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Dedication

 

To my family, friends, and those who know me best.

To Heather N., my Navy Shipmate, and fellow romance author, who helped me beta read and give me pointers. You were there at the start of this story, eleven years ago. Thank you and your husband for refreshing my memories of Navy protocol and traditions.

And to the men and women who love, live, and breathe Navy.
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Author’s Notes

 

This story and characters are fantasy. Those of us who know…fraternization between the ranks, and especially with a commanding officer, is strictly prohibited in the military. Admirals would never permit the relationship to happen. Love isn’t issued with your Seabag...most of the time. Some of this story was taken from parts of reality, while other parts are pure fiction. Believe it or not, thirty men do know how to host a baby shower, with the help of their wives.
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Chapter One
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A bustling dry dock in Pearl Harbor wasn’t exactly where she expected to be in her condition, but it was shore duty. 

Aubren Nicole Adams, or, as she’d been called most of her Navy career, ANA, was here to log in fuel records on the USS Apache before they went out for sea trails. How had she gone from running a supply department on one of the biggest aircraft carriers in the fleet to the simple task of logging in fuel? Well…she knew why but hadn’t expected it. Right now, there was no billet for a supply department noncommissioned officer who was expecting a child. She had to take what was available. Beggars couldn’t be choosers.

“Hey, Senior Chief Adams,” Miko, one of the repair schedulers she had met, called out to her from the gangplank. “What are you doing down here? The admiral gone lolo?”

“No, he’s not crazy, Miko.” Ana laughed as the short man of Polynesian heritage, in his blood and on his tongue, gave her a jaunty, ill-placed salute. Miko knew she wasn’t an officer to be saluted. He did it anyway. “No one else to do the logins for refueling. He thought it would be safe enough until he finds me a better position to fill.”

“Well, you just take care, little wahini.”

“I will. I’ll be fine. Been taking care of myself for quite a while.”

“I have a cuz I would like you to meet. He’s a good man…”

“Thanks, Miko, but no. I don’t want a man. I have the Navy.” She waved to him as they performed their daily tasks.

Fueling destroyers and other Navy war ships wasn’t like filling your car’s gas tank. The enlisted petty officers managed the actual task of refueling, coordinating the manual details of hose to tanks while she watched and waited for the gauges to give her the final numbers so she could log the gallons in the portable computerized tablet. She was thankful for the cool, air-conditioned atmosphere of the engine room on board the USS Apache. Most engine rooms could be quite unforgiving…the smell, the noise, not to mention the heat.

Three young petty officers, ranging in rank from Engineman to Engineman First-class, watched over the fuel gauges and ship’s readings, so she was awaiting their final readings, easy enough task today. They were cutting up, joking back and forth about what they were going to do with their last few days in port. An old deck of cards she’d found on the table kept her busy while she waited.

Ana was used to the crude language. Most of the time it wasn’t directed at anyone personally. It was just the nature of working in a heavily male-dominated atmosphere. She knew working for the Navy wasn’t for the weak or faint of heart. She’d learned to take the talk and the banter and even gave as good as she got. After all, she’d been in the Navy for over twenty-three years. She could have retired soon, but she planned to wait until twenty-five years if—and that was a mighty big if—she made Master Chief the next ranking season. This would be her third try. It didn’t have anything to do with poor performance or not having the skills, it was the lack of open spots for a Master Chief Supply Officer. She had to wait for someone to retire, get kicked out, or die in order to move up.

“So, you married?”

Ana looked up from the game of solitaire as she went through the remaining deck for the third time.

“Me?”

“Yeah.” The older, first-class petty officer nodded at his friends. “Neither one of these guys could get a woman to date them, much less marry.”

“Nope. Not married.”

She knew why he’d asked. Everyone asked.

The guys looked at each other, their glowing eyes, the sly smiles. They thought they knew it all.

“Well, it’s a damn shame. You’re a fine-looking woman, if I may say so, Senior Chief,” the younger Engineman, who looked like he was fresh out of high school, said with a blush.

“Why, thank you. And you’re a nice-looking young man, if I may say so.”

The guys ribbed him like two big brothers egging on the kid of the family, laughing and carrying on while continuously watching the fuel gauge move slowly from empty to full, the numbers making a digital readout of the gallons pumped into the destroyer’s belly.

“Captain on deck!” the young engineman suddenly blurted out. He stood at attention, nearly ramming his knee on the console he’d been sitting in front of. The others followed his lead.

Oh, dear God! Ana fought the confined space between the table and bench seat to honor the high-ranking officer coming into the room.

“At ease. Carry on.” The man looked around the room and made his way with an armload of binders and clipboards to the nearby vinyl couch along the bulkhead.

Good. She didn’t have the energy or the maneuverability to do anything but be at ease. 

The captain didn’t say another word and went straight to his work.

The mood sobered as everyone went back to their tasks.

“So why aren’t you married?” the youngest guy asked, carrying on from their conversation before the captain entered the room.

“Do I have to be?” Ana eyed him with a look she hoped would stop him from asking too much. 

The poor kid blushed. He had to be fresh out of high school and probably had a sweetheart still waiting on him to take her to senior prom in his Cracker Jack dress uniform when he got back on leave.

“You must understand, my friend here, he’s from Nebraska. He doesn’t get out much,” the older petty officer explained.

“That’s why we’re taking him to the Kit Kat Club tonight. He’s never seen a real woman’s tits.”

“The only ones he’s seen are on the milk cow back home.” 

The guys laughed, and Ana nearly did too, until the slam of a metal clipboard hitting the deck rattled them all.

“What did I hear you say?”

Dead quiet pealed around the metal walls of the engine room as the captain they’d all kind of forgot about stood up, glaring at the guy who’d made the comment about a ‘real woman’s tits.’ 

“You…Petty Officer…” The captain glanced at his name tag. “Calfa. Do you not understand that this Navy does not tolerate sexual harassment? Zero! Zero tolerance for such behavior. You are speaking around a young lady.”

They all looked at her as if just noticing her gender. It was odd because she looked around, too, as if she’d missed some ‘young’ lady having slipped into the room.

The captain turned to her, studying the rank pins on the collar tabs of her khaki uniform. “Senior Chief, do you wish to press charges against Petty Officer Calfa for his crude language?”

“No…no, sir.”

Ana couldn’t breathe. Her back teeth clattered nervously together. The captain’s dark hazel eyes bore into her like he was trying to read her mind. The intensity of his stare, the firm line of his lips, the taut pull of the muscles in his neck and jaw meant he was serious. His voice, a deep, quiet baritone, resonating with power, meant he was all business. This man wasn’t kidding; he was a bit intimidating, even with all her years in. Ana had never encountered a man who showed so much strength in so few words. 

“Calfa, Grubor, and Tyler…need you down in the engine room.” The engine room engineer, a Lieutenant Junior Grade, peeked around the hatchway, calling to the three younger men Ana had been working with. He turned to Ana. “You got this, Senior Chief?” he asked, motioning to the gauges.

“Yes, sir.” Did her voice stutter?

The captain narrowed his eyes at her but spoke indirectly to the man who’d interrupted them. “You’re relieved; I’ve got it, Lieutenant,” the captain commanded.

“Yes, sir,” the lieutenant replied before following behind the three enlisted men who’d already left the room.

The room had emptied, but as far as Ana was concerned, there was a ten-ton elephant in the room for as much breathing space she felt she had, and it had nothing to do with the lack of space between her and the table this time.

The captain moved. The graceful way his body went from coiled warrior into reflective mode as he leaned over the fuel console sent her blood simmering, in a good way. Was she thankful not to be the subject of his irritation anymore, or was it the way he moved in the small confines of the room that disturbed her? Ana wasn’t quite able to grasp why this man affected her.

“Tanks are full. We are at 578,000 gallons even.” The captain craned his head to look over his shoulder at her. “You are logging this in, Senior Chief?”

Of course. Logging fuel information, that’s what she was here for. She focused on typing the numbers into the tablet. She would need the division officer, who had just left, to sign off on the log, acknowledging it was received.

“You sure you don’t want to press charges?”

The harshness of the original command had gentled; Ana almost wanted to hear it again, because his softer tenor was playing havoc with the tiny hairs on the back of her neck.

“I’m…I’m sure.”

Oh, come on, Aubren Nicole! You’re stuttering like a schoolkid caught cheating on a test. You’re a senior chief in the United States Navy.

But then, you’ve never had an officer, especially a captain, stand by the code of conduct. And never one whose mere presence makes the butterflies dance in your stomach. She put her hand there. She could feel them…no, that wasn’t butterflies, and she knew it. Though it could have been.

“I don’t tolerate that kind of behavior in my Navy.”

What was he referring to? Oh, yeah…the comment about tits that Petty Officer Calfa had made earlier. She wanted to laugh at the captain and ask him where he thought his Navy was. Sure wasn’t this one.

Finding her voice and her bravado that she’d earned from years in rank, Ana tried for a reassuring smile. This man didn’t have to look like the big bad commanding officer in front of a bunch of young men. She and the captain were pretty much equal in years and ranks as far as ratings—him being an O-6 and her being an E-8—though he was an officer, and she was a noncommissioned officer, enlisted.

 “Look, sir, I appreciate your gesture and all, believe me…it’s a first for me. But I’ve learned a long time ago that if I can’t stand the heat, I should have gotten out of the boiler room a long time ago. Twenty-plus years in has taught me there are certain things that I have to accept.”

“So you approve of their behavior?”

She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Approve? Not necessarily. I too believe in zero tolerance for sexual harassment. But they weren’t hurting me physically or mentally in any capacity. He was talking about a cow’s tits, not mine. If they were referring to mine, then yes, I would take you up on your offer.”

She could see his jaw work, the muscles in his face, as he appeared to mull over what she’d said. Was that a slight smile he was trying to hide? Ana thought for a moment that he might smile, but it passed, and he nodded slightly in agreement. “Very well. We will let this issue go. If you were under my direct command, we would have made this an issue. I take Navy regulations very seriously.”

“I’m sure you do, sir.”

“Captain Harrelson to the Comm,” blared the ship’s announcement system.

“If you’ll excuse me, Senior Chief.”

“Of course, Captain.” She watched him leave; thankfully, he didn’t wait for her to rise to attention as he left the room. The cut of his Navy khaki trousers and the formal gait of a man in charge set those hairs to tingling again.

“Have a fine, fine Navy Day, sir,” she whispered softly, knowing he wouldn’t be able to hear. “I know I’m going to have one.” 

Biting her lip to keep from giggling at her sudden bout of immaturity, Ana made it out from around the table. Oh, Captain Harrelson would have her up on charges if he knew the thoughts she was having. Damn hormones!

 Making her way back to headquarters where she was stuck behind a desk, inputting data from refueling the ships that came in and out of port, she now had something—or someone—to occupy her thoughts for the next few hours of boredom.


 

Chapter Two
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Two Months Later

Captain Greg Harrelson looked up from the day’s schedule he was reviewing and stared at the bulge in front of him. His eyes traveled upward until he saw a smiling face attached to the rounded lump. He couldn’t believe it. Personnel had sent him a pregnant assistant?

“Senior Chief Logistician Specialist Petty Officer Aubren Nicole Adams reporting for duty, sir.” She paused after the long, formal introduction. “But I prefer to be called by my acronym, Ana.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Greg closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. This wasn’t happening to him. He hoped when he opened his eyes, she’d be gone, a figment of his sleep-deprived brain. He opened one eye and peeked at the rounded belly. Nope, still there.

“I’m up here, sir.”

The summer/service dress-whites blouse stretched over her midsection. The petite woman appeared top-heavy in the flowing—not so flowing anymore—outfit. Was she due any day? He scanned her frame, taking in her short, classic style, slightly curly hair and the warm, teasing smile. Sure, she was in the Navy, but the wrong era. Senior Chief Adams reminded him more of a Navy nurse who belonged in a WWII movie. With her pert, upturned nose, sparkling blue eyes, and cherub-like cheeks, she glowed with maternal health, but it gave him the chills.

“Well, at least you’re not looking at my breasts,” she said casually.

“I beg your pardon?”

“With all due respect, sir, most men will stare at a woman’s chest upon first introduction, not their belly.”

She was straightforward and to the point. Greg wasn’t sure what to make of the senior chief. Her big attitude belied her small frame. She seemed familiar, but he couldn’t figure out for the life of him if he’d met her before. Maybe it was the fact that she looked like a classic female movie star from the World War II movies he enjoyed watching.

“I think there’s been a mistake in your duty assignment,” Greg pointed out. At least, he hoped there was. There was no way in hell he was dealing with a pregnant woman under his command.

“No mistake, sir.” She handed him her file and orders. “Admiral Cohan ordered me to report in.”

“Admiral Cohan…I see.” He looked over the papers. Sure enough, her orders were signed by the man himself. Oh, did he have a bone to pick with Jack Cohan when he went over for dinner tonight. The son of a bitch! Of all people, he should know this arrangement would not work. He handed the file back to her and sighed. “Fine. I’ll show you around, but don’t get comfortable.”

“Comfortable?” she snorted. “I haven’t been comfortable in weeks. You try carrying around a fifteen-pound bowling ball in front of you and see how you feel.”

He eyed the petite woman again. Surely she understood the proper protocol for addressing superior officers. She spoke her mind and didn’t feel the need to censor herself. He was the captain; she was a noncommissioned officer. He outranked her. He didn’t and wouldn’t put up with insubordination.

But Greg let it go. She wouldn’t be here long, anyway. Once he talked with Jack tonight, there wouldn’t be an issue of having to correct her or send her to Military Instruction to refresh her memory on proper conduct in his Navy.

Greg showed her around the main area of the shipyard repair office. There were thirty naval officers under his command and twenty-five civilian repair schedulers who handled both the ships and boats in the Pacific Fleet. ‘Ships’ in the Navy were the larger vessels, such as aircraft carriers, destroyers, and such, while the smaller vessels, landing craft, and, traditionally, submarines were referred to as ‘boats.’ 

Only a few officers were in the office, since most of them were down at the docks, overseeing the ships berthed in the harbor or in dry-dock for repairs. She would have to meet them individually.

As it was, he was still getting used to his new duty. Assigned this duty shortly after sea trials on the Apache, where he’d been the commanding officer of the ship, he was now the Commanding Officer of the Pearl Harbor Naval Shipyard Repair Office. It was a temporary position while he waited out the last six months before retirement.

“This is the scheduler’s bay,” he pointed out, leading her into a large open area divided only by cubicles and a walkway lined with two printers and a large plotter machine. “We have twenty-five civilian repair schedulers who’ve served their time down on the docks before landing their current jobs. Everything from welders to electricians…”

“Hey, Ana!” one man greeted, interrupting him.

“Miko! I haven’t seen you in a while. How’s Nina and the little ones?”

“Ah, they fine.” He stopped and looked pointedly at her belly. “I still say you should meet my cuz. He’s a good man. He’d be a good papa to the baby.”

“I’m sure your cousin is a fine man. But I only wanted a baby, not a husband. Been there, done that.” She snorted cynically.

Wait? Was she pregnant and single? Oh, no…no…oh, hell no. Jack, buddy, I’m going to punch you in the face, even if you out-rank me by one rating.

“Hey, guys!” Miko yelled at the room. “I want you to meet Senior Chief Ana.”

The rest of the guys either came forward or peeked around their cubicle walls to see who Miko was talking about. They waved or welcomed her wholeheartedly with stories of their wives’ pregnancies and traditional island folklore and remedies to help her through her time. They sounded like a gaggle of mother hens.

This was just fuckin’ ducky! Greg didn’t have time for this crap. He had work to do. As one of the oldest schedulers settled into telling her about the natural maternal rituals she should practice for a healthy baby, Greg had to intervene, or nothing would get done today.

“Charlie, you’ll have to talk with the chief during lunch. I wanted to get her settled in before I had to go check on the USS Anderson. She took on some water last night and is listing portside a few degrees.” He tried to remind them about the work they needed to do, not exchanging wives’ tales.

“Of course, boss. Did you want me to go along with you?” Charlie Wong asked, looking at his daily schedule. “The Anderson is one of mine.” 

“I’ll find out what needs to be done and call you if we need to move on it ASAP.”

Cutting the discussion short, he led Senior Chief Adams out of the schedulers’ bay and pointed out the ladies’ room in the gangway between the schedulers’ and officers’ areas. She pushed open the door and peeked in.

“Um, sir?” She turned to look at him. “Are you sure this is the ladies’ room?” She looked up at the placard on the door, which was the universal stick figure of a woman. “It looks more like a storage facility.”

Shit! It hadn’t even dawned on him until now. She was the only female on-site. They had used the women’s room for excess file storage until they could get someone to input all the data into the network. Now they had that someone, and limited room for her to use the facilities. If he remembered correctly, pregnant women needed the bathroom on a regular basis.

“I’ll make sure that’s taken care of immediately,” he mumbled. “This will be your desk.” He motioned to the L-shaped unit desk with an open partition. “You’ll be the connection between me, the scheduling team, and the repair officers, or any activities going on with the ships we have coming in for scheduled repairs.”

He booted up her desktop computer and opened a menu of items she would live by: schedulers’ and officers’ names and direct links to their desk and cell phones, which scheduler was assigned to work with which officer, and what ship or boat they were working on.

“You may also have to help organize plotting details for the schedulers and keep track of their work, as it’s completed. Saving each day’s data is essential before liberty is called.” He pointed to the glass-partitioned room behind her, which housed the server room. “It’s busy in here. If you don’t think you can handle the task, you had better tell me now. I’ll be seeing Admiral Cohan tonight, and we’ll discuss if this is the best environment for you...in your condition.”

“My condition is why he put me in this job.” She tenderly smoothed her hand over her extended abdomen. Greg flinched inwardly, hoping she didn’t notice his unease. 

“My previous duties before being stationed in Pearl were hand-feeding supplies to flight crews on aircraft carriers in the middle of the Indian Ocean. This job is light duty for me,” the senior chief continued.

He looked at her rating again. Yep…Logistician—or what used to be known as Storekeeper, probably Aviation Storekeeper—when she’d signed on. Great. It didn’t look like this job would scare her away. He would keep his thoughts to himself. “I see.”

“But hey, nice job trying to frighten me.” She leaned on her hip, that damn smile still in place, and her eyes sparkled in merriment. “For your information, sir, I don’t scare easily. One, I’m pregnant—not an invalid. Two, Admiral Cohan assigned me this position. And three, I’m a senior chief petty officer in the United States Navy. Never underestimate me.” Then she leaned in, as if to share a personal secret. “Oh, and four...just like you, I’m due to retire in less than a year. Between you and me, sir…I don’t care what anyone thinks.” 

Greg was taken aback. His new SCPO stared him down. He would not flinch. Now he remembered where he’d met her. She’d been on the Apache a while ago, doing the refueling. She’d rejected his offer of putting a young petty officer on report for sexual harassment. Something about ‘cows’ tits’ came to mind.

Greg had spent thirty years in this Navy making others back down. He lived by the Navy code of conduct. It didn’t matter what the situation was. He hadn’t made the rank of captain by being easy, and he would not let a five-foot-four-inch momma-to-be get the better of him. He didn’t care how cute and sassy she was. But before he could reprimand her, she got to him first.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I have work to do.” She pivoted on the toe of her sensible yet shiny, Navy white synthetic leather flats, walked smartly to her desk, and began to...work.

Of all the—! Did she just put him in his place? No, she only thought she had. Oh yeah, Jack was going to hear about this tonight! He turned to head to his office and saw Miko standing by the doorway to the break room with a cup of coffee in his hand and a cheeky grin on his face.

“You want something, Miko?” Greg asked with barely controlled fury, eyeing the civilian in his Harley Davidson of Honolulu polo shirt and dress jeans.

“Nah, bra’. Jus gettin’ anotha’ cup ’a joe.”

But Greg noted the native Hawaiian give his new assistant the ‘shaka’ sign, with his thumb and pinky extended from his fist. She smiled politely in return and screened her first phone call for the day.

Oh, this did not bode well at all.

#

Waiting until Jack’s wife, Linda, left them alone after bringing out two beers, Greg steeled himself to confront his boss—on his terms—and still try to maintain diplomacy. There was a breeze off the Pacific Ocean. The smell of tropical flora mingled with the citronella oil from the copper tiki torches and the rich tobacco scent of the rum-dipped cigars the admiral liked to share. Just another typical Hawaiian night on the admiral’s cobblestone lanai.

Greg couldn’t enjoy any of it. Not tonight. He took a long draw from his bottle of dark ale, letting the rich flavors soak into his tongue. But even his favorite brew didn’t soothe him now. No, right now, the amber liquid felt like glue sticking in his throat.

“Greg, it’s only for a while,” Jack said, continuing their earlier conversation from before they were interrupted. “Ana’s six months…almost seven months along. I didn’t want to put her in just anyone’s command. I knew working with you would be the safest duty I could give her.”

Greg snorted in disdain. “Safe? You really think she’ll be safe working with me?” He took a drag on the sweet cigar, remembering not to inhale. He wasn’t a smoker, but he was enjoying the good stogie to calm him right now. With a bottle in one hand and a cigar in the other, the fact his hands were full kept him from strangling the man he called ‘friend’.

“Jesus Christ! Will you stop being a martyr? It’s time you got over yourself and moved on with life. What are you going to do when you retire next year? Become a damn hermit and bury your head in the sand? The Navy’s been a convenient sand dune for you since Holly’s death. You can’t avoid life outside in the real world. Those Colorado nights will be damn lonely.”

“So you’re saying I can’t make it without a woman?” He turned to Jack with a deadly glare, the implications of this conversation finally hitting him. “No! Not even ‘no,’ but ‘oh hell no’! If you are insinuating I should hook up with SCPO Adams...” He laughed, cursing under his breath. The maniacal tone echoed through the night. “Do you know that she’s been a pain today? She’s been nothing but a sassy, brash pain in my ass…” Greg stopped. The knowing look from his friend as he eyed him over the thick cigar shut him up.

“Sounds like someone else I’ve known since I met him as a brash, pain-in-the-ass plebe at the academy. Had to teach him a few things back then.”

It would be just like Jack to try something like this. Or better yet, Linda. For as long as they’d known each other over the years, they’d looked out for one another. First as good friends at the academy, and then hanging out together as couples, and then in time of solace and comfort... they’d even set him up on dates for formal events over the years to help him deal with his loss.

“I’m not insinuating anything. I can’t; it’s against Navy protocol…fraternization among the ranks…you know that, Greg. But, hey, you could do worse. You must admit, Ana’s easy on the eyes.”

Yeah, Aubren Nicole Adams, who preferred the nickname Ana, wasn’t bad looking at all. The more he thought about her looks, the more he couldn’t stop comparing her to the actresses and models in the calendar pin-ups of the 1940s. In another place and time, she’d have been painted on the side of one of the fighter planes.

But there was no way he would even consider Ana—for so many reasons. “Jesus, Jack, for starters, you know I would never fraternize with an enlisted woman. And come on. She’s pregnant—and with another man’s child, I might add. There’re two strikes right there.” Knowing Jack, though, and knowing that both he and the senior chief were about to retire, the man would not push the issue. If anything, it looked like a set-up if Greg ever saw one.

“Give her a chance. She’s an asset to any command. I’ve known her for many years. She’s a helluva supply officer, worked her way up slowly to where she is by perseverance and waiting for a billet to open. She tried for three years to make Senior Chief, and now, after another three tries, she missed out on Master Chief.” Jack snorted silently. “I wasn’t sure if she was going to get pregnant or make master chief first.”

“What are you talking about? How well do you know Ana?” 

“I worked with her onboard Stennis.” Jack paused, taking a drag on his cigar. “She was our squadron Aviation Storekeeper back in the day—and a damned good one. She made Sailor of the Year while underway...twice. Was up for Sailor of the Fleet as well.” Jack appeared deep in thought momentarily, as if trying to figure out how much he wanted to reveal about Ana. “She’s always said she’d think about settling down and having a family when she made master chief or on her fortieth birthday, whichever came first.” He shook his head sadly.

“She’s single, though.”

“A woman doesn’t have to be married to have a baby anymore.” Jack winked and took a long draw of his ale.

Greg didn’t like the connotations of what Jack might be saying. Ana didn’t look like the type of woman to just have sex for the sake of sex, or to trap some man into marriage with pregnancy. But then, he didn’t know a damn thing about her or her motives. He really didn’t care. All he should care about was whether she could handle her duties under his command. He had a lot riding on his last few months in service, managing the repair office for the shipyard. Greg needed an assistant who could keep up with his schedule, not someone who might suffer from the consequences of pregnancy. He’d been through that once...once was enough for him.

#

Ana sat down on the comfy sofa and looked at all the boxes still needing to be unpacked. She’d been on Oahu for three months, living in the Bachelor Enlisted Quarters until a few days ago, when her household goods finally arrived. Yet here she was, still eating Korean takeout from the container. She took another bite of the spicy kimchee. Oh, yeah—this would come back to bite her tomorrow, but right now, the marinated cabbage and radish tasted so good. She’d been craving spicy foods since she found out she was expecting. She gave a loving caress to her extended tummy.

“You like spicy things, huh? Must be your daddy’s doing. I’m not much for heat.” She speared a piece of marinated beef bulgogi and prepared it on a fresh leaf of bib lettuce along with three more pieces of beef, some kimchee, and rice, and wrapped it like a taco, enjoying the messy concoction and savoring the sweet and zesty flavors. Her pregnancy made everything taste like heaven. 

After finishing what she could eat of her meal, Ana placed the rest of her dinner, still in the Styrofoam container, back in her refrigerator. She looked at the emptiness inside. The half-gallon of milk held just enough for a bowl of cereal in the morning. Her crisper was empty, the meat drawer the same. She needed to make a trip to the commissary in between her doctor’s appointment tomorrow and working out at the gym.

She wasn’t used to this lifestyle. Her years of living onboard ships or in the Bachelor Enlisted Quarters were different in comparison. But now that she would be making a home for someone else in less than three months, she had put in for on-base housing. The few boxes of personal items didn’t amount to much, but she had yet to unload everything. Looking over the few large boxes and half-dozen other boxes, she knew exactly what was in them. They were the items she had kept in a storage unit after her divorce, for most of her time in service, stuff she’d thought she would use one day when she finally settled in somewhere. Well, today was as good a day as any to settle in. But she didn’t feel the nesting symptoms people spoke of when they were pregnant. Then again, she hadn’t expected that to show up for another few months. No, right now, she felt restless.

Twilight was setting in, but that had never stopped her before. Finding her cleanest dirty work-out gear, she changed clothes and headed out the door. The boxes could wait. They weren’t going anywhere.

#

Ana wasn’t sure how long she’d been gone. She’d been too busy thinking about her first day at the Pearl Harbor Shipyard Repair Office, or, more importantly, Captain Greg Harrelson. She hadn’t thought about the man much since having encountered him during refueling on the USS Apache months ago. His intense command style she’d encountered that day had come back to haunt her…or maybe it was his masculine, mature authority that had intrigued her from time to time. Whatever it had been, she now would deal with it daily.

 Dusk had given way to night, though, and all the military housing duplexes in Aliamanu Military Reservation, better known as AMR, looked the same. The old crater was, at one time, an ammunition storage facility, with many of the storage lockers still buried in the internal side of the crater. Now it housed military families, a recreation center, a convenience store, and a gas station. She knew her street’s name, but did not know where the connections of the other streets came into play. Most of the time, she had no problem with directions. She explored her communities once she moved in and made internal maps of where she was and how to get back to where she needed to be.

This seemed like a big, complex spiderweb of courts and dead ends. No one was outside enjoying the night. Most of the families were busy inside with meals and preparing their kids for bed, no doubt. Were they watching a family movie? Discussing school issues over a tuna casserole at the dinner table? Was the father bathing the kids while the mother prepared lunches for tomorrow?

Placing her hands on either side of the rounded mass in front of her, she felt the slightly familiar flutter of movement deep inside. Like butterfly wings brushing inside of her. She knew her pregnancy was right on schedule. Everything was happening as the books foretold. She had felt the baby move two months ago. Now she was in her third trimester. She felt great, glowed with good health, and wished she could bottle up the feeling of well-being she’d had since she found out she was pregnant.

A pickup truck coming towards her on the other side of the road slowed down and stopped. The window rolled down, and a surly-looking man with military-cut salt-and-pepper hair greeted her. 

“What the hell are you doing out at this time of the night?”

Ana recoiled at the man’s harsh demeanor. “Excuse me?” She looked around to see if she was even the target of his verbal attack. She brought her eyes back to his truck, noting the blue Department of Defense base sticker in his front window and the black eagle next to the expiration date. Finally, she realized this was her new boss.

“This is not the time to be taking walks, Senior Chief.”

“I’m perfectly fine, Captain Harrelson. I was just heading home.” She wouldn’t admit she was lost. That wouldn’t solve the issue he seemed to have.

He reached across his cab and opened the passenger door. “Get in. I’ll drive you.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I can manage…”

“I said, get in.”

Even in the semi-dark, with only the streetlamps lighting her night, Ana could see the deep glare of Captain Greg Harrelson’s whisky-colored eyes. Like the first time she’d met him on the USS Apache, he was no-nonsense and direct. Should she try to defy him? What was the proper protocol after liberty hours? She nibbled her lip in indecision. 

“If you are not in this cab by the time I count to five, I will put you in it, SC.” His tone brooked no further arguments. He even used the informal, commonly used initials for senior chief. Still, would he be able to lift her and put her in his truck? Though he seemed older by the standards of men she was used to, he looked healthy and hardy enough to lift her and her new girth without any problem at all. “One...” 

“Truly, I’m fine, sir. The walking is good for me.” She tried for simple explanation and tact.

“...Two...”

The man wasn’t listening. She looked around for an escape. She was being silly. He wasn’t trying to abduct her. This was her commanding officer, for crying out loud. He was probably just being kind to a pregnant woman...in his own, he-man kind of way.
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