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Toward The Sky
LK Hunsaker
Fred Dawson yanked his face from the onslaught of cold water thrown by a passing car, but otherwise, he didn’t bother to acknowledge it. After what he’d been through the past few months, icy dirty water gushing over him was almost laughable. Except he’d yet found a good reason, or even the tiniest excuse, to laugh since he’d been home.
Home. He supposed it was home. It was at least as close as he had. Why he sat on a saturated wooden bench alongside the road past one a.m., in the rain no less, when he had a comfortable warm apartment waiting for him was anyone’s guess. Truth be told, he did know. He would never admit it to anyone, but he did know. Life brimmed to the top out here. It was everywhere he looked. Normalcy. Shops with closed signs in the windows, the edges highlighted by security lights within. An all-night convenience gas station with an occasional customer stopping and dashing through the rain to get whatever he had to have at this time of the morning. Protection from a last-minute romantic encounter, maybe. A case of beer to get through the rest of the dark before daylight.
And the rain. It had a life of its own as well as producing and supporting life. He watched it run along the road in search of a drain to empty into. He focused on how it panged his bare arms and slid off, leaving goose bumps in its wake. He blinked it off his eyelashes, tasted its crispness on his lips.
The wet cold held a magnificence he would never be able to explain to anyone who hadn’t been out there in the desert, in the dry cold, the lifeless cold. The cold from which there was no escape, even huddled around the heater in the center of the tent. He never bothered to huddle. It did no good. Even when his outside was warm, his inner core was always cold.
Most nights the only thing that kept him from giving in and letting his soul freeze with the rest of his body was the voice of his commanding officer yelling Churchill’s words: “Never, never, never give up!”
A good man, his CO. Better. A true saint, although he would laugh if anyone called him that. Daws owed the man everything, his very life.
“Aren’t you cold?”
He shifted his eyes toward the voice at his side, his body taking on a defensive posture. A woman. Wrapped in a long gray coat, umbrella overhead. “Yes, but you get used to it.”
She hedged closer. “Can I join you?”
He frowned. Most women avoided him. Most people avoided him. His build scared them off. And now, the haze in his expression, the coldness now a permanent part of him. “Don’t you have somewhere better to be?”
“Don’t you?” She stepped back at the approach of a speeding car, avoiding the splash. “I guess you don’t, or you wouldn’t be here.” She moved in and lowered onto the bench.
“You’ll ruin that coat.”
She shrugged, her eyes on the rain rolling along the edge of the street. “Gift from the now-ex-user. Translated: boyfriend who just bothered to tell me he’s married after half living with me for four months. Should’ve known since he was paying for the apartment and wasn’t always there at night. Yes, I’m that big an idiot. I just keep hoping one of them won’t be a lying user.” She turned to find his face. “Ever cheat on a girl? Because if you do, I’d love to know why men think it’s okay.”
He studied her eyes. Brown with a light edge of green. Open and honest. “It’s not okay. A lot of people in this world are a useless waste of oxygen.”
She grinned. A beautiful grin. It nearly made him want to return the smile.
He couldn’t, quite. “So why are you out here alone at nearly two a.m?”
“Because I just found out about the wife and I couldn’t stand to spend one minute longer in that place. I’m a double idiot, though. I stashed a few of my things at a hotel I can’t afford to stay in and shoved the apartment key into an envelope to send back to him and dropped it in the mail.” She shifted the umbrella and stuck out a hand. “I’m Deanna. What’s your story?”
He was surprised at its warmth. “Daws. Not much to tell.”
“Daws? Is that a first name?”
“Fred Dawson. I don’t much like my first name. No one uses it.”
“Fred. I like it. It sounds down-to-earth and stable. Not a lying cheater’s name.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Probably is for some.”
“Not for you.”
“No.”
She shifted closer, angling the umbrella so it covered them both. “Don’t worry, I’m not hitting on you. It’s just that I’ve found it hard to be in a man’s company and feel safe instead of … like prey. I don’t feel like prey with you. Is that crazy since we’ve just met? Most men I know wouldn’t dare sit in the rain even with an umbrella. They’d worry too much about their suits getting wet or about looking less than presentable. Worse than girls, most of them.”
“Where are you meeting these pansies?”
She chuckled. “I work at an upscale office. Better pay than most secretarial jobs, but … yes, more pansies, too. I find too far opposite in bars, though. So tell me, where does a girl go to meet an actual gentleman who isn’t a pansy?”
“Fort Drum.”
“What?” She tilted her head again, her brown eyes fully on his.
“Just came back from there. Funeral for my commanding officer. A true gentleman. Not a pansy in the least.”
“I’m sorry.” She edged closer until her arm was against his. “So you’re a soldier. That explains the haircut.”
“For a few months yet. I’m reaching my ETS date.”
“ETS?”
“When I get out.”
“How long have you been in?”
A car slowed as it went by and a man turned his head to stare at her. She glanced at him and away.
“Quite a gift to be so beautiful you turn men’s heads from their cars.”
“No, probably someone I’ve dated.”
“You don’t remember?”
Deanna shrugged. “I’ve dated a lot. They get to all look the same.” She peered out at the sky as the rain grew heavier. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not easy. Well, not too horribly easy. I try to be picky. Truth is, I’m too much of a romantic and keep thinking that prince really is out there and I’ll find him faster if … stupid thought. Maybe he isn’t.” Her chest rose and fell heavily enough he saw it through her coat. And she lowered her umbrella, her face tilting toward the rain.
She was packed full of life. Daws could see it nearly oozing through her pores. He watched as the rain drenched her face and hair, her eyes closed, her lips parting to allow the water inside.
“I’ve been in for nearly ten years. Joined when I was eighteen.”
Deanna straightened her head and gave him a soft grin. “So there is a story.”
“Sure you want to hear?”
“Yes. Look, the rain is stopping.” She held a palm toward the sky.
“It’ll start again.”
The look she gave him held a devilish amusement. “We can only hope. Maybe it’ll wash old sins away.”
“Maybe we should try for that another night. Can I walk you to your hotel? Is it close by?”
“I think, Fred Dawson, that you’re trying to get out of sharing your story. Unfair since I shared mine.”
She was stunning. And impossible to resist. But not impossible to delay. “I tell you what. Let me take you for breakfast and I’ll give you the basics. If you want more than that, you’ll have to agree to see me again.”
“Are you hitting on me, Fred? After I told you about my lurid escapades? Trying to take advantage?”
“Not at all.” He gripped her hand and kissed her fingers. “I’m intrigued. And that’s not easy to do.” He stood. “I’ll walk you to your hotel and come back in the morning. That is, later this morning. Say, eleven?”
“Do you have a car?”
Daws nodded down the sidewalk to his second-hand Chevy. “Not much of one, but yes.”
“Not what you want?”
“I’m in the market. Had to get settled first.”
“And are you settled?” She stood next to him.
“Could be on my way there. Is your hotel far enough to need to drive?”
“No.” She nodded the opposite direction he just had. “And there’s no need to walk me back. I got here fine on my own and you’re wet enough.”
“Makes no difference now, and I wouldn’t dream of letting a lady walk down a dark city sidewalk on her own if I have means to walk with her.”
Deanna eyed him, searching for falsehoods, Daws supposed. She would get none from him. With a grin, she moved to his side. He took the umbrella from her and moved to her other side, the side near the road. That was a gentleman’s place, on the more dangerous side.
They were silent as they walked, the rain increasing and drumming a tune on the vinyl over their heads.
He raised his eyebrows as she stopped under the canopy of the Marquis Marriot. “This is where you chose to stay when you can’t afford it?”
She gave a light shrug. “I can afford a night or two, but the cost of it will push me to move forward, on to something else. And I felt like pampering myself tonight.”
He nodded, aware of the doorman’s attention. “Have a nice hot shower and sleep well so you don’t catch anything. I look forward to breakfast.”
“Yes. So do I. And this is the first time I’ve looked forward to anything in a long time.”
Daws tried to stay silent, to maintain enough distance. Something kept him from walking away.
Deanna moved in, set her lips lightly against his. Her warmth sped from her mouth through his body. Her eyes touched his. “Want to come share the pampering with me?”
“No.”
Her lips curved upward. “No? You look like you do.”
“Maybe. Not tonight.”
“A true gentleman.” Her eyes teased, daring him.
“No. Out of respect. My head is up in Vermont. I need to leave it there for tonight.”
“Vermont? That’s where you’re from?”
“I’m from here. Have an apartment not far away. Inherited, so I keep it though I’m not here much.”
“Then what’s in Vermont? Don’t tell me. Wife? Kid?”
“I’m not married. Never have been.”
“You’re not denying the kid part of that.”
Daws grabbed a deep breath. “Have one I’ll need to look after for a few years. Not mine. My commander’s. At his request. But the kid can’t know.”
“Young kid?”
“Young enough. Fourteen. Not sure what he expected I can do. I have no experience with kids.”
“He trusted you to figure it out.” She raised a hand to wipe moisture from his face. “That’ll be a challenge. You’re moving to Vermont, then?”
He shook his head, watching as she ran her fingers down his shoulder, to his arm. “When I get out, I’ll move back here and take side trips to Vermont.”
“Good to know.” Deanna caught his eyes.
“Still going to be here?”
“I suppose. I have nowhere else to go, and I like New York. It’s easy to get lost in the crowd.”
Lost in the crowd. Daws didn’t want her lost in the crowd, or stuck with nowhere to go. “I could use someone to look after my place while I’m away. Free rent. No expectations.”
Deanna smiled and ran her fingers down the front of his soaked jacket. “What if I have expectations?”
He dipped his head in a salute. “I’ll do my best to fulfill them. If breakfast goes well.” Daws stepped back. “Go pamper yourself. With any luck, you won’t feel the need after tonight.”
“My luck or yours?”
He moved back in, kissed her deeply, and found her eyes. “It’ll have to be both or neither. I don’t go half way.”
“Somehow I expected that about you.” With a grin she walked backward toward the door. “Eleven.”
Daws stood under the canopy until he could no longer see her through the glass doors. A few steps down the sidewalk, he tilted his head up, closed his eyes, and parted his lips to allow the rain inside.
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