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And to my wife: Without you, I wouldn’t be
where I am today.
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Chapter 1

 


It was a hot and humid, sticky summer night
in Merritt Island, Florida, and it was barely June. Finley Morris
ran a hand through her tousled, curly, dark hair. She kept it
fairly short, because as a Helicopter Rescue Swimmer in the United
States Coast Guard, having long hair would be a complete nuisance.
Her breasts were smaller than average and only visible under her
dress uniform, but she was lean and physically fit. Finley didn’t
miss a day without running three to four miles, plus hitting the
weights in the gym—a rigorous workout routine that kept her in
shape to be able to handle the daily tasks of working with Search
and Rescue.

This night was much like all the others.
After her shift ended, Finley usually went to Oasis, a small
watering hole down the road from the Merritt Island Airport, where
the Coast Guard Air Station was located. She’d been stationed at
Merritt Island for close to three years now, and three years was
the magic number for your name to come up on transfer. She’d rented
a little bungalow, close to the Banana River and only a mile from
the base, when she’d first moved there. The cost was higher, but
she was sick of renting dingy, little apartments. This would mean
she’d have to give notice to the home owner in a few months just to
be sure she could break her lease before her transfer came
up—something she was expecting to happen in mid December.

She’d started out in Savannah, Georgia for
the first three years after completing boot camp, the Aviation
Survival Technician training program (A-School), to become a Rescue
Swimmer, as well as the EMT training that went along with it. Since
the Coast Guard was broken up into districts covering a group of
states, whatever district you were given out of boot camp was
pretty much the area of the country you would remain in throughout
your career. Every district was broken up into air stations and
marine units that were scattered around.

After Savannah, Finley’s next assignment was
Clearwater, Florida for three years. After that she was transferred
to Air Station San Juan, Puerto Rico, which was also part of her
district.

Now, she was back in Florida at Coast Guard
Air Station Merritt Island, which wasn’t far from Cape Canaveral
and Cocoa Beach. She was happy with her life in the Coast Guard. A
routine day was never a possibility, but that’s what kept the job
interesting. She found herself making some of the most daring
rescues at sea over the years, with several of those coming on a
daily basis during the summer months. She was thirty-one, and after
thirteen years of service, she’d worked her way up to the rank of
Chief Petty Officer. She planned on staying in until she could
retire after twenty years. The money wasn’t bad, and it wasn’t like
she had a life to come home to. She was single in every shape of
the word and definitely not looking to change her status. Most of
the personnel knew she was a lesbian. A couple of other flight crew
members were as well, but none of that mattered when you depended
on each other day in and day out to work as a team while risking
your own life to save others.

 


*

 


The Oasis wasn’t overly crowded for a
Wednesday night. Finley sipped a light beer and watched a few
sailors from Cape Canaveral Naval Base who were dancing on the
hardwood floor. During her time at Merritt Island, she’d seen a
number of fights in the bar. The Coast Guard and Navy tended to get
into heated discussions when too much alcohol was involved, but
most of the time everyone simply mixed together and had a good
time.

Greg Ballard and Tracey Pollack, two of her
good friends, whom she also served on aircrews with, were sitting
at the small, round table with her. Greg was a lieutenant and a
pilot for the Sikorsky MH65-Dolphin, the helicopters they used at
Merritt Island. Tracey was an Aviation Maintenance Technician
Second Class and a Flight Mechanic.

“Why do we come here?” Greg asked with a
sigh as he finished the last of his watered down soda.

“Because there is nowhere else to go,”
Tracey answered him truthfully.

There really wasn’t anywhere else to go
unless you wanted to hang out with the tourists or go on the
mainland. Finley didn’t mind. She’d spent many nights in some sort
of military bar at various stages in her career.

“How is your hand, Finley?” Greg asked,
glancing down at her left hand.

“Fine. It stopped hurting by the time we
were back on base.” She shrugged. One of the Aviation Maintenance
Technicians who was training to be a Flight Mechanic, misunderstood
the direction she gave him earlier that day when they were trying
to wrangle a passenger from a distressed boat. What should have
been a routine rescue on a clear day, turned ugly when the young
AMT accidentally reversed the cable on the hoist, causing the
rescue basket to go out of control. Finley’s fingers got smashed
between the helicopter and the basket. If she hadn’t been there to
catch the basket, it would’ve plummeted back down into the water
with the man stuck inside of it. Once they got the man out and
attended to him, Finley shoved the AMT against the wall inside the
helicopter, threatening to hang him on the cable by his balls if he
ever made that mistake again. Luckily, her hand was only bruised
instead of broken.

“I couldn’t believe he pushed the release on
the hoist. Shit. If you had fallen out, it would’ve killed you, not
to mention the dude in the basket.”

“Trust me, I don’t think he’ll be flying
with any of us again,” Tracey said. “I heard him asking for a
transfer to fixed wing.”

All three of them laughed.

“I may have scared him a little,” Finley
admitted.

“You? I guess when you’re commanding an
operation you can be a little intimidating, but you save lives and
you do it safely. Everyone respects you out there.” Greg smiled.
“But we all know your secrets back on the ground,” he kidded.

“Oh please,” she chuckled. “I have secrets
that would make you grow hair!”

“Hey, don’t knock the bald guy.” He tried
faking a frown.

“I’m so glad I have the next two days off!”
Tracey cheered, raising her glass.

“Me too, but I’m on standby and will
probably get called in,” Greg added.

Finley smiled and shook her head. The
aircrews rotated in twelve-hour shifts, with two days, or
forty-eight hours off after every twenty-four hours of duty. They
either worked from seven a.m. to seven p.m., which was the day
shift, or seven p.m. to seven a.m., which was the night shift,
alternating every three weeks. During the forty-eight hours off,
part of the aircrew members were on standby in case of emergency.
The standby schedule varied week to week.

 


*

 


It was close to ten o’clock by the time
Finley made it back to her small house. She parked her Explorer in
the single car driveway and meandered inside. She needed to be up
at five in order to be on the base and inside the hangar in time
for the seven a.m. shift change. Her rotation schedule was a day
off of Greg and Tracey’s because she’d been called in twice during
her last standby time off.

She walked into the carpeted living room
that was decorated with light-colored wood furniture, and a
matching sand-colored, leather couch and love seat. There was a
stone fireplace in the corner of the room and an abundance of
pictures across the mantel. Finley noticed a light blinking on the
phone when she turned the corner to go towards her bedroom. She
hesitated, wondering who would’ve called her landline. She’d had
her cell phone with her and it never rang all day. The only people
with her home phone number were her family and the base in case she
was called in for an emergency and they couldn’t reach her on the
cell. She pressed the button and sat on the edge of the couch,
listening to the message.

“Finley, it’s Nicole ”

That voice was all she needed to hear to
send her mind back tumbling back in time.

 


*

 


It was a few months into their senior year
of high school at Annandale High in Charleston, South Carolina.
Finley and Nicole “Nic” Wetherby were looking forward to graduating
at the end of the year. They were best friends, completely
inseparable since their freshman year, after they nearly knocked
each other over in the hallway, running late for the same class.
Nicole had honey blond hair that hung just past the top of her
shoulders and hazel eyes. She was three inches shorter than Finley
and had a slender build with curves in all the right places. If the
guys weren’t asking her out, they were chasing after Finley, who
was tall and very athletic with curly, dark hair and big blue eyes.
Finley knew she had feelings for Nicole, feelings that she was
supposed to be having for the boys, but she kept them a secret, and
buried it deep inside.

“I think we should go to Daniel’s party this
weekend.” Nicole was sitting behind Finley, playing in her hair.
She loved the soft, natural curls and spent countless hours running
her fingers through them while they contemplated ideas of their
future.

“Oh, I don’t know, Nic.” Finley wasn’t much
for parties and guys hanging all over her. Plus, she absolutely
hated watching her older brother, Michael, swoon all over Nicole.
He was a year ahead of them and already attending the local
community college. He had no goals, not even possibilities. But,
Jackie Morris, Finley and Michael’s mother, had made it very clear
that he’d either go to college or move out. She wasn’t supporting
him if he wasn’t working on a college degree in something. She was
a school teacher who ruled the house with an iron fist, but she was
never abusive towards her children. She simply wanted to see them
make something of themselves, instead of working various jobs,
sometimes more than one at a time, to make ends meet. Their father
had left right after Finley was born, and he never returned. Jackie
Morris said good riddance to the man and had never looked back. Of
course, she struggled from time to time like any single mother who
was trying to feed her kids and pay a mortgage on a meager
teacher’s salary, but her two kids never went hungry and always had
decent clothing. Both of her children were extremely smart.
However, Michael had spent his time playing around and barely
graduated. Whereas Finley was an honor student and a major athlete.
She’d won multiple awards on the swim team and had been the captain
for the last three years. The track coach had tried to recruit her
because he’d seen her running as part of her extra cardio fitness
on multiple occasions. Her times were fairly good, but the only
thing that had appealed to her was swimming.

“Come on, Fin. Mike wants me to go with him,
but I’d rather go with you, and then see him there.” Nicole didn’t
date many guys. She’d rather spend her time hanging out with
Finley, which was fine with Finley since she didn’t date guys at
all. She always put it off to school and swimming, saying she
didn’t have time to date and wasn’t interested in teenage boys when
she’d be in college soon, where she’d have the pick of the
litter.

Finley found it impossible to argue with
Nicole, especially when she was playing in her hair. Hell, she
could barely form a sentence. “Fine. But, I’m not drinking and then
driving us home. You know Mike will be hammered, he always is at
parties.”

“I know. We don’t have to drink. I just want
to go see what all of the fuss is about. I hear Daniel throws a
kickass party,” Nicole said with pouty eyes. “Come on. I won’t go
without you.”

The night of the party Finley saw Mike
stumbling around looking for Nicole. What she didn’t realize was he
had already found her an hour earlier, convincing her to lose her
virginity since he was a college guy and wouldn’t play games with
her like the high school boys. Of course, his crappy lines worked
after she’d had a few drinks.

“Where’s Nicole?” he asked, his speech
slightly slurred.

“I saw her talking to you a while ago. Come
to think of it, I haven’t seen her since,” she answered.

Mike looked upset and this made Finley
nervous, so she wandered around until she found Nicole sitting on
the hood of Finley’s old, blue Honda Civic at the end of the
road.

“What’s wrong, Nic?” Finley asked. When she
saw the tears in Nicole’s golden green eyes, she hopped up on the
hood next to her, wrapping her arms around her best friend. “Tell
me.”

“I…oh, Finley,…I made a huge mistake. How
could…” She sniffled and wiped the falling tears from her face. “I
am so stupid.”

“No you’re not. What happened?” Finley held
Nicole and let her cry until she could finally talk again.

“Can you take me home now?”

“Sure.”

On the way to Nicole’s house, she broke down
and told Finley about sleeping with Mike. She’d said she only did
it to look cool, but felt horrible about it afterwards. She wished
over and over that she could take it all back. Finley did the only
thing a best friend could do, she consoled her and told her it
would be okay. She also said she never had to do it again if she
didn’t want to.

Three hours later, Finley was asleep in her
own bed when her mom came barging into the room, screaming. Finley
flew out of the bed thinking the house was on fire. Either that, or
something had happened to Nicole. Since she hadn’t heard from her
after she’d dropped her off earlier and came home. Maybe her
parents had found out what she’d done.

“Your brother…” That was all Jackie Morris
could get out. She was hysterical.

“What? What did Mike do now? Where is he?”
Finley moved passed her mom and into her brother’s room. It was
empty. She proceeded down the hallway and into the living room.
That’s where she found the male police officer standing just inside
the front door.

“What are you doing here?” Finley had
completely forgotten she was wearing a tiny little tank top and
shorts with nothing underneath. The man quickly turned his eyes to
the floor.

“I’m Officer Harvey. Is Mrs. Morris okay?”
he asked with a deep voice.

“She’s flipping out. What the hell is going
on?” Finley was almost eye-level with the officer since she wasn’t
much shorter than him.

“There’s been an accident. Michael Morris’s
car ran the stop light on Gilcrest and Seventh, and an oncoming car
hit his, causing it to flip a couple of times and land upside
down.”

“Where is he? What hospital?” she asked,
cutting him off as she mentally listed what she needed to do. She
had to get her mother calmed down and head to the hospital
immediately.

“I’m sorry, he didn’t make it. Michael
Morris died at the scene of the accident before they could get him
out of the car.”

“What? No! Oh God!” Finley screamed
Michael’s name and swore.

“I’m very sorry,” the Officer said. “He had
his license with him, but I need someone to make an ID at the
hospital.”

Finley was shaking so badly, she could
hardly stand up. She knew her mother was in her brother’s room and
in no shape to go see his dead body. She wasn’t either for that
matter. “I’ll go,” she murmured before walking back up the stairs
to change her clothes. On the way out, she ran over to Mrs.
Cooley’s house next door and explained to her what happened so she
could come sit with her mom.

 


*

 


Finley continued to hold the pause button on
the phone. Standing there in her house some fourteen years later,
she could still smell the hospital stench of bleach mixed with the
metallic tinge of blood as she walked through the trauma department
behind the officer. She didn’t have to close her eyes to remember
the sight behind the curtain to the left. A thin white sheet had
covered her brother’s lifeless body. When the doctor pulled it
back, she looked down at his face. It was cut up from the broken
glass and caked with dried blood. He hadn’t had his seat belt on,
but surprisingly, he hadn’t gone through the windshield. The doctor
had told Finley that his blood alcohol level was three times the
legal limit and he’d died of a massive head trauma.

Finley rubbed her throbbing temple with her
free hand and let go of the button on the phone after restarting
the message. She held her breath as she listened to a voice she
hadn’t heard in seven years.

“Finley, it’s Nicole. You need to be at the
airport tomorrow at eight p.m. Your daughter is coming to stay the
last few weeks of her summer break with you,” she said in a soft
voice. Then there was a sigh and a click as the phone was hung
up.

“What!” Finley jumped and replayed the
message again. “Son of a bitch, Nicole.”


Chapter 2

 


Finley sat down on the couch with her elbows
on her knees and her head in her hands. Her mind drifted back to
high school once more. Her brother’s funeral passed and the world
had finally started to settle down again. Over the next six weeks,
Finley was pulled in so many directions she didn’t know which way
was up anymore. That’s when Nicole asked if she could stay the
night one Friday so they could finally have time to grieve
together. Nicole had been the only thing keeping her grounded.

“I’m glad you came over. We’ve had no time
to just sit and talk since the accident.” Nicole sat on Finley’s
bed next to her and grabbed both of her hands, pulling them into
her lap. “We both lost something that night. He was your brother,
but he was also my friend. I didn’t love him, but I cared for him
enough to have sex with him for the first time. I know I was
stupid, and it was a very stupid thing to do, but I think it
happened for a reason.”

“What? Why would you say that? There is no
reason why my brother should have died. I tried to tell him to slow
down and pace himself, but I was the ‘little sister.’ What the hell
did I know? Well, I know one thing, I’m alive because I wasn’t as
careless as he was, and I never will be.”

“I know. That’s what I love about you,
Finley. You’re so damn smart. I should’ve listened to you.
Everything would be different if I had just listened to you.”

“What do you mean?” Finley raised an eyebrow
and met Nicole’s sparkling eyes.

“I’m pregnant,” she whispered.

“No. Oh, Nic.” Finley wrapped her arms
around Nicole and pulled her tightly against her chest. They sat
like that for minutes that felt like hours. “Does your family
know?”

“Yeah. I tried to tell them it was only that
one night, but my mom and dad don’t believe me. They are so pissed
off, they threatened to send me away and make me have an abortion.
Luckily, my mom is too damn right-winged and religious for
that.”

“I’ll be here for you, Nic. Whatever you
want or need I’ll do it. We can still move in together like we
planned and get jobs after graduation. We can both go to college
too.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. My mom
has already told me she’s not helping me support this baby. She
keeps calling it ‘the mistake’.”

Finley felt Nicole’s warm tears soaking her
shirt collar. She tried not to let her feelings surface, but she
had no choice. She pulled back slightly, looking into Nicole’s eyes
before she closed the distance, kissing her softly.

Nicole froze and pulled away. She stared up
into Finley’s deep blue eyes. Her hand quivered as she brought it
up to meet Finley’s face. She pulled Finley back towards her until
their lips met again, soft at first. Then their lips parted,
allowing their tongues to explore each other. This was a whole new
feeling for Finley and an awakening for Nicole.

 


*

 


The day of their high school graduation,
Finley pulled Nicole to the side and opened an envelope, showing
her the contents.

“Where the hell did you get that?” Nicole
squeaked, looking at the cash bills with bug eyes.

“You know I’ve been working at the sporting
goods store since before Christmas. This is all of my paychecks,
plus the money my family sent me for graduation. It’s only about
five thousand dollars, but it’s enough for an apartment, plus
furniture and household bills. I want you to move in with me. We
can do this baby thing together, you and me.”

“What are you saying, Finley?”

“Nicole” Finley put the envelope back in her pocket and pulled
Nicole further behind the bushes. She’d never called her by her
first name unless it was serious or she was mad. “This isn’t just
some fling or experiment for me. I…” she paused, trying to calm her
racing heart. “I’m in love with you. I’ve been in love with you
since our sophomore year. I’ve wanted to say that to you so many
times.”

Nicole closed the distance between them,
standing on her toes to kiss Finley’s lips in a lingering kiss that
ended when they heard voices close by.

“Finley, I…I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll spend the rest of your life with
me,” Finley murmured as a tear rolled down her cheek.

Nicole wrapped her arms around Finley’s
neck, kissing her again. Her round belly pushed against Finley’s
midsection. This time there was no stopping because of the voices.
Nicole threaded her fingers into Finley’s dark, curly hair, kissing
her with as much heated passion as she possibly could. They pulled
away from each other breathlessly.

“I love you too, Finley. I always have and
always will. You’re my best friend and the love of my life.”

Finley couldn’t wipe the smile from her face
if she wanted to.

“I think we should start apartment hunting
today.” Nicole grinned.

 


*

 


A week later, they’d moved into a tiny, two
bedroom apartment and signed a one year lease. Then, they bought
minimal living room and bedroom furniture, plus a crib and dresser
set for the baby’s room.

“Are you sure it’s only for eight weeks? I
don’t know if I can be away from you for eight whole weeks,” Nicole
said. She’d pleaded with Finley to change her mind after she told
her she’d enlisted in the Coast Guard. Nicole knew Finley didn’t
want a ‘job’. She wanted to be ‘something,’ and she had the drive
to do whatever she wanted to do. She loved swimming and the best
place to put her talent to work, making a difference, was with the
Coast Guard as a Rescue Swimmer. She had planned to take the
swimming scholarship that was offered to her and go to college, but
with Nicole there and the baby on the way, she needed an income,
not a degree. The Coast Guard would provide her with a career, a
steady income with health insurance, and a retirement plan if she
stayed in long enough.

Nicole had gotten a job as a bank
receptionist and was taking college classes at night, while Finley
trained rigorously before she had to leave for boot camp. Because
of her strong swimming skills and high test scores, she was
accepted to Aviation Survival Technician school and Helicopter
Rescue Swimmer training, which was twenty-four weeks long, plus
seven weeks of EMT training after that. The baby wasn’t due for
another ten weeks. She prayed to God that she was there for the
birth, and that it happened during the two weeks she’d be home
between boot camp and AST school. After that, she’d be stationed
somewhere and spend the next six months working on her
qualifications, before moving on to finish Rescue Swimmer
school.

“Nic, you’ll be fine. I’m going to miss you
like crazy though.”

“Oh yeah, how much?” Nicole teased.

Finley laid her back on the bed and scooted
up beside her.

“Why don’t I show you?” She wiggled her
eyebrows, placing soft kisses along Nicole's collarbone and across
her chest as she removed her clothing one piece at a time. Nicole
slowly helped Finley out of her own clothes until they were lying
naked on the bed, wrapped in each other’s arms.

“You drive me insane,” Nicole said
breathlessly. “I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want
you.”

“I know, I can’t get enough of you either.”
Finley flicked her tongue over both enlarged nipples as she worked
her way down, carefully kissing Nicole’s large, round belly. She
knew better than to go any further with her kisses. Nicole wanted
to see her and she couldn’t with her belly protruding, so Finley
promised not to disappear until after the baby was born. Nicole was
a passionate lover. One that liked to hold and be held as they were
making love. Finley gave her whole heart to Nicole over and over
again every time they were intimate with each other.

“I love you,” Nicole said as she felt
Finley’s finger’s slide through her wetness and enter her gently.
“You make me feel like I’ve never felt before.”

“I love you too. I always have,” Finley
whispered as she nibbled her ear and worked her fingers in and out
slowly, increasing when she felt Nicole’s hips rise to meet her
hand. She pressed her thumb against her throbbing clit and moved it
in circles, matching the pressure of her fingers. Nicole’s body
tightened around Finley’s fingers, pulling them further inside.

“Yes…Oh, Finley,…you feel so good!” Nicole
grabbed Finley, holding her tightly until the last of the orgasm
washed over her.
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