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Deeds Not Words

Authors Note

Steven Thomas is a combination of a lot of people I’ve met during my time in the US Army, as are the characters of Cody Pearson, Matthew Taylor, and Tyler Davis. Those guys are some of the most intelligent, skilled Soldiers it was my honor to have served with and I keep in close contact with all of them still. This is for them and for all of us who served.

CHAPTER ONE

If I hadn’t looked up just then we’d have both been dead.

The high pitched squeal of skidding tires and the cries of startled pedestrians outside the cafe caught my attention. I turned my head from our conversation to see two guys stepping out of a white Chevy Tahoe, look through the big windows and aim Uzi submachine guns at us.

I threw our small table aside and yanked Sarah sideways onto the floor before dropping myself. Glass windows exploded and shards showered down on us as the cafe’s other occupants screamed. I reached to my side and pulled the Sig Sauer pistol from its holster, flipped off the safety and rolled onto my back to aim up at the window.

A figure, face obscured by a bandanna and sunglasses, leaned in for another shot at Sarah and I fired twice, knocking him out of sight again with a startled crie. I propelled myself backwards with my legs and reached above my head to find Sarah who was huddled against a wall.

The second gunman leaned through the shattered window and took another shot, hitting high and to our left and I fired one handed. My shot hit the wall below him and he ducked back out of sight. I fired twice more, trying to keep his head down but the gunman never returned. 

“Sarah! You okay?”

I shifted my aim at the door to my left, then back to the window but nobody else was coming. I heard some shouting in Spanish, then the slamming of doors followed by the squeal of tires as the Tahoe shot away. I waited a few seconds more before rolling onto my side and slowly stood up.

It was over.

I put the pistol back on safe, holstered it, and looked down at Sarah.

“Sarah?” I asked again and kneeled down to check her out.

She looked up silently at me, her eyes wide in shock.

“It’s okay, they’re gone now.”

She shook her head.

“They are never gone, Steven,” she countered and I sighed. “I hate having to look over my shoulder every day...”

I watched a tear well in her eye and stream down her beautiful cheek.

“Why don’t you let me do the looking over that shoulder of yours,” I said with a smile and touched her cheek, guiding her face towards mine. “I am never going to let anyone hurt you.”

“I know, Steven.”

“This does prove one thing,” I said, hoping to instill more confidence than I felt.

“And what is that?”

“Mr. Suarez isn’t using his usual cartel hit squads. These guys were rank amateurs: spray and pray they hit us. A professional wouldn’t have done this at a restaurant during lunchtime: there’s too big of a chance of something going wrong.”

“That makes me feel SO much better Steven,” Sarah replied, the sarcasm dripping.

I helped her to her feet and carefully brushed myself free of glass shards.

“Well, this is a lively joint,” I said with a shake of my head. “Next time, maybe I can actually try the food?”

The adrenaline rush was making me talk fast and I walked around in a small circle to counter its effects: shaking hands and an overwhelming urge to punch someone very hard many times.

People were crowding around the entrance and I suddenly noticed them and the voices of people calling out for help inside with us. 

“Did someone call 911?” I called out and a waiter nodded from a corner. “Good, does anyone know first aid?”

“Steven, she needs help...”

I looked at Sarah, who was pointing at a woman lying against an overturned table. She was bleeding profusely from a bullet wound to the chest and I hurried over and knelt down in front of her. Sarah sat next to her a second later.

“It’s okay, he has medical training,” she told the lady, an elderly black woman who stared at me with a combination of shock and fear. “He’s my bodyguard; he won’t hurt you.”

Sarah tried to calm her as I examined the blood streaming down the front of her blue summer dress.

I sighed.

“I’m going to have to tear your dress in order to see where you’re hit, okay?” I explained. “I’m afraid it’s going hurt but I have to stop the bleeding.”

She looked at me and then back to Sarah and nodded to me: the pain evident in her creased face that looked much more accustomed to laughter than fear. I reached down to my ankle and slid a small double edged knife from its sheath.

I quickly sliced through the cotton fabric around her shoulder, and slipped the fabric down to expose the wound. I looked around and my eyes settled on a scattered pile of napkins. I quickly balled them up and stuffed them into the wound and she cried out.

I looked around for something to tie them off with.

“I need something to tie this off with...some fabric or a table cloth...” I called out loud, hoping someone was paying attention and would help. As the bundle started to turn red and wet, I finally gave up waiting and ripped off my own long sleeved shirt in an explosion of buttons, wrapped it up into a tight bandage and placed the thickest part of it over her wound. I wrapped the sleeves tight around her chest, tying it quickly behind her back.

“Okay, I need you to lie down and try to relax...” I started and turned to hear sirens approaching. “The paramedics are on their way, Ma’am. You are going to be just fine, okay?”

“You ‘re just going to leave me?” she asked and I smiled in spite of myself.

“Ma’am, you are in the hands of a celebrity: she is going to stay with you until the medics get here,” I said and pointed to Sarah. “This is Sarah Hayes: you might have seen her on television.”

She looked at me confused then looked at Sarah, looking past her coppery red hair that was dyed a dirty blonde when she was on the set. After a few seconds of staring the woman’s eyes widened with recognition and Sarah blushed.

“I watch your show Miss...”

“Please, just call me Sarah,” she said and cradled the woman in her arms. “I guess we have something in common now.”

“Thank you...”

“I need to make sure that nobody else is hurt, okay? I will come back to check on you.”

She nodded and began to talk to Sarah. 

I stood and walked around the cafe. 

There were perhaps a dozen or so people left in the place: the others had run out in panic or wandered off in a daze. Of the rest only a few were injured: mainly bleeding from ricocheting bullets or fragments of flying debris. I considered it a minor miracle only one person had actually been shot out of probably thirty rounds that had been fired.

I returned to Sarah and the old woman as two LAPD officered entered and evaluated the scene. The SIG pistol on my hip immediately drew their attention.

“Hands up and step away from the women,” one ordered and I stood, my hands interlaced behind my head and moved away from them. “Turn to face us.”

“I’m that woman’s bodyguard,” I announced in a loud voice so they could easily hear me as I turned to face them. “We were the targets here.”

“We’ll figure all of that out in time,” came the reply from one wearing Sergeant’s stripes said and I nodded calmly.

They were both younger men, one Hispanic and one black and they looked at the scars on my now bare chest and the tattoo.

“Does that thing have a round chambered?” one asked and I nodded.

“I fired several rounds at our attackers,” I explained. “I have a wallet in my front left pocket, it has my ID and license for the pistol.”

They were silent for a moment, each evaluating the situation then holstered their weapons.

“You can relax,” the one officer told me. “I just need to hold on to your wallet and weapon until we verify both.”

“Nobody here seems to be scared of you so you obviously aren’t the one who did all of this,” the partner said and I nodded, dropping my arms slowly. I carefully pulled out the SIG, ejected the magazine and chambered round before handing it to the black officer along with my wallet.

A group of paramedics entered with trauma kits and began to triage the scene. When they saw the gunshot victim, one hurried back out to get a stretcher as they struggled to untangle her from Sarah and lay her on her back.

A few minutes later the cop handed me my stuff back and I holstered the SIG. 

“Thanks.”

I walked over to the woman, who now lay on a stretcher and still had a death grip on Sarah’s hand and talking to her as the medics cleaned the wound, applied a sterile bandage and secured it quickly. They lifted the stretcher and its undercarriage wheels locked into place.

I leaned in and smiled at her.

“Hello again,” I said and she smiled gratefully at me. “These guys are going to take care of you, okay?”

“Thank you for helping me, young man,” she said and reached a hand out to me. I took it in my own and squeezed it gently.

“I’m sorry you were caught up in all of this,” I told her. “You’ll be up and about in a few days with a cool story to tell.”

The lady looked at me like I was crazy for a second, then saw my own bullet scars and shook her head before she coughed in pain. She pulled me close to her and gave me a kiss on the cheek then let go of my hand as they rolled her outside to the ambulance. I watched them exit the cafe and turned to Sarah, who fell into my arms.

I held her for a long moment and I let her sob silently into my chest.

I led her over to a booth and made sure she was okay before I turned to the two cops.

“Thanks for letting me calm her down first,” I told them.“I’m ready to answer your questions.”

CHAPTER TWO

A few hours later, Sarah and I were in her Porsche speeding north out of Santa Monica.

I was behind the wheel, keeping a wary eye on the flow of traffic and the cars around us. Sarah was doing the same, looking for anyone watching us behind their windows. We pulled off the highway and wound our way up into the hills overlooking the ocean and nearby Malibu, finally pulling up the gate manned by two armed guards inside the new bulletproof guard house.

I waited for the gate to open fully before pulling in and parking next to the front door. I stepped out and walked around to open the door for Sarah, who stepped out slowly, the stress and exhaustion of the event now evident in her drawn face. I put an arm around her as we walked through the door.

I escorted her down the hall to her bedroom, checking each room then watched her visibly relax. I set the SIG on the side table next to the king size bed and sighed.

“Sarah, are you going to be okay?” I asked in a concerned voice. She hadn’t talked since the shooting which meant only one thing: she was replaying it in her head on an endless cycle and that was bad news.

“Please talk to me.”

I sat down on the corner of the bed as she turned to face me. She walked over and I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her close. She lowered slowly onto my lap and draped her arms around my neck. She buried her face into my chest and began to cry and I held her close.

“I hate what he has done to us, Steven, what he has done to my life, our lives,” she mumbled between sobs. Her hands became fists and pounded my back lightly with each sentence. “I hate living like this. I want to live my life without fear, Steven. Without wondering where the next bullet will come from...why can’t he leave us alone?”

“I hate it too, Sarah, believe me,” I said in a soothing voice. “You know I will always protect you but we have to end this once and for all.”

“We can’t end it, he will never give up,” she said, and I shook my head.

“There is one way,” I countered. “There is only one way.”

“You can’t go after him, Steven,” Sarah said sternly, looking up at me with a serious face. Her eyes met mine.

“I can’t do it by myself, no.”

“No, Steven, you can’t do it at all,” she said. “I won’t let you go and become a murderer like him. You’re no murderer, Steven.”

“Some would call it Self-Defense,” I pointed out but she shook her head stubbornly.

“Don’t talk like this, Steven,” she said. “You scare me when you talk like this. I know what you are capable of.”

“Some would contend that I’m already a murderer,” I said: visions of machine gunning the men in the trucks from the mountaintop suddenly filled my mind’s eye. She saw me change in an instant. I felt her lips on mine and realized I’d closed them and they fluttered open once more. She drew back again, smiling tenderly and shaking her head.

“No, My Love,” she told me softly and blinked tears out of her eyes. “I witnessed the most incredible act of sacrifice I’ve ever known. I wouldn't be alive, and neither would every other person on that set, and those security guards the studio hired. None of them would be alive if you hadn’t taken charge and made sure none of them chased us down that mountain. You knew you weren’t going to leave that mountain but you made sure the rest of us did.”

I was silent. 

“I was more scared on that mountain when those rockets were hitting all around me than I have ever been in my life,” I said, admitting this to her for the first time. “I just wanted to see you one more time before I died. I didn’t even know you had come back for me.”

“And that’s why I don’t want you to go back. I nearly lost you up on that mountain. I don’t want you to leave me again, do you understand me?” she urged, punctuating every word. “Never again! I need you to promise me, Steven. I would rather we just disappear into protective custody than have you go back there. I’m sure he still has just as many more people with him now as we saw that day.”

I was silent as I stared at her, seeing the strength return to her. She was a much stronger person than I’ve been since I’d left Iraq. Though I admitted it to my therapist how much I missed the intensity of combat, I’d never spoken to Sarah about it. I’d felt it in Mexico: the adrenaline rush of action, the detached feeling of cold, uncaring killing that had kept me alive so many times in Iraq and Afghanistan. But I’d also felt something different this time. I’d also felt a sense of fear. Fear of not seeing Sarah again; of not having a future with her. I’d forced myself to accept that fate in order to make sure nobody followed her down that mountain.

Until I’d woken up in the Consulates aid station.

“I will not go after him unless he does something to you: that is all I will promise,” I told her in a low, steady voice.

She nodded silently and kissed me softly.

“How did I ever find you?”

“Maybe it is destiny,” I suggested with a smile. “Either way, you’re stuck with me.”

“Well, I’ve not been disappointed yet,” she said and I chuckled. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

I kissed her softly.

I held her close, stood up and she let her legs drop with a startled cry and I laughed.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I seemed to have missed lunch.”

Sarah laughed, shaking her head, and kissed me.

“Thinking with your stomach again?”

“Remember, we skipped breakfast this morning too,” I pointed out and she nodded.

“I’ll be out in a few minutes, I’m going to change,” she said, and stepped away, and began to unbutton the blood stained blouse. I watched her for a moment, always taken aback by her beauty and she turned her head towards me for a moment, blushing as she saw me admiring her. “Why are you staring at me?”

I was speechless for a moment.

“I can’t help it,” I said. “I’m still as captivated by you today as I was the first night I worked here.”

“I don’t feel very captivating right now,” she admitted sadly and tossed the ruined blouse into a clothes hamper near the drawers, and looked at herself in the mirror.

“You know, I think what we both need is a vacation,” I suggested. “No people and no electronics, just a camping trip away from everything and everyone for a week. Back to nature where we can just relax and just enjoy each other: maybe do some hiking or even some whitewater rafting.”

She laughed.

“Can you see me going camping?” Sarah asked. “I’ve never even set up a tent!”

I grinned. 

“Well, think of it as a new adventure then,” I told her. “I grew up doing this and I think you’ll love it. Think of it as a chance to learn some new life skills.”

Sarah looked at me like I was crazy, then shrugged.

“You know what you’re right: I need to just unwind and do something new. Actually camping sounds like fun,” she told me with a smile. “You brought this idea up rather quickly: you’ve been thinking about this already.”

“Since when did you become so suspicious?” I asked with a laugh.

“Since you taught me to question everything,” she answered, “I don't think you realize what a profound affect you’ve had on me, Steven. You’ve changed my whole life. That shooting today, for example: I was holding that woman in my arms like I did so you could help her. Before I met you I’d have never done anything like that: I’d have been the first one out the door or huddled in a corner like the others were doing. I felt that rush you described to me when you are in combat. I am more aware of my surroundings and I try not to take anything at face value anymore.”

“Actually,” I pointed out. “You were like that when I first met you. Maybe you are just more self-aware now.”

I began to peel my shirt off and tossed it at her playfully.

“I need a shower. What do you say we take one and forget about today for a while. I’ll make us a nice dinner and we can sit out by the pool and eat.”

Sarah smiled gratefully.

“That sounds wonderful,” she said and turned away before unfastening her bra and I continued to undress.

Dinner was a nicely grilled and seasoned New York Strip Steak, cooked medium rare with grilled asparagus and oven fried seasoned potatoes with a delicious béarnaise sauce that Sarah made from scratch. It was a perfect evening for dinner outside. There was not a cloud in the sky as we sat by the pool and watched the sun set over the Pacific coast. The pool area speakers were playing a playful mix of calypso music and Jimmy Buffett: a pleasant surprise when I found out that she was also a loyal Parrot Head.

As we ate, Sarah began quizzing me on what we needed for camping and where we needed to get it. I was excited at the prospect of sharing a new experience with her and passing on my own knowledge and experiences as I had been taught. We enjoyed most of a a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon with dinner and it ended up becoming one of the best night’s we’d had since returning from Mexico last year.

As usual, I woke up a few minutes ahead of Sarah, and was changing into my jogging shorts when I felt her hand on my shoulder.

“I really want to go camping,” Sarah announced and I smiled and looked around at her.

“I think you’ll really enjoy it,” I replied, and leaned back against her belly. “When do you have time off?”

“Next week: we break for a month before we begin filming the fall season.”

“When do you want to look at equipment?”

“Tonight: on the way home.”

“Okay, but we’ll have to take my car camping, I’m afraid the gear won’t fit in yours,” I pointed out and she laughed.

“Yeah, I can’t imagine anyone taking a Porsche camping,” Sarah said with a laugh and bumped her belly forward. “I’ll be dressed in a minute.”

Our daily run along the beach this morning was more playful than usual, like a four mile game of tag along the surf. We finished with a quick drive up to Sally’s Cafe, located a mile or so up the road and enjoyed a mug of fresh, strong coffee, and a pair of freshly made apple fritters. It was a morning routine that, from a security aspect was dangerously predictable, but one I’d come to earnestly enjoy.

By eight we were maneuvering the Porsche smoothly through morning traffic into Santa Monica and then to West Hollywood. Sarah handled the sports car like an extension of her own body and the engines’ power filled me with adrenaline.  We pulled into the studio lot, driving around to the private parking and Sarah backed expertly into her slot located out of sight of any perimeter walls or fences. It was a request I’d made to prevent someone from taking a shot from off the studio grounds, thus making my job substantially easier.

Even though we were now officially a couple, I had enough time on my hands working as a project manager for Targeted Solutions that I could still watch over her and meet with three of the other six clients and their bodyguards who happened to work at the same studios. The others I met with on a regular basis at their homes to discuss any issues and updates.

There had been accusations of a conflict of interest after the incident down in Mexico since everyone assumed I was still being paid to be Sarah’s bodyguard. After our interview, the furor had faded away and we’d even gotten a few apologies which had come as a shock to me. In response to the events, however, I’d been offered the position of security coordinator by several studios for their own overseas projects.

The offers intrigued me, since most only did two or three such projects a year and didn’t normally have the same results of last year’s debacle. I’d be gone for a month or so at a time then come home once filming had finished. I just don’t trust anyone to protect Sarah the way I have. You develop a relationship with a client that is a hard to break when you work as a bodyguard and even if I hadn’t fallen in love with Sarah I wouldn’t have changed my attitude towards the job.

I looked around as I got out of the car, seeing only the same familiar faces that belonged there. I scanned rooftops and walkways, scaffolding and windows, seeing nothing threatening as I walked around to open Sarah’s door. She climbed out and closed it behind her, slipping the keys into the pocket of her grey suit pants as we walked through the maze of sound studios, prop warehouses and filming stages, and through an equally diverse and crazy mass of characters and behind-the-scenes workers that filled the sidewalks and driveways.

When we reached her filming studio, we went inside and made our way through a series of walkways to her changing and makeup room, where I seated myself outside and watched her team show up to help get her ready. I’ve never gone into her changing room since the first few days of this job; when I was still trying to figure out what I was doing and where I really needed to be stationed.

Now I’m on a first name basis with everyone on the set, which was good and bad. I’d been asked by some to come and work for them, which was annoying to me though others might consider a compliment. Some wanted to take pictures with me and I politely refused. Celebrity status is not a good thing in my profession and especially true when there is a Drug Cartel trying to kill you. Yeah, it’s hard when you are going out with a celebrity and trying to keep her safe at the same time.

When I’ve had to escort her to public events I usually arrive ahead of her, letting another protective agent drive and escort her inside where I would take over. This helped me avoid the spotlight and having to work under the microscope of public scrutiny. As I sat today my mind was drifting to the idea of taking Sarah camping. It is one of my favorite hobbies next to scuba diving and it excites me that Sarah really wants to go.

Mike Bradley, one of the security guards on this particular stage walked over and I stood up.

“Hey, Mike, got anything interesting this morning?” I asked and he laughed, handing me a large cup of coffee.

“Are you kidding me? These spoiled brats are really getting on my nerves this morning,” he complained in a thick Boston accent, shaking his head of silver hair and I chuckled at him before sipping on my coffee. “Two of them showed up drunk and some girl is high as a kite on the other set.”

It was our usual banter. Mike was ex-Marine Corps, retired out of the infantry after nearly thirty years as a Master Gunnery Sergeant and had been working on the studio for nearly six years.

I shook my head.

He was several inches taller than me, with a bushy white mustache and brown eyes, and still looked in decent shape. He was quick to laugh and loved to gossip about the actors and actresses on the set.

“You’d think they’d get escorted off the stage or something,” I said and he laughed.

“These are the big names, they won’t get escorted anywhere except to a party somewhere,” he said. “Your girl Sarah is one of the good ones, Steven. You’ve done a good job taking care of that girl: don’t ever mess that up.”

I nodded at the compliment and sipped my coffee.

“Well, I got lucky a few times,” I said with a shrug and he laughed.

“Bullshit, only someone with our training could have done what you did in Malibu and especially down in Mexico,” he said proudly. “Rangers Lead the Way.”

I stiffened proudly without realizing it.

“All the way,” I completed the greeting without hesitation. “I didn’t know you were a Ranger, Mike.”

“I went through Ranger School in 1980 in a mixed class. It was an additional school that us Force Recon guys had the option of attending,” he said proudly then laughed. “If I’d have made a mistake and joined the Army instead, I’d have tried to get into the Regiment too. I’m officially jealous, by the way.”

I laughed and clapped Mike’s shoulder.

“That might be the first time I’ve ever heard of a Marine being jealous of a Soldier,” I said with a big grin. “I’m glad to know you were a Ranger, Mike, it’s good to have a Battle Buddy here if I need it.”

“Any time, Steven,” he said and motioned down the hallway between walls of scaffolding. “I’ll see you later: gotta pretend to work for a few hours.”

“Take it easy, Mike, I’ll see you later,” I said with a grin and nod as he turned away and shuffled off. “Don’t let these guys mess with you!”

He muttered something as he kept walking and I laughed and continued to drink the coffee as I waited for Sarah to finish up. It was actually quite good, but not quite the way Sarah makes it, which I’ve not yet learned the secret to in spite of looking over her shoulder a few times. She emerged from her changing room right as I finished the last of it and I admired her.

On set, her hair was a dirty blonde, and she now had an applied scar on her cheek from the episode that had been filmed down in Mexico last year. She was different but just as beautiful, but I preferred her natural copper hair.

That was why she could go into shops and rarely be recognized, I realized for the first time.

You really are a moron at times, you know that, right? I thought to myself and added. Dumbass!

I laughed at myself as we walked down the hall and onto the set.

“What’s so funny?” Sarah asked curiously as my laughing continued unchecked for a few minutes and I shook my head.

“I really can be a moron at times,” I answered, and suppressed my laughing down to a chuckle and shook my head. “I’ll just be over here making fun of myself.”

Sarah stared bewildered at me as I stepped off the set and took my usual place near one of the fixed camera units, shaking hands with the camera man as I took up my position a few feet behind him to his left. There was a barstool sitting near my spot that had appeared several weeks after I’d begun working for Sarah. I’ve yet to find out who had brought it in for me, but it had appeared with my name on a sticky note and nobody else has let me in on the secret. Even though I prefer to stand it was definitely a welcome present.

I pulled it to me and sat down to watch Sarah at work. There are so many places someone can hide in a studio that it boggles the mind trying to keep up with them. The advantage I now have is that after the incident in Mexico everyone on the set knows who I am and trusts me. They will tell me if they see something unusual or someone new so I can check them out for good measure. I almost want to charge them whenever they tell me something but if it worries them then it could be a threat to her and I need to check it out before it becomes one.

At times like that my job can be tedious. 

Watching Sarah by itself is never tedious but watching them film the same sequence ten to fifteen times is an exercise in patience like no other and I end up being able to quote every scene word for word by the end of the day. Believe me, I’m not the only one annoyed at the ability to do so and so it becomes a game between Sarah and I on the drives back to the house.

Today, it went fast and several extra scenes were filmed, which put everyone in a good mood by the end of the day. We headed back outside after Sarah was transformed back into her normal self and headed out to a high end camping store to look at equipment.

I’m normally a minimalist when it comes to camping however, I wanted to be sure Sarah would be comfortable in the woods so we looked carefully at a few creature comforts for the campsite as well as tents and the usual equipment. Sarah had written a list of things she wanted to look at as we moved around the store. We selected a nice dome tent and the staff let her figure out how to set it up, which to her own surprise, went fast than she’d expected.

The staff fitted her with a nice North Face pack. I had my own pack I’d brought from Colorado after she’d asked me to move in. Her excitement was contagious and I couldn’t help smiling at her as she ogled the equipment available. I had to step in a few times and remind her that we were camping in tents not a camper and she blushed.

Surprisingly, the staff let us purchase everything we needed and agreed to hold it until I could come back for it. Sarah insisted on bringing the pack, tent and a few other things she “wanted to play with” back with us, and we struggled to fit it into the trunk that was designed more like a plane’s overhead compartment than a car. We finally got home after stopping to pick up some pizzas for dinner.

One thing I have to admit: Sarah is one of the most grateful people I have ever met. From the first day on the job she’s always insisted on taking care of the guys working for her: whether it was cooking dinner for all of us when I was first working for her or surprising someone with a party if she found out about a birthday. I guess after having a rough start before her success she understands and wants to make it easier for other people.

After dinner, Sarah set up the tent out on the lawn facing the coast, then took it down and set it up again, then announced she wanted to sleep there to see what it was like. I laughed and nodded then helped her bring out some pillows and a thick comforter to use as a sleeping pad, and a light blanket in case it got too chilly overnight.

She giggled as she slid inside, dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, and made herself comfortable as I waited outside, shaking my head as I listened to her talk to herself and asked me questions.

“How do you see anything? This is kind of cool, a pouch to put stuff in!”

I kneeled down and produced a pair of headlamps from behind my back.

“Here, My Dear, try this on,” I told her, and slipped one over my head and switched it on. “I think you’ll find it much more useful than a flashlight.”

She played with it a moment, switching it on and accidentally blinding herself before strapping it around her forehead.

“Cool!” she exclaimed.

“Yep, I think you’re going to have fun next week,” I said with a laugh, and duck walked into the tent, zipping up the mesh part of the door to keep a nice breeze flowing. “Lesson One: only zip up the mesh covers unless it gets too cold. You need the airflow to keep everything from getting damp and muggy, okay? This thing will warm up just with our body heat once the windows and door are sealed.”

“Okay,” she nodded and watched me take off my shirt.

She traced the bullet scars above my heart slowly and shook her head sadly. “Do they still hurt?”

I shook my head.

“I still have the nightmares, though,” I admitted.

“I have nightmares about Mexico,” she said, and I nodded. “How long do you think they will last?”

“I’ve had mine for years, Sarah,” I said. “It will take a while, but even going to therapy didn’t help me as much as I hoped. I had to let go of my guilt and turn to things that helped me feel good about myself,” I said. “Maybe camping will help you find the peace you need. It’s always worked for me in the past.”

“That would be nice,” she said with a sigh as I lay down beside her. “It will be nice to get away from everything.”

“Yes, it will be peaceful and fun without a schedule to follow.”

“Will you have your...” she started and I nodded.

“I’ll have my pistol and one rifle in the car,” I assured her. “You know I’ll never let my guard down, even there.”

“I know, Steven, that is what I love about you,” she said and kissed me tenderly. “I’ve never felt safer in my life.”

She slipped a hand under the cover and gently gripped me. I covered her mouth with mine and pulled her against me.

The next morning, she woke up ahead of me for a change and I woke up to find her returning with two mugs of coffee. I wriggled out of the covers and slipped on my shorts before clambering out. We kissed and I gladly accepted the steaming mug.

“How did you sleep?” I asked between sips.

“A bit hard on the back, but not bad,” she answered. “How about you?”

“Not so bad, but someone was using a chainsaw last night,” I said with a grin.

“I did not snore!” she objected and I laughed.

“No, not all night,” I admitted. “The first hour or two you were nice and quiet.”

Sarah blushed and sipped her coffee without another word, not wanting to test the limits of my sarcasm so early in the morning. I grinned, gave her another long kiss on the lips and kissed her nose softly.

“We’ll have a thicker air mattress out there, so it will be a bit more comfortable,” I assured her with a smile and she smiled back.

“I can’t wait,” she said. “Last night was fun.”

“Yes it was,” I agreed with a grin. “I have to admit, I will have to get used to sleeping in a tent, I usually just sleep under the stars or under a tarp if it’s wet or cold.”

“That sounds nice too,” she said, and I nodded. “We can use the tent to change.”

“It’s completely up to you,” I told her. “This is your first camping trip and I want you to feel comfortable, okay?”

She nodded.

“No run today: I’m enjoying myself right now.”

“We will only have a percolator for coffee out there, I’m curious to see if you can make it just as good out there,” I said with a grin and finished off my mug.


“You just want my secret recipe,” she chided and I laughed.




CHAPTER THREE



Saturday morning I awoke to Sarah looking down at me from the side of the bed, again with coffee mugs. She was grinning ear to ear and practically hopping in anticipation of beginning our trip. I sat up and swung my legs out of bed and accepted the mug of coffee. She was looking great as always: wearing a plain blue t-shirt, tan cargo shorts and my 10th Mountain Division ball cap.

“Hope you don’t mind if I wear this?” she asked, pointing to her head, and I shook my head.

“You’re the only person I’d let wear that,” I said and shrugged. “It looks better on you anyway.”

I took a sip of the coffee and she extended a hand to help me stand, I accepted and stood up, looking around for my own shorts.

“I packed the cooler and Jason loaded it in the back of the car,” she said. “What else do we need?”

“My clothes and the car keys, I think,” I said. “We can stop on the way for something to eat.”

“Where are we going, you haven’t told me,” she asked, and I grinned.

“You’re right,” I answered with a grin and gave her a kiss.

Twenty minutes later, after Sarah filled two travel mugs up with coffee we were on our way east, winding along Malibu Canyon Road, then heading south towards Burbank and Los Angeles. The morning traffic was light and we stopped off at a small restaurant near Sherman Oaks for breakfast before continuing.

After nearly two hours, we were winding up along the Rim of the World Highway and entering the San Bernardino State Park in the mountains overlooking San Bernardino and Los Angeles. The valley was blanketed with a thin layer of smog this morning and we were glad to be up and out of it. We headed over the mountains for another half hour down into Bear Valley, passing Bear Lake and the adjacent ski resort. The thickly forested mountains rose up around us as we pulled in to the small private campground that I’d found several recommendations for. I had reserved a secluded spot along a small mountain creek that fed into the lake.

We pulled up to the office and parked.

I followed Sarah into the office, keeping a watchful eye about her. She walked up to the counter where an older, portly woman I judged to be in her 60s greeted us and stood up from the seat where she’d been watching TV.

“Good morning, we have a reservation under Thomas,” Sarah said excitedly and the lady smiled at her: her excitement is always contagious and the lady chuckled.

“Yes Ma’am,” she answered and looked through a small folder until she found the right sheet. “Lucky for you both there are only three other campsites booked so you have the place practically to yourselves,”

“I’ve never been camping before: my boyfriend is teaching me,” Sarah told her.

“Really?” she said, surprised and pleased. “Well, I do hope you enjoy yourself, young lady. Please feel free to stop by our barbecue tonight. We have them every Saturday night along with a local band. We can’t sell alcohol so you’ll have to bring that if you want some. Also, please be sure to secure your food, we do have bears in the area. My husband spotted a mother and a cub three nights ago across the street over there.”
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