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Prologue

 


Deanna had a heavy feeling as she
headed to work. Maybe it was just those extra bills that had come
due. She had been sending a large portion of her paycheck back home
to her folks ever since she came to the city. There really wasn’t
that much paycheck to go around. She hadn’t been prepared for that
assessment the landlord passed on to his tenants for the boiler
repair. There just wasn’t any place else where she could cut
spending. She already walked to and from work, never went out and
spent money with her friends, and she even bought day old breads
and produce rather than fresh. She counted her blessings on a daily
basis that she had a job and a roof over her head, no matter how
meager, but she found herself bordering on frustration every time
she balanced her checkbook.

She made up her mind, today she was
going to ask Rob if there was any way he could raise her salary a
bit. She was willing to take on extra work; she just needed to be
able to keep sending money home. The hurricanes had pretty much
devastated parts of Louisiana over the last few years. The
resulting tornadoes hit surrounding areas and wiped her folks out.
There was no way they were able to rebuild their home and the
business. She graduated high school out of a makeshift building
before the last round of storms hit. Her original plans were to
remain at home for a while and maybe find a job down there. Her
parents had always figured she could come into the shop with them
but there was no more shop to generate money. Deanna decided to go
someplace where she could earn some money to send home to them.
Deanna made the move to New York City and had been trying to build
a life for nearly a year. A trailer sat on the site near where
Deanna remembered her favorite tire swing ever since Katrina and
Rita ravaged the area. Her parents didn’t complain. There was no
way she wanted to let them know how tight things were for her. She
let them believe that money was rolling in or they never would have
accepted the money she sent back home.

Clutching her purse tightly to her
side, Deanna entered the bank. She was supposed to get some smaller
bills for the register this morning on her way into work. She
didn’t like walking around with so much money, but Rob insisted
that he trusted her to take care of things. Deanna wasn’t naïve;
she knew that her neighborhood wasn’t exactly the most crime free
in the city. She worried about the responsibility of carrying that
much money. If she lost it, there was no way at all that she’d be
able to replace it. There never had been any temptation to take
what didn’t belong to her but she did allow herself a brief fantasy
during the night that the wad of bills in her purse was really
hers.

She stepped in line with about half a
dozen other customers. She stood behind a very broad shouldered man
in a suit and she had to stand on tip-toe to try to look around him
to see how fast the line wasn’t moving. He turned towards her and
smiled as he adjusted his glasses. His brown wavy hair and bronze
complexion stood out against his light brown suit. The ends of his
hair brushed his collar. Deanna smiled back politely while hoping
she wouldn’t encourage him into a conversation. He was very
attractive and she kept looking towards him when he wasn’t looking
at her. Under other circumstances, she wouldn’t have minded trying
to engage him in a conversation. But as it was, she needed to be at
work soon and she couldn’t forget the money she was carrying. He
kept checking his watch and she wondered if he was late for some
important business meeting. Deanna checked her own watch and hoped
she could make it to the store in time to open the doors on
schedule.

Finally the gentleman in
front of her was the next in line. Suddenly there was a shout and a
scream. Deanna turned and saw two men –and
there a third–with stocking-covered faces
waving very large and frightening handguns.

“Everybody get down! And
keep your faces to the floor.”

All of the bank’s customers obeyed
immediately. When Deanna raised her head to watch what was
happening, the man who had been standing in front of her gently
pushed her back down.

“Do as they say,” he
cautiously whispered to her from his own position on the
floor.

She could see the feet of the
frightened tellers as they were ushered toward the front of the
counter to join the rest of the customers. One poor young man was
stopped and dragged back behind the counter to empty the cash
drawers into a sack. Deanna heard muffled sobbing around
her.

One of the masked robbers was moving
through the mass of people on the floor demanding wallets, purses
and jewelry. Perhaps foolishly, Deanna decided she wasn’t going to
give up the store money without some kind of protest. She also slid
her grandmother’s birthstone ruby ring off of her hand and slipped
it down her bra front for protection.

“Open your
purse.”

“No.” He grabbed for it
and she wouldn’t let it go.

“Damn it, it’s not worth
dying for.” The man spoke to her again in a harsh whisper. She saw
that he was eagerly handing over his own wallet.

The purse was wrested from her hand.
“No. Give it back!”

He heard the gentle twang in her voice
and was intrigued by it. “Don’t be an idiot!” he grumbled under his
breath.

Deanna raised her head and her voice
in anger. “Will you just be quiet! Ow!” She felt her head being
yanked backwards by the hair and she found herself staring at the
stocking face of one of the robbers.

“Stand up!” She was forced
to her feet. “You want to fight?” A gun was pressed against her
ribcage. “I’ll give you something to fight about.” He started to
push her towards one of the office doors.

“Where are you taking me?”
Sudden terror seized her. She tried to break away but found his
grip on her was too strong. “Please. I’m sorry...” Her imagination
ran wild with horrible possibilities. Tears began to sting her
cheeks.

“Well gee, I got me
Scarlett O’Hara, boys.” The bank robber laughed as he announced his
find to his cohorts.

“Let her go.” The man from
the front of the line made a meek plea for her safety.

“Mind your frigging
business!”

Deanna continued to struggle and
finally broke free. The robber lunged for her. Faster than she was
aware, the suited customer was standing and pushed her protectively
behind him. He blocked the robber and they scuffled. She stepped
backward and was terrified to see the robber gain the advantage and
hold the gun to the man’s temple. One arm wound its way around the
would-be rescuer’s neck and he was quickly subdued.

She stood trembling. “Oh Gosh, I’m
sorry...”

No one else wanted to take a risk.
Everyone obeyed the robbers’ demands. The young teller finished
filling the bag, customer pockets were emptied of valuables. The
gun was still being held on the attractive stranger.

“Get back down on the
floor!” The robber commanded Deanna to lie down on the
floor.

She was shaking with fear and with
guilt. “Please let him go.”

“Lie down!”

She hesitated briefly and then did as
she was told.

“Now everyone just remain
where you are. Count slowly to three-hundred. If I hear any police
sirens or see any cop cars, I will kill this man.” The robbers
began to back out of the bank with one of them dragging the
struggling man with him.

Deanna couldn’t let them just take the
man with them, not after he had risked himself to save her. She
looked up and saw a large ceramic demonstration piggy bank on the
counter; as soon as she saw the robber look away, she jumped to her
feet and grabbed it. She ran after the robber holding the hostage
and struck him in the back of the head.

The robber stumbled. “Run!” She
screamed at the stranger. He stared at her in disbelief. “Run!”
Finally he made a hasty retreat to the street.

Before Deanna could get safely back
into the bank, she found herself being grabbed again and this time
the gun was held to her head.

“You little bitch.” The
robber’s voice was raspy. “You’re coming with us instead, then.” He
dragged her pleading out the doors and threw her into a van just
outside on the street.

Another one of the assailants grabbed
her to tie and gag her as the vehicle made a hasty retreat. About a
block later, the van made a quick stop and Deanna was surprised to
see the suited customer step into the van.

He looked at her in anger. “You
couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you?”


 


 





 


 


 


 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 





Chapter One

 


The handkerchief he held over her face
smelled foul and the stench remained in her throat after she woke
up.

She opened her eyes to dark, pitted
log walls. It smelled musty. There was a single camp bed in the
corner and an open alcove with empty hangers. The floor that she
was sitting on was wooden, dusty and drafty. Her hands were still
tied behind her and her ankles were tied together. Tape covered her
mouth. She could hear men’s voices arguing from outside the room,
but she couldn’t make out their words. Suddenly, the door burst
open. Deanna jumped in surprise at the noise. Her pseudo rescuer
from the bank walked in. The suit was exchanged for a pair of jeans
and a T-shirt. He wasn’t wearing glasses. Deanna was intimidated by
his bulging muscles and his rugged looks. He looked
dangerous.

“Finally, you’re awake.”
He walked over to her and pulled the tape from her mouth. It stung.
“Why the hell you couldn’t just lie there and mind your business?
What’s your name?” He stood over her. Her porcelain skin was in
stark contrast with her dark hair and even darker eyes.

She looked at him in fear. “Deanna.
Deanna Blair.”

“Well Miss Deanna Blair,”
he mocked her southern accent. “You really screwed us. Kidnapping
is a federal crime. We never planned to take any real hostages.” He
shook his head as he looked at her. He realized he could easily
stare at her for hours. There was no way he wanted this kind of
complication in his life. The last thing he wanted was to be
attracted to her, to be distracted from the things he had to
do.

“I thought you were in
trouble.” He looked even taller and broader from this angle. “I
thought you needed help.”

He exhaled loudly. “Crimes happen
every day in New York and no one ever wants to get involved. And
then Miss Goody-Two-Shoes has to come along. Damn!” Now he felt
responsible for her.

“Just let me go.” She
pleaded with him. “I swear I’ll forget what you look
like.”

“Right.” He snorted. “Like
I could believe that. You wouldn’t be in this mess if you were that
kind of person.” She is just a young
girl, he thought. Why did she have to be so foolishly brave and concerned about
a stranger? He paced the room. “Do you
have family?”

She glared at him. “No one has any
money to pay a ransom if that’s what you want to know.”

He frowned. “I wasn’t suggesting
ransom. I simply wanted to know if anyone was worried whether you
were alive or dead.”

Deanna swallowed. She held an image of
her dear parents in her mind. “I don’t think they would know that I
was kidnapped. They aren’t local.”

“Just listening to your
accent would tell me that.” She definitely
isn’t from the city. “How about friends?
I’m sure you’ve got a ton of them.” He figured she probably
befriended every other person who walked the streets in the
city.

“I guess just my boss. I
was on my way to work.” She thought bitterly of the money she was
carrying for Rob. She wondered if he had heard about the bank
robbery and understood that was why she never showed up at the book
store with the cash. Hopefully Rob’s insurance money would cover
the loss and she wouldn’t have to... if
she survived.

“Give me his name and
number. I’ll get in touch with him.” He didn’t bother to copy
anything down when she told him and Deanna wondered if he was being
honest with her when he offered to call Rob. Honest? She couldn’t
help but think how ironic it was that she even thought he could be.
“I wouldn’t waste your time or energy screaming. This place is
pretty isolated in the off season. The only ones who would hear you
are my crew and trust me, you don’t want their attention.” He
walked back to the door. He sighed and sounded apologetic. “If you
cooperate, we won’t hurt you.” He left the room and closed the door
soundly behind him.

 


Deanna was struggling to stay awake.
She wondered what was on the handkerchief in the van. The room was
hot and stuffy, she was sure that didn’t help. Her overactive
imagination nearly convinced her that she was going to die no
matter what the man had promised her.

She kept hearing the muffled voices of
the other men. They were alternately arguing and laughing. She
heard the sound of broken glass and then laughter. After a few
moments the door swung open. One of the men appeared grinning in
the doorway.

“Now aren’t you a pretty
sight?” He advanced on her and laughed when he read her fear
correctly. Grabbing her bound arm and pulling her to her feet, he
pulled her stumbling from the room. She had to hop to try to keep
up with him. “The boys and I just want to have a little bit of
fun.” Deanna could smell the unmistakable stench of
beer.

He sat on a wooden picnic bench next
to the camp style table in the cabin and pulled her on to his lap.
She struggled when he tried to pour the contents of an open bottle
of warm beer into her mouth. The beer ran down the front of her
blouse.

“Tsk, tsk. Now look what
you’ve gone and done. You’re a mess.” He brazenly ran his hand down
her chest pretending to wipe away the wet beer stain.

Deanna tried to pull away. Tears came
to her eyes. “Please, let me go.”

“Hey Roy, Miss Southern
Bell said please.” He mocked her pronunciation. One of the other
two men laughed at her distress.

The third man got up and grabbed her
chin. He held her face still as he forced the neck of another open
bottle of beer between her lips and poured. Deanna choked and spit
out most of it. “Come on, swallow.” He kept pouring and she finally
swallowed some to keep from choking. “That’s right baby, you’re
going to feel much better. We just want you to enjoy it
too.”

After most of the contents of the
bottle of beer was either down her throat or spilled down the front
of her blouse, he tossed the bottle onto the table. Deanna fought
to keep from gagging as the beer hit her stomach and started an
abrupt return trip. “I’m going to be sick.”

The first guy stood and nearly dumped
her on the floor. They let her heave the contents of her stomach
while she bent over. They laughed at her. When she was done, one of
the men splashed her face with even more beer to rinse her off.
Then the front of her blouse was torn open.

“Oh God, please don’t...:”
Unable to defend herself or run away with her hands and feet still
tied, she cried and pleaded.

Tugging the front of her bra as if to
rip it off of her, the second guy found her grandmother’s ring.
“What’s this?” He dug the piece of jewelry out.

She looked longingly at
the ring. “Please, that’s all I have left of my mamere.” They still hadn’t recovered
the old woman’s body long after the flood waters receded. “Please
don’t take that.”

One of the men leered at her. “Maybe
we’ll let you earn it back.”

“What the hell is going on
here?” His booming voice surprised everyone.

“Hey man, we were just
having some fun. She doesn’t mind. Do you?” One of the three
drunken revelers pouted.

“I told you, she’s my
property... and I don’t share with anyone.” The pseudo bank
customer had returned from his errand. He walked to them and
grabbed her roughly by her arm. “What’s that?” He questioned the
guy with the ring in his hand.

“She was hiding
it.”

“Give it to me. Now.” The
ring was put into his outstretched palm and he put it into his
pocket. He looked at the floor where she spit up. “Clean this
up.”

“Hey man, we were just
bored.

“That’s not my problem.”
He pulled Deanna into the small kitchen and helped her wash her
face and rinse her mouth at the sink.

“So long as Jacob is gone,
I’m in charge around here. And I don’t like having my orders
ignored.” He started to pull Deanna back into the room.

“You gonna do
her?”

He glared at them. “Yeah. I’m going to
do her. And only me.”

“Why can’t we?”

“If and when I get tired
of her, maybe I’ll let you have her. In the meanwhile, there are
whores in town you can pay. You don’t touch what’s mine again.” He
pulled her struggling into the room. “Now don’t bother me for a
while.”

“Please don’t hurt me.”
Deanna was crying. “You said you wouldn’t hurt me.”

He pushed her up against the door and
pressed himself against her. She heard the loud clunk of the door
being pushed closed. “Keep crying. Beg me to stop.” His voice was
low and guttural.

“You’re sick.”

“I need you to scream a
little.” He whispered into her ear. “Scream.” He tore the gaping
blouse off of her.

“Stop. Please.” She begged
him.

He bent close to her ear. “Please,” He
sighed. “I need them to think I’m hurting you.”

She looked at him confused.

He was loud. “Bitch. Do what I’m
telling you!” He kicked the bottom of the door. Then he punched his
fist into the palm of his hand. “You like it when I hurt
you?”

She frowned and was still confused.
Then she played along. “Please... stop.” He made another punching
sound. “No. I’ll do whatever you want.”

He knelt to untie her feet. “Stay
still!” Deanna was still wary of him but realized that he was
indeed making it sound like he was overpowering her. He pulled his
belt off and threw it on the floor by the door, the metal buckle
made a loud noise. Then he gave her a look to encourage more
crying.

“No! You’re hurting
me.”

“Good.” He leaned next to
her and again whispered. “I’m going to tell you to do a lot of
things you’re not going to like, but trust me, I’m protecting you.
Now cry.”

Deanna was still so frightened, the
tears came easily. He untied her hands.

His voice was a low murmur. “Take off
your clothes.” She looked at him in shock. He nodded toward the
camp bed in the room. “Get under the sheet of that bed. You can
keep your panties on, everything else comes off.”

She shook her head no as she looked at
him wide eyed.

He set his jaw. Again he whispered.
“It’s your choice. Pretend that I am doing what I want with you or
get passed around by those three for real.”

Totally confused as to why he was
helping her, Deanna hesitated for only a moment. She pulled her
slacks off but waited until she was under the sheet before removing
her bra. Then she watched him while he just seemed to wait.
Finally, the man picked up a length of rope that he had removed
from her earlier and approached the bed.

“Give me your hand.” He
tied one wrist to the metal frame of the bed. “Don’t even try to
escape. You won’t get far enough to make it count.” He glanced at
the door and then back at her. He whispered, “Keep
crying.”

Then without any explanation, he
pulled his shirt off to reveal a bare chest, tousled his hair and
unzipped his trousers. He headed to the door and opened it as he
re-zipped his pants. He smacked his lips and as the door was closed
again. Deanna heard him say, “It’ll be a while before I get tired
of that little piece.”

She curled up in the bed trembling and
hugging the sheet to her. He could have hurt her and yet he didn’t.
Not only didn’t he hurt her, he said he was protecting her. Should
she believe him? Should she trust him? She had trusted him in the
bank and then found out that he was lying. Deanna was confused and
terrified. His laughter sounded through the door. He was describing
his exploits to his cohorts, only his exploits with her were all
lies.

The room was already dark when he
returned. He said nothing to her as he sat on the side of the bed
and removed his shoes. Then he stood and unzipped his
pants.

“What are you doing?” She
sounded as scared as she felt.

“Getting into
bed.”

“Why?”

He looked at her shadow and spoke
calmly. “Because we sleep together.” Just before he pulled off his
boxer shorts, he paused. “You’re welcome to watch...” Then he
chuckled when she quickly turned away.

He climbed into bed and under the
sheet next to her. She could feel the heat rising from his body.
She moved as close to the edge of the bed and the wall as she could
get.

He sighed. “I am not going to hurt
you.”

“Then why are you
naked?”

“We don’t really have
privacy. The door doesn’t have a lock. There’s no curtain over the
window.” He paused. “If anyone sees me in bed with you, or getting
out of bed in the morning, it’s got to look real.”

It took her a few minutes to muster
the courage to ask his name.

“It’s Ryan, just Ryan.” He
gently put his hand on her shoulder. “Deanna, I need to warn you...
If at any point we are being watched, I may need to make it look
like I have had my way with you. I promise only to do what I have
to. Struggle if you want, just not too much.” He pulled her onto
her back. “It’s the only way I can think of to protect
you.”

“Why are you doing this?
Why are you promising to help me?”

“You should never have
been here in the first place. Now go to sleep.” He turned to his
side facing her and pulled her against him. “You’ve got to trust
me. I’m all you’ve got right now.”

It was long after she heard his steady
breathing that she finally fell asleep herself.

 


Ryan woke her in the morning. He had
already gotten out of bed and was wearing his jeans. He untied her
wrist and handed her a man’s clean white T-shirt. “This should more
than cover you. We’re going in to the other room. Remember what I
said about my familiarity with you. Be a little scared of me but do
whatever I tell you. Clear?”

She nodded and took the shirt from
him. Since he stood watching her, she slipped the T-shirt over her
head while she held the sheet to her. When she stood, it covered
her to mid-thigh. “Okay. I’m ready.” There was a tremor in her
voice.

“Good.” Ryan noticed
movement behind him at the window and he grabbed her to him for a
punishing kiss. His hand rested comfortably on her behind.
Surprised, Deanna tried to push him away. “Someone was checking on
us.” She believed him, but she also suspected that he kissed her
longer than was absolutely necessary.

Before they joined his partners, Ryan
politely asked her if she needed to relieve herself and then took
her outside to a large tree. He turned his back but stayed next to
her so there was no chance of escape. She watched his back as she
took care of her needs. It was like he was two different people,
one who took care of her and one who stole and had been party to
her kidnapping. When she was done, he held her arm firmly as they
returned to the cabin.

Deanna kept her eyes cast downward in
front of the other men. She could feel their ogling. Ryan kept her
close to his side. She knew that he was keeping a watchful eye on
her whenever anyone got close even if he pretended no to care. He
tossed her a buttered roll while he sat and ate another with a cup
of black coffee. There was conversation about his boss returning.
The boss in question was apparently the Jacob he had mentioned the
day before. Ryan sounded displeased at the prospect.

The room was damp and chilly. The
stones around the unused fireplace glistened from leaking
rainwater. A pile of cut wood sat in a bin next to the hearth. The
bare wooden floor was coated in dust. Deanna watched a spider
moving in a web that covered the corner of one of the windows. Two
more wooden doors led to other rooms, she imagined that was where
the other men slept. An open doorway led to a kitchen of sorts. The
view outside the windows showed only trees, open fields and hills.
She had no idea where they were.

She had barely finished eating when he
took her arm and pushed her back towards their room. Laughing, he
made a comment about returning in a few minutes. He was asked if he
needed any help. He shook his head, laughed again, and
declined.

Ryan tied her wrists to the bed frame
again. “I’m sorry about this.”

“You’re nothing like those
other men. Why are you even involved with them?” Deanna knew that
his kindness to her was more than just an act. “You are different.
You act like them, but you aren’t. Who are you?” Her
mamere used to call it
vibrations and Deanna got very different vibrations from Ryan than
from his cohorts.

He stared at her in silence. Finally
he looked away. “The less you know about me, the better off you
are. Don’t ask questions.” He reluctantly gagged her. “We will be
out for a while. I can’t take the chance you’ll shout if someone
does happen near. I am sorry to do this.” Then he left the
room.

If she twisted just right, Deanna
found she could either sit up or lie down with the way he had tied
her wrists to the bed frame. She even found it possible to maneuver
into a semi-standing position, but not straight enough to be able
to drag the weight of the camp bed across the room to the window.
She was able to loosen the gag a bit as well. Everything was
ominously quiet. She didn’t have a watch but Deanna knew that hours
had passed before she heard the sounds of the group of men
returning.

It wasn’t long before Ryan came into
the room carrying a small white bag from a fast food restaurant. He
greeted her with a smile and confused her even more. “Do you like
vanilla shakes?” He removed the gag from her mouth and noticed with
a frown that she had loosened it considerably.

“I don’t understand you.
You hold me here against my will and even tie me up and gag me. You
pretend to abuse me so your friends won’t. And you buy me a vanilla
shake like we were on a date?” She wasn’t trying to anger him, but
she was confused by the act she knew he was putting on. She was
relieved to see him again and that scared her. Deanna didn’t like
the idea of becoming dependent on someone who could be involved
with robbing banks and kidnapping.

He didn’t answer her as he
untied her wrists from the bed and handed the bag to her. “I also
bought you a burger.” After he finished untying her, he walked over
to the window. “If we had met under different circumstances, you
wouldn’t be questioning me if I did things for you.” Ryan wished
he had met her
under different circumstances. From the moment he saw her in the
bank, he wanted to get to know her.

“But we met while you were
robbing a bank. And then you helped to kidnap me.”

“You were kidnapped
because you couldn’t mind your own business.”

“So you’re saying it was
my own fault?”

“Hell! Why couldn’t you
have just minded your own business? Why did you have to try to be
heroic?” He wasn’t sure if he was angry at her or at
himself.

“You seemed like a nice
guy and I thought you needed help.”

He laughed and turned to look at her.
“But now you know I’m anything but a nice guy.” Ryan walked back to
her and sat on the bed next to her. “I bet now you really do wish
someone had pulled the trigger when the gun was pointed at my
head.”

“I... I don’t wish harm on
anyone.”

Damn it, he thought, why couldn’t she just
be a vicious bitch? Why couldn’t he find something about her to
dislike? “Yeah. You aren’t the type that
would want someone hurt. And you don’t deserve any of this that’s
happened to you.” He watched her quietly for a moment then he put a
finger under her chin and made her look at him. “I really would
like to kiss you... for real.” At her frightened look, he quickly
added, “I won’t force myself on you. I’m asking for your
permission.”

Her look of fear quickly turned to
puzzlement and then resignation. “Alright.”

Ryan didn’t hesitate. He wound his
fingers in her long brown tresses and pulled her to him gently for
a kiss. He was ecstatic when he felt her lips part slightly and he
took full advantage. He caressed a shoulder and ran his palm down
her arm. Deanna lifted her hands to his shoulders and rested her
palms there. It just felt natural. She was surprised by how much
she was enjoying the kiss but worried that he might press for
more.

Finally he reluctantly broke the kiss.
“Your burger is getting cold.” Ryan sounded even more irritated
than before. He walked away from her again. She wasn’t the only one
confused, he thought. The kiss had been everything he had expected
and a whole lot more. He had been hoping he would be disappointed.
If only he had met her under different circumstances. If only she
could feel something for him besides contempt. “Thank you for the
kiss.”

Unsure as to how to respond, Deanna
simply thanked him for the food.

That night they slept just as they had
the night before. Deanna woke at one point to find Ryan’s
fingertips resting on a naked breast. His breathing was slow and
steady and she had no doubt he was still asleep so she carefully
moved his hand away. He still had an arm thrown over her and she
felt branded by his touch.

 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


When Deanna woke, Ryan was lying next
to her and watching her. He smiled when he saw her eyes open. He
had already untied her wrist.

“Good morning.” He was the
first to break the silence.

Deanna looked at him. “You make it
sound like we’re here because we both want to be.” Her voice
resonated with irony.

He sighed and sat up, letting the
sheet fall to his waist. She noticed how muscular and broad his
bare chest was. “I know you’re here against your will. I’m sorry. I
truly am.” He let his gaze wander around the room. Ryan had been
watching her ever since he woke. There was no way he could change
the events that had put her in bed with him. He truly wished he
could. “You have no idea how sorry I am for everything right now.”
He looked back at her. “I want to kiss you again. Hell, I want to
make love to you. I was thrilled when you let me kiss you
yesterday. But I wish I could be sure you let me because you wanted
it and not because you were scared of saying no.”

She sat up to face him clutching the
bed sheet in front of her. “Ryan, if you are so sorry, why don’t
you just let me go?”

“I can’t.” He wore a
troubled expression. “Not yet.”

He could see that she was struggling
not to cry. “Ryan, I have a life. I have friends. I have a job.”
She swallowed back a sob. “I want to go home.”

“Do you have a
boyfriend?”

Deanna was surprised by his question.
“No.”

“When you walked into that
bank, you caught my eye. I couldn’t get over how pretty you were.
If I hadn’t known what was going to happen, I would have done more
than smile at you.”

“You’re just confusing
me.”

He smiled impulsively. “You’re not the
only one who is confused.” The smile left his face as he stared at
her. Without warning he tangled his fingers in her hair and pulled
her to him for a kiss. When she didn’t resist, he pushed her back
and lay with his body half covering hers. Ryan pulled the sheet out
from between them and enjoyed the feel of her bare breasts against
his naked chest.

Deanna tensed for just a moment when
she felt him pull the sheet away.

“Trust me, Deanna. I’m not
going to hurt you. I just wanted to kiss you and feel you in my
arms.” He chuckled quietly. “I’m not even looking. And I’m just
kissing you, no more. Just please, tell me you want this too. Tell
me it’s not fear that’s letting me kiss you.”

It was amazing, she thought, she
wasn’t scared of him anymore. “It’s not fear.”

After a few more moments of kissing
and holding her, Ryan realized that he had to stop or he might not
be able to control his impulses. He leaned back on the bed while
Deanna covered herself with his T-shirt again. He took several deep
breaths while he willed his body to relax. “Aside from letting you
go home, which I can’t do, is there anything I can do to make you
more comfortable? Anything to make this more bearable?”

She thought about it. “Is there
anyplace I can bathe? I can still smell the beer your friends
poured on me.”

“They are not my friends.
It’s just... a job.” He sat up and looked at her. “There’s a bath
house down the trail. The water’s chilly but the showers work. I’ve
used them myself.”

“I would really like to
take a shower.”

He looked happy to be able to do
something for her. “I’ll get a couple of towels.” He pulled on his
pants and left the room for a few minutes. Deanna wasn’t tied up
and she did try the window but it was nailed shut. When he came
back and saw her near the window, he realized she had thought about
escaping, but he didn’t say anything.

Ryan handed her a clean T-shirt and a
pair of men’s boxers so that she had a chance to wash and dry her
underpants. He also gave her a towel. He carried a towel and
clothes for himself as well. “Don’t worry, there are separate
shower stalls.” And he really needed a cold shower.

They walked a short distance down a
trail marked with red triangles. Deanna could no longer see the
cabin by the time they neared the bathhouse. Unfortunately there
was nothing else in her view either. If she had been inclined to
try to escape, she had no idea which way to go. With her poor sense
of direction, she figured she’d probably wind up lost in the woods
for a very, very long time. Even though it meant remaining a
captive, Deanna felt safer staying with Ryan.

The wooden bathhouse consisted of
three door-less stalls, but the side walls provided enough privacy
to change comfortably. Deanna felt odd to know that Ryan was on the
other side of that short wall undressing for his own shower. He
purposely positioned himself so that she would have to pass by him
if she tried to leave the bathhouse on her own.

Deanna made a startled little gasp
when the cold water hit her body and she heard Ryan
laugh.

“Told you it was
chilly.”

She heard the shower water go on in
his stall as well. Even cold, it felt wonderful to rinse her body
off. She soaped her pair of panties with a small soap bar Ryan had
given her and rinsed them under the water while she showered. She
would let them dry back in the room. Then she rubbed the soap over
her hair and rinsed as well. She stood naked with her eyes closed
letting the water just splash over her. She trusted him not to
peek. Suddenly Deanna felt something grab her ankles. She looked
down and screamed.

Ryan was thinking that cold showers
had been very helpful the last few days. Sleeping next to Deanna
had certainly tested his will power. He still believed putting on
the act was the best protection he could offer her. He dropped the
bar of soap he had been rubbing over his body when he heard her
scream and he went around the stall divider.

She stood perfectly still with the
water still cascading down her body. Her eyes were terrified.
“Help.” She barely croaked the words as she motioned
downwards.

He looked down at her feet and saw the
back half of a Black Rat Snake coiled around her ankles. He said
quietly, “It’s not poisonous.”

“I don’t care. Get it off
of me.” Even with the shower water hitting her face, he could see
that she was crying.

“Okay.” He started to bend
towards the snake when it turned its head and snapped at him. He
pulled back.

Her voice quivered. “I thought you
said it wasn’t poisonous.”

“It’s not. It still can
bite.” Wary, he kept an eye on it and when he saw an opportunity,
he lunged for the head. Grabbing the snake behind the head, he was
able to keep its sharp teeth away from Deanna and himself. With his
free hand, he grabbed the coils. “Can you step out of
it?”

Shaking, she pulled one foot and then
the other out of the tight coils. Amazed at the strength of this
six or seven foot long snake, he was happy Deanna was able to
extricate herself. He picked up the struggling snake and held it at
arm’s length away from him. Ryan carefully walked out of the
bathhouse with it.

Just a minute or so later, Ryan
returned. “Our friend has found a new home up a tree.” He saw
Deanna was still shaking and still looking frightened. “Ssh, it’s
gone.” She looked up at him with tears cascading down her cheeks.
He took her in his arms and held her close.

“I hate snakes. Back home
we’ve got all kinds around the marshes. I hate them.” She leaned
into him and let him comfort her. “They scare me so.” He turned off
the running water in her stall while he held her.

After a few minutes, they realized
their mutual state of undress. Ryan stepped back and didn’t hide
himself. Deanna reflexively tried to cover herself. He gently pried
her arms away. She didn’t fight him.

“I want you.” Once she
looked at him, he didn’t have to state the obvious. “You are really
beautiful. I would like to make love to you.” She didn’t respond.
“But... if you say no, I’ll just take another cold shower.” He
shrugged. “I mean it, if you say no, then it’s no.”

She couldn’t find her voice. Deanna
stared at him wide eyed. He bent his head to kiss her, she kissed
him back. That was all the permission Ryan needed.

He reached around to turn off the
water in his stall, picked up the towels and cradled her in his
arms. Walking out of the bathhouse, Ryan spotted a grassy patch of
land and brought her to it. He stood her on her feet and laid the
towels on the ground. And then he kissed her again. He let his lips
trail over her jaw and down the side of her neck. He lowered her on
to the towels and let his lips keep wandering until he was suckling
at her nipples. He murmured into her chest, “”If you want me to
stop, just say so.”

Terrified and longing for his touch at
the same time, Deanna held him to her as he tasted and nipped at
her breasts. She had never expected to want him the way she did. He
reached down to the apex of her thighs and toyed with her feminine
core. Deanna was glad her nails were short as she dug her fingers
into his muscled back. Ryan kissed his way back up her neck to her
lips and plunged his tongue into her mouth. He heard her panting
and felt her writhing as he brazenly parted her with his
fingers.

Ryan had promised himself he would
stop if there was any resistance, but when she spread her legs and
allowed him to lie between them, he knew it was okay. She was tight
as he pushed his way in. When he felt the tear and heard her cry of
pain, he felt like a jerk.

“Deanna, I’m sorry. I
didn’t know.” He held himself perfectly still as he tried to sooth
her pain away. Kissing the tears that rolled from her eyes, he
called himself all kinds of foul names. If he had known that she
was a virgin, he would have been so much gentler.

She sniffled. “I didn’t want to tell
you. I was afraid.”

“Afraid of me? Afraid that
I would force myself on you?”

The pain was beginning to subside.
“Afraid that... you wouldn’t do this.”

Ryan hadn’t thought he could be any
more shocked than discovering she was a virgin.

“I just didn’t know it
would hurt so much.” She felt as if she had to reassure
him.

He shook his head. “It shouldn’t have.
I’m so sorry.” Slowly, he began to move. “It gets better. I
promise.” Realizing that he had already done the damage, Ryan tried
to give her time to adjust to his fullness inside her, but when he
felt her wrap her legs around his hips, he couldn’t hold back any
longer.

He rocked against her until he felt
his muscles clench and he spilled his seed into her. Ryan knew that
Deanna hadn’t climaxed so he reached between them and finished with
his hand what he should have already done for her. It wasn’t until
he was sure that he felt her tense and shudder that he stopped and
rolled off of her.

Ryan sighed. “I apologize for making
your first time so terrible. I never meant to cause you pain.” He
was embarrassed. “Deanna, making love is beautiful. It’s supposed
to feel really great. Not like this.” Guilt assuaged him. “If I had
known, I would have been gentler. I would have made sure it was
good.” He leaned over and kissed her wishing he could redo the last
few minutes.

She shrugged. “I know you could have
stopped caring once you... came. But then you made sure I enjoyed
too. Thank you.” She paused. “This wasn’t a typical first time
anyway.”

He raised himself on his elbow. “What
do you mean?”

Deanna looked at him emotionlessly. “I
wanted to be with you, but I’m a hostage. I barely know you. And I
just thought I was going to die when I saw that snake.” She
suddenly felt self-conscious about her nudity. “I’m glad you did
what you did. I’m not sorry. I just don’t know why.”

He laid down on his back again. “I
took advantage.” He gave a deprecating laugh at himself. “I am no
better than the men I was trying to protect you from.” Ryan didn’t
think he could think any less of himself. “Why don’t you finish
your shower and we’ll go back to the cabin?” He closed his eyes and
told himself that his partners had just wanted to use her. He
almost convinced himself he had been different.

Deanna went back to the shower and
washed off the spot of blood from her lost virginity. Then she
tried to wash away the desire to be with him again.

 


Back at the cabin, Ryan was solicitous
to her even though he had to hide it from his partners.

Ryan kept asking if she was okay. He
wanted her reassurance that he wasn’t as vile as he thought he
was.

“I’m fine.” Deanna felt
sore but she figured that was because it was the first time she had
ever had sex. While she had certainly done her share of petting
with dates, Deanna had never wanted to be intimate with a man
before. She wasn’t sure why she had wanted to be with him, but she
did. It surprised her but there were no regrets.

He took her over to the bed and sat
next to her. “Deanna, making love is supposed to be something
wonderful.” Ryan would never forgive himself for what he had done.
“I failed you. I want to make it up to you.”

“What do you mean?” She
sounded nervous.

“I want to make love to
you again. But this time, I want to make sure that it’s good for
you.” He knew he couldn’t undo what he had done to her. Ryan also
knew his time was getting shorter and he wanted to make sure that
he didn’t leave her with scars that couldn’t heal. He didn’t want
to leave her afraid to make love with a man. “I want to make sure
you enjoy.” Ryan tried to tell himself that he wanted this for her.
He couldn’t deny he just wanted her again.

She looked at him and then she quietly
chuckled.

“What’s so
funny?”

“Your ego.”

If she had intended to wound him, she
succeeded. “Okay. I guess I am a pretty rotten lover...” He also
wanted her to remember him as being a good lover. He needed to know
that he could satisfy her.

She suddenly got serious again. “Ryan,
we are in a room where you’ve held me prisoner, you’ve kept me tied
up, you’ve made me sleep almost naked next to you... why are you
even bothering to ask?” Deanna appreciated that he wasn’t forcing
her. She also was embarrassed for her own wanton behavior. She
couldn’t understand why but she felt that what they had done was
right. Making love with Ryan, with a man she barely knew, was
somehow meant to be.

Ryan stammered. “Deanna, I never meant
for any of this to happen. Honestly. You were never supposed to be
a part of this. I asked before. I thought it was what you had
wanted too.”

“It was.” She whispered
the words.

Her admission surprised him. “So, let
me show you that it can be good.” He looked around the room and at
the piece of rope that was still tied to the bed frame. “I will
help you get out of here. I’ll help you get home.”

She frowned at that point. “In
exchange for sex?”

“No. Not in exchange.
Deanna, I’m not asking for payment. You can say no. I’ll still get
you out of here. I promise.”

She finally admitted her own needs.
“I’m not saying no.”

He drew in a deep breath as her words
sunk in. He kissed her, leisurely and gently. He took his time as
he nuzzled her neck. The tip of his tongue teased the bottom of her
earlobe. He heard the change in her breaths.

He pulled his T-shirt off. “Touch me
Deanna. Make me as much yours as I want you to be mine.”

She timidly, inquisitively touched his
broad shoulders. Her fingers trailed down his chest and she lightly
stroked a male nipple. Ryan drew in a breath as she began her
exploration.

He stood and unzipped his jeans
letting them fall to the floor. She traced the thin dusting of hair
that disappeared under the waistband of his boxers. “I want you to
see me. Touch me. Is that okay?”

She nodded. He removed his boxers and
stood naked before her. He was fully aroused and thrusting.
Hesitantly, Deanna took the length of him in her hand. Patiently he
stood still while she touched and investigated his body.

“May I undress you?” Ryan
surprised even himself with the amount of control he was
managing.

Deanna lifted her arms and allowed him
to remove the T-shirt. He knelt before her and used his tongue to
tease her nipples. He kissed the fullness of her breasts and held
her in his arms.

She enjoyed the feel of his tongue.
“That feels so good.” Sensations were beginning to erupt from the
pit of her belly.

He smiled against her chest. “Please
stand up.” When she stood, he gently pulled down the shorts she
wore. Still kneeling in front of her, he kissed the triangle of
curls and stroked her with his hands.

“Oh Ryan...” Her knees
felt weak from his kisses. She put her hands on his shoulders and
allowed herself to give way to his ministrations. He felt her
shudder as she clutched at his shoulders. Lowering her to the bed,
Ryan kissed his way back up her body. He paused to drink deeply
from her rosy nipples.

Deanna was panting as she tried to
regain control. This was nothing like before. Before she had wanted
him for curiosity. This time, she was beginning to feel an ache
between her legs that only he could soothe. He continued to kiss
and stroke her until she was nearly ready to beg.

Ryan knew this time she was so much
more ready for him than before. He was still gentle as he entered
her, holding back as much as he could. There was no pain, he was
sure of that, only her wide-eyed response as she wrapped herself
around his fullness.

When Ryan began to move, so did
Deanna. He was able to wait until he felt her tighten around him
and saw the fire in her eyes before he allowed his own release. He
held her close to him and felt their hearts pounding.

“Better?” He whispered
gently.

“Oh yes.” She was still
breathless.

Ryan waited as long as he could until
he no longer had a choice before he withdrew. He held her to his
side. “That’s how making love is supposed to be. I’m sorry this
wasn’t your first time.” He swallowed. “That’s how I wish I had
done it the first time.”

She was quiet as she lay next to him.
Her fingers toyed with his muscled chest. “Come back with me, Ryan.
Turn yourself in. It’s got to be easier than always running and
hiding. You’re better than this.” She waited through his silence.
“Please Ryan. Please do the right thing... for you.”

He squeezed his eyes and exhaled
slowly. “No Deanna, this is me. This is my life.”

“If the police capture
you, they are going to put you in jail for a long time.”

“They won’t capture
me.”

She sat up next to him. “Ryan, if you
come back with me and turn yourself in, I’ll tell them that you
didn’t kidnap me. I’ll tell them you protected me and saved me.
I’ll help you as much as I can. Even if you have some jail time,
they’ll go much easier on you.”

“No.” He felt a hole in
his heart. “I know that you are trying to help me, but don’t. I am
going to get you out of here. And then I am never going to see you
again.”

“No Ryan, you could if you
wanted. Not because of what we just did. I know there was no
commitment. You could choose someone else... or I could. But I can
feel there is so much good in you. You’re a good man.”

He wished he had the time to see where
things could go. He wanted to get to know her better, maybe even to
build a relationship with her. “Deanna, trust me, I am not getting
out...”

“You could.”

“No. Deanna, I expect to
die here.”

“No!”

He looked at her and saw her tears. It
hurt. There was nothing else he could do. Everything was already in
motion. Ryan just hoped he had the time to get Deanna out of there.
He got up and got dressed. Then he pulled down a paper bag from the
shelf in the closet and handed it to her. Her bra and slacks were
inside.

“I’m sorry. Your blouse
was ruined. You’ll have to use the T-shirt.” He reached into his
pocket and took out her grandmother’s ring. “Here.”

She cried when she saw the ring. He
slipped it on her finger. Then he left the room.

When Ryan’s boss, Jacob, showed up a
little later that day, Ryan seemed troubled. He left her alone and
untied in the room while he met with Jacob in the larger common
room. She could hear muffled arguing. Ryan sounded angry. When he
came back, he kissed her and promised to get her home very soon. He
was wearing a lightweight jacket and explained he had some errands
to run. Deanna saw a gun tucked into his waistband and she worried
what his errands might be.


 


 


 


 


 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


Deanna heard a sudden commotion
outside and went to the window to see what was going on. She saw
two of Ryan’s partners being wrestled to the ground by individuals
in dark blue windbreakers. She heard the door to the cabin being
kicked open and the sounds of another scuffle inside.

Then the door to her room burst open.
It was a woman and a man, both wearing dark blue jackets with the
letters F.B.I. on them. They had their guns drawn. The man quickly
checked the room.

“Miss Blair?” The female
asked her and motioned for her to stay still.

“Yes.” She nodded
nervously.

“Are you alone?” The
woman’s eyes darted around the room.

“Yes.” Deanna’s voice
quivered with the realization that she was being
rescued.

“All clear.” The male
agent was satisfied that they were alone.

Both agents holstered their weapons.
The female advanced. “Are you all right, Miss Blair?”

Tears came to Deanna’s eyes as she
nodded.

The male agent motioned towards the
rope tied to the unmade bed. Both agents shared a look. The man
left the room.

“Miss Blair, I think it
would be wise for us to transport you to the hospital to be
examined.”

She understood her meaning. “I wasn’t
hurt.”

The agent looked relieved. “It might
still be a good idea. You’ve been held hostage for a few days.” She
guided Deanna out of the room.

As they neared the open front door of
the cabin, Deanna saw that there were still only two of the men
plus someone she assumed to be Jacob.

“Someone is missing.” She
tried to warn the agent. “There were three...”

The woman stopped and looked directly
at Deanna. “We know there are two men we haven’t apprehended yet.
What are you hiding?”

Just then Deanna heard a shout. It was
Ryan. He was standing near the third man. The other man had a rifle
in his hands and it was pointed towards the doorway, it was pointed
right at Deanna. A shot rang out and the man with the rifle went
down. Just as the agent pushed Deanna to the ground and covered
her, Deanna saw that Ryan had pulled the gun from his waistband and
shot the man with the rifle. Ryan still had the weapon in his hand
and the F.B.I. agents ordered him to drop it. He stubbornly
refused.

“No!” She screamed when
she saw one of the agents taking aim.

Another shot rang out and she watched
in horror as Ryan’s body jerked and he collapsed. She watched as
the F.B.I. agent who shot Ryan calmly holstered his
weapon.

“Ryan!” Deanna scrambled
to her feet and tried to run to him. She was stopped in route by
another agent. “Ryan! Please...” From where Deanna was held, she
could see the blood staining the chest of the man Ryan had shot.
Ryan was further away and the agent wouldn’t let her get to
him.

Another agent went to check the pulse
on Ryan and then repeated the gesture on the bleeding man. “Both
dead.”

“No! No, no...” Deanna
collapsed to her knees crying Ryan’s name.

 


She was still in shock and crying
while she sat on the hospital gurney. The F.B.I. agents had
suggested that there might have been sexual abuse and she had been
examined before she was even aware of what they were looking
for.

The female agent returned. “Miss
Blair, are you up to answering a few questions?” She sounded
compassionate. “My name is Connie Reed.”

Deanna looked at her blankly and then
nodded. She sniffled and the agent handed her a box of tissues from
the counter. She stopped to wipe the tears from her
eyes.

“Miss Blair, the nurse
told us there was evidence of sexual intercourse. Do you want to
press charges? If you are unable to identify the individual, the
lab will be able to match the DNA sample...”

“I know who I was with. It
was Ryan.”

“Ryan?” The agent’s brows
furrowed.

Deanna looked at her accusingly. “Yes,
Ryan. He was the man your agents killed. He shot the man with the
rifle and saved me and then your agents shot him.”

The agent took her time making a
notation in her notebook. “Ryan attacked you?”

“He didn’t attack me. We
made love.” She sounded defensive.

“Miss Blair...”

“My name is Deanna. Please
call me Deanna.”

Reed looked uncomfortable. “Deanna...
uh, sometimes hostages develop strong feelings for their
kidnappers. It’s called the Stockholm Syndrome.” She made reference
to a classic case used by psychologists to explain the loyalty
victims sometimes feel for their captors or abusers. “In the early
seventies the hostages of a bank robbery refused to testify and
even protected the thieves.”

Deanna looked at her angrily. “I’ve
heard the term. I’m not crazy. I wanted to be with him.”

Agent Reed couldn’t look at Deanna.
“If... this Ryan showed you any kindness, it would explain your
dependency on him.”

“I made love with the man.
I wanted to. And I don’t regret it.” She sobbed. “Why did you have
to kill him?”

“He pulled a
gun.”

“He pulled his gun to
shoot the man who was aiming at us. Why couldn’t you shoot him in
the arm or leg or something? Why did you have to kill him?” Deanna
was directing her anger and grief at the agent.

Connie Reed sighed. She was keeping a
very tight reign on her words. “I believe the correct term for this
is suicide by cop. He must have known he would be shot once he
pulled the gun. He could have dropped it when they ordered him to.
He knew he had no escape.”

The tears flowed down Deanna’s cheeks.
“Oh, you are full of psychological terms, aren’t you?” She wiped
her face with the collar of her hospital gown. “This is none of
your business anyway. I’m not pressing any charges. And he’s dead
so what difference does it make? If you push this, if you try to
blame him, I will sue you for having me examined against my will.
You have the other men in custody and two dead bodies. Build your
case on them. So, can I go now?”

Resigned, Agent Connie Reed closed her
notebook and headed to the door of the room. She turned and looked
at Deanna sadly. “Miss Blair, I understand you’ve been through an
awful lot. Maybe it would be better if we spoke at a later date.
I’ll leave my card at the nurse’s desk, please call me when you are
ready to talk.”

Deanna didn’t answer her.

Closing the door behind her, Reed
walked down the length of the corridor before pulling her cell
phone out of her pocket. She punched in numbers and then put the
flip-phone to her ear. “The girl is okay. We have some serious
problems though. We need to talk.” She slammed her phone shut and
leaned back against the wall.

 


Deanna did her mourning in
private. The police psychologist suggested that she speak to a
counselor. No one understood. A few nights after she was home,
Deanna had a dream about Ryan – she was in his arms. Her
mamere was in the dream
too and she was happy that Deanna was with Ryan. She knew that Ryan
was meant to be her soul mate, she just couldn’t understand why it
was over so soon. Her dream mamere
told her that the best was yet to come, but when
she woke, she was confused.

Although she had to make a statement
for the District Attorney’s office about the bank robbery, they had
kindly allowed her to give a taped deposition. She was extremely
relieved not to have to face the surviving kidnappers again. The DA
assured her that the bank robbers turned kidnappers would be put
away for a long, long time. To her dismay, she learned that the
robberies they staged were used to help finance suspected terrorist
activities. She still couldn’t accept that Ryan had been involved
in something like that.

Fortunately Rob let her come back to
work. He told her he understood that the loss of the money wasn’t
her fault. Then he told the police, the F.B.I. and his insurance
agency that the loss was twice the actual amount. Deanna kept quiet
and she felt guilty. But she was desperate to hold onto her job.
She had told her parents about the bank robbery but not the
kidnapping. Deanna knew they would have made her come home if they
had known the whole truth.

Rob told her how worried he had been
when he got the phone call from her kidnapper. He said he prayed
for her safe return to him. He became possessive. Deanna found
herself working with him more and more, he scheduled her work hours
closer to his own. She briefly suspected that he might not trust
her alone with the cash register. Then Rob made it clear that he
wanted to be with her. Deanna suspected that his ultimate plans
included a more personal relationship. There had been several
unsolicited invitations for a quick bite to eat or more after work.
It wasn’t long before he stopped being subtle.

The feeling wasn’t mutual, but Deanna
decided she had to move on or she would never recover from her all
too brief love affair with Ryan. Ryan was gone, she was still
alive. Rob was there and he didn’t hide the fact that he wanted
her. He had more than once offered to comfort her after her
terrible ordeal. Despite her denials, he let her know that he
suspected she had suffered indignities after she was held hostage
by four men for several days. Rob said he wanted to help her heal
her wounds.

Before this, Deanna had never
considered the idea of involvement with Rob. He was her boss, but
he kept planting the seed in her mind. She accepted his dinner
invitation for that Saturday night. She tried to concentrate on her
work for the rest of the week, but she couldn’t ignore the nervous
twinges in her gut. It was enough to get her sick and she left work
early on Friday and stopped by the clinic on her way home to get
something for the nausea.

Rob had already given Deanna Saturday
off and teased her that she would have all day to get ready for
their date. Deanna got herself dressed and was standing in front of
the bathroom mirror when she burst into tears. She had been in
control ever since the doctor told her that she was expecting the
day before, but after having all day to dwell on it, Deanna was
scared. She had no idea how she was going to be able to manage;
certainly she would have to stop sending money home to her
parents.

Half an hour before Rob
was due to get there, Deanna used a cool washrag under her eyes so
they wouldn’t look so puffy. Putting her hand on her still flat
tummy, she managed a smile. She was having Ryan’s baby and
Mamere’s words suddenly
made sense. The brief love she had known with Ryan made a baby,
their baby.

“Yes,” she whispered. “The
best is yet to come, Mamere.”

Deanna finished dressing.
She didn’t think she was showing yet, but already some of her
tighter pants were a little too
tight. Her already limited clothing selection
just got smaller. She brushed her shoulder length hair back into a
ponytail which made her look even younger than her twenty years.
Inexpensive earrings from a street vendor helped to diminish the
childlike look of the ponytail. She wore a red pullover top and
dark blue slacks. Everyone always said red was her
color.

There was a knock at the door promptly
at seven. Deanna grabbed a sweater and her purse as she went to
open the door. Rob smiled broadly when he saw her. It was obvious
he approved of her appearance. She took the arm he proffered as
they went out onto the street. He said the diner was within walking
distance, Deanna was happy she was wearing a comfortable pair of
shoes. Dinner was uneventful and pleasant although she couldn’t
finish most of what he ordered for her.

They took the train to the movies.
Once they were in the movie house, Rob’s demeanor changed. He threw
his arm around her shoulders and held her with a grip that was much
too tight for her liking. During the film, he nuzzled her neck and
nipped at her earlobe until she asked him to stop. He stopped, but
only for a short time. Deanna was happy when the movie was over and
he was taking her home. At her apartment door, Rob kissed her
goodnight with his tongue pushed into her mouth and his hands
dangerously below the waistline. He seemed oblivious to her
attempts to step out of his clutches.

“I had a terrific time
this evening.” He bent to kiss her again. Deanna turned her head
aside. Rob wasn’t deterred… he nuzzled the side of her neck. “Let
me come in.” He was already panting with excitement.

Deanna finally managed to take a step
back, even though he hadn’t left her much room, and escape his
grasp. Reminding herself to be polite, as she was raised to be,
Deanna kept her tone even. “Rob, I enjoyed myself tonight too
but…”

“Tell me inside.” He
brazenly pressed himself up against her.

“Rob, if I let you come
in, it is just to talk.” She thought about it. She figured he would
certainly run the other way as soon as he heard she was pregnant.
He smiled and shook his head eagerly. “Just to talk,
Rob.”

As soon as the door closed behind
them, Rob took her in his arms again and captured her in another
invasive kiss.

“Rob, please, stop, I have
to talk to you...”

“We have all night to
talk.”

“No. We don’t. I have to
tell you something...”

Impatiently he stepped back and
sighed. “What?”

“I’m pregnant.” He stared
at her in surprise. “I’m almost three months along.”

She could see him doing the
calculations. Suddenly he snorted. “I knew they raped
you.”

He shocked her with his blunt
statement. “I wasn’t raped. I already told you that.”

Rob tried to give her a sympathetic
smile. “Of course. You did what you had to do to survive.” He
brazenly put his hand on her stomach. “How many were
there?”

“What?”

Shaking his head at her apparent
evasiveness, he went to her couch and sat. “Do you have any idea
which one of them is the father?”

It dawned on her what he had implied.
“Rob, I slept with one man. Only one. And I chose to be with him.
He’s dead now.”

He practically leered at her. “Deanna,
I understand your denials. But trust me, I don’t think any less of
you. I do understand.”

“Just what do you think
you understand?”

“You were held in an
isolated cabin with four men. You were one woman. I’m sure it
wasn’t pretty.” He was smug as he leaned forward to grab her hand
and pulled her down next to him. “I still want you,” Rob smoothed
her hair behind an ear. “As a matter of fact, it kind
of…”

Deanna was horrified. “You actually
sound like you’re intrigued by that scenario which, by the way,
never happened.” She yanked herself away.

“Intrigued?” He laughed
loudly. “I do love the way you talk. Oh come on, I certainly don’t
think any woman should be abused like that but you can’t deny how
many x-rated movies have done well just because of that type of
situation.” He tried to pull her back. “I would be happy to show
you what it is like with a real man, one who doesn’t have to force
you into being with him.”

“Rob, I was not forced.”
Deanna was shocked by his presumption. “Why won’t you believe me?”
She pulled away from him again. “And I have no intention of
sleeping with you.”

He let her pull away. “Why not? It’s
not like you’re some kind of virgin, is it?”

“You are a pig!” She stood
angrily.

Rob stood and stepped forward so that
he was snarling into her face. “You are the one who is claiming to
have slept with one or more of those bank robbers by choice. And
you lost my money. Was this all a set-up? Were you in on it?” He
grabbed her by the arm. “Now you are acting like some kind of
prude. You owe me. And trust me, you are not worth all of that
money in just one shot.”

Deanna slapped Rob, or tried to. He
caught her arm and twisted it painfully. She fought back tears.
“Get out of my apartment Rob.”

He wasn’t letting go of her. “You pay
or I tell the cops that you were in on it.”

“You can’t tell the cops
that, I didn’t do anything wrong. But I will tell them what you
just tried to do. And I will tell them that you reported the wrong
amount to the insurance company.”

He pushed her away from him and spit
at her. Pointing his finger and jabbing her painfully on her chest,
he practically growled. “You try to make it in this city carrying
that little bastard and no job. And your name is mud because I have
friends in this town. You’re going to wish that I sent you to jail,
at least then you’d get three squares a day.”

Rob left abruptly and slammed the door
behind him.

Deanna had already had serious
misgivings for having gone out with Rob that night. She continued
to stand long after he left. She was pregnant, alone, unemployed
and terrified. It took a long time before she gave in to her
tears.

After she cried herself out, Deanna
looked around her small apartment. It was just a tiny studio, but
it was hers. Luckily the place had already come furnished. Lucky
because she wouldn’t have been able to afford the furniture on her
salary and lucky because now she wouldn’t have to pack everything
up before moving. There was no way she could remain in the city.
She had to go back home.

“Mamere,” she spoke aloud through her tears, “how am I going to do
this?”

 



 


 



 


 


 


 


 





Chapter Four

 


Connie was seated at her desk hunched
over a mound of paperwork when he entered the room. He stood
quietly and waited for her to say something.

Finally she broke the uncomfortable
silence. “You’re back.”

“Much to your dismay, I’m
sure.”

“Yes.” She put her pen
down and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t know why you didn’t
take my advice and request a transfer Agent Hunter.”

He chuckled. “After three months in
the middle of nowhere strapped to a desk, there is no way I would
want to be stuck in that hellhole. I’m a field agent...”

“You’re a field agent who
overstepped your bounds. You are damn lucky she didn’t file charges
against you or you would be out of a job and in jail
too.”

He had done a lot of thinking about
Deanna the past three months. He certainly hadn’t had much else to
occupy his mind. “How is she?”

“She thinks you’re dead.
Leave it that way.”

Ryan couldn’t help but wonder if she
wasn’t better off thinking he was gone for good. “You know Connie,
I really never expected things to go as far as they did.” He had
never expected the young girl to be put in such danger. He
certainly had never expected his fascination with her would make
him lose control. “I really had tried to protect her from the
others. I just wound up getting too close.”

She frowned. “You seduced her, plain
and simple. Ryan, if I had passed this information upstairs, you
would have been out of a job, or worse. What the hell were you
thinking? You should be grateful to me for stopping the lab from
running the DNA sample.”

When she realized that the rape kit
would implicate Ryan, she told the lab to hold off. She told them
that Deanna never gave permission for the test. Actually that was
true. Then, as Ryan’s superior and special agent in charge at the
local office, she had him sent to a small quiet border town in the
north to cool his heels.

“Connie, I know I made
some bad decisions. And I do regret them. I know that I should
never have overstepped my bounds like I did.” He shook his head.
“And I don’t understand why, but I haven’t been able to stop
thinking about her. I know the trial is over and the case is
closed. I really need to see her.”

“Don’t be a fool
Ryan.”

“I’m asking for her
address.”

“I don’t want you going
near her.”

“I need to...”

“I’m warning you Ryan. I
will have them run the DNA.”

He stood angrily. Then he forced
himself to take a deep breath. “A few years ago, a senior agent
seduced a young probie who had just graduated college and joined
the agency. She almost had him believing that he had to keep her
happy if he wanted to get anywhere.”

Ryan watched as Connie’s cheeks turned
beet red.

“We all make mistakes
Connie. Sometimes we get a little too close. Sometimes we lose
control.” His voice turned soft. “I need to see Deanna. I need to
see if I can make this one right.”

She was embarrassed and just a little
envious. “You may make things worse, Ryan. She thinks you died
three months ago. I’m sure she’s gotten on with her life. She might
even have forgotten about you.”

He didn’t think she would have
forgotten. “I have to try.”

It was a loud resigned sigh. Senior
Agent Connie Reed opened her file drawer and removed a folder. She
copied an address onto a small square paper from a notepad on her
desk and handed it to the man in front of her.

“Thanks
Connie.”

“Just don’t be an
ass.”

“I’ll try.”

 


Ryan had tried calling the store where
Deanna worked but he was told that she was no longer employed
there. The files were a few months old, the last contact the agency
had with her was just before the trial for her deposition. He hoped
she still lived at the same address.

He didn’t expect to be this nervous as
he faced the apartment door. Then again, it wasn’t everyday someone
returned from the dead after three months. And, Ryan realized, it
was someone who had lied about who he really was. He paused before
he knocked wondering if he should just turn around and leave. Maybe
Connie was right.

It took a few minutes for him to
muster his courage. Then he knocked.

Just moments after he knocked, he
heard her voice. “Who is it?”

He panicked. She would never open the
door if he said his name. She wouldn’t believe him. He pulled his
agency ID from his pocket and held it in front of him. “F.B.I.
Agent Hunter.”

She pulled open the door. Ryan saw the
look of disbelief as she saw his face. He caught her as she
collapsed.

Ryan carried her into her living room
and laid her on the couch. Then he got the dish towel hanging from
the front of her sink and ran cool water over it. He wrung out the
excess water and took it back to her. It frightened him that she
passed out. He knelt beside her and patted her cheeks with the cold
towel. She started to come around.

Her eyes fluttered open. She stared at
him in silence.

“Are you okay?” He was
concerned.

“You’re dead.”

He shook his head slowly.
“No.”

“I saw them shoot
you.”

“They did. I was wearing a
bullet-proof vest.” She frowned and he quickly added, “It hurt
anyway.”

Deanna looked totally confused. “You
have to hide...” She tried to sit up and her head swam.

“Move slowly. You
fainted.”

“Wait a minute... the
F.B.I. was here.”

He looked away for a moment. Then he
pulled his ID out again and opened it before he handed it to
her.

She read it silently. “But you’re a
bank robber.”

He tried not to laugh. “No. I’m an
F.B.I. agent.”

“F.B.I.?” He nodded.
“You’re not a bank robber?”

He shook his head
seriously.

“Then why were you robbing
that bank?" Deanna felt like she was trying to wake up from a very
deep sleep.

“I was working
undercover...”

“Where were you for three
months?” She sounded accusatory. “Why did they shoot you?” She bit
her nails out of nervousness.

“Slow down.” He smoothed
her hair away from her face. Ryan didn’t realize exactly how happy
he was going to be to see her again. She seemed even prettier than
he remembered. “I will tell you every last detail. But first, I
want to kiss you.” He hadn’t been prepared to deal with the strong
urge he had to kiss her ever since he first saw her.

Thoughts ran through her head in a
rush. If she let him kiss her, where would it end? Would he be able
to tell she was pregnant? She had never once thought that she would
have the chance to tell him she was carrying his child. She didn’t
know if she should even tell him. He started to lean towards her.
“No.” He looked disappointed. “My head hurts.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I
didn’t realize how much of a shock this was going to be. Do you
want some aspirin?”

“No.” She shook her head.
Deanna wouldn’t take any unnecessary medications during the
pregnancy. Her eyes were wide and he mistook that for
fear.

“Can I get you a glass of
water?”

“No.”

“Would you rather I left,
Deanna?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to call
anybody?”

“No.”

“Is there anything I can
do?”

“No.”

He smiled. “Can you say anything
else?”

She smiled back when she realized how
many times she said no. Deanna shrugged. “No.”

Still smiling, he threaded his hand
with hers. “I missed you.”

Deanna sat up fully and swung her legs
over the front of the couch. She slid to the side so he could sit
next to her. “Tell me everything.”

“I infiltrated a group
that was robbing banks...”

“To fund terrorism?” She
remembered what she had been told by those other F.B.I.
agents.

“Yeah. They thought I was
some kind of security genius because I was able to get them around
alarms and stuff.” Originally the robberies were break-ins, but
then the gang’s activities started to escalate and they started
robbing banks when they were open and filled with customers. “I
posed as a customer so they could take a hostage and no one would
get hurt. Until the day a beautiful young woman tried to
help...”

Deanna could understand his ire when
he saw her in the van. “I guess I messed things up.”

“Just made it very, very
complicated. I didn’t want you to get hurt.” He squeezed her hand.
“I never, ever meant to hurt you Deanna.”

He didn’t hurt her. But he changed her
life forever. “I saw them shoot you.”

Ryan sighed. “It was getting beyond my
control. When Jacob arrived, he wanted you dead. I was supposed to
take you into the woods and shoot you and then hide your body. I
was going to get you out of there then and tell him I had done it.
But he got suspicious and was sending one of the other guys with
me.”

“That was when you gave me
back my grandmother’s ring.” The ring was still on her finger
although she suspected there would come a time soon that her
fingers would be a little too swollen to actually wear it. Deanna
remembered how much it meant to her that he returned that very
valuable possession. That ring and her memories were all she had
left of her mamere.

“Doug was going to shoot
you anyway, that was why I shouted. So you would be
protected.”

“But why did they shoot
you?”

“In order to get me out of
there without letting them know the F.B.I. had infiltrated, in case
another agent had to go in, they made it look like they killed me.
They did shoot me. I was just wearing a vest.”

“It looked so real.” She
put her hand against his chest. “Are you sure you’re
okay?”

He covered the hand she put on his
chest. “Yeah. The bullet was real. It just didn’t get through the
vest.”

Ryan leaned forward and kissed her
lightly. He went to wrap his arms around her and pull her to him
when she put her hand between them and pushed him back. “Where have
you been the last three months?”

“Uh,” he was embarrassed.
“I was on... punishment assignment.”

“Punishment?”

“Yeah. Let’s just say that
it isn’t exactly applauded when an agent sleeps with a
victim.”

“You got into trouble
because of me?”

“No. Because of me,
because of what I did to you. I crossed the line. I took advantage
of you.”

Deanna looked embarrassed. “How much
trouble are you in?”

“I sat behind a desk for
three months. Aside from that, thanks to you, I really came away
unscathed. If you had looked to press charges, I’d probably be in
jail now.”

“I never said that you did
anything wrong.”

“I know.”

“I was in shock that they
killed you. Or at least I thought they did. Anyway, I didn’t even
realize that’s what they were examining me for. I never would have
allowed them if I had realized.”

Connie had told him she was better off
thinking he was dead. Maybe he had just screwed up again. “Deanna,
I wish I could just take back everything that happened. You
deserved so much better for the first time you were ever with a
man. I am so sorry it happened.”

“You regret it?” Her heart
sunk.

“I’m sorry...”
How can I tell her that making love with her was
one of the most beautiful things that has ever happened to me when
everything else had been a lie? “I am
sorry that I hurt you.”

She pretended to smile as she looked
into her lap. “Don’t be sorry. Besides, it was really nice, at
least the second time.” Deanna shrugged nonchalantly.

He didn’t expect her to sound so
cavalier about it. “You’re okay then?”

“Of course.” She forced a
big smile on her face.

Ryan swallowed his disappointment He
had hoped that their brief relationship had meant more to her. He
looked around the small room. “I had called the place you were
working and they said you left.” He noticed a few small cardboard
boxes stacked in a corner.

“Yeah, well, there are a
lot of changes...”

“Oh?”

She looked towards the boxes she had
packed. “I’m moving soon.” There certainly were plenty of changes,
but Deanna decided she wasn’t going to tell him all of them. She
thought he was dead anyway. He said that he regretted sleeping with
her. She never regretted sleeping with him and it hurt to know that
it wasn’t mutual. She decided not to tell him about the baby. “My
boss proposed.”

His throat felt dry. “Did you
accept?”

She looked directly at him and lied.
“I told him I would think about it. I think I am going to say
yes.”

Ryan felt crushed. He forced a smile.
“Congratulations.”

“Thank you. We have a lot
of plans to make.”

He nodded.
Maybe I should consider a transfer. Maybe Connie
could find me something truly dangerous, something that wouldn’t
allow me any time to think of Deanna.
“Well, I’ve got to get going. I told Connie I would be back.” He
had to get out of there before he chanced losing what was left of
his pride.

“Connie?”

“Agent Reed.” He
swallowed. “I told her I just wanted to make sure you were okay and
all.” He stood.

“Thanks for coming by.”
Deanna forced a casual tone into her voice. She stood with him and
followed him to the door. “I’m really happy you are alive. And
Ryan, I told you I felt goodness in you. I knew that you weren’t
like the others.”

“Yeah. You did.” He
couldn’t help it— he took her in his arms and kissed her. She
hesitated for only a moment and then she kissed him back. The kiss
was passionate and desperate. He didn’t want to let her go, but he
did. “Don’t tell your fiancé about that.” He smiled until the door
closed behind him.

He felt dazed as he
descended the steps and finally walked out of the building. He
wanted to laugh at himself, but he couldn’t find the strength. Who
did he think he was to have thought he might have been special to
her? No, he knew it was too soon for love, but he really had
thought there was something
there. He had listened to her screaming when she
thought he was shot, he had convinced himself she had really cared.
Maybe it was just that Stockholm Syndrome that Connie had told him
about. Maybe, even, she had only said yes to sleeping with him
because she thought he would help her escape. That thought made him
feel even guiltier.

Deanna’s tears started to flow at the
same time that Ryan’s smile disappeared. She held her stomach and
realized that she did what she had to do by lying to him. She
couldn’t ever let him know about the baby or about her love for
him. She had to go back home and the sooner the better. Seeing him
again had been an impossible dream coming true. She had dreamt of
seeing him so many times since seeing him gunned down. She had
wondered what it would be like to tell him she was carrying his
baby. Now he would never know about the child. Nothing had really
changed for her anyway, it was just like before when she thought he
had died. She just had to forget that he hadn’t.


 





 


 


 


 


 


 





Chapter Five

 


“What the hell do you mean
I have to go for counseling?” Ryan raised his voice.

“You’ve gotten very
reckless. You’re taking chances and it’s becoming a risk to
everyone who works with you.” Reed was firm in her reprimand of
him. “Until I get a psych clearance on you, you are on
suspension.”

He cursed. “Connie, don’t do this to
me.” He needed to throw himself into work. He needed to stay busy.
“I promise, I will back off. I’ll be more careful. The last thing I
want to do is put someone else in jeopardy.”

“Ryan, what about you?”
She still had a fondness for him. It was a shame the feeling wasn’t
mutual. She knew that he had changed ever since he went to see that
girl and she told him she was marrying someone else. She knew his
heart was broken. Connie would have given almost anything to have
been able to comfort him. But she wasn’t what he wanted. “You have
to take better care of yourself as well. No, I’m sorry, the psych
eval is mandatory before you go on any other
assignment.”

He stormed out of the
office. Damn it,
he thought, I should have fought her
harder. In the elevator he realized it
wasn’t Connie he should have fought; he should have fought for
Deanna. He should never have just walked out of there that night.
Well, she hadn’t said when she and her boss were getting married.
It had been a couple of months but maybe it hadn’t happened yet.
Maybe he still had a chance.

He took the train to her
apartment.

 


It felt so good to sit. Deanna’s
ankles kept swelling and she knew it was only going to get worse
before she gave birth. Especially with the hot weather.

She really counted her blessings to
have found this job. Even though it didn’t pay much, working in the
hotel had definite benefits. She was the night desk clerk and part
of the job included a small room right on premises. So long as she
was careful who was around, she was even allowed to use some of the
hotel’s amenities like the pool. There was a small fridge and
microwave in her room so she was even able to keep her food costs
low. And best of all, the hotel had internet in the office so she
was able to keep in touch with some of her friends back in New
York.

She wasn’t too far away
from her parents either. Deanna had expected her father to hit the
roof when he found out she was pregnant. She was so worried that
she might have disappointed him. She was honest about when she had
conceived and that did make her father furious. Deanna had no
doubts that her father would easily have killed someone with his
bare hands once he thought his daughter had been victimized. Her
mother was grief stricken that her daughter had gone through such
an ordeal. Deanna was honest that being with that man had been her
choice. Even though there was no possibility of her parents ever
meeting the father of her baby, she never told them his name, she
just didn’t want to take any chances. As upset as they were that
their only daughter was going to be an unwed mother, they were also
excited about the coming grandchild. Her mother was hoping Deanna
would name the baby for her mamere.

The lobby was generally fairly
isolated throughout the night. The front door, which she could see
from the desk, had a buzzer that needed to be pushed after
midnight. It was usually only the occasional casino goers that
needed to be buzzed in. Her other main responsibilities included
answering the house phones and setting the alarms for the early
morning wake-up calls. Deanna surfed on the computer behind the
desk and found some news footage about an F.B.I. sting in the
northeast. She was frustrated because the pictures were too small
to make out any of the agents. She looked for Ryan everywhere these
days.

 


She had already moved out. That wasn’t
a good sign. It meant she was ether already married or already
living with the guy. Ryan cursed himself again for not having told
her how he felt that night. But he had been so afraid of ruining
her life more than he already had. He missed her.

The store where she met her boss
wasn’t too far away. She had apparently chosen this apartment
because of the proximity when she was working there. So Ryan set
off on a jog to pay a visit to her boss, the other man. If they
weren’t already married, he needed a chance. If they weren’t
already married, he would ask her... if she would have
him.

He caught his breath before he entered
the store front.

“May I help you?” A little
blonde haired teen cracked her gum as she offered him
assistance.

“Yeah. I’d like to speak
with your boss.”

“Rob? Is there a
problem?”

“No. It’s a personal
matter.”

She cracked her gum again. “Okay.” She
picked up the receiver of the phone and paused over the intercom
button. “Who should I say is here?”

Ryan paused. “Tell him I’m with the
F.B.I.”

She gave him a surprised look before
hitting the intercom button and whispering into the phone. “He
asked you to please come up to his office. Just go right up these
stairs.” She pulled a curtain back behind the counter to reveal a
long, dark flight of stairs.

“Thank you.” He took the
stairs two at a time. Rob met him at the door to his
office.

The man was nervous. Ryan was
unimpressed with the man. He was older with a bit of a paunch and
gray around his temples. The hair on his head was definitely
thinning. He couldn’t understand the attraction Deanna had for him.
Egotistically, Ryan believed that Deanna would see he was the
better choice.

“What can I do for you
Agent...?”

“Hunter. I’m here about
Deanna.”

“Deanna Blair?” Rob
snorted. “I fired her. She’s not here anymore.”

Ryan cocked his head to the side. “You
fired her?”

“Yeah. I found out she was
a thief.” Rob went back to his desk.

“I heard that the two of
you were getting married...”

Rob burst out laughing. “Marry her? No
way would I have gotten tied to that bitch. I had wanted to see
her, you know maybe get a little on the side, but then I found out
what a tramp she was.”

He clenched his jaw. “Do you want to
explain yourself?”

Rob tented his fingers and looked at
Ryan thoughtfully. “Can I see some ID?”

Ryan flashed his ID at Rob. “Can you
tell me where Miss Blair is now?”

“I have no idea. Nor do I
want to know.” He played with papers on his desk. “You know, I
think she had something to do with that whole bank robbery
thing.”

“What? Why do you think
that?” Ryan was completely confused. What
had gone so wrong?

“I just figured she had
been raped or something when she was supposedly held hostage. But
no, seems she had a thing for the guy she slept with. So, I figure
she probably arranged to meet up with him at the bank, with my
money mind you.”

“You have totally lost me.
What did she tell you?” Why would Deanna have told this man she had
a thing for Ryan?

He was smug. “She comes to me with her
problem, so I offer to help her out with that little bastard she’s
carrying...”

Ryan wasn’t sure he had heard right.
“Deanna’s pregnant?”

“Yeah. She got knocked up
by one of her alleged captors. She said the guy is dead now. She
didn’t have money or insurance so I figured I’d be a nice guy and
help her out and let her keep her job. You know I figured the guy
forced himself on her or something. But she let me know that she
wanted to be with him. A bank robber and she thinks he’s some kind
of hero. She was always very haughty. She probably deserved what
happened to her.”

“I need to find her.” Ryan
was in shock.

“I don’t know where she
went. Maybe home to her folks.”

“And where are
they?”

“Somewhere in Louisiana. I
know they got destroyed when the hurricanes moved in. Her dear old
half-breed granny even floated away...”

Ryan was out the door before Rob
finished talking.

 


“But I need your help.” He
went right back to Connie’s office. “Deanna is pregnant with my
child.”

She didn’t want to hear this. “How do
you know it’s your kid?”

“Trust me, I know.” She
had been a virgin before him and she told her ex-boss that it was
his baby. “I need to find her.”

“She’s got to be... almost
six months along now. In the beginning she thought you were dead
but she knows you’re alive now. If she wanted you to know about the
baby, why didn’t she tell you herself?”

“I don’t know.” He thought
about the conversation they had when he went to her. That was the
night she said she was marrying her boss. That was the night Ryan
told her he regretted taking her to bed. “I think we misunderstood
each other.”

“That’s a hell of a thing
to misunderstand.”

‘I know. Connie, please, I
need to find her.”

“I am not using agency
resources for this.”

“Don’t you already have
something in the files about where she grew up or something?” He
was desperate. “That’s all I need. I’ll track her down from
there.”

“Ryan, she has obviously
made a choice and it doesn’t include you. Why do you want to be
saddled with a kid now anyway? You’re young.” Connie looked at the
young man in a way she hadn’t for a long time. She was jealous but
she refused to admit it. “Maybe you’re better off this way.
Besides, you’re not a man to be tied down. You want your
freedom.”

He had once told her he needed space,
he needed freedom. But this was different— he never loved Connie.
He swallowed. Ryan didn’t want to hurt her, too. “Connie, I am
asking as a friend. Please help me. I really think I fell in love
with this girl. I sure can’t get her out of my mind.”

She looked at him sadly. It wasn’t
like he was the only lover she had ever taken. She had no right to
keep him hanging on. “We ran a background check on her when she was
kidnapped. I’ll give you five minutes with the file.”

“Thank you.”

 


Deanna came from a parish just outside
of Baton Rouge in Louisiana. Her childhood home was in ruins, but
her parents had tried to rebuild their catering business, so at
least he had someplace to start.

It had been years since Ryan had been
to Louisiana and then he had only been to the New Orleans area.
Ryan had been part of the drunken carousing that belonged to the
college scene during Mardi Gras. He remembered the taverns, the
gaiety, the hotel rooms, and the girls. He also remembered the
natural beauty of the area and the warmth of the people. It made
sense that this is where Deanna had grown up.

 


Ryan walked into the small storefront.
The savory smells surrounded him and made his mouth water. A small
woman behind the counter smiled at him. She was strikingly
beautiful. Her smile reminded him of Deanna.

“Hi there.” The woman had
dark hair and even darker eyes. “Can I help you with something
today?”

“I was looking for Deanna
Blair.”

The small woman instantly took a
defensive posture. “She’s not here. Who’s asking?”

“My name is Ryan Hunter.
Is she related to you?” There was certainly a strong resemblance.
Ryan opened his wallet and slid his F.B.I. identification over the
counter to the woman.

She picked up his ID and took her time
reading it. “Just wait a moment.” She took the ID into a back room.
About a minute later she returned and handed it back to him. “My
husband will be right out.” She busied herself behind the counter.
“Can I offer you something while you’re waiting?”

Ryan looked at the food selections in
the counter. He was a little bit hungry and the smells of the food
were pleasant. He pulled his wallet out. “What’s that thing that
looks like a donut?” He pointed to a pastry.

“That’s a beignet.” She
pronounced it bin-yay. She put the sugar covered pastry on a paper plate and
handed it to him. He went to pay her. “Put your money
away.”

“Thank you.” He bit into
the sweet confection. “Uhm, this is good.”

She nodded and went about her
work.

He was nearly finished with the
beignet when a big man came out of the back. Although he was
probably a bit shorter than Ryan, his girth more than made up for
it. His hands were huge. He seemed to be older and much more
weathered than the delicate lady behind the counter.

“What do you want with my
little girl?” He stood within arm’s length of Ryan. Even though
Ryan had faced hardened criminals before, he still thought the man
seemed imposing.

“Mr. Blair?” Ryan looked
again at the lady and realized that Deanna took after her mother in
every way. The man nodded. “Deanna left the city. I needed to speak
with her.”

The man had seen Ryan’s F.B.I.
identification. “Is this about the kidnapping?”

“Yes.” He paused and then
expounded. “Actually, it’s personal sir.”

Blair looked at Ryan skeptically. “She
needed to come back home...”

“Sir, I really need to
speak to her. It’s really important. I really need to know how she
is doing and... I really need to speak to her.”

“You know she’s with
child?”

“Yes sir. I just
heard.”

The older man watched Ryan closely.
“I’d like to get a hold of the son of a bitch that did that to
her.”

He took a deep breath and swallowed.
“That would be me, sir.”

Ryan knew it was coming but he still
did nothing to protect himself. He figured he would have done the
same. The man packed a hell of a punch. Ryan stumbled backwards but
he managed to stay on his feet. He heard Mrs. Blair
shout.

The man ignored his wife’s pleas. He
squared off and looked ready to throw another punch. “You stay the
hell away from my baby girl!”

Ryan rubbed his jaw. He stood his
ground. “Sir, I love her. I want to ask her to marry
me.”

The old man’s eyes narrowed. “She’s
done fine without you this long.”

“I only just found out
she’s pregnant.” He sounded frustrated. “And I only found out she
was pregnant because I wanted to ask her to marry me.”

“That has nothing to do
with the fact that you took advantage of an innocent girl.” Her
father was furious. “She said it happened when she was being held
hostage. What the hell did you have to do with that?”

He knew that he was only getting
himself in deeper trouble. “She thought I was one of her
kidnappers. I was pretending because I was undercover.”

“So you forced
her?”

“No sir.”

“She was frightened and
scared and you took advantage of that.”

He would always feel guilty for what
had happened. “It wasn’t like that. I really cared about her. And I
believe I’ve fallen in love with her.”

“You have about thirty
seconds to get your butt out of here and back to the hole you
crawled out of.” He turned to his wife. “Mother, get my
shotgun.”

The woman looked troubled. She
hesitated before ducking below the counter. She haltingly handed
the gun to her husband.

Holding the weapon at his side, he
turned back to Ryan. “Now, get out of here. And you stay away from
my daughter.”

“But I love
her.”

“You stay the hell away
from her.” He yelled at Ryan as he brandished the
shotgun.

Ryan looked incredulously at the man.
He could see the woman standing there biting her nails, she
reminded him so much of Deanna. “Sir?”

“Get out!”

He realized he wasn’t going to get
anywhere except maybe shot. Ryan left. He was going to have to find
her some other way.

As he was getting into his
car, Deanna’s mother appeared suddenly around the side of the
building. After making sure she wasn’t seen, she waved him over.
The woman handed him a slip of paper with the name of a hotel on
it. “Cher,” she
used a local term of affection, “this is where she
works.”

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


Ryan found out that Deanna worked at
the hotel as the night desk clerk but no one let him know where he
might find her during the day. He checked into the hotel figuring
he would take a walk down to the lobby while she was on duty.
Hopefully she would be easier to win over than her father
was.

He checked into his room on the fourth
floor and lay down on the bed. All he had to do now was wait until
midnight and he would see her again. This time he would make sure
he said everything he had to say to her. He would make her listen.
And he hoped she would feel the same way. Ryan wondered if he
should buy a ring. He was going to ask her to marry him and not
just because of the baby.

He pulled the phone directory out of
the night table drawer and opened it up to jewelry stores.
Remembering playing with her grandmother’s ring and where it fit to
on his pinky, he figured he could probably come close to getting
the right size. Maybe it would help convince her that he was
serious. It wasn’t long before he hailed a cab and started out on
his mission.

By the time he got back to the hotel,
Ryan was carrying a two-third carat solitaire diamond in a white
gold setting. It had cost him a small fortune but he was sure she
would like it. And, he mused, if her father did wind up shooting
him, at least she would have something to remember him by. He was
impatient for the hours to roll by. Ryan stopped at the hotel’s
restaurant for a light dinner, not because he was hungry, he just
needed to find things to do to pass the time. If he knew where she
lived, he would have gone to see her already.

 


Deanna was finding it harder and
harder to get up at any reasonable time. Of course working through
the night from midnight to eight in the morning meant that she
naturally slept the day away. She had still meant to get up to call
her folks in the store and she never was going to get dressed in
time. Even though she didn’t have a phone in her room, her folks
were always able to leave a message at the front desk and she would
call them back using her calling card at the payphone. Her folks
had put a lot of effort into rebuilding the business and were still
living out of the FEMA trailer. So the only phone she could reach
them at was at work.

She had heard many of her friends
complain about their pregnancies and the babies keeping them awake
at night. Deanna laughed to herself, her baby was definitely more
active in the wee hours when she was working anyway. The schedule
certainly worked to her benefit. She had dreamt about Ryan again,
she had dreamt that they were sharing every step of the pregnancy.
There were so many times she regretted not telling him that day.
But she was still sure she had done the right thing for him. She
would find a way to manage.

She had brought yesterday’s discarded
newspaper back to her room with her this morning. At least she had
something to read while she had her breakfast of microwaved tea and
instant grits. The society page was one of her favorite sections,
she was able to daydream that she was planning her own wedding as
she read the descriptions of wedding gowns and bridal parties. She
imagined Ryan’s broad shoulders in a tuxedo.

The next section she always read was
the classified and help wanted section, although she had no current
plans to look for another job. The hotel was too convenient for her
needs, especially with the room included. Her parents had offered
to let her move into the trailer with them and they even offered
her a few dollars a week to work in the store. Deanna was much
happier supporting herself no matter how meager her possessions
were. She didn’t have to worry about transportation to get to work
or even the outside weather. When she needed groceries or was due
for a visit to the women’s clinic, she put on comfortable walking
shoes and enjoyed the leisurely walk or sometimes treated herself
to a trolley ride. Yes, this definitely met her needs just
fine.

 


Ryan ate
Veal Grillades over rice
with a side of hush puppies. He watched the people around him and
was fascinated by the variety of cultures that made up Louisiana’s
Creole population. All day he had heard a variety of French words,
smelled fragrant Cajun cooking, saw lots of Carribean-influenced
architecture and enjoyed Zydeco, Blues and Cajun music coming from
every tavern. Combined with traditional southern hospitality, he
figured it must have been an interesting place to grow up. He had
done his share of traveling, especially since he joined the agency,
but he was a New York boy through and through.

He wondered where he and Deanna would
settle and raise their family. He decided he definitely wanted more
children although he was sure she’d like to wait a bit for the next
one. Of course that was all assuming she would say yes. He was
nervous. The ring box was in his pants pocket, he wanted to keep it
close to him until he could slip it on her finger. Then he would
just keep her close. He didn’t want to wait long to get married, he
had lost too much time already. Maybe they should just go to the
local Justice of the Peace. If Deanna had dreamt of a big wedding,
they could always do that after the baby was born.

He checked his watch
again. It was still several hours before she would be at work. Ryan
realized he was going to drive himself crazy until he got to see
her, until he got to propose. He had cafe-au-lait, coffee with
cream, and another beignet for dessert. After the meal, which he
realized he ate more out of nervousness than desire, he decided to
take a walk in the area. As he walked down the street he passed a
tavern with soft blues being played. The name on the tavern was
‘Laisez les Bons Temps
Rouler’, Let the Good Times Roll. He was
tempted to stop in but he didn’t want to propose with bourbon on
his breath. He felt tongue-tied as it was.

Ryan walked. He walked past the
university and he headed towards the Mississippi River beyond it.
An old– fashioned paddle boat was slowly making its way up the
river. Nerves were driving him and the later the hour got, the more
nervous he became. Finally he headed back to the hotel. It was dark
and his feet were hurting him. The lobby was getting emptier and it
was still too early for Deanna to be on duty. He went up to his
room, took off his shoes, turned on the television and set his
alarm for one-o’clock just in case he dozed off. This way he
wouldn’t pounce on her as soon as she came in, he’d give her a
chance to settle first.

 


Deanna got to the desk a few minutes
early. She liked being able to reassure the clerk before her that
relief was there. Arriving early also gave her the opportunity to
surf the internet, check her email and check for any phone messages
before she was on the clock. The evening clerk who worked until
midnight also lived in the hotel. The rooms weren’t appointed
anything like the guest rooms, but that didn’t matter to either of
them. It was convenient, it was air conditioned, it was clean and
secure, and best of all it was free.

She started going through the messages
at the desk and made sure that any wake up call requests that had
already come in were entered into the system. She saw a note that
her mom had called, she’d have to wait until the morning to call
her back. After she got off duty, if she waited a half hour or so,
she’d be able to reach her mom at the store. Deanna hoped
everything was okay.

 


Ryan got to the lobby a little after
one and watched her from in front of the elevators. He had always
heard how pregnant women had a special glow, but he never really
believed it until he saw her. She was even more beautiful than he
remembered. She was standing behind the lobby desk so he couldn’t
get a good look at her belly. He had a curious fascination with
seeing the evidence of his child growing inside her.

Deanna seemed thoroughly engrossed
with paperwork and she never noticed his approach until he was just
a few yards away. The surprise that registered on her face was even
more than he was prepared for.

“Please, don’t faint on me
again.” He remembered her reaction the last time he had shown up
unexpectedly.

She sat on the stool behind the
counter. “What are you doing here Ryan?”

“I came to see you.” His
smile was broad. “How are you Deanna?’

“I’m… fine.” She wasn’t
sure if he had seen her middle, if he knew.

He had hoped she would be happy to see
him. “Are you taking care of yourself? Everything is going okay?
You’re, uh, feeling fine?”

She looked down at her stomach and
then looked up at him. “You know?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

She sighed. “Everything is
fine.”

“Why didn’t you let me
know?”

Deanna shrugged. “You said you had
regrets…”

He shook his head. “About the
circumstances, about hurting you the first time, about letting you
think I was dead and disappearing for three months. I never
regretted being with you, I never regretted making love with you. I
never regretted knowing you.” He came closer. “I hope you don’t
regret it either.”

She stared at him. So many possible
responses ran through her mind. How was she supposed to answer him?
She never regretted meeting him. She never regretted giving herself
to him. And she never regretted knowing that she carried his child
inside her. But she was scared. Finally, she responded, “No, I
don’t regret it either.”

Ryan grinned sheepishly. “Although I
admit, I should have been more responsible and used something. But
I kind of like the idea of our having a baby.” He reached across
the counter. “Deanna, we have to talk.”

She wasn’t ready to face him. It had
been too much of a surprise to see him there. There was no way she
could organize her thoughts so quickly. “Now is really not a good
time Ryan. I really do have to get back to work.” Although she had
no idea how she was going to manage to keep her mind off of him and
on her tasks.

Disappointed, he took a step back.
“Okay.” He sounded just a little bit hurt. “What time do you get
off?”

“Eight.”

“I’ll pick you up then and
take you home.” Ryan tried his best to sound confident.

“I live here in the
hotel.”

“You live in the hotel?”
He repeated thinking of how crazy he had gone all day waiting for
her to come in. He almost laughed at himself. “I’m staying here for
a couple of days. Upstairs on the fourth floor. Would you mind
coming up and we’ll order from room service for breakfast? That way
we can talk.”

She took a deep breath.
“Okay.”

He gave her his room number and she
told him she would see him in the morning.

 


By eight-oh-five Ryan was pacing in
his room. He was terrified that she was going to run away and not
give him a chance to say what he needed to. Or maybe she was
waiting for her daddy to arrive with his shotgun.

By ten minutes after eight, he picked
up the receiver of the phone to dial the front desk. There was a
knock at the door. He ran to answer it.

Deanna stood there looking
tired.

“Hi.” He was smiling out
of relief. “Come on in. Sit. Relax.” He ushered her in and over to
the foot of the bed. “Are you hungry? I’m going to have some
breakfast sent up.”

She chuckled at his unending
pampering. “Good morning.” He waited silently. “Maybe just some
juice or a piece of fruit.” She sat.

Ryan called room service and ordered a
bowl of fresh fruit, glasses of juice, biscuits and eggs and
sausage for himself.

“That shouldn’t be too
long.” He noticed that Deanna had slipped her shoes off. “You’ve
been on your feet all night. You must be exhausted.” He knelt in
front of her and started to massage her feet. “Hopefully this will
help.”

“You don’t have to do that
Ryan.” She thought his gesture was incredibly sweet.

“I know. But I want to.”
It just felt good to touch her.

“It does feel good.” He
smiled at her and she felt a little more relaxed.

After a few minutes of comfortable
silence while Deanna enjoyed the massage, he looked up at her. “Do
you have everything you need? You’re seeing a doctor and
all?”

“I’m doing fine. I’ve been
going to the women’s clinic.” She shrugged. “I don’t have insurance
but the care is really good. And they make the payments as
affordable as possible. I have an appointment later
today.”

“May I go with you?” He
really sounded anxious.

She hesitated. His request caught her
off guard. Then she nodded.

“I’m not sure how it
works, but I think I can put the baby on my insurance so I guess
some of the prenatal can be covered. I can find out.” He stopped
rubbing her feet. “I want to be a part of this pregnancy. I want to
help take care of the baby… and you. You are not alone in
this.”

“Thank you Ryan. That
means a lot.”

“I want to be a part of
the baby’s life.” He looked at her belly from the angle he was at.
“May I?” He wanted to touch her belly. She nodded. Haltingly and
gently he touched her belly through her clothes. He brought his
lips close to her. “Hi baby, this is your dad.”

Surprised by his actions, Deanna could
only smile at him.

“I want to tell you a
little about the world you’re going to be coming into. One of the
first faces you’re going to see is going to be a very beautiful
lady. That’s your mom.” He smiled at her. “She’s a southern girl.
And she’s a really good person. She cares about people.” He lightly
kissed her belly. “Something else about this world… I’m going to do
everything I can to make it a safe and happy world for you. I will
always do what I can to take care of you. I will always love
you.”

Watching Ryan as he spoke to his
unborn child brought tears to her eyes.

He kissed her belly again. Ryan toyed
with the buttons of her maternity shirt. “Deanna?” He looked up at
her for permission. She nodded. He opened her shirt and pressed his
lips to her bare skin. Deanna was so slender, he thought, and her
belly was so full. He never would have thought that the sight of a
pregnant woman would have such an effect on him.

Just a bit embarrassed, Deanna
chuckled. ‘I think I may have developed some stretch
marks.”

“You are beautiful.” Ryan
found himself intrigued by her body. As attracted as he was to her
before, he found her new shape to be strangely erotic.

He gently rested his hands on her
swollen belly. Deanna played with his hair. He kissed her belly and
slowly moved his lips upwards until he was kissing her full breasts
through her bra.

Deanna’s breathing got deeper and she
held him to her. He slid her open shirt off of her shoulders and
reached around to undo her bra clasp. Ryan’s gaze was transfixed as
he drank in the site of her rosy, hardened nipples. “Gorgeous.” He
gently laved each nipple with his tongue.

“I want you.” He whispered
the words to her and Deanna felt herself already spinning out of
control. “Making love, it wouldn’t hurt you or the baby, would
it?

“No.” She reached down to
his shirt buttons. Ryan helped remove his shirt.

There was a knock at the door. “Room
service…”

“Just leave it at the door
please.” Ryan’s voice was gruff.

He stood and pulled Deanna up to stand
with him. He tenderly removed her slacks and underwear. Moments
later he was holding her on the bed while he carefully stood at the
edge so he wouldn’t hurt her. Holding back and making sure that he
was as gentle as could be, he slowly filled her. He didn’t think
that making love could ever be sweeter.

Later, they both lay naked under the
covers eating the breakfast he finally rolled in from the hall. He
made sure to hang the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign from the doorknob so
they could share a leisurely morning together. Deanna was
quiet.

Noticing her pensive mood, Ryan was
concerned. “What are you thinking?”

She took her time answering. “We
really can’t do this again.” She couldn’t even be in the same room
with him without wanting to make love.

He swallowed and then he smiled hoping
that she was only joking. “Actually, I was thinking that we should
be doing this for the rest of our lives.” He opened the night table
drawer and pulled out the ring box. “This isn’t how I planned to do
this…” He opened the box and held it out to her. “Deanna, would you
do me the honor of becoming my wife?” Ryan wondered if he should
offer to slip the ring on her finger.

She stared in shock at the ring and
then at him. She didn’t say anything. Her eyes were wide with an
unreadable emotion.

“Uh, Deanna,” he sounded
nervous. “This is the part where you say yes.”

She stared at him in silence. Then she
slowly shook her head. “No.”

 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 


 





 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Of all the scenarios that had run through
Ryan’s head, he had never expected her to say no.

He had made her cry. After she said no he
met her answer with shock and disbelief. He asked her again as if
she didn’t hear him correctly. And then when Deanna repeated her
one word answer, he asked her why. She just stared at him and
cried.

Deanna got up from the bed. She took the
time to wrap herself in the blanket, and ran into the bathroom. She
hadn’t come out yet.

Ryan took a few minutes to let things sink
in. Then he got up and pulled on his pants. “Deanna?” He knocked
gently on the bathroom door. She didn’t answer him but he could
hear her sobbing. “Deanna? Are you okay?”

“Please leave me alone.”
It was obvious she spoke between her tears.

He was worried. “Did I hurt you?” Ryan still
wouldn’t accept that she had said no to his proposal.

“I’m fine. Just go
away.”

“Deanna?” He tried the
knob. It was locked. “Please open the door.”

“No.”

“Deanna, we need to
talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk
about.”

He leaned against the doorframe feeling
frustrated. “Yes. There’s a lot to talk about. Deanna, look at
where we are, we have to talk.”

She was quiet for a minute. He heard her
sniffle. “Would you please hand me my clothes?”

Even though she couldn’t see him, he nodded.
“Sure.” Ryan collected Deanna’s clothes from the floor where he had
dropped them as he undressed her. When he had them in his arms, he
returned to the bathroom door. “Are you going to open the
door?”

He heard her unlock the door. When she
opened the door just wide enough for him to hand her the clothing,
she was hiding almost behind it.

“I’ll be out in a few
minutes.”

“Okay.” She closed the
door in his face. Barefoot and shirtless, Ryan went to sit at the
foot of the bed to wait for her. He had worried that they might
disagree on where they were going to live, whether they were going
to get married by a judge or a priest, if she wanted her parents
there or if they would even come. He never expected her to say
no.

Deanna slowly opened the bathroom door. She
was dressed. Her eyes were red from crying. She stood in the
doorway looking frightened.

He looked up and noticed how scared she
looked. He had only seen her looking that scared once before; it
was when he had pretended to take her into a room to attack her. It
broke his heart to see that fear again. He waited for her to break
the silence. She didn’t.

“Can we talk about this,
Deanna?” He kept his voice soft. He didn’t make any moves towards
her.

She looked away for a moment. Then she
walked to the easy chair in the far corner of the room and sat. “I
can’t marry you Ryan.”

He was puzzled. “Why not?”

There was pain in her voice. “I don’t know
you.”

He laughed. “We just made love. What do you
mean you don’t know me? Deanna, we have a baby on the way.”

“Our baby was conceived
when I thought you were someone else. I was frightened. I was
alone. Ryan, I thought you were a criminal.”

“I never forced you.” He
couldn’t help sounding defensive. It was his guilt
talking.

“No. I never said you did.
And I know you would have stopped if I had said no.” Deanna took a
moment to collect her thoughts. “But I was being held hostage
against my will. I was terrified. Ryan, you were the only security
that I had. I needed comfort. I needed to feel safe. And you
promised to take care of me. You were all I had.”

She didn’t have to say anymore. Ryan
finished the thought in his own mind. He had taken advantage of a
vulnerable innocent. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“I know you didn’t.” Her
soft southern drawl was filled with sincerity.

Ryan moved over to the side of the bed
closest to where she was sitting. “I’m trying to make this right
Deanna.”

“But you can’t make it
right by marrying somebody you don’t even know. I don’t know you.
You don’t know me.”

“Of course I
do.”

“Okay, am I an only child?
Do I have any siblings? Where did I go to school? What’s my
favorite music? What kind of food do I like to eat?”

He didn’t have any answers. “We have our
lives to learn about each other.”

“And what happens if we
find out we don’t like each other?”

“But what about the
baby?”

“The baby is still going
to happen. You’re still its daddy and I’m still its ma. We can
still be parents.” She chuckled and put her hand on her belly. “I
think we’ve already proven that.”

“We should be
together.”

“Lots of folks raise their
children separately. Do you really want your child growing up with
parents who might not be happy? Down the road, you might choose
someone else, or I might. We can still do this whether we’re
together or apart.”

Ryan latched on to her words. “Whether we
are together or apart? Do you mean we still have a chance?”

She smiled serenely. “Lots of things can
happen down the road a ways.” Deanna looked more relaxed since Ryan
wasn’t arguing. “We can’t deny that we have a bond now. We have to
be friends for our baby’s sake. Who knows what the future may
bring.”

Ryan sighed. Unfortunately, a lot of her
reasoning was sound and he couldn’t argue with her. “I am sorry if
I took advantage of you when I was undercover. I really was
attracted to you and I never realized how vulnerable you might have
felt.” He kept telling himself that he wasn’t the same type as the
men he was trying to protect her from. “The truth is I really
enjoyed being with you and it is something I don’t regret having
happened. It was one of the best things that ever happened to me.
But Deanna, why did you let me make love to you just now if this is
how you feel?”

She blushed. “Ryan, you are a sexy man. And
you taught me how nice it could be...” Deanna was too embarrassed
to continue. She needed to feel his strength. She needed to know
that her memory of making love with him had been special.

He raised his eyebrows. Her response
startled him. “Thank you.” It was his turn to feel embarrassed.
“Uh, can I still go with you to the clinic?”

“Oh gosh, yes.” It had
almost slipped her mind. “I’ve got to get ready.” She stood. “Ryan,
I would like to put your name on the baby’s birth certificate when
the time comes. I want our baby to know his, or her,
daddy.”

He smiled. “I would like that.”

“We do have to talk about
rights and responsibilities though.”

He nodded. “I understand.” Ryan knew he
wouldn’t have any parental rights until he was declared the baby’s
father. He certainly didn’t want to do anything to put a strain
between them. They had to be able to agree on a lot of their
terms.

Deanna went back to her room to get ready
for her appointment. They made plans to meet in the lobby half an
hour later. She refused to hold onto the ring.

 


Deanna wasn’t at all hesitant in introducing
Ryan as the father of her baby at the clinic. The receptionist
asked him if he would be willing to fill out some forms. She
explained it helped if they had some of the father’s medical
history on file. He gladly took the forms.

He sat next to Deanna in the waiting room
and noticed that he was one of the few men present. There was a lot
of literature available for the mothers-to-be including booklets on
pregnancy termination and adoption. A large sign over the reception
area promised a confidential sliding scale payment plan for all
services. Most of the women in the waiting area were young and
still not showing. Only a few were like Deanna, well into the later
stages of pregnancy.

Ryan leaned over to whisper in Deanna’s ear.
“Are you getting good care here?”

She nodded.

“Because I can always pay
for a private doctor.”

“The care here is good.
The doctors are all highly trained. Do you think I would settle for
anything less for my baby?” She was defensive. “Maybe it was a
mistake for you to come with me today.”

“Wait a minute. I’m not
questioning your judgment. I just want the best for you and our
baby. I know you’ve been coming here because you don’t have
insurance and stuff. I just want to help.” He only wanted her to
realize that she wasn’t in this alone. “I want to take care of
you.”

“Ryan, you are not
responsible for me. When the baby comes, I promise you, you can
help take care of your child.”

“What about you Deanna?
Why won’t you let me help you?”

“I am going to be a twenty
year old unwed mother. I won’t be the first woman in that
circumstance and I am sure I won’t be the last. I am
fine.”

He mentally counted to ten, then to twenty.
“I don’t want to argue. And I don’t want you to do this alone. Just
please promise me that you will let me know if you need something.
All you have to do is say the word.”

His words calmed her. “Thank you Ryan.” She
leaned over and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.

They waited over half an hour before Deanna
was called in to the exam room. She told Ryan he could come in with
her. She changed into the exam gown behind a screen while Ryan
waited. The doctor who came in to examine Deanna was pleasantly
surprised to see Ryan there. They told her that Ryan was visiting
from New York and would be there for as much of the pregnancy and
the birth as his job would allow.

“Would you like to see
your child?” The doctor offered Ryan an opportunity to watch an
ultrasound.

“Is that okay?” He was
excited over the idea but wanted to make sure that Deanna wouldn’t
mind. She smiled and nodded.

The doctor squeezed a cold jelly onto
Deanna’s exposed belly and then gently ran the probe, she called it
a transducer, over her. Ryan was fascinated as he watched the
screen and saw the clear image of a baby.

“Is that the face?” He was
in awe as he watched.

“Uh-huh. See the fingers.”
The doctor moved the probe a little and they saw the baby reacting
to the movement.

“This isn’t hurting the
baby... or Deanna, is it?” He was concerned.

“No.”

Deanna laughed lightly. “It’s just cold.”
She realized that at some point Ryan had threaded his fingers with
hers while he watched their child on the monitor.

“Can you tell if it’s a
boy or a girl?” He asked without thinking.

Deanna cut the doctor off before she could
answer. “I don’t want to know.”

The doctor gave them both a knowing smile.
“Would you like a picture?”

Ryan simply nodded. He was amazed at the
miracle he was witnessing.

While the picture was printing, the doctor
explained about the baby’s growth and what they could expect over
the next few months. She asked if Ryan was going to be present for
Lamaze classes. He said he’d like to be. The doctor also brought up
the subject of sexual intercourse during pregnancy and Ryan and
Deanna shared a private look.

After the visit was over, Ryan and Deanna
rode the trolley back to the hotel. Ryan had been mesmerized by
everything he had seen. When Deanna teased him about his wide-eyed
wonderment, he answered her very seriously. “You know, you’ve had
almost six months to get used to the idea. This wasn’t the first
ultrasound you’ve seen or the first time you’ve heard the
heartbeat. It’s all new to me. I’m just trying to catch up. I
really am very excited.”

She realized how unfair she had been to him
by withholding the news of the pregnancy from him. “I’m sorry Ryan.
I really never thought it would mean so much to you.”

“How could it not? Deanna,
we made a baby. I know you may not think there was a lot of caring
involved, but I did have feelings for you when this baby was
created. And I already love this child. It’s a part of you and me.”
He thought about what she had said earlier. “I guess you don’t
really know me... yet.”

She put her hand over his. “I really do want
to learn about you. I want to get to know you. I honestly never
expected you to have this much emotion about the baby. You have no
idea how surprised I was that you introduced yourself to our child
this morning in your hotel room. That just grabbed hold of my
heart.”

He captured her hand in his. “Deanna, I plan
on you knowing me. I am going to be around as much as I can.” He
sighed. “I plan on proposing again. And when I ask you to marry me
in the future, I want you to know who is asking. I do want you to
know me. I want to know you. I hope that one day you will feel
comfortable enough to say yes.”

Ryan stayed at the hotel for the balance of
the week before he returned to New York. They saw each other in the
mornings after she got off of work and before she needed to get
rest for her next shift. Deanna refused to be alone in either of
their rooms together. She freely admitted they would wind up
sleeping together again. Ryan wouldn’t have minded.

 


“You’re cleared to work
again.”

“Did you expect I wouldn’t
be?” Ryan questioned Connie’s surprise.

She stared back at him. “I really wasn’t
sure.”

He had met with the agency’s psychiatrist
just as he had been instructed although he felt it was a huge waste
of time. As far as Ryan was concerned, he had only been focused on
the job not reckless. But he also admitted to himself that after
seeing Deanna, he was willing to take a few steps backwards towards
caution, after all, he was going to be a father soon.

“So, what happened while
you were on your... sabbatical? Did you ever find that girl?”
Connie was more than curious.

“Yes. I even went with her
to the doctor. Would you like to see a picture of my child?” Deanna
had let him take the print back with him and he carried it in his
wallet.

He had the picture in front of her before
she was able to say no. “Very nice.” She barely glanced at it.
Connie had no interest in children and felt irritated that Ryan was
so taken by Deanna simply because she was pregnant.

He put the precious picture back in his
wallet. Ryan realized that Connie had only been polite about his
enthusiasm.

“What are your
plans?”

“She doesn’t want to get
married right now. But we are still going to share parenting.” He
had come to terms with Deanna’s reluctance to marry him. Ryan
decided he had to build their relationship, court her, and
hopefully make her fall in love with him. Then he could propose
again. “I’m going to keep traveling down as often as I can.
Actually, there’s a main office in New Orleans. That’s only about
an hour and a half away from where she is. I think I am going to
put in for a transfer.”

Connie looked up at him in surprise. “Uh,
now is really not a good time to lose you from the New York
office.”

He saw right through her. “You were ready to
transfer me when you found out I slept with her.”

“Well things have
changed.” Connie played with the pens and pencils on her desk.
“Besides, she didn’t want to marry you, so you’re still a free
agent. Why should you uproot yourself and move away from everything
that’s familiar to you?”

“I admit I’ll be leaving
some friends behind. But I am going to have a child and hopefully
eventually a wife to be near.”

“I think you are making a
huge mistake.”

As the realization occurred to him, Ryan sat
in the chair facing Connie’s desk. “You’re jealous.”

She was embarrassed. “No, of course not.”
Her denial was too quick.

He was going to try to be kind so long as
she would let him. “Connie... we can’t go back to where we once
were.” He didn’t want to add that there was no way he’d allow
himself to feel so used again.

She stared at him for a long time. “It was
fun.” He didn’t respond. “Ryan, you have to know that I have always
had feelings for you.”

He tried to smile. “I’m fond of you Connie.
But we’ve both been with others since then.”

“But you were never
serious about someone.”

“I never met Deanna
before.” He knew he had been a mere diversion for Connie. She
wasn’t one of his better memories.

“She can’t do the things I
can do for you, Ryan.”

He took his time responding. Sighing, he
finally formed his words. “Maybe there are other things that are
important to me now.”

“I can help you with your
career Ryan.”

“I know that. But then I
would only be using you. I don’t want to do that to you
Connie.”

She missed his youth and his vitality. She
knew he was just being kind. He didn’t want her anymore. “I still
think you are making a mistake. You’re setting yourself up for
heartbreak. She turned you down. Do you think she’s suddenly going
to change her mind?”

“I hope so.”


 


 


 





 


 


 


 


 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 





Chapter Eight

 


“I need to know your
momma’s birth name.”

“Harriet Pernell.” He
spelled the last name for her. Deanna had bought a baby record book
and she wanted to fill in all of the family history so her child
would have it.

“So the paternal grandma
is Harriet Hunter...”

“Actually it’s Harriet
Anderson. My folks were divorced when I was in grade school.
They’re both remarried now. So I’m not sure how you list the
grandparents.”

Deanna shrugged. “Are you close to
your stepparents?”

Ryan laughed. “I’m not close with my
real parents.” Ryan knew what it was like to have scheduled visits
with the non-custodial parent. He felt like he was just shuffled
back and forth so often. “I was born in Cincinnati, but when my
parents divorced, my mother moved to Philadelphia. Then my mom and
her husband traveled a lot. So I really spent most of my growing
years without my folks.” His mother decided she wanted a more
glamorous and prestigious life. He was sent to boarding school so
she could travel with her new doctor–husband. “It got to a point
that they never wanted to be in the same room together. Eventually
they just stopped showing up at all.” Ryan’s memories of family
dinners were few and far between. Neither of his parents even
attended his college graduation.

He had come back to Baton Rouge for a
long weekend. His weekend was planned to coincide with another one
of Deanna’s doctor appointments. There was no way he was going to
be able to make every appointment, she had to go every two weeks,
but he wanted to be there at least once in a while. It was very
important to him to share this experience with Deanna. It was
important to Ryan that he was there for his child as well. Deanna
told him about the baby book and asked him to help her fill in the
details. She had already listed her side of the family history
charts. With or without a marriage, yet, their child was a union of
all that they were.

“Oh.” Her own parents
acted like a pair of newlyweds even after nearly thirty years of
marriage. The strength of their love had gotten them through some
terrible ordeals. Deanna enjoyed the security of knowing her
parents loved each other and had no idea how she would have dealt
with a broken home. Her father’s name was Caleb, “but my momma just
calls him Blair.” Her mother’s name was Grace. Deanna said her
father always boasted that her momma was full of grace. Deanna
loved that her parents were partners in their marriage and their
business. They were each other’s best friend.

“Do you have any
siblings?” She waited for an answer with the pen poised over the
page.

“One older sister and two
teen-age half-brothers, Lisa, Robert and Christopher. My father and
his wife have the two boys. My mother didn’t want any more kids.”
Since his sister and he were both sent away to different schools—
all boys and all girls—they pretty much grew up without each other.
“We all stay in touch. You know, we remember to send birthday and
holiday cards and all, but that’s really it.” He helped her enter
their names and birth dates for her record book.

She marveled that he was taking such
an interest in their unborn child. They weren’t married, not
together, and yet he tried to keep up with the development. And he
had already made provisions for the care of the baby if something
were to happen to him. Deanna had assumed he came from a large
loving family considering some of his family attitudes.

“Ooh.” She made a pained
grimace. “It feels like the baby is kicking me in the bladder. I’ll
be right back.”

She had come up to his
room with the book and family photos. It was important to her that
they pass along their legacy. Ryan picked the book up while she was
in the bathroom and opened it to the pages on the mother’s family.
Deanna had an older brother, Andres, but Ryan was dismayed to see a
date of death listed. He looked at a picture she had stuck on the
page of a young man in a marine uniform and assumed that was her
brother. She had several relatives in the Louisiana area and there
were references to the Creole and Cajun culture. A picture of
her mamere who
had drowned during the Katrina flooding showed an older woman with
the same dark eyes and a darker complexion than Deanna and her
mother shared. She was truly another beauty. Deanna wrote that her
maternal mamere was Chacuma from her grandfather. Deanna’s paternal line was pure
Creole.
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