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CHAPTER 1
The fifteenth day of October dawned unseasonably warm in Cleveland. The sun shone brightly over the white frame church that sat on the corner of Elm and Oak Streets, throwing it into shade beneath a canopy of autumn trees stained with gold and red and orange. The church bells pealed joyously for some time, then gradually deferred to the organ rifts of Pachelbel’s Canon inside. White satin and rose petals veiled the aisle, and the altar was virtually obscured by greenery and lavender flowers that sprinkled the room with their sweet fragrance. Four bridesmaids in lilac organdy grinned shyly at the expectant groom, who stood handsome in his Coast Guard uniform, awaiting the arrival of the woman he would take to be his wife.
A bride couldn’t have asked for a more perfect wedding day.
Natalie Mason, however, wanted to throw up.
As she stood in the church foyer awaiting her cue, she clutched the beaded bodice of her gown and leaned forward, shoving away the cascade of white netting and pale blond curls that fell over her face with the motion. “Oh, Daddy, I think I’m going to be sick,” she whispered to the man who grasped her arm to keep her erect. “You’ve got to let me sit down for a minute.”
Daniel Mason tugged at the too-tight collar of his rented tux and eyed his daughter anxiously. “You’ll be fine, sweetheart. Just fine. You can’t sit down because all those people in there are waiting for you to make your entrance.”
“Ooh,” she groaned.
“You don’t want to disappoint your mother, do you?”
“Oooohh.”
“And Nick?”
“Oooooooohhh.”
“What will he think if his bride walks down the aisle all hunched over like Quasimodo?”
“Daddy, please.”
“Now, come on, Natalie, take a deep breath…”
He inhaled vigorously himself, showing her how it should be done, then gestured for her to do the same. Natalie forced herself to stand up straight and mimic the action, but all she was able to manage was a little gasp.
“There, that’s my girl,” her father said. He patted her on the back and did his best to rearrange her veil. “You know your mother and I hate to see you go,” he continued jovially as he urged her toward the entry to the chapel. “You’re the last of our six girls to leave the nest after all. Yessirree, it tears us up knowing our little baby is going out the door. But we know you’re in good hands with Nick Brannon. We’ll talk on the phone all the time after your mother and I get settled in Pensacola—moving van’s coming next week, you know. Now, let’s get on with this wedding.”
The organist began a second rendition of “Here Comes the Bride,” and somehow Natalie was able to place one foot in front of the other. At the entrance to the chapel, she saw Nick standing at the altar, and she smiled at how handsome he looked in his dark blue uniform. The deep color made his eyes seem even bluer. His black hair was freshly cut and swept back from his forehead, except for the one stray lock that always refused to be tamed. He looked every bit as scrumptious as he did the day she met him two years ago. The sight of him injected her with a little more fortitude, encouraging her to walk all the way down the aisle. Her father handed her off in much the same way a relay runner relinquishes a baton—hastily—and then the ceremony began.
After that, she didn’t remember much of anything other than the cool, heavy feel of her new wedding band as Nick slipped it over the fourth finger of her left hand, and the warm brush of his lips against hers as the minister introduced them as Mr. and Mrs. Nicholas Brannon. Then they sped back up the aisle, and down the stairs to lie low in the fellowship hall until the guests departed for the reception.
Immediately, Natalie threw herself into Nick’s arms and, laughing, kissed him hard on the lips. When she pulled away, one of the ribbons pinned to his uniform caught on one of the beads sewn to her dress, and she laughed harder.
“Looks like you’re stuck with me for good, Nick Brannon,” she said as she continued to shower him with kisses.
He grinned as he tried to unfasten the snag. “In sickness and in health,” he told her.
“For richer or for poorer.”
“For better—” They sprang apart as he freed his ribbon and laughed some more. “—or for worse.”
“’Til death do us part,” she whispered as she kissed him again.
He wrapped his arms around her tightly. “It’ll take a lot more than death to keep us apart.”
She touched her fingers to the lips she just kissed, holding Nick’s gaze intently with her own. “Nothing could keep us apart, could it?” she asked, suddenly feeling anxious for no reason she could understand.
He shook his head. “Nothing.”
“You promise?”
“I promise.”
The door to the fellowship hall crashed open then, and the couple was swept away by high spirits and the rest of their wedding party. Amid the laughter and the tears, the hugging and kissing, the congratulations and well-wishing, Natalie and Nick were separated. When she looked up again, she saw him on the other side of the room with his brother, and somehow he suddenly seemed very far away.
But that was nonsense, she tried to reassure herself. He was right here with her as he always would be, as it seemed he always had been. After another week of visiting with their families in Cleveland, they’d be leaving for Puerto Rico, where Nick was stationed, to begin their lives together on what they joked would be their extended honeymoon.
Nothing could be more perfect, she told herself. She would be living on a Caribbean island with the man of her dreams, who looked absolutely adorable in his uniform. What woman wouldn’t envy her?
Nick caught her eye and smiled at her, and some of Natalie’s apprehension dissolved. She was a newlywed now, she reminded herself. Things could only get better from here. Couldn’t they?
CHAPTER 2
Dear Mom and Dad,
I’m still getting my bearings in San Juan, having been here only a matter of days. Nick has to go back to work tomorrow, which means going out on the cutter for a week, and I don’t know what I’m going to do to keep myself occupied while he’s gone. So far, I’ve only met one of his friends from the cutter, a guy named Luis who truly defies description. To be honest, I’m not convinced I’m going to like it here. Puerto Rico is nothing at all like Ohio….
Love, Natalie
The heat was the first thing Natalie noticed about San Juan. When their plane lifted off in Cleveland that morning, the temperature had been a crisp forty-two degrees. She’d donned a pair of lightweight, beige wool trousers and a matching jacket over a coral-colored silk blouse she felt was thin enough to be comfortable in the tropical climate. She had never visited the Caribbean before and wanted to look smart for her arrival. Although she had been somewhat dismayed when her husband emerged from the hotel bathroom in his baggy khaki shorts and a threadbare green polo, thinking the combination somehow inappropriate for honeymoon travel, she refrained from commenting. She wasn’t about to start off their marital adventure with an argument.
However, as their plane descended toward Muñoz- Marin Airport and she felt the heat creeping inside, she began to wonder if maybe she had chosen her outfit wisely after all. When they taxied down the runway, the warm winds of San Juan replaced the air-conditioned coolness of the pressurized cabin, and by the time she and Nick collected their things and approached the terminal, she was beginning to feel limp.
Immediately, she paused to shrug out of her jacket, stuffing it through the handle of her carry-on before she hurried to catch up with her husband, who didn’t notice her stopping. All around her, the airport was alive with people. Some hurried past her going one way, while others sauntered leisurely in the opposite direction. Signs advertising local casinos in English gave way to concession stands touting their goods in Spanish. Languages met and mingled and clashed everywhere she went, and people of every variety blurred into the crush.
Natalie had never been comfortable in large crowds. The people pushing into her made her feel anxious, and the foreignness of so much of her surroundings did nothing to put her at ease. Sweat dampened her underarms and trickled between her shoulder blades and breasts, and matted her hair over her eyes and against her nape. Her bags became heavier with every step she took, and Nick had pressed onward a good thirty feet ahead of her. She inhaled deeply, blew as much of her hair out of her eyes as she could, and tried to catch up.
When she finally reached him at the baggage claim carousel, her mood had sunk from impatient to angry. She tried fanning herself with the airline magazine, but all she managed to do was stir up more hot air. There were so many people here, and the heat was remarkable for autumn. She looked out the windows near the exit to see that San Juan was dark, but the absence of the sun did nothing to lower the temperature. Unless, of course, it was even worse than this during the day, she thought with a frown.
“It’s hot here,” she said unnecessarily as they awaited the arrival of their luggage.
“I tried to warn you,” Nick replied. “I told you to wear shorts because it would be in the eighties, but you insisted on wearing all that stuff instead.”
Natalie glanced down at the once-crisp outfit, now wrinkled and puckered from the disagreeable environment. “But I bought this especially to wear on the plane.”
“Yeah, well, it’s nice, and you look beautiful wearing it, but you would have been cooler in something else.”
She wiped at the perspiration forming over her lip.
“Well, you could have warned me a little harder about this heat.”
Nick, too, was obviously beginning to suffer from their long journey and the warm evening. “You should have come down to visit me before we got married, the way I wanted you to,” he told her. “Then you could have seen for yourself how hot it gets down here.”
“I couldn’t come and visit you because I was trying to finish school on time,” she reminded him. “And I was working, in case you’ve forgotten, trying to save some money to get us started since you hardly ever sent any home.”
“I sent you money,” he told her.
She emitted a dubious sound. “Oh, sure, a few hundred dollars over twelve months. The rest of it wound up in the cash register of a bar on some island like Antiqua or Barbecue.”
Nick rolled his eyes. “That’s Antigua or Barbuda.”
“Whatever.”
“And I did not spend all my money in bars. I seem to recall sending you flowers on more than one occasion.”
“Yeah, and I still can’t believe you wasted all that money on long-stemmed roses right after the two of us had that huge argument about how little money we were saving.”
“A lot of women would have said thank you and enjoyed them.”
“A lot of women weren’t working two jobs to save a few bucks for the future.”
He turned to face her, opening his mouth to say something more, but stopped. Instead, he dropped his hands to her shoulders and smiled that toe-curling smile that always made her heart race. “Look,” he said quietly, his voice no longer antagonistic. “We just got married. We’re on our honeymoon, for God’s sake. I don’t want to fight with you.”
Natalie smiled, too, ashamed of herself for needling him so mercilessly. “I’m sorry. I’m just tired, I guess. And the heat’s starting to get to me. I didn’t mean to pick a fight.”
“Neither did I. I’m sorry, too. Let’s just get out of here, get home, and relax.”
She smiled and said, “The roses were gorgeous, by the way.”
He smiled back. “Thanks.”
“No, thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
The baggage carousel beside them wheezed to life then, and she breathed a sigh of relief. “It shouldn’t be long now.”
Twenty-five minutes later, the carousel continued to move in a laconic circle, completely devoid of luggage. Natalie sat on the floor beside her carry-on, certain her new trousers would now sport a black stain on the seat she wasn’t likely to get out no matter how hard she tried. At the moment, however, she didn’t care. Nick had gone in search of something cool to drink some time ago and hadn’t yet returned. Just when she was certain things could get no worse, the steady hum of the baggage carousel became a high-pitched squeal, a sound that sent a blinding pain slicing through her forehead.
She had expected her new home in a tropical paradise would be a dream, she recalled. What she hadn’t counted on was it being such a nightmare.
A solitary suitcase came sliding down the ramp onto the carousel, but it wasn’t one of theirs. Natalie ticked off the passage of another fifteen minutes on her watch before Nick returned with two sodas. His arrival was accompanied by the appearance of a few more suitcases.
“I’ll go call Luis now,” he said when he saw how much progress had been made.
“Who’s Luis?” Natalie asked.
“He’s one of the guys from the cutter. Since he doesn’t live too far from the airport, and since a cab to Condado Beach would cost us about half our take from the wedding checks, and since he’s been dying to meet you anyway, he said he’d pick us up and give us a ride home. But I didn’t want to call him until I knew our luggage was on the way.”
She eyed him warily. “You knew it was going to take this long to get our bags, didn’t you?”
He shrugged. “Sure. You forget I flew into this airport twice after flying home to visit you, not to mention my arrival down here the first time. It’s always taken my luggage at least an hour to show up.”
All the fight had left her by now, replaced by an utter exhaustion that kept her from feeling as resentful as she thought she probably should feel. “You know, you could have said something to prepare me. I would have kept a book out or something. War and Peace might have been long enough to get me through.”
He grinned. “I thought maybe this time it would be different.”
She shook her head. “Go call your friend.”
Ninety minutes after their plane landed, Nick and Natalie had collected all but one of their suitcases.
“Which one are we missing?” he asked wearily.
“The one with my shoes.”
“So it’s not one you really need, right?”
“No.”
“We could just sneak off without it.”
“That’s true.”
Just then the bag in question came careening through the opening at the top of the carousel and fell with a muffled plop onto the conveyor belt. The couple stared at it for some moments as if unable to believe their good fortune. Before it was about to disappear again, Nick sprinted over to retrieve it, and together, they piled their booty onto a baggage dolly and pushed it toward the exit.
Luis was waiting for them outside. Natalie identified him immediately. Tall and rangy with short, razor-straight black hair, he wore sunglasses despite the total absence of sunlight, a red, skintight muscle shirt, and black jeans that looked as though they had been painted on. He was leaning against a well-lacquered black pickup truck, and he smiled when he saw them, then hurried over to help relieve them of their burden.
“Mira, I was beginning to wonder what happened to you,” he said to Nick as he shook his hand. To Natalie, he said, “You must be Natalie. Nice to meet you. I’m Luis. Nick and I work together on the cutter.”
“It’s nice to meet you, too,” she returned with a smile.
“Welcome to Puerto Rico!” he added as he spread his arms open wide.
“Luis grew up here,” Nick said. “In Mayaguez. He spent a lot of time in the States, but he’s home now, right?”
Luis smiled. “You bet I am. And I’m staying here now. There’s no place like home. San Juan’s a great city, Natalie. You’ll like it here.”
“Is it always this hot?” she asked.
He waved his hand at her as if she’d just made a hilarious joke. “Are you kidding? What we have now is beautiful weather. You should feel it in the summer.”
“It gets hotter?”
“And more humid.”
“Great.”
“Don’t worry,” Luis told her. “In the summer, you just go to the beach and you feel better.”
“I hope so.”
“Trust me.”
Together, the two men loaded the luggage into the back of the truck, while Natalie listened to the sounds of Puerto Rico. The wind ruffled the palm trees overhead, and all around her crickets chirped and whistled.
“Boy, the crickets here are loud,” she said as Luis tossed the last of their bags into the truck.
“Those aren’t crickets,” he said with a grin. “They’re frogs.”
She gaped at him. “Frogs? But they don’t sound like frogs.”
“They’re called coquis. You won’t find them anywhere in the world, except for Puerto Rico.”
“Really?”
He nodded. “They’re about this big.” He held up his thumb and index finger about an inch apart. “And they sing at night like that all the time. You’ll hear them everywhere, even in the business district of Hato Rey or the tourist section of Condado Beach. They’re all over the island.”
“Wow.”
“So you ready to see some of San Juan?”
Natalie nodded vigorously and scooted into the cab between Luis and Nick. Luis turned the key in the ignition, and the truck roared to life.
“Ai, I love that sound!” he cried as he threw the car into gear. “Natalie, pop that CD in, will you?”
She reacted as requested, and the truck was filled with raucous horns and percussion, accompanied by fleet fingers along the keys of a piano. The music leapt and slowed, quickened and halted, and danced around like nothing she had ever heard before. She couldn’t help but smile.
“Salsa,” Luis said, as if he sensed her silent question. “The greatest music in the world.”
As if to punctuate the statement, he leaned across her and turned up the volume, until the whole truck seemed to shimmy in time to the sounds romping from the stereo.
“We’ll take the scenic route to the Condado,” he said over the din as they pulled out onto the highway. “That way Natalie can see some of San Juan.”
“Really, Luis,” Nick said, leaning forward to look past his wife at his friend. “We’re pretty tired from the flight. We’d just as soon get home right away.”
Luis waved his hand again and said, “Don’t worry about it. Just sit back and relax. I’ll take care of everything. Natalie’s never been here before right?”
“Right,” she told him, her mood improving now that she had left the confines of the airport.
“So, since you and I will be getting underway again soon, Nick, she needs to get a feel for San Juan so she won’t go crazy after you’re gone. Right, Natalie?”
Luis’s high spirits were infectious, and she had to admit she was excited and anxious to see some of the sights, even under cover of darkness. “Oh, come on, Nick,” she said to her husband. “It won’t take that long.”
“No problem,” Luis said. “I’ll still get you home in plenty of time.”
“Okay, okay,” Nick relented. “Take the long way.”
As the truck sped down the highway toward town, Luis began to sing along to the music from the stereo, belting out the verse in Spanish at the top of his lungs. Hot wind rushed into the truck cab from the open windows, and outside, San Juan went by in a blur.
Lights. That was what Natalie noticed most of all. Lots and lots of lights. As they sped down a highway lined with palm trees and richly colored murals of Puerto Rican life, she was impressed by the size and scope of the city. High-rise hotels near the airport gave way to sweeping plains of grass and corrugated tin shanties, then suburban stucco homes, then the centuries-old walls of the colonial part of the city, then the cement and glass skyscrapers of the business district. And then everything changed again.
Natalie was overcome by the starkness of the transitions, and the speed with which they seemed to come. Through it all, she smelled the ocean, tasted the salt on her lips, felt its stickiness on her skin. Even though she caught only glimpses of it on her ride through town, the ocean seemed to be everywhere.
When they stopped for a red light at a busy intersection, Luis ducked his head out the open window and shouted at a group of college age girls. “Mira, damas! Buenas noches! Y que hermosa noche esta hacienda! Que paso, eh? Quieren venir conmigo? I can be back in a half hour, what do you say?”
The girls lifted their heads and shouted back in Spanish, waving and smiling at Luis as if they were agreeable to whatever it was he suggested. Natalie glanced over at Nick, who smiled back at her and shrugged.
“Welcome to Puerto Rico,” he said, echoing Luis s words of a short time ago.
“It’s the greatest place on earth,” his friend replied as he stepped on the gas again, waving to the girls he left behind. “Hasta la vista, mijitas!”
Natalie shook her head as she watched the girls wave enthusiastically. “Well, it’s certainly a lot different from Cleveland,” she said, not quite under her breath.
“It’s like nowhere else in the world,” Luis assured her.
As he carried them deeper into the city, under bright lights and massive palms, past open-air restaurants and bars where lively music split the night, through neighborhoods where brightly clad people sat out on their porches chatting and playing dominoes, Natalie had to agree that Luis was probably right about that.
CHAPTER 3
Dear Mom and Dad,
Merry Christmas! I think I’m finally starting to get used to San Juan, but I hardly ever get to see Nick. We try to spend as much time together as possible when he’s home, but it still seems like he’s gone all the time. Except for Luis, I haven’t even had a chance to meet any of his friends from the Point Kendall. Well, granted, when we do have time together, we sort of like to be alone. Still, it would be nice to have someone to talk to when he’s gone. There are two girls who live across the hall, but they keep pretty funny hours. They certainly seem nice enough, though…
Natalie stood at the window and gazed down on Ashford Avenue, watching for anyone dressed in dark blue that might possibly be her husband. She hadn’t seen Nick for nearly three weeks. In fact, since the two of them arrived in San Juan, she hadn’t seen much of him at all. Less than a week after their arrival, his cutter left for its usual patrol, and he was gone for a week. On his return, he was assigned to an in-port watch in which he had to spend the night on the cutter, which kept him away from her for another twenty-four hours. Later that week, he had to do it again. And right after that, his cutter went on another weeklong patrol. Such had been the pattern of the nine weeks since her wedding day.
She had spoken to one of her sisters on the phone that afternoon and learned it was snowing in Cleveland, a good, hard, heavy snow just perfect for Christmas Eve. But here in San Juan, even in December, even at eleven o’clock at night, the city shuddered under a tropical heat like nothing she’d ever felt before.
Her first Christmas as Natalie Brannon wasn’t turning out at all the way she’d envisioned it. For one thing, she was alone. For another, they had no Christmas tree, because Nick hadn’t been home long enough for them to look for one. At home, her father always found the biggest, fattest, most fragrant evergreen in Cleveland, and Natalie and her sisters spent hours decorating it with hundreds of ornaments and lights. Christmas Eve at home meant Bing Crosby on the stereo, mulled wine on the stove, and ham and cornbread stuffing for dinner.
Christmas Eve in San Juan evidently meant raucous salsa blaring from car stereos outside, the aroma of pinchot from a street side vendor, and rum and tonic over ice. Natalie swallowed the final sip of her drink thoughtfully. Gee, maybe she and Nick could even eat dinner at Pizza Hut tomorrow, she thought dryly. They were advertising a holiday all-u-can-eat buffet with all- u-can-drink sangria. Just perfect for the season.
She turned away from the window and crossed the living room to the kitchen to refill her drink, a motion she completed in less than five steps. The Condado Beach apartment Nick had rented for them, was, to say the least, tiny. Though it did come furnished and supposedly boasted a view of the ocean. And Natalie had in fact glimpsed the Atlantic once or twice from the kitchen window—a flash of blue between two hotels across the street. Too, if she went to the bedroom window and tilted her head just so, she thought she saw the ocean there, as well. Mostly, though, what she saw when she looked out the window there was a guy with a really hairy back taking a shower in the apartment building across the street. All in all, though, she supposed their first home together wasn’t too bad—if you were a fan of beige, liked looking into other people’s apartments, and didn’t mind having only two rooms with a closet-size kitchen to your name.
Something quick and brown scuttled across the floor near her foot, and she stamped down on it hard. And if you didn’t mind sharing the place with a few hundred cucarachas, too, she added to herself, wrinkling her nose in disgust. Oh, well. At least she hadn’t seen any of those big, icky, flying cockroaches in the apartment. Yet.
From outside in the hall, she heard the sound of the elevator coming to a stop. She abandoned her drink and hurried to open the front door, certain she would find Nick standing there with his overstuffed sea bag hauled over one shoulder and that big, goofy, “Boy-did-I-miss- you” grin on his face. Instead she saw a man standing at the front door of the apartment across the hall. When he jumped and pivoted around, his expression seemed kind of panicky, and Natalie wondered why. Then the other door opened, and the man returned his attention to her neighbor, Amber. Or was it Geneva? Natalie had met both women briefly, but could never keep them straight. No, the blonde was definitely Amber, she remembered. Geneva had dark hair.
“I’m sorry,” she said to the couple gazing back at her. “I thought you were Nick. Uh, my husband, I mean,” she added for the man’s benefit, though why she was bothering, she couldn’t say.
Amber smiled. “Have you let that man of yours out of your sight again, honey? You know you shouldn’t do that. Not down here. Anything can happen to him.”
Her voice was low and throaty, completely different from the lightly pitched tenor Natalie remembered. And why was she wearing a riding habit complete with riding crop? Surely that was impractical, even here in Condado Beach, where pretty much everything went.
Natalie nodded. “Uh, yeah. Well, gotta go. Merry Christmas.”
The man flushed and mumbled something unintelligible, then darted inside the other apartment. Amber waved her riding crop and offered a hasty “Season’s Greetings” back, then closed the door behind him.
Natalie was still wondering about the exchange when the dull whir of the elevator alerted her again. She waited with the front door open to see if the new arrival would be Nick, hoping their reunion would be as sweet as it always was. For a moment, she heard faint strains of “The William Tell Overture” escape from the apartment across the hall. But before she had time to wonder further, the elevator door opened, and there was Nick, exactly as she had pictured him. His dark hair fell damply across his forehead, his crumpled, dark blue work uniform hugged every solid muscle, his tan was a little darker, and his blue eyes shone brightly with delight. She didn’t even give him a chance to come into the apartment and relinquish his burdens. She threw herself against him and hugged him with all her might.
“I missed you,” she mumbled against his neck. “I missed you so much.”
He laughed and strode forward into the apartment with Natalie still clinging to him, until he could drop his things and close the door behind them. Then he wrapped his arms around her, too, squeezing until she felt every last ounce of worry finally wrung out of her.
“I missed you, too,” he told her. “I’m sorry we were so late getting back. We were only two days away from San Juan when that damned EPIC check came through. Cost us an extra week and a half. Then we didn’t even find any drugs on board. I wanted to shoot every member of their crew just for keeping me away from you.”
“But you’re back now.”
He hugged her again. “I’m back now.”
“And we have a whole week before you have to leave again, right?”
“With my regular watch duty,” he reminded her. “Just like usual.”
“Okay, okay, but besides that, I have you all to myself, right?”
“Well...”
“Nick,” she said slowly, her words laced with warning. “What is it?”
He exhaled a breath, removed his ball cap and ran a big hand through his hair. “We’re on B-2 this week.”
Natalie narrowed her eyes at him. “What does that mean?”
“Bravo status. It means I’m on two-hour recall.”
“But it’s Christmas. Why would they recall you?”
“Any number of reasons. So don’t get mad and yell at me like you usually do when I have to leave again.”
She pulled away from him, but didn’t remove herself entirely. She curved her hands over his big biceps and turned him to face her fully. “I don’t always get mad and yell at you when you have to leave.”
Nick emitted an incredulous sound. “Oh, yes, you do.”
“Oh, no, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do.”
“No, I don’t.”
“You do, too.”
“I do not.”
“Do.”
“Don’t.”
“Natalie—”
“Nick—”
Yes, their reunion was the same as always, Natalie thought. She couldn’t imagine why she had worried it might be otherwise. Step one, kiss. Step two, hug. Step three, get into a fight. Standard operating procedure. Situation normal. She was getting this military stuff down pat. She bit her lip to keep from saying something else that might create a conflict, led Nick to the sofa, and sat them both down.
“Look,” she said, “it's Christmas Eve. I don’t want us to fight.”
He tossed his cap into a chair opposite them, draped his arm over the back of the sofa, and grinned devilishly. “Okay. What do you want to do?”
She walked her fingers up his shirt to his top button, then unfastened it. “First, I want you to take a shower with me.”
“I can do that,” he said agreeably. “Then what?”
She slipped the second button through its hole and tangled her fingers in the dark hair on his chest. “Then I want us to make wild jungle love until neither of us can stand up.”
He chuckled, then cupped his hand over her breast. “Yeah, that sounds good, too. Then what?”
“And then,” she whispered, dropping her hand to his belt, tugging the webbed cotton free from the brass buckle. She tucked her hand inside his pants until her fingers pressed against him.
Nick groaned as he leaned forward and nibbled her earlobe. “And then?”
“Then,” she began again, moaning when he traced her ear with his tongue, “I want to open my presents.”
“You’re already hallway through your first one, you know.”
She smiled. “You start the shower. I’ll get the champagne.”
“Oh, Nick, they’re beautiful. Where did you find them?”
Natalie held up the earrings, watching the way the light caught and danced in the colored beads. Also nestled amid the cotton in the box were three enameled bangle bracelets to match. Immediately, she slid them over her wrist.
“Martinique,” he said. “We put in there for a couple of days on our way to St. Lucia.”
“And what was it again you were doing in St. Lucia?” she asked as she slipped on the earrings.
“Training the local coast guard on search and rescue procedure.”
“That’s right,” she said with a thoughtful nod. “You get to travel to all the exotic places, and I get to stay here and squash roaches and scrub the toilet.”
“Natalie, it’s not as glamorous as it sounds. I work, you know. It’s not like I get to lie on the beach and drink piña coladas all day. That’s your job.”
She colored. “Touché.”
“Still lying out on the beach behind The Palm Bar?”
“Sometimes.”
“Well, watch yourself. I hear that place draws a questionable clientele. It is a gay bar, after all.”
She shrugged off his concern. “It’s the only place on the beach where I can sunbathe without being pestered by guys hitting on me.”
“Nevertheless—”
“Besides, I think I’m going to start looking for a job soon. I could probably find something, even if I don’t speak Spanish. Condado Beach is such a tourist draw, English is probably spoken more often than Spanish anyway.” She pushed her blond curls away from her ears, and fingered the earrings gently. “How do they look?”
Nick leaned forward and kissed her briefly on the mouth. “Beautiful. And so are the earrings.”
“Now open your present,” she said, handing him a brightly wrapped package the size and shape of a shoe box.
He weighed it carefully in one hand, shook it slightly, listened to it closely, and narrowed his eyes in puzzlement. Natalie smiled. He always did this with a present. It was one of the few areas where they differed. She normally tore right into her gifts, but Nick had to play with his first.
“Well, go on,” she said.
He had broken the ribbon and freed the paper from one end when a voice called out from the street below.
“Nick! Nick Brannon! I know you’re home! I can see the lights!”
They both scrambled up from the sofa and peered out the window. Below them, Ashford Avenue was still heavily populated with people, despite being three A.M. on Christmas morning. But on the corner opposite their apartment building stood a large man dressed in a blue work uniform identical to the one Nick wore earlier. He was also wearing a discontented expression on his face.
“It’s Booker,” Nick said. “Dammit.” Out the window he shouted down, “Come on up! I’ll buzz you in!”
Natalie watched him cross to the front door and jam his thumb against the button that would open the security door downstairs. The Brannons’ intercom was broken, something their landlord had been assuring them for seven weeks he would fix right away. So anyone who wanted to visit them had to shout their names from the corner across the street. Until that moment, no one had ever had to. And Natalie was suddenly certain no good would come of it now.
Nick’s expression was troubled when he turned around and crossed to the bedroom. She followed quickly behind him.
“Nick? What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Something’s up,” he said. “Booker wouldn’t be here unless it was to give me a ride to the base. He would have just called. I’m going to have to go out.”
“But—”
“I’m sorry, Nat, that’s just the way it is.”
He was halfway dressed in his uniform when a quick rapping rattled the front door. Natalie suddenly remembered she was wearing only a short, rather revealing gown in deference to the hot night and her earlier plans for her husband. Reluctantly she pulled on a robe as she followed him out of the bedroom.
He yanked open the front door. “This better be good.”
“I’m no happier about it than you are,” Booker said as he stepped inside. He was brown-haired and brown-eyed, and one of the tallest men Natalie had ever seen. “I was this close to—” He halted abruptly when he noticed her, colored somewhat, then hastily concluded, “She was from Idaho, Nick. Idaho. Do you know how much that would have helped me out? Nobody from Idaho ever comes to the Caribbean. The western states are by far the toughest to get.”
His statement piqued Natalie’s interest, but Nick apparently chose to ignore it, because without comment, he headed for the bedroom to finish dressing. Over his shoulder, he asked, “What are we in for?”
“SAR,” Booker told him. He looked at Natalie and then clarified, “Search and rescue. I’m Billy Booker, by the way. I work with Nick on the Point Kendall”
“Natalie,” she said softly, still wondering what was going on. “Natalie Brannon.”
Billy Booker smiled briefly, but the smile never reached his eyes. Obviously he was no happier about this episode than they were. His next words were directed at Nick. “Some idiot had too much to drink, hit another vessel, and sank his boat. There were about twenty people more on board than there should have been. No life preservers for them, either, naturally. We’ve got to go help pull them out. The forty-ones are already underway. I told Skipper I’d pick you up since you’re on my way.”
“You’re going out?” Natalie asked in disbelief. “Tonight? But it’s Christmas.”
Billy shrugged, a helpless expression replacing the one of exasperation. “Tell that to the shithead out there who sank his yacht.”
She was about to say she’d be more than happy to if they’d take her with them. At least then she might be able to spend a little time with her husband.
Nick came out of the bedroom tucking his shirt into his pants. He snatched his ball cap from the chair onto which he tossed it earlier and shoved it onto his head. He was almost out the door when he remembered to turn around and say good-bye. With a brief kiss for Natalie and a hastily uttered “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he followed Billy out, slamming the door behind him.
Only then did she recall that he didn’t even open his Christmas present yet, the present that had taken her weeks to select. She ran to the window and saw the two men getting into Billy’s Jeep.
“Nick!” she called after her husband.
But the Jeep eased into the traffic flow of Ashford Avenue, and Natalie was left alone again.
CHAPTER 4
Dear Mom and Dad,
Nick wants me to meet some friends of his, but we still never seem to have much time to get out. The Ingrams sound really nice, though. They actually live on a sailboat, can you imagine? That’s so romantic! They’re probably adorable little lovebirds who don’t let a thing in the world come between them. Nick says they’re the way he wants us to be when we get to be their age. But that’s about fifteen years away. I can only imagine…
Sybil Ingram squinted at the thin plastic wand she held between her thumb and index finger and frowned. Blue. Dammit. The tip of the thing had turned blue again. She fell to her knees and searched frantically through the wastebasket until she located the crumpled instruction sheet that had come with the kit, smoothed it flat on the toilet seat, and double-checked her findings for the third time. Yup, blue meant positive, all right. And positive meant pregnant. She sat down hard on the deck, buried her head in her hands, clutched two big fists full of dark blond hair, and wondered what the hell she was sup-posed to tell Jack.
How had this happened? she wondered. Of course, she knew how it happened, technically anyway. But when? She and Jack were always so careful, always so conscientious about using protection when they made love. For eighteen years they had been careful and conscientious. But somehow, somewhere, something went wrong.
Immediately, she remembered Christmas Eve. Jack had been underway the two and a half weeks before, and she spent the time trying to organize the perfect holiday celebration. She decorated the boat from stem to stern with all the traditional holiday trappings, thumbing her nose at the eighty-five degree temperature. Her mother sent her some clippings from the big holly bush back home in Minnesota, and Sybil hung them throughout the main cabin. As she strung lights from the mast and along the rail, their neighbor Catch tossed over some mistletoe he found only God knew where, and she took it below to fasten it over the bed. She even cooked on Christmas Eve—turkey and mashed potatoes and those little shallot things just the way Jack liked them. Yes, Sybil planned the event down to the last detail, shopped for weeks and worked for days to make sure the two of them would have everything necessary for a happy Christmas.
Everything except, she remembered now, spermacidal jelly.
She tugged viciously at her bangs as the memory formed. After a late, romantic dinner and affectionate exchanging of gifts, she and Jack retired to the forward cabin to become reacquainted after a nineteen day separation. When she ducked into the head on the way in order to insert her diaphragm, she realized much to her dismay that she didn’t have the spare tube of jelly, as she thought she had. At the time she shrugged it off and reached for the Vaseline instead, thinking that as long as she had the diaphragm in, the little gizmo would be effective.
Overindulgence in wine always made her overly optimistic, she thought. Fat lot of good that realization did her now. She groaned as she thumped her forehead against the sink.
“Sybil! Where are you?”
She groaned. The only thing that could make this day worse than it already was would be for Jack to come home early. Sybil stood and stowed the remnants of her test into a cabinet, stuffing a few towels on top for good measure. Maybe the test was wrong, she told herself, just as she told herself yesterday and the day before, when the tip of the little plastic wand turned blue on those occasions as well. Maybe tomorrow the test would come out differently. Like negative. Like not pregnant.
“Sybil?”
Yeah, and maybe tomorrow Glenda the Good Witch would float in on her pink bubble, wave her wand and make Sybil Queen of the Emerald City, too.
She splashed cold water on her face, ran a quick comb through her short hair, and reached for the latch on the door. When she heard her husband call out her name a third time, she drew a shaky breath. What was she going to tell Jack? she wondered again. Oh, God, what was she going to tell Jack?
“You’re awfully quiet tonight. What is it, baby?”
Sybil’s fork tumbled from her fingers and clattered to a halt on the deck beneath the table. “Baby?” she replied quickly. “Baby? No, no, there’s no—” She halted when she saw Jack’s expression—bland, mildly inquisitive, and completely at ease. “I mean, uh—” She took a deep breath and released it slowly, picked up her fork, and began to push around what was left of her dinner on her plate. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing. I just wondered what’s wrong. You’ve hardly said a word all afternoon.”
She studied him closely, convinced he must know she was pregnant and was just prolonging this torturous tension to punish her for screwing things up. But his face—the face that had looked on her with nothing but affection and honesty since the day she first saw it—belied nothing of what he might be thinking.
When Sybil first met Jack nineteen years ago, he had a luxurious Viking-red beard several shades lighter than his auburn hair. The beard obscured much of his face, but she knew he sported it in much the same way a lion wears its mane—with pride, arrogance, and the full knowledge that such an adornment turned female heads.
Unfortunately, he was forced to shave it off when the Coast Guard introduced a ban on beards. For months after the announcement, Jack talked about getting out of the Guard instead of submitting to such an outrageous edict. But by then he was well over halfway through to his retirement. The morning the rule went into effect, he lifted a razor for the first time since she met him. Ultimately, he decided a few lousy years without his beard would be worth it if he could still retire at thirty-eight. Then, not only would he grow his beard back, but he would also begin drawing a pension large enough to allow the two of them to enjoy a lifestyle for which they would have both waited for years—sailing the seven seas without a care or responsibility in the world.
Sybil pushed away thoughts of the future and concentrated once again on her husband. She still wasn’t quite used to Jack’s clean-shaven face, even after having looked at him this way for years. In many ways, she had more difficulty now reading his moods and thoughts than she did when his features were partially hidden. His face had been oddly more expressive with the beard. She missed those expressions, missed tangling her fingers in the soft fur, missed the scandalous feel of his beard on her skin when they made love. She was looking forward to his retirement, too, if not for precisely the same adventures he craved.
“Sybil?”
She suddenly realized he had been talking to her for several moments, and she’d heard not a word of what he said. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t listening.”
“No kidding.” He smiled as he reached across the table and covered her hand briefly with his. “Is everything okay? You seem to have something on your mind.”
She nibbled her lip anxiously and prayed for divine intervention. She listened for the rumbling of thunder and crashing of waves as the sea parted, but when no lightning bolts split the sky, she sighed. “Jack, are you, um…are you still planning on retiring in a year?”
Oh, sure, now his face became expressive, Sybil thought. He looked like she just asked him if he wanted to swallow hemlock for dessert.
“What are you, nuts?” he asked with a laugh. “Of course I’m still planning on it. Why? You planning on skipping out on me? Leaving me without a crew?”
“Well, not exactly.” She thought for a moment. Just how did one tell one’s husband that the future he’d been planning and counting on for nearly two decades and which was just within his reach was about to take a nosedive off a cliff? “It’s just… Well, I’ve been thinking that maybe you should stay in the Guard for a little while longer.”
“What?”
“Well, think about it,” she said. “You’re only thirty- seven. If you retire at thirty-eight, you’ll just get fifty percent of your base pay for your pension. If you stayed in a few extra enlistments—”
“A few extra?”
“—until you were, say…” She calculated quickly. If they could just get it into high school, then the kid could get a part-time job and work its own way through college. “Say until you were fifty-four—”
“Fifty-four? Jesus, Sybil, I might be dead by then.”
“Oh, you will not.” She tried to smile. “At worst you’ll just be mildly senile. You’ll still have most of your motor functions. I’ll wipe your chin for you when you drool.”
He glared at her. “Let’s get one thing straight right now. I am not retiring when I’m fifty-four. I’m applying for retirement two months before I turn thirty-eight. I went into the Guard on my eighteenth birthday, and I’ll leave it twenty years later to the day.”
“But—”
“Christ, what the hell’s gotten into you?”
Now it was Jack’s turn to scrutinize her, and Sybil didn’t like it one bit. She fidgeted with a button on her shirt, smoothed a hand restlessly over her hair, and tried to avoid his gaze. Only when she could no longer tolerate the silence did she finally look at him again. He didn’t appear happy.
“I asked you a question,” he said.
She feigned confusion. “Did you? I’m sorry, I can’t remember what it was.”
“I asked what’s gotten into you.”
“Nothing. I’ve just been thinking, that’s all.”
“About what?”
“About us. About our future. About your wanting to sail around the world a few dozen times.”
“About our wanting to sail around the world,” he corrected her. “What about it?”
She squirmed a little in her chair, reached for her beer, remembered she was pregnant and shouldn’t be drinking, and ran a thumb over the condensation streaming down the can. “I’m just not sure that’s such a realistic goal for two adults to have, that’s all.”
“That’s the goal we’ve had since we got married,” he reminded her.
“I know, but we were kids when we got married. Hell, we were still teenagers. Things change sometimes.”
“They don’t change that much.” He reached over and curled a finger beneath her chin, turning her head until she faced him fully. “Do they?”
Tell him now, Sybil ordered herself. Just tell him and get it over with. Her lips parted to form the necessary words, but no sound emerged. Jack’s dream—his dream for God’s sake—was to sail around the world before he was forty, unhampered by the restrictions of society and the responsibilities of most men. Who was she to destroy his dream? she asked herself. Who was she to tell him he wouldn’t be able to follow his heart after all?
Although she and Jack were equally responsible for creating the spark that generated the life growing inside her, she couldn’t bring herself to share that news with him just yet. She wasn’t even sure how she felt about it. Did she want to be pregnant? Did she want to have a child? Funny, but she hadn’t given either question a thought. Since her discovery, her only concern had been for Jack’s reaction, not her own. How did she feel about this? Her own future was at stake, too. Why wasn’t she concerned about that?
She knew her husband was waiting for an answer, so Sybil shook her head. “No, Jack,” she finally said. “Things don’t change that much. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest that we should alter our plans. I don’t know what got into me.”
When he seemed to relax, she knew she had lied effectively. She’d never tried to deceive Jack before, and the realization that such a thing had come so easily to her didn’t sit well. Worse still was the fact that he found such undeniable comfort in the lie.
“Are you finished with your dinner?” she asked as she stood to carry her dishes to the tiny galley.
He nodded and relinquished his plate. “I’ll miss your cooking when I’m gone next week. I always do. This next patrol is going to be a real bitch. Especially now that I have to pull Nick away from his wife. That kid has been completely ineffective since Natalie came down here.”
Sybil was grateful for the change of subject. She tossed Jack a dish towel as she ran water into the sink. “Well, can you blame him? They’ve hardly spent three weeks together since they got married.”
Jack rose from his seat and leaned lazily against the companionway as he waited for her to start rinsing. “Yeah, but come on. How much time do two people need to spend together anyway?”
She shot her husband a disapproving look.
He relented. “Okay, okay. Lots of time. Especially when they’re newlyweds. But Nick’s got a job to do, and he better not forget that.” With one long swallow, he finished his beer and opened the refrigerator for another. “Have you met her yet?”
“Natalie?”
He nodded.
“No, not yet. I figure when they’re ready to be with other people, they’ll look up Nick’s friends.” She smiled, remembering a time when she was a newlywed herself. “For now, though, they probably just want to be alone. They need an adjustment period.”
“Yeah, it’s tough enough for two people living together for the first time without all the weirdness this place and Nick’s job bring with them.”
“Give them a chance. Nick will be fine, you’ll see. I just wish you guys didn’t have to go out again so soon. Can’t you talk Baxter into staying in San Juan for more than a week at a time?”
“One week in, one week out,” he said. “That’s the way Skipper wants to do it, and that’s the way Skipper gets it done. Besides, it’s not entirely up to him. Schedule comes from higher up.”
“Still, you’d think he’d want to spend more time with Carmen.”
“No you wouldn’t.”
Sybil glanced up, surprised. “What do you mean? I thought they were wildly in love.”
Jack smiled cryptically. “Carmen’s wildly in love. Skipper’s just mildly in lust. I think she’s beginning to grate on his nerves. She’s not trying to hide the fact that she intends to become Mrs. Baxter Torrance and move back to Baltimore with him to become lady of the manor. Christ, I can just see the look on all those tight-lipped, parchment Torrance faces if Skipper brought home a poor, Puerto Rican blackjack dealer to introduce as his bride.”
“His parents wouldn’t like it?”
Jack barked a single, humorless chuckle. “I met his folks when they came down to San Juan for Skipper’s change of command ceremony. Even after talking to them for about five minutes, I could see that white sheets with hoods run rampant on both sides of the family.”
“They’re bigots, you mean.”
“Bigots, bluebloods, and biased. All those things with a capital B, and that rhymes with T, and that stands for trouble.”
“But Carmen’s very sweet. And I don’t care what you say, Baxter obviously cares a lot about her. Between the two of them, they could probably win the Torrances over eventually.”
Jack looked doubtful. “Don’t count on it. And don’t lose any sleep over it. You and I have troubles of our own to worry about now.”
The glass Sybil was rinsing slipped from her fingers as she turned, dropping to the floor between them with a shatter. “Troubles?” she asked softly as she stooped to gather the largest of the pieces.
Jack grabbed a broom and nudged her away with it. When he completed the cleanup, his eyes met hers, dark and compelling to their very depths. “Yeah, troubles,” he said as he reached for her. “I’m going to be gone for seven days without my wife, and I want to make sure she misses me as much as I’m going to miss her.”
His kiss was long and deep and intense, demanding a response she returned with equal fire. When he pressed her back against the sink, cool water seeped through her shorts, and she instinctively pushed her hips forward to remove herself from the chill. He moaned and rubbed himself insistently against her, raking a thumb up over her rib cage to stroke her breast. The sensation that shot through her was exquisite. She’d heard pregnancy made the breasts more sensitive, but she had no idea such a thing would happen so soon. Somehow, the knowledge of the changes already occurring in her body made her eager to discover more, and she covered his hand with her own, urging it lower.
In no time at all, they were half-naked and completely aroused. Jack tugged Sybil toward the forward cabin, releasing her as they passed the head. When she continued to follow him back to their cabin, he turned to gaze at her, clearly puzzled.
“What?” she asked breathlessly.
“Your diaphragm,” he said with a confused smile.
Her own smile faltered. “Oh yeah. I forgot.”
“How could you forget that? Do you want to be saddled with a kid for the rest of your life? God, Sybil, something like that would ruin everything.”
She nodded quickly as she ducked into the head and closed the door softly behind her, taking a few moments to make the proper noises that would effectively advance the charade. All the while, she wondered what she was supposed to do about the baby. And all the while, she fought back the tears.
CHAPTER 5
Dear Mom and Dad,
I met Nick’s commanding officer briefly today. His name is Baxter, but none of the guys on the boat are allowed to call him that, so they call him “Skipper.” I can call him Baxter, though. He sort of reminds me of a Kennedy, only with blond hair. Nick says he doesn’t usually associate much with the enlisted men, although there was this one party last year where Baxter and his roommate, some lieutenant, had too much to drink and put on a hula show. I told Nick maybe that’s why he doesn’t usually associate much with the enlisted men, but Nick said he thinks it’s more because of his upbringing. Anyway, he seems like a decent enough sort to me...
“Hit me.”
Carmen Fuente glared at the man seated opposite her at the blackjack table, wishing with all her heart that she could take his instruction literally. He had been leering at her since he sat down, his smile too white against the backdrop of sunburned face and scalp. Typical turista, she thought. Overworked, overweight, overeager. When she leaned forward to turn over another card, he sat up straighter in his chair and tried to look down her blouse. Again.
Unconsciously, she flexed her left hand into a fist before thumbing a playing card from the top of the deck in her right. An ace of spades joined his nine of clubs. It figured. Her luck had been running bad all day—ever since her fight with Baxter that morning—and just got worse as the evening wore on.
“Ten or twenty, sir,” she remarked without much enthusiasm. “How would you like to play it?”
Of course, he would stay, she thought, trying to refocus her attention on the game at hand. Only an idiot would ask for a hit on twenty, even if one card was an ace. But instead of voicing his intent to hold, the man continued to ogle her until her face became hot with annoyance.
“What would you say if I wanted to play with you instead?” he asked in a loud voice, punctuating his question with a horsy guffaw and the stench of bourbon.
Carmen struggled to be stoical and silent. It was not as if this man was any different from a hundred others she met in a week. On the contrary, his comment was unusually subtle. But tonight, she was in no mood to handle a pendejo, subtle or otherwise. Tonight, she wanted to be someplace else, far away from the din and smoke and glare of the casino. Someplace where she did not have to wear a tight black miniskirt and low-cut ruffles and smile at people who treated her like dirt.
She wanted to be with Baxter, wanted to apologize for arguing—even though it had been his fault—wanted him to hold her and tell her everything would be all right and that she would never have to put up with creeps like this one again.
“Hey, sugar, how ’bout joining me for breakfast tomorrow morning?” the man asked when he finished wheezing. “I could come by your place and pick you up.” He paused for a heartbeat before adding, “Or I could just roll over and nudge you, what do you say?”
She remained silent and continued to stare at him until his smile gradually faded. Finally he glanced back down at his cards and muttered, “Oh, hell, hit me again.”
Do not tempt me, she thought. “Are you sure that is what you wish to do?” she asked instead.
The man nodded. She tapped the deck of cards in her hand before pulling one up. The ace of diamonds joined the other two cards beside the man’s pudgy hand.
“Hey, looky there, twenty-one,” he said.
She shook her head in disbelief. “No kidding.”
A tap on her shoulder alerted her to the arrival of another dealer, and she turned to find Edgar Rojas offering her a grin of support. There was an hour left before the end of her shift, so she knew Ramon sent him because word of her bad luck had made the rounds until it had arrived in the manager’s office. Ramon kept a close eye on all of his dealers and knew with some strange sixth sense precisely when one of them began to lose consistently. He never let it go on longer than he had to.
“Gracias, Edgar,” she said. Before leaving the table, she performed the usual ritual—extending her hands toward the players to turn them first palm up and then palm down, illustrating that she had, to put it simply, nothing up her sleeve—as if anything would fit up the skintight spandex material of her blouse to begin with.
Leaving her table, however, did not alleviate her tension. Although all thoughts of the leering tourist evaporated, worries about Baxter immediately replaced them. The two of them were arguing more and more lately, and Carmen just couldn’t understand why.
After stopping by the manager’s office to pick up her paycheck, she headed straight for the women’s locker room to change. She stuffed her uniform into an oversized straw tote and pulled on a loose-fitting, hot-pink tank dress that fell just above the knee. She wove her nearly-waist-length black hair into a fat braid, washed her face and reapplied her makeup, then exited the hotel through the employee entrance.
Ashford Avenue was alive with activity at ten P.M. on a Monday night. The traffic crept by amid the thump- thump-thump of salsa music and a sprinkling of American pop from car radios. From the bushes behind her, the coquis sang out a comforting serenade. People crowded the sidewalk, coloring the night with bright reds, blues, oranges, and greens. The palm trees lining the avenue stretched and opened toward the dark sky, rustling and whispering in the warm breeze. But the smells were what Carmen noticed most of all—a combination of exhaust fumes, ocean breezes, and paella and fried plantains from the outdoor grill across the street. It was a familiar smell, one she enjoyed virtually every night.
Although she still lived with her family in Santurce, she always came to Condado Beach to have a good time. Littered with hotels, casinos, bars, and restaurants, the Condado was a main draw for tourists and locals alike, offering any excuse to party. Tonight, however, Carmen did not feel much like celebrating anything. Normally, Baxter would have been waiting for her when she left work, but this time he was nowhere to be seen. She would be walking home this evening, she thought, dreading the twenty-something block trek through town. No way was she wasting money on a taxi.
The aromas from the grill across the street made her stomach rumble, so she crossed to grab a bite to eat before going home. She waved at a couple she recognized, then took a seat at the bar. As she waited for her arroz con pollo, she glanced surreptitiously across at the hotel, knowing she was watching for Baxter, cursing herself for wishing him there.
But then he was there, almost as if she had indeed wished him, pacing nervously near the employee exit, obviously waiting for her. Wearing crisp jeans and a white polo shirt, with his short, blond, military haircut, pale blue eyes and sunburned nose, he looked more like a tourist than a resident of San Juan. Carmen shook her head and smiled.
After having lived here for more than a year, he still could not get a suntan. She supposed people did not come any whiter than the Torrances of Baltimore. She looked down at her hands, at the dark skin below the bright red nails, and her smile faded. Baxter’s family would be no more willing to include her among their own than her family was willing to include him in theirs, all because of something as insignificant as skin tone.
She was at the corner, ready to cross the street, when he saw her. He signaled for her to stay put, and she returned to her seat at the grill, watching as he crossed to meet her instead. Neither spoke as he sat on the stool beside hers. He ordered a hamburger and a beer, then turned his attention to Carmen.
“I’m sorry about this morning,” he told her.
“I am sorry, too.”
“I shouldn’t have said some of the things I said.”
“I should not have said some of the things I said, either.”
He sighed, covering her hand with his, twining their fingers together. “It’s just... I don’t know, Carmen. Sometimes you just make me so mad.”
She nodded, tightening her fingers around his. “I know. Sometimes you make me so mad, too.”
A plate of yellow rice and chicken and two beers appeared on the bar between them, and Baxter released her hand so she could eat.
“Why do we fight so much lately?” he asked her after enjoying a long swallow of the icy brew.
She hesitated, knowing it would be unwise to bring up the topic they argued about most recently, but still unwilling to let it drop entirely. “Well,” she finally began, focusing her attention on the rice she pushed around on her plate, “today it was because you are too ashamed of me to introduce me to your parents.”
When she turned to gauge Baxter’s reaction, she saw a deep crimson stain creep into his neck and cheeks. “I’m not ashamed of you,” he said quietly. But he didn’t look at her when he spoke.
She glanced back down at the dinner she still had not tasted. She already knew he was not ashamed of her, but for some reason she could not resist those moments when she knew she could get a rise out of him. “Then why did you say you will not let me meet your parents when they come to Puerto Rico in June?”
He sighed and reached for his beer once again. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t let you meet them. I said they were going to be too busy to meet you. Hell, they’re not even coming down here to see me. They’re going on vacation—their cruise ship just happens to leave from here. But since they had to fly into San Juan anyway, they thought they’d spend the night here first for a quick visit.” Before she could comment, he hurried on, “Even I won’t see them for more than a couple of hours. They keep to themselves when they travel.”
Carmen finally lifted a forkful of rice toward her mouth, but halted the action midway and placed the utensil back on her plate. “Baxter,” she said patiently, “we have been dating for almost one year. Any other girl in Puerto Rico would be planning her wedding after all we have done together. But I have not even met your family.”
He rubbed the back of his neck, clearly agitated with the route their conversation was taking. “Yeah, well that’s kind of difficult when they live two thousand miles and an ocean away, isn’t it?”
“It is not difficult when airplanes fly those miles every single day.”
His hamburger arrived then, but he, too, seemed uninterested in his food, because he spun around on his stool until he faced her fully. “Don’t start up with this again. We’ve been through it a million times already.”
“And every time, you end it before we can settle anything.”
“That’s because there’s nothing to settle.”
“I think there is.”
“Like what?”
“Like our future.”
There, she said it. Carmen had known Baxter for eleven months, she knew he was the man with whom she wanted to spend the rest of her life. Yet he had never offered a single indication that he had similar plans in mind for her. The two of them had fun together. They laughed a great deal. She loved him, and although he had never told her he loved her, she knew he must care for her the same way, otherwise he would not be with her. But things could not go on this way forever. His duty in San Juan would be over in September. And she wanted to know where she stood long before he left.
He glanced down at his watch. “Well, it’s almost ten-thirty right now. If we hurry, our future could include that salsa band you like. They’re playing at the bar in the Caribe Hilton tonight. Show starts at midnight.”
Carmen opened her mouth to say something more, but Baxter leaned over and kissed her softly on her parted lips. His action surprised her, and he took advantage of her silence to kiss her again, this time prolonging it until she could scarcely remember her own name. When he pulled away he was smiling, and she was helpless to do anything but smile back.
“Come on, finish your dinner,” he said as he turned back to survey his own food. “Then let’s go dancing.” Seemingly as an afterthought, he added, “Don’t worry about the future, Carmen. The future will take care of itself.”
It was after three A.M. when Baxter pulled his car to a halt in front of the Santurce apartment building where the Fuentes lived. On the eighth floor, in a corner unit, a light shone brightly in a window. Carmen’s mother was still awake awaiting her return, just as she was every evening when her daughter went out with Baxter.
It was funny, Carmen thought, how her mother had never worried about her when she was underage and dating local boys. But now that she was twenty-five and old enough to know right from wrong, and dating a man with better prospects than any of her other boyfriends ever had, Rafaela Fuente was suddenly concerned for the welfare of her little girl.
“Your mom’s up,” Baxter said quietly.
“A very big surprise, no?” Carmen replied. “That was Papi’s job when he was alive. Mami just took up where he left off.”
“I’ll come up with you and say hello.”
“Are you sure you want to put yourself through that?”
He smiled, lifting his shoulders in a halfhearted shrug. “Never hurts to try.”
She waited for him to circle the front of the car and open her door for her, then stepped out into the warm, balmy night. Winter in Puerto Rico was wonderful. No humidity, no sudden storms, no threats of hurricanes. Just mild, languid days and nights so perfect, they often bordered on cool. Tonight was such an evening. When the breeze kicked up, it glided softly over her bare shoulders and left a chilly kiss in its wake.
Here in Santurce, the breeze brought with it none of the sweet saltiness of the sea, and instead of whispering through the palms, high-rises hindered its journey. But far in the distance, she heard the joyful sound of salsa followed by the shriek of a woman’s laughter, and she smiled. Santurce was home.
A couple necking in the doorway paused as Baxter and Carmen approached, greeted them absently, then went back to each other. The elevator was cramped and smelled faintly of sweat and Lysol, but was efficient enough in taking them to their destination. Carmen withdrew her key as they neared the apartment, but before she had a chance to use it, the door swung open to reveal her mother in her nightgown and robe.
Rafaela Fuente was an unassuming woman with a slight build and delicate features, a long, auburn braid left loose at the end cascading over one shoulder. But her eyes ignited with a determined fire as she observed the couple standing at her front door, and she seemed anything but unassuming.
“Hola, Mami,” Carmen greeted her mother quietly with a kiss as she passed through the door. Her younger brothers and sisters would be in bed by now, fast asleep. Except for Marita, who at nineteen was certain San Juan belonged to her alone. And Orlando, of course, the second oldest Fuente child, who was no doubt causing trouble somewhere else in the city.
“Hi, Mrs. Fuente,” Baxter added as he followed Carmen inside. “How are you this evening?”
“I am fine,” she replied automatically. “But it is not evening, it is morning,” she added.
Carmen ignored the comment and instead lifted her nose to the fragrance of freshly brewed coffee. “Is there more coffee?” she asked her mother.
Rafaela nodded. “Si.”
Carmen turned to Baxter. “Would you like a cup before you leave?”
He nodded, too. “That would be great. Your mom makes the best coffee in Puerto Rico.”
Rafaela inclined her head forward, but was obviously unimpressed by the flattery.
“Oh, I almost forgot,” Carmen said as she unzipped her purse. “I got paid today.” She withdrew her paycheck, signed the back of it, and passed it to her mother. “And here.” She withdrew a roll of one- and five-dollar bills that comprised her tips for the evening, counted out twenty-five dollars for herself, then handed the rest to her mother.
Rafaela folded the money and check in half, placed them in the pocket of her robe, then kissed her daughter on the cheek. “You are a good girl, Carmen.”
Carmen smiled at Baxter and went to the kitchen to pour them some coffee. The trio sat at the table in the tiny kitchen and chatted for nearly half an hour, until the sound of a key scraping in the front door alerted them to a new arrival. Carmen’s younger brother, Orlando, appeared in the doorway, a huge grin splitting his face. Until he saw Baxter.
“Buenas noches, Mama, Carmen,” he said, deliberately omitting Baxter from his greeting.
Carmen bristled. Not that she was surprised at her brother’s behavior of course, just that he continued to indulge in it after so many months. She started to object, but Baxter’s words cut her off.
“Hello, Orlando,” he said.
Orlando did not reply, but went to kiss his mother on the cheek. “Queda cafe?” he asked. “El cafe huele delicioso.”
“Orlando, I have asked you over and over to speak English when Baxter is here,” Carmen said. “Be polite for once in your life.”
Orlando glared at his sister. “Why does Baxter not speak Spanish instead?”
“Because he does not know any Spanish.”
“Well, he should learn. He is living in Puerto Rico now.”
“Which is an American commonwealth,” Baxter pointed out amiably.
Orlando ignored him. Carmen shoved her chair away from the table and stood eye to eye with her brother, ready to do battle.
“Carmen, don’t,” Baxter said. “Don’t fight with your brother. I’ll go.”
Reluctantly, she backed down, knowing his suggestion was probably for the best. “I will walk out with you.”
“No, that’s okay. It’s late. You stay here.”
Where you belong. The words were unspoken, but hung in the air between them nonetheless. He lifted his fingers to his lips to throw her a kiss before closing the door behind him.
What was it with people? Carmen wondered as she watched him leave. She and Baxter never let their backgrounds interfere with their feelings for each other. Why was it so difficult for others to do likewise? She looked at her brother, who stared back at her with accusation.
“You better get used to him, Orlando,” she said, deliberately speaking English. “Because I am going to marry him, and he will be a part of this family.”
“Says him or you?” her brother asked in Spanish. “Even if you’re dumb enough to believe he’d consider it, how do you think his rich, high-class family back in America would feel about you?”
Instead of replying, she turned her gaze back to the front door through which Baxter had departed. Soon enough, she would find out, she thought. Because whether he knew it or not, and whether he liked it or not, she would meet his parents when they came to San Juan in the summer. She only hoped his family was a little more open-minded than her own. Unfortunately, thinking back on the conversations she had shared with Baxter on the subject, Carmen was unable to reassure herself at all.
CHAPTER 6
Dear Mom and Dad,
Tonight, Nick’s taking me to our first Coast Guard party, so after three months of living here, I’m finally going to meet all his friends. I haven’t even met Reuben yet, can you believe it? After all Nick’s talk about his best buddy, there hasn’t been a single opportunity to meet the guy. Well, that’s about to change. I only hope I like him as much as Nick does. And I sure hope he likes me…
“Are you ready, Natalie?” Natalie tried to cinch her belt into the fourth hole as she always had but wasn’t quite able to manage it. She couldn’t possibly have put on that much weight since her wedding, she insisted to herself. She hadn’t had that many piña coladas to drink. Thinking back on the number of days she’d lain soaking up the sun and ordering refreshment at the beach, however, she wondered if maybe it was time to get out and get a little more exercise. Even getting a job might help some.
“Nat? We’re going to be late. Hurry up.”
“I’m coming!”
With an exasperated sigh, she pitched the belt into her dresser drawer and slammed it shut. She’d be more comfortable without it anyway. Her baggy yellow T-shirt dress was fine as it was. After stepping into leather flip-flops, she slung her purse over her shoulder and headed out of the bedroom. Nick was standing beside the open front door, staring at his watch. An odd thrill of apprehension ran down her spine when, for just the briefest of moments, her husband reminded her of her father. Dan Mason stood precisely that way by the front door whenever he was waiting for his wife or one of his daughters to get her tail in gear.
Then Nick looked up to meet her gaze. With that unruly lock of black hair falling over his blue eyes, those faded Levi’s, and the well-developed muscles straining against the sleeves of a white T-shirt that read, “Still on vacation—USCG Base San Juan,” all thoughts of her father evaporated. Nick Brannon was nothing like her dad, she reassured herself. Nick was sexy and fun to be around.
“I’m sorry,” she said as she scurried past him. “I couldn’t decide what to wear. This party is my first chance to meet your friends, and I want to make a good impression.”
He smiled at her. “There’s no way you could make anything but a good impression.”
She returned his smile, but was no more reassured by his conviction than she was earlier. She had yet to meet anyone her husband worked with besides Luis and Billy Booker, the latter of whom she glimpsed for a scant five minutes under less than social circumstances. She was sure that by now Nick’s friends must have concluded she was some kind of ogre he kept locked away because he was ashamed of her. Still, she reminded herself, in four months of living in San Juan, she’d spent only a little over five weeks with her husband.
As they waited for the elevator, the door to the apartment across the hall opened, and Geneva exited wearing little more than a smile. Her red bikini bra covered about as much of her as she was legally obligated to cover, and her black vinyl miniskirt was more mini than skirt.
“Hi, Natalie, Nick,” she said when she saw them. She gave her head a thorough toss so that her long, black hair streamed down her back like a rush of oil.
“Hi, Geneva,” Nick replied with an enthusiastic grin. “Great outfit.”
Natalie narrowed her eyes at him. “Hello, Geneva,” she said as politely as she could.
The elevator arrived, and the three climbed aboard. Geneva was wearing enough perfume to gag a skunk, and Natalie suddenly felt claustrophobic.
“Going out on the town finally?” Geneva asked on the ride down. “It’s about time the two of you left the apartment.” Her smile broadened as she added, “You act like you’re a couple of newlyweds or something.”
Natalie tucked her hand into the crook of Nick’s elbow and pulled him close. “Nick’s taking me to a party tonight. All the guys from his boat are going to be there, along with a lot of his friends from the base.”
Geneva raised her eyebrows. “Coasties?” she asked. “All of them?”
Natalie nodded.
Geneva turned her attention to Nick. “Do they, uh, need any...you know. Entertainment?”
Natalie answered before Nick had the chance. “Their wives and girlfriends are going to be there, too,” she said coolly. She wanted to say more, but the elevator chirped to announce their arrival on the first floor.
“Well, keep me in mind, Nick,” Geneva said as she preceded them out the door.
Natalie clung to her husband’s arm and held him back until Geneva was out of sight. Only when she was confident that she was well and truly gone did she begin a slow progress forward. When she met Nick’s gaze, she could see he was puzzled.
“What is the matter with you tonight?” he asked her. “Do I have to remind you again that we’re running late?”
“I think Geneva and Amber are prostitutes,” she whispered, ignoring his question.
Nick gazed back at her in disbelief. “What?”
“Geneva and Amber,” Natalie repeated. “They’re prostitutes, I’m sure of it.”
He drew an impatient breath and released it slowly. “You’re nuts, Nat, you know that? I think you’ve been out in the sun too much. Maybe you ought to cut down on your beach time for a while.”
“Nick, I’m serious. Did you see the way she was dressed?” At his lascivious smile, she rolled her eyes. “You’re right—I am nuts. Of course you saw the way she was dressed. You were slobbering all over yourself.”
“Natalie...”
“And what do you think she meant by ‘entertainment’?”
“Her boyfriend is a drummer in a local band, that’s what.”
Natalie didn’t buy so simple an explanation. “Amber’s no different,” she said. “You don’t see them that often, because you’re hardly ever home, but you wouldn’t believe some of the getups I’ve seen them wear, most of them unbelievably skimpy.”
“It’s hot down here,” her husband reminded her. “You’ve worn some pretty skimpy things yourself.”
She smiled, because this time she knew his leering expression was for her. “Okay, then explain the men who come and go at their apartment at all hours of the day and night,” she told him. “Explain the riding habit.”
His expression faltered. “What riding habit?”
“The one Amber was wearing a while back when some strange guy came to her door.”
“Maybe he was her riding instructor.”
“Or maybe he was her John.”
Nick’s mouth dropped open in surprise, then he laughed. “My, my, my. What a mouth my wife has developed. Where are you picking up this language, Natalie?”
She colored. “Channel thirteen has been showing old Starsky and Hutch reruns late at night. But you’re trying to change the subject. It’s not just the riding habit, it’s the kimono, too.”
“Lots of women wear kimonos.”
“Not made out of leather, they don’t.”
He shook his head and nudged her forward. “We’re late,” he said again.
“And what about the little French maid outfit? And once she looked like a member of the cast from Swan Lake. Nick? Are you listening to me?”
But her words were swallowed by the sounds of San Juan as he herded her out into the warm winter night.
The party was hosted by Billy Booker and his two roommates, a radioman from the base named Enrique Garcia, and a seaman apprentice from one of the buoy tenders named Glen something. Nick had filled Natalie in on what he knew of the guest list during the cab ride over, but at the moment, she could barely remember a word of what he said. Something about watching out for the guys from the buoy tenders, because they were real animals, that Billy would probably show up with yet another woman none of the others had ever met before because he had some kind of quota to make, and that Natalie was sure to get along fine with Reuben.
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