stained, muddy face, she grabbed me and pulled me down to her mouth. Surprised by her assertiveness, desire hit me right in the gut. Her lips latched onto me like a woman drowning and needing air. She opened her mouth and licked my bottom lip, causing a shock to run up my spine as I felt her tongue gently explore, then devour my mouth. I gave in to her need, heck, to my own need and gave as good as I got. Our tongues clashed in a fury so strong we were both breathless when I pulled back to stare into those green eyes. As we both absorbed her surrender, I marked this as the moment our lives would change forever. Shane landed right next to us with the fluid grace of a panther on the hunt.

“Well, looky at what we have here. I hate to break up the kissing fest but I think our girl needs to get up from here and to the hospital, wouldn’t you say, brother? But, hey if you want to smooch some more, go ahead and I will go grab some popcorn and watch the show of a lifetime.”

As Shane finished the last of his cheeky statement, I reached over and landed a backhand upside his head.

“Oww! Jonah you never could enjoy my sense of humor. You really need to learn to lighten up man,” he said to me almost pouting.

Then I heard something beautiful. Ally started giggling, but was trying to hold it back. She let out a whoop of laughter and snorted while looking between Shane and me. I’ll be darned. She liked Shane, The Jerk. Right then she commented, “He’s right, Jonah, you do need to laugh more. It’s beautiful when you do,” she said still laughing and looked over at Shane. “If I didn’t already have a thing for your big brother, I would totally take you in a heartbeat,” she stated matter-of-factly with a big smile.

Well, incredible. That wasn’t going to do anything good for Shane’s ego.

Shane smiled widely enough to see his dimples, bowed his head and said, “Oh, my fair lady, I am saddened to learn that you have fallen for that boring lump of meat. But I shall wait in the wings for you, if you change your mind. Then I will whisk you off to an island far, far away and have my way with you.” The.. Nerve.

This time I shoved his face in the mud and held it there. All they could do was laugh more when I let him go. They were deranged. I shook my head at the realization and got things moving to get her out of here.

“Ally baby, once you are done flirting with my baby brother, we are going to get you up and out of here. Shane will stay with you and talk to you all the way up. We need to get you into the litter that Frank and Shane made to pull you up. I am going to gently roll you to one side while Shane slides it under you.” I kept my voice calm and controlled as I talked to her.

She turned to me and asked, “Frank’s here, too? I love him so much.” Then she began to cry again. I hugged her for a few seconds and then told her it was time. I rolled her toward me, as Shane swiftly tucked the litter under her and went around the edges to make sure she was secure.

“We’re set, Boss Man.” He saluted me, the little idiot.

I growled at him. “About time, bubby.” I received a growl in return and we both laughed.

My girl laughed out loud again and said, “Boy you two sure know how to cheer a girl up. I needed that. Thank you.”

We beamed at her like we were her champions from Camelot. What the heck? Did I just really think that?

Thankfully the rain had finally stopped and we got her up the incline with little trouble. Frank got to her first with his coat, which he had kept dry in his Ford F250 truck and gently reached to wrap it around her.

“There ’ya go, Bright Eyes. Snug as a bug,” Frank said as he tucked her in like she was the most precious thing in the world.

He leaned in and kissed her softly on the cheek. Ally turned her head and kissed his cheek too as she started to sob again. We loaded her into the back of my Suburban. Shane drove and we headed for Wordly General Hospital.


[image: Hearts]
Chapter Fifteen


Ally

I barely remembered the ride to the hospital the day I was rescued at mile marker eighty-six while I was walking to work and got caught in a horrific Midwestern storm. I just remembered how gently Jonah held me and how the feeling of being safe for the first time in years had temporarily hushed my fears. I went to sleep nestled against his chest. When I woke, it was in the emergency room at Wordly General Hospital. People were rushing around, barking orders for this and that, and I could smell that awful antiseptic aroma that was standard at all hospitals. It made me feel like puking. And oh goodness, the lights. The ceiling was filled with lights that were too bright and too white, thanks to my headache. I had to keep my eyes closed.

One thing stayed with me though. During the chaos of tests, IV’s and orders, there was a calming presence with me the entire time. At first, I couldn’t place what would cause me to feel secure in the manic frenzy, until I felt the squeeze to my hand and the reassuring words to my ears. Jonah never left my side for a minute. Not a single second.

In the end, I was lucky and only suffered a minor concussion, a badly sprained ankle and eighteen stitches to my palm. There were many tiny cuts, scrapes and bruises but the exposure paired with the concussion, sealed my fate – two long, never-ending days in the hospital.

The plus side? Pain medicine was freaking awesome. I just wanted to sleep, but the nagging nurses kept waking me the first day to check my pupils. By the midday on day two, I was released and ready to go home.

But that news incited a huge argument amongst my friends, giving me a new headache. Everyone, from Frannie, Frank, Jonah and even Bella, demanded that I go home to recuperate with them. Of course, they all had specific reasons and wanted me to hear them all out before I decided. I knew I was loved now. Sam and I had family. I wouldn’t have exchanged this rowdy bunch for anything in the world. I did consider all their points but informed them that Sam would be making the decision along with me, since it may mean uprooting him from his home and bed. I asked them all to leave us for a bit so we could talk it out.

“Hey buddy, come sit with me on the bed, so we can talk about everyone fighting over us,” I asked with my arms outstretched to him.

He said, “Mom, I don’t want to hurt you so maybe I should sit over here.” He looked sincere, but a little sad as he quirked his head to the side pondering his own statement.

“Oh baby, I’m ok, promise. Come sit with me and let’s talk about what we are going to do. I need help for at least a few weeks.” I hushed him with two fingertips from my good hand and continued, “Honey, I know you will help me with anything and everything. But you must go to school and then I would be all alone. That won’t work right now. I am sore all over and don’t think I could even stand long enough to cook for us. We need help. What do you think would be the best solution?”

I removed my fingers from his mouth. He sat there for a few minutes thinking about it. Sam was wiser than a boy should be at his age and I wanted to hear his thoughts and feelings about this. Sam jumped up suddenly and started to pace back and forth in the bleak, colorless, tiny hospital room.

“Ok, Grandpa Frank would be totally awesome to stay with but I think he works too much, Mom. He wouldn’t be home with you when I was at school. So, Grandpa Frank is out,” he stated plainly.

He continued, “Bella lives with a friend so that wouldn’t work, right?” I shook my head as he commented feeling proud that he was using logic and reason at the age of seven, soon to be eight.

“Grandma Frannie’s would be good Mom. I think we should go there,” he said with confidence.

He paused in his musings, “But, Jonah said he would come stay with us so we could sleep in our own beds. That sounds good to me. I like my bed and all of my stuff is there.” Finishing with a shrug he said, “I don’t know, it’s gotta be Grandma Frannie or Jonah. And with his superpowers, he can carry you everywhere, Mom!”

I couldn’t hold it in and grabbed him when he got close and squeezed him and laughed.

“You are right on the mark with Grandpa Frank. He does work long hours. He means well but we will have to pass on him. Bella was sweet to offer but she does have a roommate which would not leave room for us. Grandma Frannie would have been a great option except she works part-time and her bathroom is on the second floor along with the bedrooms.” I finished and he nodded his head in agreement.

“That leaves us with Jonah. We would both get to sleep in our own beds. The bathroom is right there along with the tiny kitchen. This is one time our tiny abode will come in handy.” We both chuckled.

“But where would he sleep? That is the problem.” I wondered thinking out loud.

Jonah must have been listening at the door, because he came in and said two words and I could have sworn his chest was puffed up like a peacock strutting his stuff, “The floor.”

“You cannot be serious Jonah? The floor is concrete with only a layer of carpet on it,” I blurted in amazement.

“Baby, I was in the Navy for twenty years and have slept in trees, holes dug in the ground, on a raft in the middle of the ocean, even. Sleeping on your floor is a walk in the park and besides, I will bring my blankie and pillow to make me all comfy,” he said with a smirk on his face.

I bellowed at the blankie and pillow comment. Did he just make a joke? I just sat there in my peekaboo hospital gown grinning like a fool at him. Sam thought it was the funniest thing ever and practically rolled on the floor with laughter.

“Are you sure you want to do this Jonah? Be sure and think about it. You would be helping take care of Sam too, not just me. That is a lot to ask of one person and what will you do about work? Dang! You must go to work. I guess we will stay with Frannie. It’s the best option for now,” I said shyly and turned my head away in embarrassment.

“Not a chance, you will woman!” He walked around the ancient hospital bed so he would be standing directly in front of me and said, “I can work from your place without a problem. I have my laptop, Wi-Fi and phone for everything. You know, there are perks to being the owner of your own business and my partner can handle anything that would be need to be done in person.”

By that time, I could see Sam jumping up and down with his hands on his mouth just bursting with excitement. Laughing at the silly sight, I said to him, “Spill it mister!”

“Seriously! Mom! Our hero is moving in with us! The Flash! Boom, babeeee!” His fist pumped in the air. Sam proceeded to bop around the room like a crazy person. Jonah and I just laughed with him.

“Well, I guess that settles that. I have no idea exactly when they will discharge me. I have not been able to get a straight answer all morning. So, we get to sit here watching the paint dry on the colorless walls. Hey, Sam why don’t you and Jonah go inform everyone what the decision was please.” Laying back in the bed I sighed and continued to wait to go home.

After what seemed like endless hours of waiting, I finally signed the papers granting me my freedom. After being wheeled out to the entrance, we waited out front for Jonah and Sam, who went with him to get the Suburban, to pull up. The nurse said she forgot my prescription and would be right back. I sat there and took in the breeze blowing at my messy hair. God what I wouldn’t give for a hot shower and to shampoo the filth from my hair. The nurses had done their best to clean me up, but my hair was left a mess.

They had given me a comb for the mess of hair I had. Once it had gotten wet in the rain, of course my curls and frizz came back. Thankfully, one of the nurses gave me a rubber band she had in her pocket so I could at least pull it up into a messy bun. Everyone had now seen my naturally curly hair and exclaimed about how much they thought it suited me.

Just then the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. As I scanned my surroundings, there were people milling all about visiting friends or relatives, employees going on break and then I saw him. He was just sitting in that dark van staring at me with that sneer of his. Who the heck was he? I looked around again, this time trying to spot Jonah. My heart was beating a mile a minute but then I finally saw them heading my way. I looked to where the van had been and it was still there. Idiot. What should I do? Tell Jonah now? No. Not right now. But soon.

Jonah and Sam pulled up. They both hopped out of the car at the exact moment the nurse came back and handed me my prescription for pain meds. Jonah took it and when he did he noticed my hand shaking and looked at my face. I looked to where he had been parked and the jerk was gone. Jonah had noticed me looking over and had walked to that side surveying the land. He turned his head and I shook my head silently and glanced at Sam. He gave a slight nod in understanding.

“Let’s go, Ally. Time to get you home where you belong,” he said as he came stalking toward me with a mischievous grin that made me tilt my head, wondering what he was up to. In mere seconds, Jonah picked me up with all of the gentleness one reserved for a newborn baby and set me in the backseat with Sam. I was floored. He picked me up as if I weighed nothing and I certainly was not a small woman. I felt my face heating in embarrassment. I looked over at Sam, who gently lifted my leg with the sprained ankle and set it on a pillow on his lap. My baby had a fierce but gentle soul and some woman in the future would have one heck of a husband.

As we rounded the corner to our tiny duplex, I saw Frank and Frannie standing outside waiting for us. My heart swelled at the sight of them. I gripped the door handle on my side when Jonah stopped and parked in my driveway. Frank and Frannie came up to me right away, taking turns telling me all they had done to get things ready for us. Frannie had made a trip to the grocery store, while Frank had prepared several meals for us so that Jonah would only have to heat everything up. He had even brought over an old cot for Jonah so he wouldn’t have to sleep on the floor.

Jonah reached in to lift me again and I firmly told him no. I was not about to let him get a hernia by picking up my chunky body. I swore to myself that I would find that gym as soon as I could walk again.

“Please get my crutches from the back, Jonah. I want to walk into my own home.” He looked a little spurned, but did as I asked. Thank goodness. I scooted to the edge of the seat with Sam’s help and then looked down at the ground.

I moaned out loud and Sam was right there asking, “Mom? Are you ok?”

“I’m fine, buddy, but this darn Suburban was made for giants not short people like me,” I said reluctantly looking at Jonah, blushing as I asked, “Would you mind helping me down off this mountain, please?” He and everyone else chuckled at me, which just made me blush more. So much for getting going on my own. Ugh.

Once he put me down gently on the ground, he kept his hands around my waist to steady me as Frank held up each of my crutches for me. Taking each one, I put them securely under both arms, and realized how much I would need to use my hand with the eighteen stitches in it. Smart thinking, idiot I thought to myself as I realized I was not going to be able to do this. I looked up and everyone just stared at me. Garbage.

Jonah just stood there with his arms crossed, making his biceps more prominent. A smirk quirked up his lips as he raised an eyebrow. Leaning towards me, he pointed to one of his ears. Was he really going to make me apologize first? Seriously? He just stayed in that position until I relented. “Sorry,” I mumbled. But his stance didn’t alter. Apologizing wasn’t good enough either!

“Jonah, I am sorry I refused your offer to carry me into the house. But in my defense, I didn’t want you hurting your back picking my big butt up again,” I commented, knowing I blushed yet again furiously.

“Are. You. Kidding. Me. Ally? I am six foot two and over 220 pounds. You, my beautiful lady, are freaking perfect. You literally take my breath from me when I look at you.”

At the same moment, Frank stepped forward putting either hand on my crutches as Jonah gently picked me up and took me into the house, setting me gently on the bed as if I was light as a feather. I just stared at him as he smiled down at me.

Frannie picked that moment to come in and bark orders at all three men. Jonah was to pick me up and put me in the tub, which now boasted a shower chair and a new shower head with a hose attached so that I could hold it myself. Wow. They had been busy over the last couple of days. She ordered Sam to work on his homework and Frank was to warm up our dinner while she bathed me and helped me wash my hair.

Grandma Frannie turned out to be a bit of a drill sergeant herself and that made me laugh.
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Chapter Sixteen


Jonah

With Frannie helping Ally wash up, I took the opportunity to seek out Frank in the tiny kitchen and see what he knew. I also wanted to tell him what we had learned, which was very little, and then work out a plan to keep an eye on both Ally and Sam. As soon as I walked in to lend a hand, Frank turned around and confronted me point blank to my face before I could get a word out.

“What are your intentions with my girl? Is this just some quick thing for you or do you have honorable intentions? Ally and Sam have enough on their plates without having some man that is just looking for a quick hop in bed. If that’s what you’re after then you need to look elsewhere. Feel me SEAL?”

Heck, the old man was standing toe-to-toe with me and staring me dead in the eye, not even blinking.

“Hold on a minute here, Frank. I care a heck of a lot for Ally and you insult me by insinuating that I would be anything but honorable, RANGER,” I said while grinding my teeth. Then I realized this was not going to get us anywhere, so I decided to take a better approach to the situation. Frank was only acting as a father would with his daughter and she clearly was that to him.

Starting over I said, “Sir, I am sorry. I promise you right here and now, that I have nothing but honorable intentions towards Ally and Sam, both. My need to protect them is fierce. I fell for Ally years ago, in your diner but she never would give me a chance. I worked hard to get just this little bit of trust from her and I hope you will give me the chance to prove that not just to them, but to you also.” I took a step back in respect and backed down. Frank had the best poker face a person could have. I couldn’t read anything at all. Was he going to deck me? Maybe. I would have taken it too just to prove that my intentions were good.

“Well, alright then. That’s what I needed to know. Now, tell me what you have dug up on her past. And we need to set some ground rules, shifts and I am guessing your brother, the comic wannabe, will be helping us.” I stood there shocked by his declaration and just nodded my head yes. Frank continued, “I have suspected for a long time that something was off with Ally. I kind of put two and two together over the years, but it seems things are starting to turn south for them. We must stop it. Now! That young lady is my daughter and Sam is my grandson. I will be darned if someone tries to hurt them or take them away. The tires were not slashed by teenagers like she claimed. I have the entire parking lot under surveillance. Don’t look shocked, boy. I may be old, but I am not stupid. We need to set a meeting and a compile what we both know.” Frank finally went quiet so I could ask a question or two of my own.

“Shane and I have both been digging into Ally’s past trying to figure out what’s going on. We have come up empty. As in, she has been covering her tracks quite well.” Frank tilted his balding head to the side and leaned in when I said that so I continued. “She is paying for everything in cash. Rent, bills, etc.… She has no debt and what’s worse? No credit history at all. She doesn’t have a landline but I have seen her with a cell phone. It must be a prepaid one that she buys minutes for. We have come up empty, Frank. What does that tell you?

“Idiot. They are in Witness Protection? No way! If you dig too deep, we will lose them in the blink of an eye,” he gritted out in a harsh whisper.

Realizing I heard Frannie call for me I said, “We need to table this for right now, but after dinner maybe we can talk some more. We don’t know for sure if they are WITPRO, that is just the top of the list right now. There could be other possibilities. Has she confided in you over the years about anything?”

“Not much really. It’s more of what I observed. When she asked if I would pay her in cash because she didn’t trust banks, I just went with it. But I knew she was hiding something. My guess has always been an abusive husband. There are a few scars on her upper arms and Frannie said she has some on her back also. She is not just shy, but skittish as a newborn colt sometimes. And if he has found her, she is in a world of danger Jonah. Abusive husbands want blood when the wives take the kids and run.” Frank sounded so convinced that the possibility went to the top, right next to WITPRO. Frannie called again. I reached out my hand to Frank and said, “Later Frank.” We shook hands and he confirmed with a nod.

“Frannie? What’s up? Do you need a towel or something?” I asked as I looked around for a linen closet and finding none.

Frannie cracked the door just a bit and whispered to me, “Jonah, you got her in the tub and we weren’t thinking about that properly. She cannot get out on her own and well, she needs to do some personal business. She didn’t want me to ask you to help, but I told her we all must pee, you know. Now she is furious with me, but she needs help. Would you please come in after I come out? We can’t all fit in there at the same time. Heck it’s not even big enough for her and me.”

I had forgotten how much Frannie rambled. I held back a chuckle and in my calming voice said, “Absolutely Frannie. Come on out and we will switch places.”

Frannie closed the door, but when she came out, she wagged a finger at me and said quietly, “You listen to me mister, no peeking at her girly parts! Do you hear me? The towel she has just barely covers her, as it is. Just be a gentleman. She is fragile right now and needs that.”

I lightly knocked on the bathroom door with one knuckle and waited for Ally to invite me in. Hearing a muffled “come in,” I opened the door slowly and wedged my broad shoulders in, so that she would not be exposed any more than was necessary.

“Hey Ally, let me help you and then I will be out in a jiff, ok?” I spoke softly.

I approached her and saw that she was crying again.

“Don’t cry, Ally. Everything will be fine. I will help you and then when you are done, Fran will help you dress. Frank will get you tucked in bed. Ready?”

Bending at my knees, I picked her up in one fluid motion as she gripped her towel with her good hand like a lifeline, and I set her down. I quietly left the room to give her the privacy she needed and let Frannie know she was back on duty. Finding Frank in the kitchen, I informed him that I was heading out to fill her pain med prescription, so he would need to help Ally to bed.

On my way to the local drugstore, I checked in with Shane and he still had not come up with anything useful about Ally’s past. While I waited on her prescription, I shopped around the little store that was filled with greeting cards galore, handmade items like quilts and baby blankets and I even discovered they were selling some homemade sweets. They had samples of fudge and finding my stomach hollow, I grabbed a few to try. They were melt in your mouth fantastic. When her medicine was finally ready, I thanked them and headed back to Ally’s just in time to eat dinner with everyone.

Ally was tucked in her bed and propped up with extra pillows. Frank had come in with her dinner just then, and the most delectable aromas wafted right in front of my face. My mouth began to water, like a man dying of thirst. There was baked juicy ham, with mashed potatoes topped with redeye gravy, fresh green beans and a biscuit with butter and honey. My stomach decided to announce my hunger to the entire room echoing like a trapped grizzly bear. Everyone laughed and Frannie brought me a plate overflowing with goodness.

After we finished the meal, Sam sat with his mother, so she could check his homework. Frannie had made herself busy cleaning up the kitchen. And Frank and I headed out back to finish our conversation from earlier that evening concerning Ally.

“Well, I will have Ally covered when she gets back to work, so she is safe there. We will need to work out picking her up and taking her home each day. Seeing how she is going to be homebound for a couple weeks, you will have the nightshifts. I know you need to work, so maybe that comic brother of yours can help with days. The two of you could take turns. When none of us can be here, I think they would be safe with other people around, like Frannie.” As Frank laid out the plan for us, I had to admit it was sound.

“Frank, I am going to call a friend or two of mine in the area to help secure Sam while he is on the bus and at school. Between the two of them it should work fine. I think the less people that know what’s going on for now, the better. Shane has his ex-partner at Wordly Police department digging around too but he has been told to back off for now. We were worried about setting off any triggers in the system. Also, Shane has a few underground contacts that he is waiting to hear back from, but that could take a while.” Frank nodded in understanding.

“Alright then SEAL, I have the working days. You have the nights and some of the days. Shane can switch out with you when needed. Then your two buddies for Sam. I think we are covered.”

“Were you able to make out a description of who slashed Ally’s tires or get a license plate number by chance?” I asked with a hopeful expression.

“He looked about six foot, maybe 200 lbs., long dark hair. I couldn’t see the other guy, but the van looked to be dark, black maybe brown, rusty around the edges. But I couldn’t get good read on the plate. They parked in the furthest section of the parking lot. The jerks,” Frank said the last part with such venom it made me smile.

“Dang it! Those are the same guys that I caught sitting in front of her house and then in the parking lot of the hospital. This is not coincidence. These are the men after her but who the heck are they?” I ground out through gritted teeth and started pacing the tiny back yard.

Frank asked, “Do they know you saw them?”

“No. So, now we know the type of automobile they are in without a doubt and at least one description to keep an eye out for. I will fill in Shane and my guys. Maybe you should fill in Frannie, so she will know what to look for also,” I suggested.

“Son, you cannot pull much of anything over on my Frannie. She has eagle eyes and the intuition of a barracuda. We have talked a few times about Ally and Sam. We will protect them at all costs. Did you know Frannie was a champion shooter? Yep, she can handle just about any gun ever created and owns almost all of them too,” he said that with such pride and perhaps love, too.

These two people seemed perfect for each other. I just laughed at the visual of Frannie with a simple shotgun. Frank smiled and then joined in.

“Well, I think we are set for now. I carry a gun strapped to my leg always and have another one in my Suburban. I can already tell you carry also. Shane actually carries one on each leg.” I laughed out loud at that too.

“We are set. Be good to my girl and my grandson. I will see Frannie home now, so Ally can get some rest.”

Shaking hands, we both went back in.
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Chapter Seventeen


Ally

This was how life had always been for me. One mortifying moment after another. I no longer wondered if karma hated me, I knew for a fact that she did. After going over Sam’s homework, I thought back over karma’s latest humiliating moment thrown my way. Frannie had just finished washing my hair and was helping me dry off, when karma kicked me in the bladder. I couldn’t stand the pain of my bladder about to explode one second longer. It had become so painful that I bit the inside of my cheek as a distraction. A new aching part on my body was the last thing I needed.

“Frannie,” I whispered to her urgently. She gave me a confused look, until I said, “Oh my goodness, I have to pee and now! Scoot out of the way so I can get on the toilet. Hurry! My bladder is screaming at me like a cat hanging from its tail!”

She had stammered at my whispered exclamations. “Oh my. Do you really think you can scoot that far, Ally? There is at least a foot between the toilet and the edge of the tub. With your ankle and hand, I don’t know how you will accomplish that. Let me get Jonah to help. I will wrap you up in a towel. He will be quicker than you and I put together,” Frannie finished in a worried hush.

“No! For the love of books! No! Do not get Jonah. Do you really think I want him to see me like this and then pick me up and put me on the toilet so I can pee? Seriously.” I stared at her in shock. “If you think I do? You might as well pull out a gun and shoot me. Just do it. I can’t take much more humiliation, Frannie. I really can’t,” I was nearly begging her.

“Ally Black, you listen to me right now, this minute, missy. Grow up! You are hurt, can hardly even move yourself and you are worried about a friend helping you up so you can relieve yourself. We all pee and poo young lady, so stop acting like a three-year-old and let me go get Jonah before your bladder really does explode.” As Frannie finished the last word I couldn’t help but break out in tears. Why was I crying? Heck, if I knew. But when I felt her loving arms wrap around me, it comforted me enough to nod my head yes to what she had suggested.

And that was how it would go down in the record books, yet another one of Ally Black’s embarrassing moments. Having the man that I had been pining over for years, pick up my nearly naked body to only put me down again on top of the toilet. Yep. That was me alright. I had to give credit where credit was due. Jonah did come in, only said a few words and lifted me so that I could find my personal, humiliating relief with very few words and left as quickly as he could. Thank goodness, for small favors. It took me a minute to get things to work after being so upset, but then it was the best relief ever.

Then, when it was time for Frank to move me from the bathroom to the living room, where Mr. Back Breaker waited, I had become worried that I was too heavy for Frank to lift and that he would hurt himself. He just grinned at me and said one word, “Hush!” and that was it.

He swooped in, lifted me up and carried me right to the bed, then gently laid me down. I was totally impressed. I told him thank you. As he tucked the covers around me, I leaned in and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, which had made that big old coot blush. I loved every second of it, too.

I was so tired by that time, that I just wanted to close my eyes, but the smells coming from the kitchen reminded me that I had not eaten since lunch at the hospital. That thought had me sitting up a little straighter and trying to peek into the kitchen, hoping to spy what was for dinner. Frank caught me looking and just laughed.

“Hush mister! I am wasting away to nothing without your food in my tummy.” I looked at him and smiled.

“Oh, yeah Bright Eyes, is that so? Guess I will have to get a move on and finish up right quick for ya. You are looking a bit puny these days.” He laughed out loud as he turned back to the stove.

Frannie was busy putting in a load of laundry and then she called for Sam to come help fill plates for dinner. He came running from the bedroom bouncing up and down and said, “Awesome! I’m super starving, Grandma Frannie. What did Grandpa Frank make for dinner? It smells so good I could eat my own arm right now!” Frannie had laughed out loud at his exaggerations and reached over, ruffling the hair of the most magnificent human being, I had ever had the pleasure of knowing.

As plates were filled and passed around, Jonah had come back from the drugstore, carrying an extra bag with him. I was just about to ask him what was in it, when my heaping plate was set before me. Heaven on earth. That was the only way to describe Frank’s cooking. Heaven on earth. I had dug in with gusto and looked up as this enormous bear of a sound filled the room and found Jonah watching me eat. Blushing, I shrugged and kept plowing the food in. It was amazing. When everyone had finished, Sam sat on the bed with me so I could check over his homework and read a chapter of his book with him. I couldn’t tuck him in right now, but I could at least do that. As I worked with Sam, I had noticed the absence of Frank and Jonah and alarm bells went off. What in the world were those two up to? Sam said something that pulled me out of my musings, so I let it go. For now, anyway.

Frannie and Frank tucked Sam in while Jonah grabbed some clothes and took a shower. How in the world would he fit under the shower? He was so tall. I started imagining him trying to stoop down, twisting this way and that and I started giggling to myself.

“And what, pray tell, are you amusing yourself with, Freckles?” asked Jonah while using the towel to rub his hair dry. But it was not the hair that I noticed. Holy moly! He didn’t have a shirt on. I just stared, taking in every single inch of hard, lean muscle, and the delicious way his biceps moved as he rubbed at his hair. Licking my lips, I continued my path of visual exploration, drifting south. Mmmmhmm.

Noticing the twelve-inch scar on his chest, one that nearly matched the one on his face, only heated me more. Left me hungry, for more. My eyes went from the scar to his other peck. The sight had me nearly salivating at the mere thought of licking that beautiful nipple. Traveling down to the rock-hard abs with the dark hair that led from his chest to below his belly button had me mentally sighing in pleasure.

“You like what you see so much Freckles, that I have you sighing out loud, huh?” Jonah looked at me with a heated stare, licking his own lips.

No f’ing way! No, no, no. I am a nut case. I swear I am. Didn’t I just think about sighing?

I looked into his eyes and felt his burning gaze bore into mine. I sighed again without restraint this time. What did I have to lose? Right? Realizing that I needed to stop this, I grabbed the pillow next to me and put it over my face and said, “If you are going to stay here, you cannot walk around half-naked. I just can’t take it. Heck, there isn’t a woman alive that could take it.”

He started laughing so hard but tried to muffle it for Sam’s sake causing him to snort. I peeked out from behind my pillow and dropped it. His laugh was so contagious that I couldn’t help but join in. When we finally pulled ourselves together, I felt so exhausted but so good at the same time. It felt right that he was here. I felt safe. So, I relaxed back on the pillows and watched as he pulled out the cot Frank had brought by. That set off another round of giggles from me. He just stood there looking at the cot, scratching his head, perplexed at what he was looking at. This time I snorted and put my hands over my face to try and calm down.

The cot Frank had so generously loaned Jonah couldn’t be any longer or wider than me! There was no way he could sleep on it. But I saw a determined look in his eye and stilled my laughter. Oh, this was going to be good. I just knew it. He messed around with that silly cot for like twenty minutes laying in every positon known to man. Some part of his body would always hang off at odd angles. I really thought I was going to die from laughter.

When he finally gave up, he proceeded to fold it back up all nice and neat. He walked to the front door, opened it ever so gently, took it onto the porch, lifted the cot over his head and heaved it with all of his might. It went soaring through the air and landed with a loud clang of metal. I was so surprised that I stopped laughing to concentrate on what he was doing.

He quietly came back in the door, grabbed one of my pillows and promptly lay down on the floor. All he said after that was, “Rangers.”

I couldn’t contain it anymore, I had never laughed that hard in my life. Tears ran freely down my face and I started to hiccup. I was jostled by something hitting me in the face. Stunned for just a second, I looked down. It was the pillow he had taken from my bed. Confused I looked to where he was and he just sat there as if he was Sam. Pouting. Arms crossed and sitting Indian-style. I couldn’t take it. I didn’t think I could laugh anymore and my side was hurting from it already. I picked up the pillow to muffle my hysteria at what he looked like.

“Really, Freckles? Seriously? You are having the time of your life laughing at my predicament huh? I tell you what, if you do not stop laughing, I am going to come up there and sleep right next to you on that itty-bitty couch and then you can see what it’s like to not have enough room to move,” he huffed at me.

That got me. In my bed. Well, now that I thought about it that could be awesome. No, no, Ally. No. Picturing us trying to sleep on this pull-out bed, without touching each other, set off a new round of giggles. I looked at him and he stared at me with his mouth hanging open.

“Come on, Jonah. You cannot sleep on the floor, for crying out loud. Promise to behave yourself and we will see if we’ll fit,” I offered quickly not thinking about how it sounded.

“Oh Freckles, I guarantee, we will fit perfectly. Trust me on that one,” he said with a Cheshire grin, while wagging his eyebrows up and down. Laughing again, I patted the bed next to me.
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Chapter Eighteen


Jonah

After a week of awkward moments, we seemed to have settled into an established routine like a well-greased machine. Ally loved the quiet early morning hours and she always drank her coffee at the tiny kitchen table while I got Sam up and ready for school. She had made me a list of foods he did and didn’t like for all meals, including his lunch for school. After I read the short list of foods, I was shocked, and decided that I would try to get Sam to eat better, at least in the mornings.

He was a growing boy. Cereal and milk was not going to cut it. I had almost given up, but on the fourth day I made my mom’s famous bacon and egg sandwich on buttered toast with extra ketchup and Sam was hooked. Each morning after that, I tried a different meat and topping choice on the sandwich. Cheese, ham, sausage, tomato and even avocado and the kid ate every bite. Ally was astounded and complimented me on breakfast skills and for getting Sam to widen his variety of protein intake.

Everyday had been pretty much the same and so were the nights. The nights? The nights were all mine. Pure torture, a living prison. Yeah that old song kept going through my head. I honestly didn’t know how long I was going to be able to hold out behaving as a gentleman. We always went to sleep talking and we each took turns listening to the other’s stories of growing up. She learned all about my parents and siblings and how back then it always seemed like a madhouse, but I wouldn’t change anything for the world.

When it was Ally’s turn, she only talked about Sam and then her grams. Her grams had raised her from a very early age when her parents died in a car accident. She was only three years old at the time and had very little memory of them. It was obvious Grams had been the center of her world growing up and her rock.

She would never say exactly where she was raised just in the Mid-West. Sometimes when she talked about Grams her eyes misted over, breaking my heart. She had no other living relatives, so she and Sam were on their own. The two musketeers, she said proudly. I wanted to wrap her in my arms so many times and tell her that she would never be alone again. But whenever I did try to reach out to her, she would shake her head and tell me she was fine. She was still learning to trust me. I would not blow this with her.

Every morning I woke to her curled up on my chest, snoring away. Yep, Ally snored like a freight train. That however was not the problem. The problem came in the form of her rubbing against me while she slept. Lord have mercy on my soul. She was like a cat. Stretching, sliding, rubbing all over my body. I had learned most of Ally’s tells and knew when she would be waking soon. At that point, I would gently lay her back on her side of the bed. Then sigh while I stared at that beautiful face for a moment before heading to the bathroom like a teenager in high school to take care of business. After my shower, she would be awake and ready to get her routine underway.

Around the end of the second week, I took her for a checkup on her ankle and to have the stitches removed from her hand. She still couldn’t put her full weight on her ankle but had learned to get around a bit with the crutches. Frannie came most days to stay with Ally and do laundry and cleaning, while keeping her company. I came back whenever Frannie had to work. I made dinner and I helped Sam with his homework each evening. That kid was awesome.

I overheard Ally talking to Frannie one day about how she had ruined her surprise for Sam by missing Little League signups. It meant so much to her to give that surprise to him. I called Shane and told him the situation. As always, my baby brother came through by bringing me the paperwork and uniform. Ally was ecstatic and flung herself at me and held on for dear life. Of course, I ate up the attention by the spoonful. All she had to do was fill out the paperwork, then Sam was a part of our team, The Wordly Wild Cats.

After giving her the uniform, I was going to head out, so she could have this moment with her son, but she said, “Oh, hell no! You stay right here, mister. I will give him the uniform. But you give him the hat and tell him all about you and Shane being his coaches. Sam is going to flip when he finds out. You have earned your right to share this with us. Heck, I want you to share it with us,” she stated emphatically.

Sam was over the moon about learning to play baseball and told us he was going to school tomorrow to tell everyone that The Flash was his coach. It was one of the best days of my life. Sam hugged Ally and then ran at me for all he was worth and jumped into my outstretched arms. That’s a feeling I could ride whenever I felt off.

I only left her for a few hours each day, but if I didn’t get out of here soon, I would not be responsible for what I would do when she turned into the snuggling cat that never failed to make a certain part of me purr. A man could only take so much. Frannie called to tell me that they were taking Sam to dinner and movie and he would be staying the night with her. Well hell. I had to get out of there and pull myself together, regain some control. Then an even better idea hit me so I called Frannie back and told her my plans. Frannie was thrilled and said, “About dang time, son!”

Frannie came to Ally’s early so I could run out and arrange for our date. The date we never got to go on because of the storm. We both needed and wanted this. Ally was going stir crazy, being cooped up for weeks so I had come up with a plan. I just crossed my fingers that I could get all the details set with only a few hours to accomplish them. It would be pricey too, but my girl was certainly worth it and more.

I had never been the romantic type, but with Ally I found myself wanting to please her in ways that I never had with any other woman. Was I trying to impress her? Maybe just a little bit, but what I wanted was to give her something special that we could both look back on with fond memories. To accomplish everything though, I was going to need a little help. Shane came immediately to mind but I dismissed it quickly because he would take the opportunity to make jokes. So, I called my baby sis, Shayla.

After calling Shayla and telling her of my ideas, she came up with a few of her own to help her poor older brother, who was a little dense when it came to the area of romance. I chuckled at her idea initially, but then a light went on and I realized if we could pull it off, this would definitely be a night to remember. I whispered to the man above for good vibes and got the show on the road.

As I thought back over the last three years, there had been many woman in my life but I never stayed with just one woman for long. I never felt the need to or the want. But since that very first time I met Ms. Ally Black and she asked if she could have me forever, I knew I was doomed. She avoided me at all costs for years and wouldn’t even wait on me in the diner. I had become so frustrated that this woman would have nothing to do with me, it kind of gave me a complex and I decided that I would throw myself into rapid dating to try and to rid myself of my obsession with her.

It never did work. I continued going to the diner for meals several days a week, hoping that she would finally talk to me. The town had even started a bet, when a couple gossiping little old ladies from the quilt club were eating lunch and one commented, “Honey, take a picture it lasts longer.” I had sat there with my chin on the table and stared at them. “Don’t think we haven’t noticed the way you have been pining over each other for years now. What’s wrong with you boy that you just don’t go ask her out?” I couldn’t reply. They were right. Why hadn’t I just asked her out? Well, for one, she hid from me whenever I was there. Would never wait on me and I just let her get away with it. I knew she felt the same attraction as I did, so what was the real problem?

It was me. That realization had been a bitter pill to swallow. I was scared. But of what? Commitment for the first time in my life? Maybe. That was certainly part of it. There had never been another woman to make me feel like a crushing high school teenager before. I wanted this woman and the thought of her rejecting me, did a number on my ego. Rejection was not something I ever had thrown at me before. So basically, I pussied out and the cat and mouse game played on.

The ladies later told me they started a bet with their husbands who were in a poker club and it just grew from there. Soon half the town was placing bets on whether I would ever get the balls to finally ask her out and whether she would agree. The bet took on a life of its own and was one of the most embarrassing things in my life. But at the same time, it was kind of funny and I had used it as another excuse to not ask her out. But now I was in it for the long haul. She was mine. I would make her mine. There was no turning back and I didn’t want to.

After spending quality time taking care of her and her son, Sam, over the last few weeks, it was clearly cemented in my heart now. They were going to be my family. They were my family. Sam was an amazing, smart-witted young man and he seemed to beam with excitement with every word that came out of his mouth. Ally had done an amazing job of raising the boy on her own, but a boy needed a father and a man for a role model. It would be my honor to be that man for him. By the grace of God, I would be that man. We would be a family. I just knew it in my heart and gut. This was meant to be.
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Chapter Nineteen


Ally

What was going on? That was all that ran through my mind in that moment. Jonah hadn’t said anything about leaving. I was excited that we were going to have the house to ourselves for a change. Nervous, but excited too. Now feeling disappointment settling into my stomach, I looked over at Frannie, who had been busily running around doing a few chores and packing a bag for Sam. It had been quite a while since he had been there and tonight was extra special since Grandpa Frank was going to take them out to dinner and a movie. At the time, I couldn’t help but feel a bit envious of my own child, which just further compounded my nice, big, pity pot I made for myself.

Hearing the shower running in the bathroom, I frowned and wondered what Frannie was doing. Grabbing my armpit torture devices, fashioned by the devil himself, I got up to investigate what she was doing in there. Sam just had a shower last night, so it couldn’t be for him. It puzzled me greatly. As I rounded the corner to our tiny bathroom, Frannie picked that moment to come flying out and almost knocked me down. I wobbled but was able to steady myself. I heard some colorfully mumbled words said under her breath.

“What are you doing, young lady? I have not called for you yet. Get your booty back to the couch and I will be there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. Go on! Get going now!” she said to me sternly.

Taken aback by Frannie’s odd behavior and feeling a bit chastised like a five-year-old, I carefully turned myself around and went to sit upon the couch. I hated that couch. I had been living on the thing for weeks now. Stuck in the stupid house. I couldn’t drive anywhere. Had to rely on other people for everything. Well by dang, I was tired of it. I wanted to get out of the house. Thinking of the fresh air just a few steps away, I got up as quietly as possible and headed for the front door. Ally, you are a grown woman and if want to go outside and sit, then go ahead and quit being a baby about it. What could they do to me? Hmmm, spank me? Hmmm, that might be a delicious spanking, if it came from Jonah. What was I thinking? Just go before Frannie comes out.

I knew I had a battle when I got to the door and forgot how badly it squeaked when it was opened. Idiot! Come on don’t be a wuss. You got this just go. I grabbed the door knob firmly in my hand, slowly lifting it in a strong but slow swing and had the door open with minimal squeaking.

Looking up at the ceiling, I whispered, “Thank goodness.” And gave him a thumbs up signal. Freedom was within reach. Now for the screen door. Scooting closer for the old monster of a door that swung out and not in, would be a bit trickier. Got it! Boom baby, look at me go. Almost home free! Leaning on the screen door a bit, so I could try and hop down the step on my good ankle, I twisted just enough and was about to hop when I heard it. No, no, no… It couldn’t be!

Looking up at the same moment that the loud engine was gunned again, caused a sinking feeling to hit the pit of my stomach. I was looking directly into the eyes of my stalker. I called him that now, because this was most assuredly not coincidence. A shiver ran down my spine, causing me to stand as still as a statue. Mother idiot! He must have been watching from somewhere and knew Jonah had left. What was I going to do? Frannie and Sam were both here and I had to protect them. I had to get back in the door now!

Keeping my eyes on the man, as I tried to slowly back up with crutches, wasn’t easy. I immediately bumped into something that impeded my progress and I shrieked. Idiot me! I looked back out the door and he was laughing at me? Jerk! Frannie chose that moment to put her hands on my shoulders to steady me and hush my fear.

“Shhhhhh,” she said quietly, looking behind her indicating that we needed to not let Sam know anything was going on. I nodded my head to her in understanding. Goodness, I loved this woman.

“Ally dear, I want you to back up slowly so I can get a good look at that coward in the van,” she ordered on a whisper.

Shocked, I looked at her and she just shook her head and motioned for me to move. I moved. How did she know about the guy, let alone the van? A terrible ear piercing squeal of the tires reverberated the air and at the same moment I heard a familiar click from where Frannie stood me. Frannie stood with the screen door propped open. When did she have time to do that? Her feet were spread apart, her arms were raised in front of her. I had to precariously lean to one side to see what she was doing. There she was in all her amazing mama bear glory holding her prized Glock, safety off and ready to go. Shocked, I just stood there admiring this stunning badass, spitfire of a human being, protecting us with a big smile on her face. Heck, I would have been scared of her too, no wonder they took off like a bat out of torture. The sight was glorious and frightening at the same time. Mentally though, I was fist pumping the air screaming. Yeah! Take that jerks! Woooohooooo! Granny’s got her gun baby!

After they left, she turned to me after she locked up the door. The look on her face made me feel like crawling under a rock, in a hole, under the bed, anywhere to get away from the trouble I saw brewing her eyes. She was ready to yell. I closed my eyes just waiting for it, hunching my shoulders in shame. Then suddenly I heard the crinkling of bags and something hitting the bed. Twice. I was still too chicken to open my eyes.

“Ally dear, go to the bathroom now and wash up. The shower is hot and ready. Make sure to fix your hair and put on a bit of makeup. I said a bit. Now go! We ain’t got all day ya know, time is a ticking!” Frannie said in firm, but kind voice.

“Frannie? I …umm…we need to…the van…?” I was stumbling over my words terribly. It was time to talk. To tell the people who loved us and cared about us the truth. It was the getting started that was the hard part. I had kept in hidden for so long and buried so deeply, I was having trouble knowing exactly where to start.

“Hush right this minute, Ally. I love you and Samuel. I will protect you with my life. I am a champion marksman and I can take that scum bag out in a nanosecond. Never doubt that. Now, I said get that butt of yours in that bathroom, clean up and you will feel 150% better, I promise.” Heck, I really was scared of her now, so off I went to do as I was told. Grams? You really did send her to us didn’t you! Rubbish she can be as stern as you used to be and I love you even more for it.

“Wait Frannie. Why in the wo…” I never got another word out because she popped me on butt with a hand towel that made me yelp and move faster. Dang woman could be mean.

I had to admit, it felt wonderful taking my time in the shower, putting on just a hint of makeup and I noticed a new bottle of perfume on the sink.

“Hmm, where did that come from?” I said out loud to myself.

“Frannie, where did this perfume come from?” I asked smelling it and falling in love.

There was a hint of lavender, one of my favorites. Subtle and just right, not overpowering. I sighed out loud. Lavender had a beautiful way of making me relax and feel calm. Looking in the mirror at my hair, I decided not to straighten it. They had all seen my curls and bit of frizz, so I went with a soft twist at my neck, letting tendrils fall where they wanted. I never could stand hair in my face, hence it being all one length. Noticing my roots and length, it was time to make an appointment for a cut and color at the local beauty shop. The last thing I needed was my strawberry blonde to standout. I had two weeks tops, before everyone would really start to notice.

Coming out in a light blue satin robe Frannie had bought just after the storm. I realized I was getting hungry. Since Jonah had left, I guessed I was on my own for dinner. Being alone for the first time in so long seemed appealing one second, but then loneliness wrapped itself around my heart.

I thought I needed some alone time, but now I realized how much I loved having everyone around. Especially Jonah. Deciding right then and there that I would tell Jonah everything and let the chips fall where they would, I wondered when he would be back. I just hoped he could forgive me for all the lies. My heart gave another twist. I would also have to tell Frannie and Frank. Would they forgive me too? Making my way to the refrigerator, I said a little prayer for courage and strength.

“Hold it right there! Do not take another step. Turn around and get your gimpy self into the living room and hurry it up, Mom.” Sam tried to sound all gruff and assertive, but it came out nasally and totally adorable. I just laughed and followed him. Maybe he wanted to snuggle some before he left. That sounded good to me.

When I turned the corner to the living room, I stopped and just gawked at what was laid before me on the bed. This couldn’t be real. Could it? Mentally shaking myself and trying to figure out what was going on, I looked from Frannie to Sam, questioning them with my eyes. Sam had his bag in his hand and Frannie had her purse on her arm.

Then she said, “We love you, Ally. Tonight, is your night. Tonight, is Jonah’s night. What you see on the bed are gifts that he and I picked out for you today. You need to get out of the house. Remember that date you missed with him? Well, it’s tonight. Get dressed. Stare at how beautiful you are in the mirror for a minute or two. But be ready in no more than thirty minutes.” She hugged me as she finished her orders. Sam smiled and did the same. I couldn’t say anything with the butterflies fluttering like mad in my stomach. Then, they were gone.

I walked to the bed to behold the beautiful things upon it. It had been years upon years since I owned any nice clothing at all. And whoever picked this out, whether it was Jonah or Frannie, they knew what I liked. I was never a fancy girl. I liked pretty but comfortable. I wasn’t a frump, but I loved the clean, classy look, nothing over the top.

The simple, but stunning sundress was a perfect soft, seafoam green and there was a beautiful cream colored shawl for my shoulders. Perfectly beautiful, classy and totally me. Simple would always be more beautiful than anything else. Grams taught me what colors worked best with my hair color, freckles and skin tone, as she had the same.

I love you Grams! If you could see me right now I know you would be proud. I sniffled a bit and looked at the clock, knowing it was time to get dressed. There were two boxes on the bed and the curiosity was too much to contain. Opening the biggest, I found house slippers!!! Well, one house slipper anyway considering I was still wearing a special boot for my sprained ankle. It was the most perfect soft, cream colored satin house slipper I had ever seen. Not that I had ever owned any house slippers before. Chuckling, I grabbed the smaller box and opened it and just sat there staring.

Inside the box was a delicate gold bangle bracelet. It was perfect. Simple. And again, totally me. I couldn’t contain my excitement and started to get dressed. When I was nude, standing in the living room I realized, I didn’t own any underwear. I never wore underwear. Grams always thought I was crazy but I hated them. They always found a way to give me the worst wedgies and the need to dig at it constantly, drove me crazy. So, I swore them off. Shoot! I couldn’t wear a dress without underwear! Oh well, no one would know.

Now for the second problem. If I wore a bra the straps would show and look ridiculous. Story of my life. If I didn’t wear a bra, I was not sure if the top was see through or not. No undies and no bra. Incredible. I might as where a sign round my neck that said, “OPEN FOR BUSINESS.”

Literally smacking my head, I decided that if I wore the shawl it would cover my boobs. Settled now, I dressed and waited for Jonah to pick me up.
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Chapter Twenty


Jonah

Never in my life had I been this nervous about a date. I had to get it together or I would make a jerk out of myself. With my luck, though, it was bound to happen. Groaning, I put my hands on top of my head, gritted my teeth and tried to focus on my breathing.

Shoot! Shake if off man. Shake. It. Off.

This woman had me so twisted up inside that I couldn’t even think straight. Tonight, must be perfect. Shayla and I worked our rears off running around town getting this or that in place. Calling in favors left and right. I hated to, but I had to call Shane to help pull it all together. Yeah, he teased me and laughed his rear off, but he jumped in and made some things happen that Shayla and I couldn’t. Shane didn’t mind reminding me over and over how much I owed him for all his help. What a jerk.

When Frannie called me earlier about the stalker in the brown van, I freaked and nearly ruined everything. Shane calmed me down then assured me he was on it. After he left, I called one of my guys and had him shadow Frank, Frannie and Sam for the evening. Feeling like we were secure for now, I strapped my nine millimeter to my right ankle and a knife to the left just in case. Wanting to look casual, I planned to wear jeans, a t-shirt and my leather jacket, but my sister wasn’t having any of it. All I could do was groan, as she went through my closet throwing trash everywhere. The entire room looked like a tornado had gone through it, but she promised to clean it up.

So, what was I going to wear per my stern baby sis’s instructions? She proceeded to pick out a charcoal-grey, button-down, silk dress shirt that she put so much starch on while ironing it that I swore the itchy thing could walk on its own. Shoes? For the love of god! I only had five pair but I swear it took her thirty minutes to pick a pair out. And the whole time she complained about my poor choice of, clothing, shoes, every freaking thing.

I was ready to growl at her but when she smiled at me, all I saw was the little girl that I protected and teased growing up. And with her beautiful round belly with my new niece growing in? I just sucked it up and hugged her. “Thank you,” I murmured to her. Calling around to make sure things were ready, I threw on my leather jacket, grabbed my keys and headed toward Ally’s for our long-awaited date.

When I pulled up her driveway, I had to sit there for a second to cool my nerves. Suck it up, soldier. Getting out of the car, I went to pick up my girl. She opened the door as soon as I stepped on the porch. When I opened the screen door for her, she literally stopped me in my tracks, taking my breath away. Stunning was the only word that came to mind. This woman would be the death of me. How would I go the entire evening without pouncing on her like a starving lion? I looked up and prayed for strength, while groaning out loud because my jeans were already starting to feel a bit snug.

Looking down at her, I saw her eyebrows were drawn down. I immediately asked, “What’s wrong, Freckles?”

“You groaned, Jonah. I can’t look that bad,” she said with a serious pout.

What the heck had I been thinking? Swearing under my breath, I stalked toward her and said, “Baby, there is nothing bad about you. Everything is so perfect. You are so beautiful and I groaned because I have no idea how I am going to keep my hands off you tonight,” I blurted out then stepped forward and grabbed her crutches.

“Jonah, what are you doing? I need those!”

She yelped when I grabbed her around the waist, picking her up and said, “You. Are. Stunning.” I leaned down and slowly licked her delectable mouth from one corner to the other. She sucked in her breath with surprise, opening her mouth to me in perfect timing. As our tongues danced, she wrapped her arms around me and I tightened my hold on her. I had no idea how long we stood there kissing, but it wasn’t long enough.

We had a schedule to keep, so I gently nipped her lip and pulled back. When she opened her eyes, they were dilated with passion and she was breathing hard. Fucckkkk… She would be the death of me.

Sucking in a deep breath, I whispered, “We have to go.” I couldn’t be certain, but I could have sworn she looked disappointed.

Setting her down gently, I picked up her crutches and handed them back so we could walk to my car. I helped her in and noticed that she was wearing the shawl we bought her today and was clinging to it like a lifeline.

“Are you cold baby?” I asked reaching for my jacket on the backseat.

“No! umm, no. I am in no way cold after that kiss. Thank you very much,” she stammered and gave me that to-die-for smile.

I just laughed as I closed the door and went to my side. Then off we went on our “official date.”

“Where are we going Jonah?” Ally asked with curiosity.

“That is a surprise and soon I have to pull off the road and put a blindfold on you,” I said.

I heard her suck in a breath and I quickly looked at her. She was staring at me. I thought at first, she was frightened, but her face was flushed and she gripped her shawl even tighter. Hmm? My baby wants to be blindfolded. I’ll be dammed. Feeling my jeans getting more uncomfortable, I adjusted my position in the seat. Turning to her, I said, “If you do not stop looking at me like that, I will pull over right now and take you in this car. And that is not how I planned this, dang it. Have mercy, will you?”

She laughed so hard, she turned red. I thought about what I said and how I said it, and laughed with her. We were just about to our exit on the other side of town, so I pulled over and put the car in park. Turning to her, I reached over touching her face gently and rubbed my thumb across her bottom lip. As I stared into her eyes, I picked up one of my seldom used silk ties. Her wet tongue flicked out and licked my thumb quickly. Then she closed her mouth around my thumb and started to gently suck. She slid closer to me and as she did, she slipped my thumb further into her mouth, sucking it harder. She started flicking it with her tongue. I gasped. As she continued to suck, she let go of her shawl and I could clearly see why she had been holding it closed. Jerk!

She wasn’t wearing a bra. I moaned imagining her mouth on another part of me that screamed for the same attention. She stared at me with soulful eyes. When I couldn’t help myself anymore, I reached for one of her beautiful, lush breasts. She suddenly let go of my thumb and licked her lips. Smiling, she turned around in the blink of an eye and said, “Blindfold me, Jonah. Now! We have a schedule to keep, mister.”

I sat there so stunned and unable to speak for a minute. She looked over her shoulder and said in a low, almost growl, “Come on, Jonah. Let’s get this show on the road.”

I did as I was told and blindfolded her. She buckled back up and off we went.

When we arrived at our first stop, I knew there was no way she would be able to walk with the crutches. Getting out and going around to her side of car, I opened the door and took her small hands in mine, pulling her closer to the edge. Bending down, I lifted her up in both arms and kicked the door shut with my foot. Ally held onto my neck and leaned in to rest her head on my shoulder.

“Where are we, Jonah? It seems like you have been walking forever.” She said a bit impatiently after a bit.

“Baby, we are almost there. Just a few more minutes and I can take the blindfold off.”

As I walked around the last obstacle, I set her down on the ground keeping my hands around her for support. Leaning in, I whispered close to her ear, “Are you ready for your first surprise, Ally?”

“Umm duh! I have been waiting for this it seems like forever,” she rushed out.

I couldn’t help but laugh at her excitement and it warmed me through and through. Using one hand as support, I used the other to loosen the necktie. When it fell, she opened her eyes quickly and took in the sight before her. I waited quietly for her response. And waited some more. Incredible. Did I get it wrong?

Just then she let go of a huge “wooooohooooo” and fist pumped the air. “This was your idea, Jonah? Really? Come on let’s go! Now, now, now…,” She jumped at me, so I had no choice but to carry her and we just started laughing.

“You really brought me to a carnival? For real? But, wait. There isn’t anyone else here? Will we get in trouble, Jonah?” She eyed me like we were about to get arrested and I just smiled.

“No baby, I rented a couple of the rides for the night. They do not, however have a roller coaster. But as you can see there is a mighty fine Ferris wheel, the famous sizzler ride and a tilt-a-world. We can ride them all until your heart is content. Then we will have dinner.”

“Hell yeah! Let’s go for the tilt-a-world first. Come on mister, move your butt now!” she hollered as she pointed to the ride. Laughing, the man I hired met us over there. Good lord, good thing I had a strong stomach because she made me ride it three times in a row. My beautiful, freckle-faced girl whooped and hollered and laughed the whole time. The sizzler about did me in the second time and I told her I needed a break for a few. She just called me a wussy and rode it two more times by herself.

The weather was just warm enough that it was perfect. As it was getting dark, we rode the Ferris Wheel several times, necking like a couple of teens. It was nearly dark and time for dinner. The waiter flagged my attention as we got off our last ride for the evening.

“Who was that waving at you?” she asked with windblown hair going every direction and not a care in the world marring her features. I had never seen her this free and truly happy before. It was an amazing sight and one I would remember for many years to come.

“That means dinner is ready m’lady. Would you care to join me for a bite to eat?” I asked as she sat on the step of the Ferris wheel.

“Well, I hate to tell you this, but if it doesn’t involve cotton candy and popcorn, then I’m sorry, my answer will have to be no sir.” She batted her eyelashes and turned away in pretense.

Once I scooped her up again, I told her, “Baby, just you wait and see what we are having for dinner. Have a little faith in me.” Yes, I could hear the song in my head as cheesy as it sounded. Lord, this woman was turning me into a pile of mush.

As we walked up to our unconventional dining table, I held her as she took in the full scene. Her beautiful green eyes were lit up by the flickers of over a hundred flameless candles. They were scattered throughout and around the carousel, which boasted horses in all sizes and colors, from emerald greens touched with gold, to blues kissed with white and yellow edged in orange. The seat on the carousel that was usually reserved for older people to sit on for the ride, was set with a table, white linens, sparkling silverware and wine glasses. Centering the table was a beautifully displayed vase of Gerber daisies in every color of the rainbow.

I looked at Ally as she took each piece in with her hand to her heart.

“Oh Jonah, this is so beautiful. No one in my life has ever done something like this just for me. Is this real? Really, real? I’m not dreaming?” She looked at everything again and then back at me.

“Baby, I had a little help pulling all of this together but, yes this, everything you see before you, is for you. You stole my heart three years ago, and I wanted to show you just how much you mean to me,” I said in a pleading voice, wanting her to believe it as the truth.

“Are you hungry?” I asked and just then her stomach growled and we both knew it was time to eat.

“What are we having for dinner? I am starved!” she asked enthusiastically.

As I set her down in the curved seat on the carousel, I waved for our meal to be brought over. Three waiters came with a variety of plates covered with silver domes. When the last of the food and drink was set on the table, I walked away with the waiters. I gave them a hefty tip and slipped some to the man at the rides. I asked them all in no uncertain terms to beat it. The night was mine.

“Go ahead, Freckles, and lift the lids. See what we have for dinner,” I told her with a smile, as I sat next to her.

Ally lifted the first lid and squealed. She proceeded to lift them all, laughing with pure joy. “You remembered my favorite foods. Jonah, if I forget to tell you, I just want you to know that this has been the most amazing night of my life.” Smiling she dug into pancakes of every flavor, syrups in varying types, bacon, sausage, eggs, you name it. Not realizing how hungry I was, I joined her. We made a pretty good dent in the amount of food before we both sat back and groaned at how full we were. Opening a bottle of wine and pouring us each a glass, I sat back and gazed at the stars with her for quite a while.
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Chapter Twenty-One


Jonah

After recuperating from our food orgy, we talked about Little League, which would start soon. I told her how I planned to work with Sam now so I could teach him the basics and see which position he would be best at. She was so pleased that she leaned in and kissed me on the cheek.

“You are an amazing man. An amazing person. I am so happy that we met, Jonah. More than you could ever know,” she spoke with her heart.

When she leaned forward without any thought of her shawl, the front of her dress slid down giving my eyes a lovely view of her cleavage. Fuuuckkk! The view had me getting hard already. It was passed time to get out of here. Grabbing her hand and placing a kiss gently on top, I said, “Time to go, Ally.”

Disappointment colored her features. Over the night coming to an end? That’s what she thought. I had other plans though for my place. I scooped her up and headed back to my car. Having a full belly, she snuggled into me and was nearly asleep when I asked her to open the door. Once we were both buckled in, I headed toward my house which was only twenty minutes away. She noticed we were going a different direction when we passed up the last turn for her place.

“Where are we going, Jonah? You just missed my turnoff,” she asked looking over at me with curiosity.

“Well, I thought it was time that you got to see where I lived. After I retired from the Navy, I bought a house about six or seven miles from where you live. That was just over three years ago. When I first came home, I stayed with Mom and Dad but I needed my own place. I searched for a while until I found this place and when I saw it, I knew it was perfect.

“Oh. Umm, well ok. I didn’t want the night to be over anyway.” She smiled at me.

As I turned the corner, my house, the only one on a dead-end road, came into view. It was a two-story brick home with a basement, built in the 1970’s. It had been updated with all the modern conveniences. Before I moved in, I installed a state of the art security system and put an above-ground pool out back. The only thing it lacked was someone to share it with.

“Wow! Holy garbage! This is your house? It’s huge, Jonah. Do you ever get lost in it?” She giggled and leaned forward to get a better look.

“Ha, Ha, very funny. It’s not really that big, but I love how much land is around the place and the privacy. No nosey neighbors either.” I grinned at her.

Parking and turning off the engine, I hopped out and walked around to her side. Bending down on instinct, I went to pick her up.

“No please. I want to be able to walk around and see everything please,” she asked sweetly.

Shrugging, I handed her the crutches and off we went to the front door. Slowly but surely. I did however lift her up the porch steps for expedience’s sake. I wanted her in my house, now. I wanted her in my bed. When we went in, I worked the alarm and flipped the lights on. Hearing her suck in a breath, I turned around to make sure she was ok.

“This is amazing! An open floor plan! Oh, my goodness. My dream house. The colors are neutral but beautiful. You can accent with any color that you want in here.”

I watched as she hobbled from room to room taking it all in. On the bottom floor was the entryway, living room, full bathroom, one large bedroom and a large eat-in kitchen. Ally stopped at the bathroom to freshen up and I told her I would get us something to drink and meet her in the living room.

About fifteen minutes later, we were seated on my huge overstuffed, brown couch with our feet on the coffee table. We were having a glass of wine when my phone rang. Excusing myself, I went to the kitchen to speak with Shane. They found no trace of the van and it had not been spotted again. Hanging up, I mentally gave Frannie a high five for chasing them off. When I walked back into the living room, it was to find Ally sound asleep curled into the couch.

I decided that she had a big evening for the first time out in weeks and would let her sleep for a while. Covering her, I went to the kitchen and called my guy watching Frank, Frannie and Sam. Everything was good there. Finishing my glass of wine, I decided it was time to carry Ally to bed and let her stretch out. We both needed a real bed for a change. Mr. Back Breaker was small and a nightmare.

I bent down to pick her up, trying not to wake her. When I had a good firm hold on her, I stood and adjusted my hold a bit. As I shifted, her skirt slipped up and covered my hand. What the heck? I just stood there shocked. I moved my hand just a hint and trash, she wasn’t wearing any panties. Feeling myself getting a rise again, I froze and groaned low and deep. Moving my hand a bit more, I could feel her bare bottom. Clenching my teeth while glancing down at the women in my arms, I leaned close and whispered,

“No fair, Ally. You really are trying to kill me.” I headed up the stairs to my bedroom. The door was already open when we arrived and I gently laid her on the bed. So that she would be more comfortable, I removed her one house slipper and the boot on her sprained ankle. While doing so, I took a good look at it and it looked like it was healing nicely.

Once she was settled I undressed, removing my gun and knife, I put them in my nightstand and then locked it with a key. I pulled on of pair of basketball shorts and climbed in the bed with her. We had slept next to each other many times now. This time though, I pulled her to me, wrapping my arms around her. Not realizing how tired I was and how good my bed felt, I soon fell to sleep.

And so, it began. My feline of a woman, stretched and leaned into me. No wonder, I woke up to a hard on. Still half a sleep, I realized her leg was over my hardened crotch, moving ever so slowly up and down. Thinking of course of the no panties, I cursed like a sailor under my breath. Clenching my teeth, I just let her run against me all she wanted. Closing my eyes, I thought of what I would do to her if she were awake.

The next thing I knew, I felt her lips on my chest in a soft kiss. Just one. Holding still as a statue, I thought I had to be dreaming for sure. Nope. Another kiss just a bit to the left. Then those lips wrapped around my nipple and gently sucked and nipped. I couldn’t take it any longer. I grabbed her and flipped her onto her back, growling, “What do you think you are doing woman? I can’t take it anymore. I have the bluest balls in the state of Illinois and here you are smiling at me? I tried to ignore what you do to me while you sleep. But a man can only withstand so much torture.”

Then she let go of a laugh so loud that it took me aback for a moment. When she leaned up on her elbows she smiled and said, “Jonah, I was not sleeping. I want you and I want you bad. Did I do something wrong? Don’t you like me kissing you and rubbing against you?”

Shocked, I stared at her and then down at her mouth, which was slightly open. At my heated gaze, she flicked the tip of her tongue out to lick her lips. I was done.

“Are you sure, Ally? Be sure ok? No teasing, please. My balls just might really explode if you tease me.” Realizing what I had just said out loud, we both laughed.

With that said, I leaned down and took her mouth with mine, devouring her. As our tongues danced, our hands began to roam. Her hand explored my chest, stomach and shoulders. But when she reached down to my shorts and slid her hand underneath the waistband, I held my breath. When she wrapped her beautiful fingers around me, I surged into her hand. She fisted me tightly and began to pump up and down, slowly at first. Wasting no time, I quickly stripped her of her sundress. Looking at her bare form, I moaned and took one of her rock-hard nipples into my mouth. I sucked hard and nipped it with my teeth causing her pelvis to involuntarily lift toward me, begging me.

I turned my attention to the other breast, kneading it in my large hand. Her breasts were full to overflowing, the nipples a bright pink and they just begged me for more. As I sucked on the other nipple, Ally started pumping faster and harder, I was close, too close. Reaching down between us I removed her hand. Reluctantly, she let me.

Positioning my hand at the juncture of her thighs I slipped one finger between her folds to find her bud engorged. When I began to rub it back and forth gently, she spread her legs in invitation. Smiling, I kissed her thoroughly, moving an inch at a time making sure to lavish her breasts, the curves of her hips and her inner thighs. She rocked back and forth, breathing heavily and then she spread her legs wider for me.

Nearly roaring in acceptance, I grabbed her legs and put them over my shoulders. My fingers parted her folds and I stared at the feast before me. It was the most erotic sight I had ever seen. She was wide open to me. Front to back, I took in every inch. Glistening with her passion, I took one finger and slowly inserted it into her. She gyrated and groaned. Holding her hips in place with one arm, I added another finger on the next thrust. I started moving them faster. Leaning in, I took her into my mouth at the same time. It didn’t take long. I could feel her tightening around my fingers. I wanted to give this to her. By adding another finger into her tightness and thrusting them harder in tandem with my mouth and tongue sucking on her, she flew straight over the edge and nearly screamed her climax.

I continued pumping but at a slower pace and licking gently at her throbbing nub. Her inner walls were still clamping down hard on me. Her legs fell back, and she panted for breath as she descended. Giving her one last lick from back to front, I moved up and bit her nipple hard. Shrieking she nearly jumped off the bed. Laughing, I got up going to the en suite for a few moments. When I came back, she was on her knees in the center of the bed. Incredible. She wanted more already. Yep I would die tonight. But I would die a happy man.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Ally

That was by far the best climax I had ever had. I saw stars. And the way he kept licking me and thrusting his fingers helped prolong it. I didn’t know that could happen. Wow. My legs felt shaky but in an enjoyable way. I thought he was climbing up me to enter me, but instead the rear bit my nipple just right. I was certain I could have climaxed again if he had entered me right then. But then he laughed and got up and went to the bathroom. Seriously?

He better not be doing what he always did at my house in the morning. Yeah, he had no idea that I knew. Mentally laughing, I decided turnabout was certainly fair play. Getting up on my knees in the middle of the bed, and arching my back, I waited for his return. When he walked back in, he stopped dead in his tracks and stared at me from the top of my head to the juncture of my thighs.

He groaned and then smiled, staring between my legs said, “Baby? Are you trying to kill me? I wanted tonight to be just for you. Only you. Lie back down and rest.”

“Not a chance, I will. Jonah, get your rear over here, now. I am in no way done with you, yet,” I demanded. Looking at the shock on his face, I patted the bed in front of me.

When he walked to the bed and just stood staring at my naked form, I reached over with both hands and slowly pulled down his shorts to free his hardness. Jonah just stood there letting me admire him for a minute and when he finally lay down on the bed, I took the condom from the bedside table and tore it open. Using both my hands, I covered his magnificent erection, one that was a bit intimidating if I was honest, and started stroking him as before. He sucked in a breath when I pumped harder and faster, finally he grabbed my hand stopping me. He flipped me on my back.

Using his legs to part mine while he lavished my breasts and then my mouth, he positioned himself at my entrance. He entered slowly at first, letting my body accommodate him. Getting frustrated at him treating me like I was fragile, I wrapped my legs around him and forced the rest of him into me. Yes! Filling me to overflowing, I began to move my hips. Looking up at him, he had a hard-determined look on his face. One of pure control. Mr. Dreamy Eyes was having a challenging time holding back.

Jonah grabbed both of my hands and put them above my head causing me to lose my rhythm. I pouted and he just laughed. Slowing, he began to move. One thrust at a time. Heaven. Yes. More. Not sure I said that out loud, but he did begin pounding into me harder and faster. Oh goodness yes. Looking into his eyes, I knew we were both so close to the edge. Then he reached down and flicked my nub back and forth as he thrust harder. That was it. I went soaring. He moved faster, pulling my legs up higher to get deeper and with one last hard thrust that lifted me off the bed, he came. And he came.

Jonah collapsed on top of me panting. He turned his head to mine, still buried deep inside of me and said, “I love you, Ally Black. And now you are mine. There is no going back.”

When he pulled out, I felt so empty I could have wept. He quickly tossed the condom in the bedside trashcan. Pulling me into the crook of his shoulder and holding me close, we both started to drift off. My eyes popping open, I tilted my head and smiled at him. “Jonah, I don’t want to go back. You are mine now. Mine,” I stated with passion.

As we held he each other just before we gave into the sweet surrender of sleep, I quietly whispered, “I love you, Jonah.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Ally

Morning broke just as I smelled the magic aroma of fresh brewed coffee wafting through the air. Mmmm coffee. The healing elixir of the Gods. Well, at least to me it was. I reached out looking to find Jonah with my hand even though my eyes refused to open. I felt nothing but a cold wrinkled sheet. Disappointment blossomed in my stomach at realizing I had woken up alone. This was not how I pictured our morning after.

Just then another delicious odor floated to my nose. Could it be? Oh, not a single person on earth could mistake the mouthwatering smell of cooking bacon. Maybe I died and went to heaven after my fourth orgasm last night. Just when we thought we were spent, we would catnap and one of us woke the other in a different delectable way.

I decided to get up thanks to my screaming bladder and realized I didn’t have my crutches. Heck, I didn’t even remember Jonah carrying me to bed for that matter. Pondering my dilemma, I decided to try and hop over to the bathroom. Maybe if I scooted to the end of the bed it would shorten the distance. But garbage, there wasn’t any furniture between the bed and the bathroom door. Screw it. I had get up and go now before I peed the bed. Scooting down to the end, I carefully stood up with one foot on the bed. Now or never, right? I gave it my best shot, almost lost my balance but remained upright. You got this. Looking down, I realized I only hopped a couple of inches. Just when I was about to try it again, Jonah caught me.

“What do you think you’re doing, Ally?” he demanded.

I squealed and covered my breasts, not thinking about the rest of my fully naked body. Realizing that I had just exposed some of my mistakes, I tried to turn around and grab the sheet, but ended up flopping ungracefully on the bed. It was quiet. Too quiet. Drawing into myself, I snatched the sheet and wrapped it around myself, turning away from Jonah. He had seen them now. There was no going back. I had to tell him the truth and I had to do it now.

“Baby? What happened to your back? And the backsides of your arms?” Jonah asked in a quiet reserved tone. A reserved tone that for some reason scared the heck out of me.

“Jonah, can you get my crutches, so I can clean up? It won’t take me long and then, well, we need to talk. I need to tell you somethings about me and about Sam. About our past and about my mistakes.”

As I waited for him to reply, I noticed that he had come in with a tray of coffee and plates of food for us. But now with the anxiety balled in a knot in the middle of my chest, there would be no way for me to eat. The coffee would help steady me though.

He put the tray down on a small table by the window overlooking his beautiful backyard and then pointed by the head of the bed. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that he had thought ahead and had already brought my crutches up and set them by the bed. Such a wonderful man. He had thought of everything. It seemed like he always did. I grabbed the crutches and went to the bathroom and quietly closed the door, noticing he never replied other than to point at the crutches. That was not a good sign. I knew for years what my back looked like, not to mention my upper arms. After years of Tom burning me with cigarettes and lashing me with a wire extension cord, I was left with deep, relentless scars zigzagging across my back. I always kept it covered. Never even went swimming. But the meek scared girl who took the beatings was no more. I had tucked her away when we had to run and embraced the new me that I would become. Ms. Ally Lynn Black. Taking my time showering, I could have sworn I heard Jonah’s phone. But I couldn’t make out the conversation. Standing under the hot water for what seemed only moments, Jonah knocked on the door before opening it.

“Ally. Sorry something has come up and I need to run out for a bit. I am setting the full alarm, so please don’t open any doors or windows or the town of Wordly will be here in force,” he ordered.

I gazed at him through the shower’s glass enclosure with my back to the wall, hiding it. He stood there and stared at me for a minute and then he was gone. And I was free to release my tears of fear and disappointment. Maybe the scars had changed his mind about me. Sniffling, I decided to wash my hair and then my body. But I continued to stand there crying wondering what to do. I had no idea at this point. I was either all in or all out with this man. He deserved to know the truth.

Drying myself, I noticed Jonah had left a big fluffy white robe on the sink where I could reach it. Putting on the robe, I went to sit at the little table and drank the lukewarm coffee while peering out the window, the whole while I wondered how to tell him everything. After lord knew how long but long enough that both coffee cups where empty, I decided to go lay down for a while. As I lay there thinking of the possibility of losing Jonah, I cried myself to sleep.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Jonah

Shane had called me as Ally had gotten into the shower and told me that Brent wanted to speak with both of us. After dressing quickly, I put Ally’s new phone on the table by the bed in plain view in case she wanted to call and check on Sam. Grabbing my keys, I went in and let Ally know I had to go out for a few hours. Setting the alarm at full power, I headed to the office to meet up with Shane before Brent got there.

As soon as I walked through the door at work, Shane waved me to come with him. I shut the door behind us as we entered his office and I started to pace. Shane took a seat at his desk and turned his computer on. While waiting for it to boot up, he took a drink of his coffee. Unlocking his file cabinet, he took out a folder with some papers in it. Grabbing a second one that was about three inches thick, I could clearly tell it was the murder investigation file. Shane sat that one to the side and logged into his computer while opening the smaller folder.

I couldn’t take the wait any longer and jumped in, “What have you found, Shane? Tell me you found something at least?”

“Well, that’s the thing. I know you were thorough with your research when you tried to investigate Ally Black. So, I went in a different direction. I went for health records, school records, accident reports. I have some contacts left, but Brent has more. I think he may have found something, but he wanted to talk to us in person. So, for now I will tell you what I did and didn’t find,” Shane said all in nearly one breath. I could tell he was excited to be investigating again. It really was his life’s passion and he was dang good at it.

“Do you realize how many Ally Blacks there are in the USA? You didn’t have a middle initial or middle name so I dug for that first,” Shane stated.

“It’s Lynn jerk,” I said heatedly.

“Well I know that now, thank you very much. If you would have included that in the file, it would have saved me at least one phone call,” Shane replied dryly.

“It’s written on the papers in the file I gave you. Can you not read now?” I was pissed.

“Where, I didn’t see it dang it?” Shane questioned. He opened the folder and started going through the few pieces of papers it contained. “Well trash. Hey jerk off, it’s not on the any of the papers in here, you wrote it on the back of the folder!” Shane was aggravated.

“Just tell me what you found for crying out loud!” I growled.

“Ok, chill out and sit the heck down already. Like I said, once I had her middle name I did a new search and came up with over three hundred Ally Black’s, Ally L. Black’s. and Ally Lynn Black’s even Allison Black’s. All with various spellings. The guys in IT used that program they created for people with aliases to crossmatch all databases for any matches and then near-matches with age, gender. Yes, I said gender it is two thousand seventeen, you know. Then I added females with at least one living child. IT was able to narrow it down some,” Shane said.

He took a drink of coffee and then went on, “Well, we combed through about fifty percent of those names yesterday and came up empty, Jonah.” Shane held up his hand to stave off my complaints.

“Brent called and wanted to talk to us both. He did some digging and I asked as a favor, to not go too deeply in case they really are in Witness Protection. But, something is up for him to want to talk to us in person. If he doesn’t have anything we need, then we will comb through the rest of these names and go from there. You know investigations like these can take time. I am doing my best, man,” stated Shane earnestly.

He knew I was disappointed, but he also knew that I understood too. It may be that if Brent couldn’t find anything out, that they were in fact in the WITPRO Program and we would have to leave it alone. Never would I do that, though. I cared too much. I had to get her to talk to me.

There was a knock on the door and Shane opened it welcoming Brent in. We all greeted each other being longtime friends.

“Did you find anything, Brent?” I asked with anxiety beating loudly in my chest.

“There is not even a tiny trace of an Ally Lynn Black with her description and with a child,” Brent stated solemnly.

Looking directly at me, he then said, “At least not a living one.” He let that hang there for a bit while we all absorbed it.

Idiot! We all knew what that didn’t mean. They were not in the Witness Protection Program. In some ways, her being in WITPRO would have been easier. True, had she been in it and they discovered we were on to her, they would move her soon as possible. But with her not being in the program, that meant a whole host of legal consequences I wasn’t prepared to deal with or have her deal with. Now, this meant she had a stolen identity of a living Ally Black or one of a dead Ally Black. I asked Brent the next question carefully, because depending on the answer, everything that was in play could change. “Which Ally Black is she, Brent?” Brent looked from Shane to me and then said.

“A very old and dead Ally Black from the 1920’s, Jonah. And I know I don’t have to tell you how I prayed that this wasn’t the case. This person pretending to be Ally Lynn Black, is most likely a criminal of some kind and paid a lot of money for this new identity. And her son? Samuel,” Brent shook his head again, “is the identity of a stillborn baby from the 1940’s.” Brent’s voice was filled with anger.

“WITPRO is one thing, Jonah, but these are near masterpieces of stolen identities. And to steal one from a dead baby? That trash pisses me off,” Brent said with disgust. After his last, statement we all just sat there. Trying to absorb the new information.

“None of this makes any sense, Brent. You have not even met them. If you had you would know that Ally is anything but a criminal. I know it in my gut; I know it in my heart,” I said emphatically.

“Jonah, I’m sorry but I have a duty to investigate her and to find out exactly who she is. And why she has assumed this identity. I promise to treat her with respect but what will you do if it turns out that she is a criminal? I can’t just look the other way, I’m sorry.” Brent looked truly torn.

“I know Brent, you are a good man and a good cop. I trust you to do your job but you must know this a head of time. I will protect Ally and her son to my fullest extent. And know that my extent has a wide reach. In no way, do I believe for a single second that she is a criminal. Would you at least give me a few weeks to see if I can get her to tell me what’s really going on? Can you at least do that?” I almost demanded.

Brent stared at me for a minute and finally said, “Jonah, this is my job. The best I can do is give you a few days, a week tops. I’m sorry, brother. If she is a criminal and discovers you are on to her, she could run. That would not help anyone at this point and time.”

“Fair enough, thank you,” I replied as Brent got up to leave. Shaking hands, we said our goodbyes. I headed back to my house determined to get the answers we needed desperately.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Ally

Raising my arms above my head and stretching when I woke up made me realize how many sore muscles I had from last night. So worth every, single pain too. Rolling over and hugging a pillow to my chest, I screamed.

“When did you get here?” I demanded as my pulse raced.

“I have been here for over an hour watching you sleep, Freckles. You snore something awful, you know that, right?” he said with a smirk.

What the heck? He had been watching me sleep instead of joining me in bed. That was not a good sign. A feeling of dread washed over me, as I sat up and grabbed the crutches to head to the bathroom.

“Are you hungry?” he asked as he watched me hobble to the bathroom.

“No thanks. I will be back in a minute.” I closed the door and went about my business taking my time to wash my hands, procrastinating the inevitable. I stared at myself in the mirror, giving myself a quick pep talk.

Ally, you can do this. Tell him everything. Let him in. You love him and you will lose him if you keep lying to him. Turning, I opened the bedroom door and sat in the chair opposite Jonah. My heart pounded so hard that it was trying to come through my chest. Ok, here went nothing.

“We really need to talk, Ally. I have put this off so many times trying to give you the room you need to feel safe and to trust me. I will never betray or hurt you. This I swear to you. You can count on me to protect you and Sam, no matter what. There is nothing you could tell me that would make me change my mind. I am here. I am in this with you if you will let me,” he said in a confident and passionate plea.

“My name is not Ally Black. But Ally is who I am now. I am a much stronger person because of who I was and what I have gone through. But that woman went through hell, so I put her to rest and left her behind in my past, along with my mistakes. My married name was Sarah Lane. My son was given the name Jacob at birth, but has now embraced his new name and life as Samuel,” I released the flood of information quickly.

The look on his face encouraged me to continue. “My first mistake was that I married right out of high school and had no idea what I was doing. He was charming, handsome and a police officer. An all-around great guy as far as everyone was concerned. He bought me lots of pretty things and catered to me in ways that I had never experienced before. I thought I was in love. I thought he loved me. But I had no idea what love was. But you couldn’t have told me that then.”

Another deep breath. “Grams had just passed away and now looking back, maybe it was the grief that blinded me to the monster before me. I was lonely. Alone. And he knew it. He groomed me, Jonah and I didn’t even realize it was happening. He changed quickly after we were married. Started making me stay home all the time, not allowing me to work, choosing the clothing that I wore, telling me how much money I could even spend on groceries. He managed me in every way possible.” I told Jonah as I thought back on those terrible days.

Turning my head to stare out the window I continued, “He started coming home later and later each night it seemed. He went out on his days off. He could go out whenever he pleased, but I had to stay in the house. I was alone all the time. I didn’t have any family or friends anymore. One evening, he was over four hours late, dinner was cold and I became worried, so I called the station to check on him. He wasn’t there. I was angry. And dang tired of being cooped up all the time. I just needed to get out for a little while. I called an old friend from high school. We met at a local twenty-four-hour pancake restaurant to catch up and chat about the good old days. It felt so good to be out and talking to someone. It had been so long. That was my second mistake. One that will forever be etched in my memory.” I took a shaky breath and looked over at Jonah, tilting my head to look deeply into his eyes. They brought me comfort and gave me the courage to go on.

“My friend and I got carried away. You know, talking and eating and when I realized what time it was, I panicked. I remember thinking to myself thinking Oh well. If he can do what he wants, I can too. Big mistake. Huge. When I walked in the door that night he was waiting for me on the couch that he had turned to face the door. I just stood there for a minute trying to shore up my courage to walk past him to the bedroom.”

Jonah just let me keep talking, barely breathing himself. “As I tried to walk past him, he asked where the heck I had gone. I told him. I gave him the truth and told him I would be doing as I pleased from now on, that he didn’t own me. Heading for the bedroom again, he grabbed me by the arm and flung me against the wall. He threw me so hard my head bounced off leaving an actual dent where I had hit. I was stunned, dizzy and shocked. I didn’t understand what he was doing to me or why he was doing it. I still don’t, Jonah.” My eyes stung as I said it and I heard him growl and try to get up. I waved my hand at him to stop. I needed to sit there and collect myself to tell him the rest. Distance was crucial to me getting the rest out.

“He grabbed me by the hair, telling me I was a worthless whore and that I needed to learn who was in charge. I wasn’t just going to sit there and take it. Hell no. My grams taught me to not ever let someone get away with hurting me. I swung at him with all I had, but he caught me just in time and laughed at me maniacally. He punched me in the stomach knocking me to the ground. I thought for sure he broke my rib. Dragging me by my hair all the way down the hallway and to our bedroom, he picked me up and threw me on the bed. I scrambled to try and get away. He hit me square in the face that time and blood came shooting out of my nose spraying both of us. I remember thinking that this couldn’t be happening just before I lost consciousness.” I drew in the deepest of breaths and steeled my spine to prepare myself for telling the rest of my horrid tale.

“He threw water in my face to wake me up. I didn’t know what was happening, until I tried to move. I couldn’t move my arms or legs, Jonah. I pulled and pulled, tried to twist my body. All that did was make me look up and see that I was tied to the bedframe, naked and spread eagle. A wave of panic hit me and I started screaming. That’s when I felt a pain so harsh and deep, that it scarred my soul,” I finished on a sob.

Jonah did get up then and wrapped me in his arms, just letting me cry for a bit. He rocked me back and forth whispering words of love and reassurance to me. When I finally pulled back and looked at him it was with the realization that no one in my life had ever heard my story in complete detail, until now. Some people guessed, I think, but no one cared and no one helped. “Please, go sit back down, Jonah. I need to finish this. All of it. I need you to know all of it,” I softly pleaded with him. With reluctance he did as I asked.

“The pain was from different sized electric cords. The first time he whipped me with them, it nearly broke me. The pain was so intense, one lash after another and with each whip, he condemned me with words that reverberated through my mind. Nothing made sense. When he stopped after the first few lashes, realizing my screaming would draw attention, he gagged me and sat down on the bed ranting to himself. Once my mind cleared a bit, I could make out his words. He said to me, ‘Why don’t you do what you’re told? You must behave. You’re a whore and need to learn a lesson. You are nothing but a piece of white trash. You should be grateful that I married you! No one wanted your lazy fat rear. But I took you, didn’t I, jerk? Didn’t I?’ Tom demanded in the voice that could have only come from the devil himself.”

I wrung my hands as I continued, “He grabbed my hair to pull my head back and demanded that I answer him, but I couldn’t with the gag, Jonah. That angered him even more and he whipped me several more times. ‘You were out messing around with some guy, weren’t you jerk? You’re a whore. You want to be messed? Yeah! You do. I will show you what it’s liked to be totally messed.’ Tom yelled into my ear. I heard him unzipping his pants and I started begging the best that I could from around the gag. It didn’t help.”

I couldn’t bring myself to look at Jonah as I kept talking. “He was possessed. A animal. He raped me. Sodomized me over and over again that night. I thought I was going to die, Jonah. I knew I was going to die. At that point, I had no more tears to cry. I just lay there in my own blood and his filth left inside of me. I prayed for death,” I screamed to the universe.

Looking up, I saw my story shook Jonah to his core. I could see it in his eyes. Something had changed in him and would not change back. It was pure vengeance I saw there. The look confused me at first. Maybe he felt betrayed by my previous lies and lack of information. Then he grabbed my hand and slowly brought it to his mouth, closing his eyes, he kissed it with such gentleness that it started to heal what was broken in me. He was a good man. A real man. A man of honor and courage. A true hero.

“Sometime later, Tom untied me and told me to get my nasty self into the shower and clean up. I could barely walk. I had to hold onto the walls and furniture to stay upright. I thought he was done with me but I was so wrong. I smelled something burning and didn’t recognize it at first. Then it dawned me. He was smoking a joint. He was high.”

“Jonah, in his stoned-out mind, he proceeded to threaten me. He said, ‘If you ever tell anyone about this, groin, what happened tonight will just be the beginning. I will torture you, every single day, if I want to. I dare you to call the police too. They are mine, jerk, and will not help you. I will make sure you are watched 24/7 from now on. You won’t be able to breathe wrong without me knowing about it. Do you messing understand me?’ I did understand, but I was in so much pain just trying to remain standing, that I couldn’t respond quickly enough for him. So, he grabbed me, threw me to the floor and started putting the lit joint to one of the slices along my back. When I tried to scream, he shoved my face into the carpet and started on my inner arms with the burning joint.”

Jonah clenched his fist in his lap and the vein in his forehead throbbed in rhythm to each new piece of information I divulged. “I honestly do not know how I survived that night. Barely able to shower, the pain from the water alone was excruciating on my skin. I don’t think there was a part of me that didn’t hurt in some way. I passed out on the bathroom floor. The next thing I knew, I was waking up in my bed that had clean sheets and I was laying on my stomach. Someone had dressed me and cleaned the open wounds and burns.”

Jonah looked at me in confusion. My next revelation would clarify his confusion, “Tom came in and said, ‘Sarah, I hope you learned a valuable lesson. Know this, if it happens again, I will kill you. Do you understand me?’ I nodded yes. He continued in a calm voice, ‘Good, now I have to go to work and I expect dinner to be on the table hot and ready, on time tonight and be sure to clean the entire house. Every inch of it.’ He leaned in and kissed me, biting my lip hard enough to reopen a split in my lip that I didn’t realize was even there. He just laughed all the way out the door.”

I wanted to reach out and smooth the tension from Jonah’s face, but my story wasn’t over. “That was the monster I was married to. If I so much as had a hair out of place I would be whipped or burned and sometimes both. That night changed me forever, in more ways than one. I ended up pregnant with Sam, as a result. At first I wanted an abortion. I didn’t want his child in my body. But this was not just his child, it was mine! Tom figured it out soon enough and the psycho actually acted happy about it. He treated me better for the most part, until after Jacob was born. Then it all started over again.”

I paused for a short moment. Telling my story to Jonah was much easier than I thought it would be. “When I delivered the baby, a nurse saw the marks and tried to get me to talk to her. But I wouldn’t. But she knew what the marks were and gave me a card with just a phone number. She told me to call this woman, said she could help me if I needed it. I kept that card, but was so scared he would find it. After a bad beating one night, he left me alone and I could hardly take care of the baby. I was desperate, so I called the number and talked to the wonderful woman on the other end of the line, Kathy. She helped me calm down. We talked many times after that night. Always after the beatings. She promised me she could help me and Jacob disappear and no one would ever know. At that time, I didn’t believe that, I couldn’t.”

An understanding started to dawn on Jonah’s face, but I didn’t know what exactly it was about. I just continued talking, I couldn’t have stopped if I wanted to. “Then he was fired from his job and brought up on charges for carrying with the intent to distribute cocaine, armed criminal action and so many other things. I thought I would be free. Jacob was around three or four then. Tom was in jail and we had the house to ourselves. Tom wanted me to alibi him and counted on spousal privilege protecting him. But the prosecution made me testify because I had filed for divorce and I did know about him dealing and the guns. My testimony helped to seal his fate and he went to jail. I was so happy until I noticed we were still being watched. By everyone. People on the streets, at the stores, cops everywhere. I knew we had to run. And we had to soon. I called Kathy and she took care of everything. We were able to just disappear and start a new life here. It wasn’t easy but we did it.” I finished my story and felt drained. Exhausted and somehow lighter. Telling someone everything, trusting Jonah had helped me.

Then we talked about the van, comparing notes. Jonah asked more about my story and who the men stalking me might be. We talked about all of it. He asked me to write down all the information that I could remember on Tom, including the prosecuting attorney’s name. When we were done, he simply picked me up cradling me in his arms and lay down holding me in bed. No sooner had I closed my eyes, I was asleep. Exhaustion took over me.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Jonah

As I lay there and held her, I screamed inside for vengeance. For blood. I vowed, I would find this demon and I would kill him, slowly. It was exactly what Frank and I had suspected. Worse actually. Never in my life had I heard of such torture to one person. A person you were supposed to love and honor. I did my best to hold in my feelings as she gave me every single detail. I wanted them. As she spoke them, I took them in. I wanted her to give them to me. I could carry them for her.

Something changed in me that day hearing all of it. I could tell she held nothing back. She needed that release. My Ally was one of the strongest people on earth to have endured what she did for years. And then to have the courage to take her child, leave everything behind and run not knowing what was around each corner.

No wonder she trusted no one. Especially me, a man. I was honored that she chose to finally let me in. I worked hard for her trust and I would die before anyone got near my family again. It was time to tell Shane, Frank, Frannie and Brent. Ally had one heck of a team on her side. She was no longer the young lonely girl she once was. She was more. Strong. Brave. Resilient. I was proud to call her mine. If he wanted to come after her? Let him try. He had no idea who he was up against this time.

Rolling her gently to her side and tucking her in to let her rest, I got up and called Shane to set up a meeting so we were all on the same page. When I opened my phone, I realized I had turned the ringer off and swore silently at the missed calls over the last twenty minutes. I hadn’t wanted anyone to disturb Ally and me. Instead of listening to the voicemails, I called Shane directly and he didn’t answer. Flipping through the missed calls, I saw Frank’s number and a feeling of dread enveloped me. Something had happened and it wasn’t good. First thinking of Sam, I tried Shane one more time and he finally picked up.

“Jonah! Thank goodness! Brent just sent a unit to head toward your place because you weren’t picking up your phone. Ally and you are both safe?” Shane asked with urgency.

“We’re fine. What’s happened Shane?” I demanded.

“You’re not gonna like it, bro. Just listen and remain calm until I am done. Ally’s place was broken into sometime last night, but no one was home thankfully. Frannie stopped by to pick up more clothes for Sam and she discovered it. The place is trashed Jonah. Sam’s bed, the couch, everything. But, it’s what was written on the walls that has us the most concerned,” Shane said in full control of the details, easily falling back into his role as a police detective.

Thankfully, I was downstairs in the kitchen as he filled me in because a slew of curse words flew from my mouth.

“What was written on the walls, Shane?” I asked in trepidation.

“Jonah, that’s just it. Do you remember the murder investigation that was sent for us to take a look into? It was the same message here as it was at that crime scene. “Not Forgotten and Not Forgiven. We have a serious problem. Whoever is after Ally is hardcore and not afraid to kill to get what they want. And what is the connection to the woman? She and Sam need to be under full police protection from now on. And she needs to go in to speak with Brent. He can’t hold back now and I don’t think you want him to for that matter. Frannie, Frank and Sam are at his place for now but they will be heading to the police station as soon as possible. You and Ally need to do the same. I’m sorry, bro, but we have to get some answers from Ally and get a handle on this before someone else gets hurt or killed,” Shane informed me.

“I have the answers we need. We will be there shortly. And Shane? Thanks man, we will need to close ranks and call in everyone who owes us favors. This is my family we are talking about,” I said to Shane. He became so quiet I almost thought he had hung up.

“About dang time, Jonah. About dang time.” I heard the smile in Shane’s voice as I hung up.

Jerk! Things were escalating faster than I had expected. But I couldn’t push Ally until she was ready to talk. I had to wake her and let her know what was going on. Then we needed to head to the station.

When I woke Ally as gently as possible, I filled her in on what happened, leaving out the part about the unsolved murder and the message on the wall of the crime scene and her walls. “Ally, baby,” I whispered as I shook her awake. “I need to tell you something. Stay calm and know that I am going to protect you and Sam.”

“What’s happened, Jonah? Just tell me,” she said as she sat up abruptly.

“Frannie stopped by your place to pick up some clothes for Sam. She found that someone had broken into your place sometime last night. They trashed it.”

“Why would someone break into my place? I don’t have very much worth stealing. What if we had been home? Would they have hurt us?” She paced the floor as her voice rose in pitch.

“Calm down. Whoever it was knew no one was home. That’s why they broke in. Don’t worry. I will keep you safe. I swear on my life. But you have got to remain calm. You can’t let Sam see you like this.”

“Take me to my place. I have to see it for myself. I have to know what he found.”

“You can’t go there right now. It’s a crime scene.”

“It’s my dang house. If you don’t take me right now, I will walk there my dang self.”

“Not a chance, you will.”

No amount of talking would change her mind. She would not listen to me. I called Shane from the car to fill him in and let him know that I couldn’t convince her to skip stopping by her place.

On the drive over, she sat as straight and rigid as an ironing board. I knew the wheels were turning in her head and there would be no calming her. She needed to think and feel her way through this. Hopefully she would realize that she was indeed not alone and she had no need to run. She had Frank, Frannie, Shane, and me. Between all of us we had enough experience, knowledge and backup to take on a small country. So, let the idiot try.

As we turned the corner onto her street, the police had her place marked off with crime scene tape. There were marked and unmarked cars lining the block. And a couple of forensic vans were parked in the driveway. Looking over at her as we found a place to park, confusion filled her eyes.

“Jonah? What’s going on? Why would the police bring in the Crime Scene Unit and forensic team for a simple home burglary,” she asked me with confusion and worry tinging her voice.

Should I tell her? I had to if she is going in there. Idiot.

“Ally, there is something else. It wasn’t a simple break-in. They ransacked the entire place, tore up Sam’s bed and the couch, but whoever did this also left a message. Painted on the living room wall in red are the words ‘Not Forgotten and Not Forgiven.’ Does that mean anything you?”

The color drained from her face as she gasped, flung open the door, grabbed her crutches and almost fell out of the Suburban. Cursing under my breath, I got out and ran around her side to help. She shoved me away. “Just move, Jonah. I need to look for myself.”

Stunned by her actions, I prayed that she wasn’t shutting me out again. Falling into step with her, we approached her front door. Stopping and staring, she just stood there for a few seconds, mentally preparing herself to go in.

“Baby? I’m here with you. You are not alone.” Stepping in front of her so we would be face to face, I said it again more firmly this time. She needed to hear me. “You are no longer alone, Ally. I am here with you every step of the way.”

I gently lifted her up the few steps onto the porch and set her back down. I could see it was important that she face this head on.

“Jonah?” Ally whispered to me. I leaned into her so no one else would hear.

“There are two things I need to get from in there and it has to be now. Are you willing to help me with that? It would be breaking the law, Jonah, and I don’t want to involve you in this part. I cannot leave here without them.” She spoke with such conviction that I knew it wasn’t something trivial, it was something she couldn’t live without.

“I told you, I am in this one hundred percent. You are mine. I will protect you with my life. I have your back for now and for always.” It was my oath to Ally.

“I don’t want you to get in trouble or hurt because of me, Jonah. I will protect you too. I love you. Please know that,” she said with conviction and pure honesty.

What did she mean that she would protect me? Was she planning something? Good, this woman needed to have confidence in me to protect her. I would keep her safe.

I opened the door and let her go in first. She gasped and dropped her crutches. Her hands flew to her mouth, but they didn’t trap the desperate words that tumbled out. “No, no, no, no, no. God no! He’s found us. Jonah, he is coming for us and he will kill us. He never loved Sam either, wouldn’t even let him call him dad. Help me, Jonah, please. I have to get these two things,” she begged me.

“Where baby, and what am I looking for?” I questioned her quietly.

Incredible, she just started moving and left me to follow. Why wouldn’t she just let me do it?
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


Ally

I had to get the plate number I had written down that night I saw the van, the secret cell phone and Grams’ gun. It was all I had left of her. Walking into the kitchen, I gasped. Everything was thrown everywhere. Looking up at the cabinet over the fridge, it looked as if it hadn’t been touched.

I leaned into Jonah and whispered about my locked gun case and its location. He nodded an affirmative. He would get it while I went to the laundry room. The laundry room was just as bad as the rest of the house. Looking up at the shelf where the phone was hidden, I was shocked because the shelf wasn’t there anymore. Dang it. I peeked over my shoulder at Jonah, who had secured the gun but someone was coming. I signaled that I needed more time, so he played interference as I searched through everything on the floor. Bingo! Now where was I going to put it? I didn’t have my purse or any pockets. Seeing the duct tape, I grabbed it and tapped it to my thigh, underneath my dress. I quickly went back out to Jonah.

“I’m ready, Jonah. It’s not here. Let’s get going to the station so I can see Sam,” I said as I hurried toward the door.

“What was the other thing you were looking for Ally?” he questioned me.

“Oh, it was some baby pictures of Sam. I only had a few left and I was hoping to salvage them. No such luck. Let’s go see my baby now please.” I left as fast as my crutches would allow.

I needed to see and talk to Sam and make sure he was safe. With certainty, I knew once I arrived at the police station, I would be questioned relentlessly. But I also needed to find some time to myself and make the call. I didn’t have a choice. If I waited any longer, the people that I had come to love could be hurt or even killed.

Arriving at the station, I went right to find Sam, who seemed to be having the time of his life talking with of bunch of uniformed police officers. I walked up to him smiling. He came running, stopping just short and giving me the most amazing hug ever.

“How are you, Mr. Man? Did you have fun with Grandma Frannie and Grandpa Frank?” I inquired.

“Boy, I sure did, Mom. We went to the movies, ate lots of popcorn and then went to miniature golf after. Then we went to eat burgers and have ice cream. I was so stuffed I almost burst,” Sam excitedly informed me.

“Oh, my that does sound like a wonderful time. I hope you said, ‘Thank you’ to them both,” I said smiling down at him. He nodded his head in response.

Jonah waved at me to get my attention and I saw a man I didn’t know standing with him. He was almost as tall a Jonah, but very lean, with brown hair and eyes. He gave me a sympathetic smile. That was not a good sign.

“Hey Sam, can you go over and sit with Grandma and Grandpa for a while? I need to talk to some friends for a bit.” He spun around and headed in their direction without complaint.

Walking over to the open door where Jonah and the stranger waited, I preceded them into the room. There was a long table with chairs around it. Notebooks and pens were scattered about and a file lay on one side. I looked back at the men with a questioning look. The man with Jonah told me to sit wherever I wanted. Seating myself, the officer came around and introduced himself as Brent. Both men sat down, Jonah next to me and Brent across from me. My nerves were on edge and I wished one of them would just start talking.

“Ally Brent is one of my oldest friends. He is in charge of this investigation. You can trust him, I swear to you,” Jonah said to me with sincerity.

“It’s nice to meet you, Brent but, I have to be honest with you. I do not trust police officers in general, but I will help in any way that I can,” I told him nervously.

“Now that we are all comfortable, could you please tell me your full name?” Brent queried.

“Ally Lynn Black,” I replied.

“No, it’s not. What is your real name please?”

Breathing through my nose I said, “Sarah Lane. I was married to Thomas Lane a now convicted felon. I will be thirty on my next birthday and I have one child, Jacob, who is eight years old.” I gave more information than was asked because I wanted this over with quickly.

“Why are you using the stolen identities of deceased people, Ms. Lane?” Brent looked at me waiting for my answer. I wasn’t sure how much to say. The underground was a godsend for us. It needed to stay off the radar because some of the women and children that they helped disappear, could only be helped by breaking some laws. I for one, would not destroy their service. I sat there thinking of what to say.

“Jonah filled me in on the events of your past and why you are hiding. I did some checking and so far, everything has been the truth. You were married to Thomas Lane, had one child, Jacob and then Thomas was convicted of several felonies and sent to prison. It seems your testimony was pivotal in putting him behind bars. But what I don’t understand is why you disappeared into thin air and how. These are stolen identities, which is in fact, breaking the law, Ms. Lane. In order, for us to help you, I need to know everything. No detail is too small.”

As Brent finished, I looked at Jonah shocked. Questioning him with my eyes he simply said, “This is your story to tell, baby. You trusted me with the truth. I swore to you that you could trust me and you can. It is up to you how much and what you want to tell him. But know this. Brent is one of the good guys too. He could never be bought or coerced into anything illegal. He is indeed a man of honor and you need not fear him.” Jonah squeezed my hand in reassurance as he finished.

Taking a deep breath while holding Jonah’s hand, I told Brent everything. Giving a full disclosure on my past twice in twenty-four hours was terrifying, but oddly freeing at the same time. When I finished speaking, I stood quietly. Jonah looked at me with confusion.

“Jonah, could you help me show Brent what Tom did?” I wasn’t sure I had the strength to show a stranger the ugliest evidence of my mistakes. Turning my back to Brent and lowering my shawl, I let Jonah gently pull down the back of my dress. It took every drop of strength I possessed to stand there on display. Though I felt like cowering, I straightened my back and stood still. I wouldn’t give Tom the power to continue to hurt me.

“Ms. Lane, I am so sorry. You can cover yourself back up. Both of you please sit back down and I will fill you in with what I know at this point,” Brent said with respect.

Relieved, I turned around and we sat back down. A knock sounded at the door and Shane came in with a murderous look on his face. He walked right up to me, pulled me up to stand and then wrapped me in his arms, giving me one of the most unexpected, but loving embraces that I had ever had.

He just held me for a minute and then said to me, “I’m sorry, Ally. For all of this. But know that I will stand by you, no matter what and I promise to protect both you and Sam. You are family. Let God have mercy on their souls, if anyone lays a hand on either of you.”

Stunned, awed and grateful, I just nodded my head at him. I didn’t dare try to speak or I would certainly cry. These brothers. These magnificent human beings were willing to lay their own lives down for us. I had no idea what I did to deserve them, but I thanked heaven as I sat back down.

“Sarah, I discovered some things that may frighten you.”

I stopped Brent from continuing and said to him, “Please do not call me Sarah. That is who I used to be but she is not who I am today. That part of me will always be with me, but Ally is the woman I am today.

“Understood. Your ex-husband, Thomas Lane was awarded a new trial almost two years ago. How he beat the charges that time confused the heck out of me. I thought it might have been because they no longer had you to testify and the new judge wouldn’t allow your original testimony to be used in the new trial. I had to call in a few favors. But I was informed that he turned CI, a confidential informant, working undercover. His police contact said he fell off the radar a while back and they have been unable to locate him,” Brent informed us with anger lacing his voice.

The anxiety I had been holding at bay, started to bubble up from my chest and I started to hyperventilate.

“Oh, my goodness! No! This can’t be happening. I have to get Sam. We have to leave now. He is coming for us. Probably watching us right now. Any one of these cops could be on his payroll, dang it!” I screamed for Sam and tried to get up to leave.

Jonah grabbed me in his strong arms and yelled, “No! Ally listen to me right now, dang it! Breathe. Just breathe. No one will touch you again. Ever! I swear to you. No one will touch Sam. Ever! Do you hear me woman?”

I did but the panic was too much and I started to struggle. My mind returned to another place and time. I knew Jonah was only trying to comfort and reassure me, but I was too far gone this time. All I could see was Tom, electric cord in hand lifted high to strike me. I screamed, lost in the memory of fear and pain. I was mentally gone.

They scrambled, trying to calm me down. Someone was smart enough to get Frannie and bring her in. I might have even heard Frank, but I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that someone with smaller, softer arms was holding me and rocking me, whispering words of love and reassurance. I had no idea how long I was like that, but when I came around, I realized what I had done. Jonah had a red mark on his face. Shane was bleeding from several scratches on his neck and arms. Did I do that? I was shocked. Staring at them brought a whole new round of tears over what I had done. I hurt them? How could I have done that? Shame filled me to the core of my being.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Ally

After my flashback, I needed some time to myself. Frannie had brought me some clothes to change into. I went to Sam first. My amazing boy hugged me and said, “Mom, don’t worry anymore ok? We have Frank and Jonah to protect us now. Remember Jonah was a SEAL and he moves as fast as The Flash. They got this, Mom. It will be ok.” He was so confident and sure of his statement that it made me smile and hug him tighter. My boy was not only brave, but smart. I needed to listen to him.

As I walked to the bathroom, a strange feeling overcame me. I stopped in my tracks as I made my way down the hallway that Brent indicated housed the female officers’ locker room. I looked behind me at the busy office. So many people milling about, it had to be safe. It must just be my nerves. But I could not shake the feeling of dread. Something was coming, something big. Tom was smarter than they realized. I moved into the locker room so I could gather my composure and change clothes.

Splashing water on my face several times helped to clear my mind enough to remember the phone I had taped to my thigh. Gently pulling the tape off my skin to get to the cell phone, I opened it and two little pieces of paper fell out landing on the floor in different directions. I had completely forgotten in the turmoil of sharing my story, that I written down the license plate number of that van and kept it with the phone as back up.

Should I call the number on the other scrap of paper? I shivered recalling that Brent had told me what happened to the woman that helped abused people, my dear friend and lifesaver, Kathy, that helped us escape. I couldn’t tell them that I knew her because I had sworn an oath of secrecy. How had Tom known about her and been able to find out who she was? I started crying for this beautiful woman that had meant so much to me. He had tortured her. Tortured her, just like he did me. I knew what she went through all too well and I cried harder. It was my fault. If I had never contacted her, she would still be alive today. What should I do? Make another call and risk someone else’s life? Stay here and risk all the people that we had come to love so dearly?

Grams, if you’re listening, please help us. What should I do? No matter what I choose, it puts people at risk. I’m scared and feel so lost right now. I’m cursed if I do and cursed if I don’t. I don’t want to die. I couldn’t take it, if something happened to Sam. Grams? Goodness? Please help us.

I bowed my head and closed my eyes as I prayed with all my might. I had no idea how long I stood there, but when I heard his voice a chill, so deep it spread through my body from the inside out, overcame me. I knew it. Somehow, I had known he was here. I sensed him earlier, but thought it was just a remnant of my memories brought to the surface from sharing my secrets and my scars. Keeping my head bowed, I gripped the edge of the sink so hard that I felt one of my fingernails snap.

“Hello wife. It’s nice to finally see you up close again. Don’t even think about making a sound or I will kill Jacob slowly in front of you and make you watch every single thing I do to him. Do you remember the things that I love to do? The things I like to use for my pleasure, wife? I have discovered some new items that I think Jacob would just love. What do you think? Should I practice on you first and show him what will happen to him next? That would be very entertaining to watch, now wouldn’t it, my dear?” The words were spoken from Satan himself.

I knew what I had to do now. It was perfectly clear. There was only one way to keep everyone safe. Well, except for me. Frannie and Frank would take care of my baby, I knew that in my heart. I would give myself to him without a fight if I could keep him from hurting anyone else. I had to do this. There were no other choices now.

Accepting my fate for what it would be, I turned slowly to look at Tom. He didn’t look anything like he did all those years ago. Time had not been kind to him. Dark circles marked the skin under his eyes. He clearly had lost weight. When he smiled at me, I knew why he looked so old and worn. Meth. I had seen too many pictures of people addicted to meth on television and in magazines not to recognize the rotting teeth. My goodness, he looked near death. Is this what true addiction looked like up close? He was more than frightening, as he walked closer to me. I did my best to stand tall and not move. The smallest thing could set him off at any second.

“Well woman, what will it be? Will you come with me now without a fight or shall I take Jacob first and then I know you will be sure to follow?” He was clearly over the edge. The look in his eyes was pure evil. I couldn’t hold back my shudder and all that did was make him laugh with pleasure.

“Tom, I will go with you quietly if you swear to me that you will leave Jacob alone and never come near him again. No mess, no fuss. I will walk out of here with you right now. Just leave my son alone,” I nearly begged him.

“Oh, Sarah, so you do remember some of your manners, huh jerk? Ok, it’s a deal. I never wanted that little mongrel in the first place. I don’t even believe he is mine. After all, you are a whore. And let’s talk about the Navy guy you have been, shall we? Oh, oh, oh. I see you didn’t think I knew about him, huh jerk?” He laughed and kept going, increasing the fear inside me. “I have had men watching you for months now, darling. I thought for sure that storm was going to kill you and I was jealous. Jealous that the storm would get that pleasure and not me. I was going to have my men save you, just so I would get to be the one to watch you die at my hands. But, oh no, that pussy, had to show up and save you, huh? They had orders to kill him and bring you to me anyway, but then the ex-cop and old man showed up and that was just too many. It would have been too messy. So, I waited until the time was right. Now here I am to claim what is mine. Time is growing short and we need to go as soon as the distraction begins. When it does, you better do everything I say or I will gut you right where you stand and let your son and the SEAL find your worthless body.” Tom punctuated the sentence by pulling out a twelve-inch curved knife.

He reached over and yanked the front of my dress down exposing me to his eyes. He stepped closer, grabbing one of my breasts in his free hand. He covered my mouth with his disgusting lips and lifted the knife to my other breast, making a long cut to the outer curve. The pain nearly caused me to collapse. I tried to scream, but he bit down hard on my tongue, making it bleed.

“Go ahead scream and find out what else I will do. I dare you.”

Whimpering quietly, I swallowed my scream feeling the blood running down my body. I was dead. My mistake was here and my fate had been sealed. Just then, there was an explosion that shook the building and chaos broke out. I could hear everyone rapidly heading for the front of the building. Tom grabbed my arm and started dragging me behind him. My ankle was not fully healed and the pain of being forced to run with him slowed him down. And it pissed him off so much that he turned and made a cut to my other breast right in front of an exit door that had a camera pointed at it. I heard my name coming from somewhere behind me. The sound reverberated through me. It was animalistic and then I knew who it was. Jonah.

Whimpering, I glanced over my shoulder and saw him flying towards me with a murderous look on his face. Shane and Brent right behind him. Tom knew it was Jonah. Grabbing a gun from under his shirt, Tom aimed directly at Jonah. I screamed a warning that caused Tom’s aim to go wide but watched in horror as Jonah flew backwards. He had killed the man I loved right in front of me. My mind felt like it was shattering into a million tiny pieces and all I could do was stand there.

Tom opened the door just as the brown van pulled up. I didn’t see anyone at the back of the station as we exited. A stringy haired guy grabbed me and pulled me into the van. Tom jumped in and they drove off like a bat of torture. Stringy-haired guy ogled my bare, bleeding breasts as if I was a feast for a starving man. He reached out and grabbed them with both hands, squeezing hard. I screamed in pain and all Tom did was laugh, before knocking me out with one punch to the face.

When I came to I was dazed and confused. Where was I? I tried to move and pain shot through my arms and I couldn’t feel my hands. Pain was nothing new to me. Looking up, I saw that my wrists were tied to something. When I tried to move my feet, a new wave of adrenaline, fueled by panic took over and I looked down. My feet were touching nothing, just dangling in the air. I was hanging by my wrists from a ceiling in a dark room. I tried to scream then realized I had been gagged. I was going to die. Who was I kidding? I was already dead. Where was Jonah? No, wait, I saw Tom shoot him right in front of me. Was Jonah dead? I sobbed behind the putrid smelling gag in my mouth, nearly choking because I couldn’t seem to get enough air in through my nose. There would be no one who could save me from the devil. Fate was a wicked jerk playing with me. But I would be darned if I went down without a fight.

Hearing a loud click that echoed in the room, I was blinded by a light aimed right at me. Blinking and trying to focus to see who was in the room with me, I attempted to turn my body without success. Then laughter filled the room.

“Looky at what we caught today, boys! A nice big fat one, too. What shall we do with her first, I wonder?” The voice of Satan touched my ears. My nemesis. Dread washed over me as they all laughed again.

“Well boss, I like ’um nice and plump. I want to take a turn at her and show her how a real man idiots. Not like that tiny toe from the lame Navy guy.” Was that stringy-haired guy or the driver? I couldn’t tell at this point.

“All in good time men, all in good time. My wife needs a refresher in what happens when she disobeys me. Don’t you, jerk?” With that comment, I felt the first hit from a cord. This was not a new pain. This was all too familiar. You can handle this, Ally. Do not scream and give him the satisfaction.

This time Tom did not just use my back as a whipping board. I was naked and he kept swinging and swinging, as he walked around my body striking me. Some lashes hurt more than others. I lost track of them at the number eight. I was counting them to help me keep my focus on not screaming. But I couldn’t help panting because of the gag. Hitting both sides of my body on fresh skin was something new for him. It meant that he no longer cared that other people would see his handiwork. Accepting my fate of death, I vowed one way or another I would take him forget me.

One hit was so fierce landing on the wounds to my breasts, that I could no longer hold in the screams. I sweated profusely and new blood sprung from each hit. Then he walked up to me, stepping up on a ladder, he cut the rope that held me suspended in midair. He just let me fall about six feet straight down. I was not prepared, still lost in the last hit. When I hit, because I had been swinging back and forth, I landed on my left side. The cold hard cement welcomed me with its fury and I heard something break inside me. The pain at that point was so consuming that I couldn’t even begin to guess what it was. I just lay there welcoming the bitter cold of the floor into my body.

“Can I have at her now, boss?” That was stringy-haired guy.

I heard flesh meet flesh several times. “I told you not yet. I will tell you when I am done with her. I want this to last as long as possible. Ask me again and I will cut your throat right here in front of your dumb rear mute brother. You’re both useless. Get the heck out of my sight now,” Tom demanded.

My vision was blurry, but I could see Tom walking toward me. Stopping, he stood in front of me for a minute, staring. Then he lifted his booted foot and kicked me in the stomach. The pain radiated all the way through to my back. Stunned, I lay there. Lifting his foot again, he aimed for my head that time and when it connected a blinding light lit up behind my eye and I fell into oblivion.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


Jonah

When the explosion hit, we were all in the same room, Brent, Shane, Frank, Frannie, Sam and me. But no Ally. Frank held Sam who was frightened by the loud boom and the building shaking. The rest of us looked at each other and knew what this was. A distraction. Unstrapping my gun from my holster I wore under my leather jacket, I released the safety. Everyone else did the same thing.

“Frank, Frannie, stay here and guard Sam. We are going after Ally,” I ordered them.

“Frank is more than capable of protecting Sam,” Frannie said as she pulled her prized Glock from her purse and came to follow us. “And I guarantee you that I am a better shot than any one of you. Don’t even think of arguing with me, Jonah. That is my girl out there and I will not just sit on the sidelines when I know dang well, I can help.” Seeing the vengeance in Frannie’s eyes, I nodded in acceptance.

We rushed out the door all going in the direction of the women’s locker room where Brent sent her to freshen up. But Frannie had her own plans. She veered away from us and headed toward the front of the building. Paying her no mind, I ran with all the strength I had. As we turned the corner to the hall where the locker room was located, we all stopped dead in our tracks as we saw a man practically dragging Ally, who was naked to the waist. Was that blood running down her breasts? What the heck had he already done to her? I lost it and started after them. I had to get to her right then. That manic was going to kill her. I promised her I would not let her down any more than I already had.

Her name bubbled from my lungs like a rupturing volcano. She turned slightly and our eyes connected. In her green orbs, I could see she had surrendered to him. Idiot no, no, no, no! She screamed my name suddenly. In the next instant, I was flat on my back, wondering what just happened. Shane kept going after stumbling from my unexpected fall. “Go, Shane, go. Get her!” I roared. Telling Brent I was fine and to go also, I slowly sat up realizing I had taken a hit to my upper left shoulder. Mother idiot.

I ripped open my shirt to assess the damage. Using my right hand, I felt the front and then the back. Through and through, a flesh hit. The bleeding was already slowing some. Testing my left arm and shoulder, I lifted and rotated it. I grimaced but had full control and movement. Thank goodness. Getting up hurt like a jerk, but I had dealt with worse. That was nothing, man. Get your rear going and kill that jerk!

Shane came running back and said, “They got away in a van, but Brent’s on it. He is sending every available unit he has out right now.” He skidded to a stop by me, as I continued to flex and turn my injured shoulder. “They’ll find the idiot. Are you OK?” Shane asked, concern evident in his voice.

“Yes, I’m fine. Just a flesh wound. How could they get by a whole building full of cops?” I punched the wall with my good arm. I was beyond pissed and let it be known.

Grabbing my phone, I updated my team. They were going to split up. One would stay at my place just in case, two would meet me here and one would stay with Frank, Frannie and Sam. As soon as I told Shane, we both realized at the same time we had not seen Frannie. Idiot me! Where was she?

We headed to the front where we saw her last. Nothing. Going out to the parking lot searching for her, we discovered her car was gone. Jerk! She went after them? That was not good. Frank was going to lose it. That old Ranger was not someone to be screwed with. We headed back inside.

“I should go tell Frank. We shouldn’t keep him in the dark too long about this,” I told Shane.

“Tell me what?” Frank had just stepped through the door and heard his name.

“Frannie and her car are missing too. Do you know if she has GPS on her cell phone?” Shane asked looking at him.

“Yes, she does. How long has she been missing and when were you going to tell me about it?” he demanded stepping right up to face Shane head on.

Shane looked at his watch and stated solemnly, “Since the explosion. And we just found out ourselves and were coming to tell you.”

Brent was on the phone in a heated discussion when we walked by. I noticed he had a county-wide map in front of him.

Hanging up as he saw me approach he said, “Every man that is on duty is out searching. And the ones not on duty, have been called in. I have put an All-Points Bulletin out on the van and pulled the information on it from the DMV. The van is owned by Elton Palmer who happens to have a police record as long as my arm. From petty larceny to DUI’s and even possession. He has a younger brother, Harold, that is mute. No record for him though. We are digging around for more. All police departments have been alerted including the sheriff and state patrol because of the rural areas that will need to be combed. The FBI has also been alerted and they are sending a team that will be here in a few hours. We are trying to figure out where they would go. The Palmer boys were born and raised here so it makes sense that they would go somewhere familiar to them. We need to question people that knew them growing up and people that live near them that might know some of their habits,” he finished telling me as he looked over the map.

“I am about to lose it right now. Knowing what he did to her in the past and knowing that he has her now! We must find them quickly. He is going to kill her slowly and with as much pain as he can. You saw the scars, Brent! Idiot!”

I was angry at myself for letting her down. I had failed her. I swore to protect her and I didn’t. Now she was in the hands of her worst nightmare, going through Lord knew what. And here I was, with no leads and no way to find her.

“Let’s go to another office, Jonah. Let me patch up your shoulder. Then you and I, along with the two friends of yours that just walked in, will talk about our options,” Shane said in a controlled voice.

I saw Michelle Brighton and Scott Tully in full camo gear standing just inside the door taking in their surroundings with calculated precision. These were some of the best soldiers I had ever worked with. We had a bond like no other. When they saw me, they came right over and Michelle simply said, “Whatever you need.” Nothing else needed to be said between the three of us.

Shane stared at all of us. I looked back at them and gave a nod. We went into Brent’s office and as Shane patched me up, I made the introductions.

Michelle became aggravated with the poor job Shane was doing and said to him, “Move it now. You have no dang idea how to clean and dress a field would.” She shoved him aside.

All Shane could do was stare at her and move a bit further away. I would have too. Michelle was no one to be messed with. She could take a man down almost as fast I could. She was more than impressive; she was inspiring.

Shane left me in Michelle’s capable hands to go talk with Brent and Frank.

“Have you gotten through to Frannie’s cell phone yet Shane?” I asked when Michelle finished.

“No, but Brent is working on getting a warrant so he can track her by her cell phone. But that is going to take a bit of time. And the phone has to be turned on to do us any good anyway,” Shane stated.

“Dang it! You don’t think they took Frannie and her car too?” I wondered out loud.

“I don’t think so, Jonah. Frannie had her gun out and she is smart. She would have shot them dead on the spot.

The moments ticked by at an excruciatingly slow pace initially. I guess the feeling of helplessness made time stand still so a man could contemplate all the ways he messed up and all the things he should have done. Looking down at my watch, now spotted with my blood, I realized that time had somehow sped up and hours had passed from the time of the explosion to now.

While Shane continued to talk to Frank, I went over everything Ally had told me about Tom and their marriage. Nothing was standing out to me and I didn’t know how long I could keep it together if we didn’t catch a lead soon. Talking with Michelle and Scott, I decided to go with them to my place to change and gear up. I told Shane to call me the minute he got any news at all, good or bad.

Every minute Ally was with her psychotic ex-husband, the more he would torture her. It was killing me to know that. I would trade places with her in a heartbeat if I could. As we pulled up to my place, Michelle signaled to James, who was still watching my house. While I changed, they caught him up to speed on what was happening and where we stood. We stood nowhere. No leads. No Frannie. No Ally. Thank goodness, Sam was safe.

My mind drifted back to when I looked into her eyes, with blood running down the front of her and I saw her surrender. She didn’t know how else to keep not just Sam, but Frank, Frannie and even me safe. So, she sacrificed herself to keep us safe. I was begging her no, screaming in my head to let it be me that he would take. I had never felt as useless as I did now. I will find you, my girl and I will gut him where he stands.

My cell phone rang and I grabbed it looking at the number. It was Frannie!

“Frannie, are you ok? Are you safe?” I demanded.

“Listen to me Jonah, I don’t have much service out here. I had to drive for miles to get this much signal and I have to get back. I followed them Jonah. They took our Ally. I am going to kill all of them. I will save the ex for you but you need to come quickly they drug her by her bad ankle into that place. They must die, Jonah,” she said with such venom that I one hundred percent believed she would kill them all.

“Frannie, don’t do anything. Tell me where they have her and then you need to go back to the station where you will be safe. Frank is about to go out of his mind and Sam is scared and confused,” I told her.

“I will do no such thing until you get here. I am not leaving her, Jonah and don’t tell me to again. Do you understand me?” she gave me the directions and hung up.

I filled my crew in on what was happening and what each of us would do. I wasn’t going to call Brent just yet. I wanted to deal with these scumbags on my own first. My team agreed. They would secure the perimeter and take out the brothers, while I went for Tom.

We loaded our gear into the Suburban quickly and were just getting ready to leave, when Shane and Frank pulled up beside us. I knew it. Even though we were not in need of their assistance, my gut told me Frannie would call Frank, who would then in turn fill Shane in. When Frank stepped out of Shane’s truck, I didn’t even recognize him at first. Before me stood a man in full Army Ranger gear, loaded with all the weapons he would ever need. This was Frank. I knew that now. With the murderous look in his eyes, he nodded to me, daring me to deny him admittance into the fray.

Now Shane? He surprised me. Not that I doubted his allegiance in any way, but he was a cop through and through. For him to be on board, knowing that I planned to kill every last person that was involved with Tom, filled me with pride and an even deeper respect for this honorable man that I called brother. I did notice him eyeballing Michelle and shook my head. Boy, that was one woman he could not woo with his charming ways. Quickly filling them in on the plans, we loaded up and headed out at nearly warp speed. The drive for the average citizen would have taken at least an hour and a half but we were not ordinary. We would cut that time in half if possible.

Frannie had followed the van from the police station in Wordly for almost an hour and a half, before they pulled into a secluded area. No one would ever even know it was there if he didn’t live in the area. Frannie and I were born and raised here. So, we knew of the old abandoned warehouse that had a full loading dock, where truckers from all around the country used to come load up and head to their next destinations. It was over twenty years ago, that the company went out of business and the property was foreclosed on. The bank was never able to resell it due to the location. The land and buildings had fallen into disrepair and were forgotten about.

I had to hand it to the Palmer brothers. I didn’t think we would have found them, if it wasn’t for how brave Frannie had been by following them. Shane found an old blueprint of the building’s layout in the county archives that were now easily accessible on the computer. There were too many points of entry, though. We couldn’t cover all of them, but if they did try to run Scott was sitting high with a full view and could take them down.

We barely found Frannie who had hidden her tracks and car, quite well. When she came out of hiding, Frank looked at her with pride.

“Hello boys. We have more to deal with than I first knew. Not only are the Palmer idiots down there, but I have counted at least four more men so far. This is not going to be easy. I think we should call in backup but still go in now. They can do all the cleanup. We cannot leave Ally with them any longer. From what I have observed from here, I am certain they are running drugs out of there. They just loaded two cars that left about forty-five minutes ago. That means they have weapons and a lot of them to protect the premises. What’s the plan, Jonah?” Frannie informed us as she took the large duffle bag from Frank. She began to unload her rifle and strapped on an ammunition belt.

Shane laid the map out on top of the hood and I began giving instructions to each person on what positions they would take. As I did that, Shane used his satellite phone and called Brent to fill him in on what Frannie had found. Everyone went in their intended directions, set to find and protect Ally to the maximum degree.

Sending a prayer to the heavens above, I set off to kill anyone who dared get in my way. May God have mercy on their souls.
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Chapter Thirty


Ally

Alone and lying on the cold, hard cement floor, I thought of my Sam. I would never get to see him again and my already shattered heart, broke even more. How would he take finding out that I was gone? What kind of man would he be when he grew up? I knew Frannie and Frank would do well by him. They loved him and he them. He would be ok, but there was only one way to make sure of it and that was to kill Tom. Something inside me clicked just then, knowing I had to do this without fail.

Now that the spotlight was no longer directly in my eyes, I looked around at the enormous room I was being kept in. Dirty. Old. Where was I? Maybe a factory? Big metal contraptions were at one end and the other end had rows upon rows of old wooden pallets like I had seen in grocery stores before. It had to be a warehouse of some kind. I needed to find a weapon to use. Something metal would be best. As I tried to slowly sit up, my body started screaming in pain. Reaching up, I lightly touched my eye and I realized it was swollen shut. Putting both my hands down gingerly, I tried to use them to push myself up. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming.

My left arm didn’t work. Was that the cracking sound I heard when I was cut down? Dang it! How was I going to do this? Please God, help me.

With pure instinct and determination, I started scooting around looking for anything. I was sweating and panting in pain but I kept going, finding nothing useful. Panic and fear started to rip their way from my mind but then my hand touched something that sliced my fingertips. Shoot! What was that? I reached for the piece of metal, gently lifting it to get a better look. Bingo! Heck, if I knew what it was, but it was sharp on one side and big enough to do some damage. I scooted back to where I was lying before and put it under me, near my good arm. I lay there waiting for when they would come back. I would not go down without a fight and I prayed that when I died, I would be able to take Tom with me.

“Oh, wife! I’m back! Did you miss me?” he said as he crouched down to look at me.

I stared at him with my good eye and said nothing. When I didn’t speak, he slapped me hard across the face and said, “Answer me jerk, when I speak to you.”

“I never missed you, Tom. I only ever prayed for your death. You are a demon from hell and I want to watch you die, mother idiot!” I screamed from the very depths of my soul and then spit in his face. Laughter rang out from somewhere in the room. I shouldn’t have turned my head to see where it was coming from. Yet another mistake.

Tom grabbed me by the throat, cutting off my flow of oxygen just as I turned my head. My survival instincts kicked in, I tried grabbing at his hands to pry them loose. Air. I needed air. Then I heard stringy-haired’s voice.

“Hey boss, chill a little would ya? We haven’t had enough time to play with her yet. I want a turn with her,” he nearly begged Tom.

Tom kept squeezing but then suddenly let go of my neck. I gagged and coughed, trying to pull air into my burning lungs that had been deprived of air.

“You’re right, boy. It’s time to have some more fun. But you? You will not touch her until I say. I don’t do sloppy seconds. She is mine first and foremost. You and your idiot bother can have her after.”

Tom grabbed my arms and shoved them above my head. I whimpered in pain. My shoulder was broken and the pain radiated all the way up my neck.

“What’s wrong, wife? Are you hurt? Oh, I am so sorry to hear that. But you haven’t seen anything yet. Go get my tool bag from my office, boy and made it quick. I am going to show my wife, the new ways I have of hurting her,” he said, laughing as he looked at me.

I cringed, realizing that I wouldn’t be able to reach the piece of metal with my arms held down. Tom climbed on top of me forcing my legs apart. Panic seized me and I started thrashing with all my might. Pain or no pain, I wouldn’t be raped again by him. Just then he slapped me to get my attention. Suddenly, he grabbed me hard between my legs, digging in his fingers. Drawing back his leg, he kneed me. A scream of pain tore through my throat while bright lights flared my vision. He laughed and did it again. I tried to fight, twist, move my legs to kick at him. Nothing worked. I knew I couldn’t take much more. The pain was becoming too much to bear.

Pop, pop, pop, pop! Just as I heard the strange sounds and a door opening, he unzipped his pants. No! God please no!

“Boss, we have big trouble!”

“Shut the heck up. Can’t you see I am about to mess my wife?” Tom screamed at him.

Looking down I saw Tom was having trouble with his weapon of choice. It was limp. He stroked it hard, trying to get it to work. Nothing happened. I started laughing hysterically. I knew I shouldn’t, but it was karma messing with the right person for a change. He couldn’t get it up.

“Shut up, you jerk!” He kneed me even harder. He let go of my hands, not thinking while he tried to figure out why his toe didn’t work. It was my opportunity. But I had to be careful. He was still watching me. I noticed stringy-hair looking scared at the continued popping noises but not scared enough to prevent him from coming over and getting on his knees to get a better look at my nakedness. He would die too.

Tom cursed and stuffed himself back into his pants, getting up quickly.

“Go ahead and harass her. But be quick about it and make sure it hurts as much as possible!” he ordered stringy-hair.

Like a kid in a candy shop, he unzipped his pants and pulled them down. His putrid engorged member was ready to go. Goodness, I can’t do this anymore. Please, please just let me die now. Tom walked to the door and went out as stringy-hair pried my legs apart. I screamed and kicked him. He leaned forward, biting the cut on my breast and laughing as he was about to enter me. A loud sound came from somewhere in the room. Stunned, I stared at the monster above me. A strange look crossed his face for a brief second and then he fell on top of me.

When I looked over to the door, I saw someone but couldn’t tell who it was. I kept screaming, until I heard his voice. Shocked out of my panic, I screamed his name.

“Jonah? Jonah, you’re alive? Oh, my goodness, I thought you were dead. Help me, Jonah!” A feeling of hysteria took over. Jonah had killed stringy-hair and his body was on top of me. I couldn’t move.

“Ally! Yes, I’m alive, baby! I to….” That was all I heard him say before he grunted in pain.

I must have been hallucinating. There was no way Jonah was here. I saw him shot at the police station. My mind had totally splintered.

“Well, well, I thought I killed you already. But no, here you are to save the day huh? I don’t, think so, jerk. Ally is mine to do with as I please. She is my wife after all. But, I will tell you what. I will let you watch, as I harass her and then cut her up piece by piece. When I am done, I will kill you, but only if you beg me nicely,” Tom taunted, then laughed in pure pleasure, staring at Jonah.

“You are dumber than I thought, if you think I will let you get near my woman, Tom. Ally was never yours and never will be. She is mine and what is mine, I protect and kill for. And you? I am going to take my time killing you. I know ways of torture that your brain couldn’t even fathom. And I can keep you alive as long as I want to, torturing you over and over, idiot. You think you’re some badass for raping and torturing a helpless woman? You’re nothing, but a pussified ego on two legs. You have no idea who you are dealing with this time. My team has already taken out all of your men. It’s just you and me now. So, tell me Tom which piece should it be first? I will be nice just this once and give you a choice,” Jonah spoke with a pure but deadly calm.

“What do you really think you can do, Navy boy? I am the one holding the gun not you. You were too stupid to watch your back and I took it from you with ease. You are in fact the pussy here, not me. You are gonna watch everything I do to Sarah. Even right now if you look over your shoulder, one of my men is raping her. Having the time of his life. By the way, he likes to bite, so I am sure he will leave his mark before he is done.”

I could hear every word they said. Tom had taken Jonah’s gun from him? No way. Jonah must have a plan. But what if it didn’t work and Tom killed Jonah? I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let that happen. I didn’t go through all of this tonight, just for Jonah to really be killed. I slowly worked my way out from under stringy-haired guy. I was almost there. Just a little more. But what would I do? I only had one arm, but I did have the metal now firmly in my hand. So, I waited.

“Do you really think you took it from me, Tom? You are hysterical. I let you have it, you, idiotic psychopath. I won’t kill an unarmed man. So, I made sure you had a weapon. Aww, don’t look so surprised, puss. You could never take me. But people do have their dreams, don’t they? This I promise you right here and now. You will know the pain you caused Ally. Every single ounce of it plus a little extra just from me. And when I send you to perdition? I will be the last person you ever see in this world and I will be smiling. I will be smiling, because I have rid the world of another demon spawn that likes to prey on weaker people. I have no doubt that there are others out there that you have hurt or killed. I will avenge all of them. Right here, right now.” And with that oath from Jonah, the fight began.

It was the most vicious, brutal yet, beautiful thing I had ever seen in my life. Jonah moved with precision. In one fluid motion, he had taken the gun and threw it in my direction. He was thinking of my protection, even during the battle of his life. He removed two wicked knives from his belt and set one down just short of Tom, then walked slowly away. I wanted to scream, when Tom lunged for it and aimed for Jonah’s back. I needn’t have worried. Jonah knew he would do that and was prepared for the strike. He twisted his beautiful body in such a way that made my head spin. It took only one to hit to knock Tom to the ground. He could have killed him right there, but instead he used his knife in a way that almost looked like he was trying to sharpen it on Tom’s back.

With a blood curdling scream from Tom, Jonah simply looked down at him and walked away again. Tom ran at him again. This time all Jonah did was sidestep him and make a matching slice down Tom’s back in the opposite direction. Tom was enraged, bleeding profusely from the wounds to his back, but he didn’t stop.

“What an idiot.”

“Are you ready to surrender, Tom? This will be your only opportunity to do so. One chance only. What will it be? Surrender to me now and I will make your death fast and clean or shall we continue? Got to say, I hope you choose the latter option, so I can continue to mark you as you marked Ally. I will draw out your death as slowly as possible.”

Inside I cheered for Jonah. I cheered for me and Sam. We would finally be truly free. I was proud and relieved at the same time. I couldn’t help it. May God forgive me for wanting this creature to die. But I also didn’t want Jonah to go to prison for killing him either. Fear shot through me. I knew I had to do something just as I saw Jonah slice him again, only deeper this time. Blood spurted from the new wound. Tom fell to his knees, screaming from the pain.

Jonah walked over and crouched in front of him with his knife in front of him. Something was off with Tom. He was planning something. I knew him too well. Tom was hyped up on meth, so the way he was screaming didn’t make sense. It was almost like he was trying to sell his pain as a performance.

Then it happened in slow motion. I screamed a warning as I got up on my knees to see better. Tom lunged for Jonah’s knife with his barehand. It cut the flesh deeply. At the same time, he swung his own blade, ramming it into Jonah’s side. Jonah looked down at the handle sticking out of his side, in shock. Then he smiled as he looked at me and said, “I love you, Freckles. Do it now!”

I pulled the trigger on the gun, my aim, even with one eye, hit true. My shot hit Tom in the neck, spraying Jonah with his blood. He was dead in an instant.

He was finally dead. We were finally free. I just killed Tom. Oh goodness, I just killed a person. No I didn’t. I just killed a demon from hell.

Goodness, please forgive me, but I am not sorry.

Footsteps pounded all over the warehouse. It sounded as if they were heading our way, but the noise echoed in my head, disorienting me. Something was wrong. I couldn’t pinpoint it, but something was seriously wrong with me. Well, actually there was a lot wrong with me thanks to Tom, but I had been through worse.

Sam? Where was Sam? Oh, my goodness! No Ally, he is safe with Frannie tonight. But where was Jonah? Jonah! Please God, don’t let him be dead!

My mind couldn’t comprehend everything. I couldn’t make sense of what had happened. What did just happen? I felt wrong. My vision was going black. I could have sworn I just heard Jonah and someone else calling my name. Was that Frannie? What was she doing here? Was I be dying? Who was I kidding, I was dead.

“Hey there, sweetie pie. Wake up. You shouldn’t be here yet,” an unmistakable voice spoke to me softly. My eyes fluttered open in instant recognition, my heart rejoicing at the reunion. Grams leaned down to embrace me and kissed me on the cheek. It felt right. It felt like home. This was where I was meant to be.

“No honey, you are not meant to be here, yet. So, sit up and let’s talk.” Grams let go of me and scooted back. When I looked around, we were in my childhood bedroom in her house. All my things were there, but most importantly she was there.

“Grams, I have missed you so much. So much has happened since you left me. Some really bad things. It has been so hard being on my own, being without you. I can’t do it anymore. I want to stay with you forever. I don’t feel any pain here with you. When you were with me, life was good. Wasn’t it? I don’t want to be alone anymore, please let me stay with you,” I begged her.

“Oh, my sweet girl, I never left you. You may not have seen me, but I have been with you every step of the way. When you needed me the most, I sent you as much love and courage as I could to see you through the tough times. You are a strong resilient, young woman and I couldn’t be any prouder of you. I know you have not had it easy. But nothing in life, is. You have had more than your fair share, mind you, but I did send some people your way to help you heal and learn to trust again. And your hero? He is a true hero, Ally, and more than just honorable. He is faithful and worthy of your love. I approve of your choice not just for you, but as a father for Sam,” she told me.

“You really sent Frank and Frannie, didn’t you, Grams? I knew it! But wait. Why are you calling me Ally and my son Sam? Those are not our real names,” I asked her in confusion.

“My darling, Ally is who you are now. And the same goes for Sam. You took lemons and made lemonade, as we old people would say. You made a new life for the both of you. Be proud honey. I sure am.” She beamed at me.

Grams was only person who had ever truly loved me. “Now that isn’t true anymore young lady and you know it. They all love you, especially Sam and Jonah. Do you really want to leave them and have them grieve for you? Do you want to give them that pain? I don’t think so.” She squeezed my hand before continuing.

“So, I want you to get up from here, right now and get back to where you belong. Do you hear me, Ally? Go, before it’s too late. I will always be watching out for you, never doubt that. I love you more than you know. But go now!”

Bright lights infiltrated my brain and I felt like I was falling to my death. And then I knew nothing.
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Chapter Thirty-One


Jonah

He stabbed me. The idiot stabbed me. Well I had to let him get one hit in, to be fair but did he have to twist the blade after it was in my side? It hurt. I knew she was ready to end it. She needed to do it. I always knew that. I was here to make sure it was her kill. I owed her that. When I looked at her and told her to do it, she was ready and she only had to make one shot. He lay dead at my feet.

When I looked back over at her, something was off though. She was paler than death. The gun slowly dropped from her hand. She tilted her head to the side and said something. I couldn’t quite make out what it was, but I almost swore I heard her say ‘Grams’.

It hit me like a freight train going 120 miles an hour. That look on her face, it was the look of death. Her body swayed. Her one eye closed and she fell. “No! Ally! Don’t leave me now, baby!” I screamed as I got up and pulled out the knife, not caring how much it hurt and how the blood flowed down my side in a river. I had to get to her now. I couldn’t let her go. Not after all of this. Lightheaded, I stumbled, trying to get to her, swearing under my breath with each faltering step.

The doors flew open and in came Michelle, Frannie and Frank guns up and at the ready. When they saw the two bodies, Michelle ran for me while Frank and Frannie ran for Ally. “Get me to her now Michelle! Now dang it!”

“You’re bleeding out, Jonah. You won’t make it two feet if you don’t let me get this bleeding under control,” she informed me.

I didn’t care. All I knew was Ally was dying and I couldn’t let that happen. Sirens wailed in the distance. I struggled to keep moving. Feeling desperate, I lunged as Michelle tried to catch me. With my forward momentum, I fell next to Ally. Putting my arm around her, I begged her, God and anyone who would listen, to not let her die. Michelle landed on my side with a vengeance. I could have sworn I heard Shane yell at her that she better not let me die, but words were coming to my ears through a tunnel. I laughed mentally because I knew Shane would pay for yelling at that woman. I hooked my arm across Ally’s naked torso to cover her from the eyes that were running into the room.

A voice came from her other side right then, “Jonah, I’ve got her, it’s ok. I’ve got our girl.” At least I thought it was Frannie but the voice sounded different.

“That’s because I’m not Frannie. Don’t you worry. I won’t let anything happen to her. Just do me a favor and remind her to put old Bessie away now.”

I felt something and I couldn’t explain it if I tried. It was a warmth like I had never felt before. Kind of like a loving embrace. I smiled to myself just as I was passing out from blood loss and whispered, “Thank you, Grams.”

Waking in the hospital, I tried to sit up but hands held me down. “Get the heck off me. Where’s Ally? I have to get to her!” I yelled to the hands holding me down and I looked around. Shane held me down, but when I turned my head I saw my mom, dad and Shayla coming towards me. Based on the expressions on their faces, things were not good. I tried to push Shane off me but he just leaned in more and yelled, “Stop it, Jonah! Stop now, before you tear your incision open again. Listen to me bro, before the nurses have to sedate you again. Neither of us want that. Calm. The. Idiot. Down.”

I stared into my brother’s eyes and held on to his arms for a moment trying to ground myself.

“That’s it man, you got this. Breathe slowly and deeply. Can I let you go now? Or do I need to call the nurses in?” he asked watching me. I nodded at him and closed my eyes as he lifted his body off mine.

“Tell me now. How bad is it? Is she alive?” I was dying inside waiting for his answer. He asked the rest of our family to leave. That was not good.

“She is critical, Jonah, but stable as of right now. She is in the intensive care unit and Frank is with her right now. Frannie will come tomorrow but she had to take care of Sam. The little man isn’t doing well with the news about what his father did to his mother.”

As I heard him speak those words, all I wanted was to go to Sam and hold him and tell him what a brave, strong woman his mother was. “Continue. I want to know all of it. I need to know all of it. Every single detail of what he did to her and the injuries she sustained,” I demanded.

“Jonah, I don’t know if you can handle all of it right now, but I can see in your eyes that you will get out of this bed and find out from someone. Prepare yourself, Jonah. But you can take comfort in the fact that she nearly blew his head off and he is now in hell.” I would hurt Shane, if he didn’t just tell me.

I reached for the collar of his shirt since he was sitting on the bed next to me and with a deadly grip, I pulled his face to mine. “Tell me now or I will hurt you Shane.” I meant it and he knew it.

Letting him go, he leaned back and said, “The most severe injury right now was from a fall or a blow to the head, most likely both. She was hit so hard that she has a brain bleed that they had to do surgery for. She made it though. But it’s touch and go.” I growled deep in my soul, picturing what he did to her in my head.

“Keep going Shane. All of it,” I rumbled.

“She has a hairline crack to her pelvis with deep severe bruising to her entire private area.” He grabbed my hand when my snarl grew so deep, it sounded like a wounded animal.

“She was hung by her wrists in that room we found her in. She was cut down. They think that is part of what gave her the head injury and the reason for her broken shoulder. She has over a dozen lash marks from a variety of electrical cords they found at the scene. They are all over her body not just her back this time. Everything else is superficial and will mend quickly. But the brain bleed is the worst. The doctors are amazed that she was able to shoot and kill him. Its’ a miracle that she is alive Jonah. If we hadn’t gotten there when we did…” He let that hang in the air between us and quieted when he heard the deep mournful growl growing in me.

My Ally. My girl. My Freckles. The strongest person to walk the earth. Was lying somewhere in this hospital dying and I couldn’t go to her. What he had done to her was more than sadistic. As I thought of all the pain she endured trying to protect all of us, I realized she was the true hero here. She had always been a hero and she never even knew it. I started to cry then. There was no holding it back. Shane sat quietly with me and never said a word. Just his presence was enough.

I finally worked up the courage to ask one last dreaded question and if I was honest I wasn’t sure if I could have handled it if the answer was yes. But if she endured it, so would I. I loved her. “Was she raped?”

Shane was too quiet. “The exam shows that along with blunt force trauma, which was hard enough to crack her pelvis, injuries to her vagina indicated she was sexually assaulted but they couldn’t tell me with what. There were deep scratches internally and externally. I am so sorry, Jonah. I am so sorry that we didn’t get to her sooner,” he told me as his voice cracked.

That was it. I lost it. I had to go to her now. I had to get up. I hit my brother repeatedly and he just took it. Why? Because he knew I was in pain and that was the only thing he could do for me if it helped. Soon nurses rushed in to sedate me. When the meds kicked in, I just lay there and cried for what my beautiful girl had to endure. I had failed her. I swore to protect her, but I was too late. Would she forgive me? trouble, I would never forgive myself.

In my drug-induced haze, Shane relayed how much damage the knife wound caused from that idiot twisting it. They had no idea how I ever got up off the floor, let alone walked to Ally. Shane told me when he came into the room Michelle was using her full body weight to try and stop me from bleeding out. And even with all that, I kept talking to Ally and covered her nude body from even the paramedics. I had undergone two surgeries over the past week to repair the internal damage. I was shocked to realize we had been there that long.

“Shane, get Michelle for me. I need to speak with her right away.”

Shane looked confused, but did as I asked.

Michelle arrived later that afternoon and I told Shane to go get updates on Ally.

“Michelle, I need a favor. A big one. Do you know everything that happened to Ally?” I asked her in a quiet voice. She nodded yes and then looked out the window.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to open old wounds for you. I just found out everything. I didn’t realize we have been here for over a week and I haven’t been able to see her yet. I need to see her. I feel like my chest is about to explode. I can’t live without her. And being kept away from her? I am about to lose my mind. Those moments in the warehouse can’t be the last time I see her alive. I have to have more than that.”

Michelle started crying while listening to my request and as she wiped at her eyes she nodded in agreement and said, “How I wish that I had found someone like you to help me when I went through it. I will help her too, Jonah. We will get her through this. Get rid of Shane for a few hours and I will be back, but you have to promise to not injure yourself when you see her. It’s bad, Jonah. I won’t lie to you. They had to shave most of her head for the brain surgery and most of her face is bruised and swollen. If you can abide by that I will get you to her.”

When Michelle came back, it was just after shift change. She had somehow coerced the doctors into letting me go see Ally. How? I didn’t care but was utterly grateful. After helping me get into the wheelchair, we headed to the ICU. Turning the corner, we were met by her doctor. Then I knew why we were given permission. He was retired military. He sat down so we were eye-to-eye to talk to me. “I am going to give it to you straight, son. We have her in a drug-induced coma to try to reduce the swelling and to give her body the rest it needs to aid in healing. We are going to remove her from it soon if her scans keep showing improvement. Her shoulder and pelvis will heal in time, but she will need a lot of rehabilitation. She is going to need twenty-four-hour nursing care. We are consulting with a plastic surgeon for the lashes and the old healed lashes, to help minimize scarring. Right now, it is all basically up to her, and how strong her will to survive is.”

“Thank you, doctor.” I nodded to let Michelle know I was ready for her to wheel me in.

Entering Ally’s room, I thought I could handle seeing her like that. Her head wrapped in gauze, tubes helping her breathe and bruises covering almost every inch of her body. It was too much. Michelle put a hand on my shoulder and left. I picked up her bruised hand and kissed it gently. I started to pray to every god that would listen.

I continued to go in several times each day for a long time. They took her off the meds that kept her in the coma. Then they talked to me about her ventilator. They didn’t know if she would be able to breathe on her own with how long she had been on it. Frank, Fran and I discussed the options. They started bringing Sam for visits. I held him while he cried and begged his mom to wake up. I promised she would and that no matter what, I would take care of him. He just clung to me for dear life. My boy was as brave as my girl. My family was strong and we would make it through this.

I spoke with my mother and got advice on in-home care for Ally. Mom asked if she could get everything set up for me, and I was relieved and thankful at the offer. Frannie would take care of Sam until we could and she would get my house ready to bring them home when it was time. I told her to let Sam pick any of the three spare bedrooms, gave her my credit card and tasked her with making it fun for him to decorate for himself and his mother when she came home. I would not give up on Ally.

The weeks passed and finally, it was time to try removing the ventilator to see if she would breathe on her own. She would. I just knew it. Her mind and body had needed this time to heal and rest. She had been through so much. I was released a while ago, but I continued to stay at the hospital. I would not leave her alone. She would never be alone again.

We all stood around her bed as the doctor removed the tubes. Frannie went out to get Sam once that was done. Nothing. She didn’t breathe. She was as still as death. Sam started talking to her, then begging her. Frannie and Frank had to take him out of the room. I went over leaned down to her ear, “Baby, it’s been long enough. It’s time to wake up. Come on, you can do it. I love you, Freckles, and want to marry you and I want Sam to be mine, dang it. Wake! Up! Woman!” I ordered.

Just then her chest rose, then fell and that was it. I kissed her lips. And her chest rose and fell again but the motion didn’t stop this time.

“Yes! Come on, baby. You can do it. Come on, open those beautiful green eyes of yours for me.” I leaned in and kissed her longer this time, not closing my eyes though.

She started blinking her eyes, trying to focus. I waited for her to acclimate as patiently as I could. But I had to kiss her again. This time she gently kissed me back.

“Baby, I’m here. I’ve got you and I am never letting you go. Did you hear that?” I asked her, wanting desperately to hear her voice. She mumbled something that I couldn’t quite make out. I looked at her with confusion, so she said it again in a dry scratchy voice.

“Karma really freaking hates me dang it.”

That’s when I knew, she was going to be ok. Anything that came at us, we would handle and we would do it together, as a family. Instead of the two musketeers like she told me a while back, we would be the three musketeers now. I said that out loud on accident and she just laughed at me and told me she loved me. It was amazing that after everything she had gone through in her life, she could still find the happiness to make jokes and smile. That was a true hero. A person that didn’t give up, no matter how dreadful things got. She kept going. Kept living life to its fullest. That was Ally and she was my hero.
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Epilogue


Ally

1 Year later

Life had been hard for so long it was hard to comprehend how I survived. I never gave up. I had not just Sam to fight for, I had me. It took me a long time to realize that I was indeed worth fighting for. We prayed every night for God to send us a hero to save us. When in reality, we were praying for love. For family. For a chance at life. We prayed to not be alone anymore.

Tom had nearly killed me this time. I knew it would happen just as sure as I knew I needed air to breathe. We had come so far. God and Grams had put people in our paths, giving us the family and love we so desperately needed. How could I let that monster hurt them? I couldn’t. The choice in the end was simple. Them or me. It had to be me. I gave myself, so they would live.

It took me a long time to heal from that night. The road was hard and painful but I woke each day blessed to have Sam, Jonah, Frank, Frannie and so many more that I got to call family to help. Being surrounded by love, kept me fighting and striving to get better each day. I did it. My mind, body and soul were healed.

As I watched my husband, Jonah practicing baseball with our son, Sam, I was reminded to never take for granted the moments in life that seemed simple or unimportant. Every moment counted. Every. Single. One. Everything could be taken from you in the blink of an eye. Grams taught me that. She taught me what perseverance meant. “Never give up my girl, things will always get better if you can just hold on through the rough patches.”

I had many heroes in my life, in different forms and ways. All of them special and unique. I thanked heaven for them every single day. I knew if we could just hang on, the rough patches would be behind us.

I didn’t want to die that day and I refused to. I had my son and I had finally found my hero. My Mr. Dreamy Eyes. I still got butterflies just thinking of him as mine. Jonah was mine. This beautiful man never gave up on me and I still had no idea why. He had taught me so much about love, trust and what it was to be a family, that I could never thank him enough.

Jonah and I were married six months after I left the hospital. I didn’t want a big lavish wedding, that just wasn’t me. Shayla, Jonah’s sister, begged me to let her handle the details and promised to keep it small and special.

We were married on a beautiful evening the day before the Wordly Homecoming, right in front of the carousel. Yep, that’s right, the scene of our first date. Shayla knocked it out the ballpark. It was the wedding of my dreams. Afterwards we all had pancakes with lots of syrup, cotton candy, corndogs and snow cones. It was anything but traditional but it was amazing and I would never forget it.

I made a new friend too, a kindred spirit. Michelle had been through her own hell and she opened her old wounds to help me though mine. We talked endlessly and spent many evenings watching movies and eating popcorn. I was pretty sure she had a crush on Jonah’s brother, Shane, but she won’t give in. Her wounds run deep and she hasn’t learned to trust another with her heart. Oh, but she would. I knew she would. Shane came off cocky and full of himself but the look I saw in his eyes when he looked at her, took my breath away sometimes. I prayed that Michelle would find a way to let him in. She deserved to have a good man in her life. But she was determined to put Shane in his place at every turn.

She told me once when I mentioned it, “Hell No! He is not my type!”

I always laughed when I watched Shane trying to be all macho in front of this badass, female alpha. He certainly had his work cut out for him.

I was now Ally Bradford and proud of it. Sarah was still there, but she had been through so much that I put her to rest. Sam and I had new lives with so much joy, we decided that we didn’t want to go back to the old names. We had been happy with these names and they were us in every way.

Frank and Frannie decided they were too old to get married. Frannie declared to me that they would live in sin and didn’t care what people thought of it. I just laughed and hugged her. A piece of paper didn’t change the way you loved someone but something told me Frank wanted to make an “honest” woman of her as soon as he could get her to say yes. I loved these people so much.

“Hey baby? What are you smiling about over there?” Jonah asked walking up to me all sweaty and grinning.

“Oh, not too much really. Just sitting here thinking about how good life is and how thankful I am to have found you. Oh, and I have been timing my contractions. They are just about six minutes apart so I think you might want to go get the car so we can all head to the hospital now,” I said tilting my head and smiling at him.

Jonah stood there with his mouth gaping, eyes as big saucers. He was in shock. I started laughing.

“Holy garbage! What are you laughing at woman? Sam and I are over here running around like crazy, playing baseball, while you sit here in labor? Why didn’t you say anything?” he roared at me turning red.

Jonah yelled for Sam to come because Mom was about to have the baby in the middle of the field. He proceeded to pick me up and started running towards the car as if the hounds of torture were chasing him. I looked over his shoulder to see Sam scrambling to grab my lawn chair and our cooler of drinks. Then he was off running after us.

“Good lord, Jonah. I am not dying ya know. I’m just in labor. The way you are bouncing me around, may make the baby come more quickly. So, chill out, mister!” I had to yell to be heard.

He stopped suddenly, thinking about what I said. “My goodness, Ally. I am so sorry, you’re right. What is wrong with me?” he then slowly walked me to the car as if I was as fragile as glass. Men! Ugh!

My labor was hard and fast. Pain was nothing new to me, so I handled it well. Jonah on the other hand hyperventilated more than once. Shane came in at one point dressed as a doctor, scrubs, lab coat, mask, hat and even rubber gloves and said he needed to evaluate the patient. That did it. Jonah took off after him and the chase was on. As I tried to breathe through a tough contraction, Michelle walked in with a question in her eyes after seeing them running down the hall.

“Why is Shane dressed like doctor and running like a little girl screaming from Jonah, again?” she asked me.

I couldn’t help it, even with the pain, I started laughing and couldn’t stop. I loved Shane so much. He could take any situation and make me smile no matter how bad I felt. He was truly one of a kind. I had to work on Michelle. They would be perfect for each other. She needed Shane.

“Shane was just being Shane of course. He takes any opportunity he can to piss his brother off. I wouldn’t want it any other way. And I don’t think Jonah does either,” I told her smiling and I knew it was time.

“Go get them now, Michelle! Hurry it’s time! Go, go, go….” I couldn’t help but scream that last part because of all the pressure I suddenly felt.

Shortly after that we welcomed our daughter, Haley Francine, six pounds, four ounces into the world. She had a beautiful head of red hair and her daddy’s beautiful, blue eyes. And as they handed her to her father to hold, my big brave SEAL sat down, held her close and began to cry.

Yes, our life was wonderful.
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