
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Strebor Books eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Strebor Books and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com




Dear Reader:

Whatever Skye Taylor wants, she gets. At least that’s the case when she uses her charm as a nineteen-year-old to woo an older soldier on a Kansas army base. After snagging him and convincing him into marriage, she finds she’s still not satisfied. Her focus turns from a prize husband to another quest: becoming an actress in Hollywood.

In her tenth novel, Suzetta Perkins displays once again her talent of spinning a suspenseful tale. As with her debut novel, Behind the Veil, the military has a key role in the story line of her latest project. Once Skye lands in Tinseltown, she falls into a trap of a con artist who sets her up for challenges along her path toward success. Her life mirrors many young women seeking fame on the West Coast whose lives may start rocky but eventually lead to stardom or a taste of it. Skye’s roller-coaster ride ends with an unexpected outcome, and readers will enjoy guessing what’s in store in this page-turner.

As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you the most cutting-edge, out-of-the-box material on the market. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane or you can email me at zane@eroticanoir.com.
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PROLOGUE

Skye’s world came crashing down around her at the sight of the two men dressed in green, Class-A uniforms—one short, the other tall—blocking her mother’s doorway, uttering strained words of condolence, as if they hadn’t done it before.

“Mrs. Nona Taylor?” the short gentleman asked as he removed his hat from his head.

Nona looked from one to the other and started to shake her head, her hands thrusting forward as if to ward off some evil spirit. “No. No. No. I don’t want to hear what you’ve come to say.”

“We’re sorry, Mrs. Taylor.” There was a momentary pause. “Command Sergeant Major Travis Taylor was killed this morning, at ten a.m. Kandahar time, in the line of duty.”

Nona Taylor collapsed to the floor, the words of the deliverer searing her soul like the grenade that had ripped the side of the Humvee Skye’s father sat in while granting an interview to a popular news journalist. Tears dropped from Skye’s face, like dumplings into a pot of hot stew, as she stood close to her mother’s retching body.

“No…not my daddy!” Skye wailed loud enough for all of Junction City, Kansas to hear. She hugged herself about the waist with the men looking on and continued to scream.

The noise and commotion brought Skye’s sister, Whitney, and her brother, Jermaine, to the living room, falling to the floor at the sight of their mother’s sobbing body. The gentlemen in green tilted their heads, replaced the hats on their heads, and backed away from the door, leaving the way they had come. Soon the entire house shook from the guttural wails that erupted from the family that was left without their loved one—their arms mangled together as they tried to console one another.

•  •  •

Cast-gray skies threatened rain as the mourners with their solemn faces followed the flag-draped coffin to Command Sergeant Major Taylor’s burial site at Arlington National Cemetery. Nona Taylor and her children, all dressed in black, stood side-by-side as the military pallbearers lifted the coffin from the horse-drawn carriage and laid it at its final resting place. Last rites were administered and the crowd waited in silence.

Skye’s body shook as the first round of the twenty-one gun salute rang out in the distance. She braced herself for Nona, who was taking it hard and unable to hold the folded American flag that was given to her in honor of her now late husband. Life for the Taylors had changed in an instant, but for seventeen-year-old Skye, it had changed even more. She was her father’s heart.
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CHAPTER 1

Now nineteen, with a smooth chocolate complexion, a five-foot, nine-inch wiry frame, and short, brown locks twisted about her head, Skye reflected on life and what she was going to do with the rest of hers. She felt trapped in a place and time that offered no more than a mundane existence—a small town with no luster, no pizzazz—the town’s Super Walmart the gateway to nowhere. She had barely traveled beyond the city limits of her birthplace, save for a few shopping trips to Topeka and Kansas City when her mother could muster up the time away from her job. Skye made a promise that she wasn’t going to limit herself; she was going to see the world. And one thing Skye knew beyond a shadow of a doubt: she was getting the hell out of Junction City.

The Taylors now lived in a small A-frame white house that didn’t boast much more than an old oak tree in the front yard and a carport that was large enough to house one automobile that sat next to the side of the house. Mrs. Taylor never accompanied her husband on any of his tours of duty outside of Junction City. She’d grown up there, preferred the simple life, and was happy to see her husband on the occasions he’d come home for a long vacation or was restationed at Ft. Riley, Kansas.

Life had changed drastically in the Taylor household since the death of Skye’s father, who was a casualty of the senseless war in Afghanistan. After her father’s death, Skye’s sister, Whitney, married an army soldier and followed him to Hawaii, leaving Mrs. Taylor heartbroken once again. A year prior, Jermaine went to Kansas State University. Having lost three members of her family so close together, Mrs. Taylor led a hollow existence.

Surrounded by paisley-pink walls, Skye lay on her bed and pondered her dilemma. She didn’t have many friends and never had a real boyfriend throughout her school-age years. Her parents were strict—Command Sergeant Major Travis Taylor oftentimes putting her and her siblings through some rigorous drill, talking to them as if they were soldiers and he their drill sergeant—as if Whitney, Skye, and Jermaine were his troops and they were in the military.

But Skye loved her father. Even though he had a menacing exterior, his love for his children was apparent; Skye was his favorite. When he’d come home from wherever he’d been stationed, he brought them gifts, and Skye’s was always the biggest and the best. She recalled a beautiful sapphire bracelet her father gave her that her mother coveted, although her mother’s explanation was that Skye was too young to have such an expensive piece of jewelry.

Most of all, Skye loved what he stood for and his dedication to the United States Army. And she loved how he looked in his military uniform—it seemed to exude some type of power. Skye often fantasized about toy soldiers coming to life, but now her fantasies were daydreams, and like Whitney, she was going to get her one of those toy soldiers, even if she had to bend over backward to make it happen.

Skye had seen those toy soldiers up close at the Post Exchange or when they would come to the house, when they lived on post, to get a bite to eat or shoot the bull with her daddy—she standing in the shadows imagining what a man draped in starched Army green fatigues and tan combat boots could do for her and what magic those uniforms possessed as she was drawn to them like a magnet. She had wondered as she watched her mother iron her father’s uniforms with precision, applying enough starch to make them stand up on their own, stroking each piece as if they were made of gold, examining them to make sure the creases were perfect before pulling them to her chest and reliving a moment that was embedded in her mind.

Losing sight of her goal was not an option. Skye picked up her bag and the keys to her mother’s car and headed for the front door in pursuit of the toy soldier that had consumed her dreams for many days and nights. She didn’t have far to go—only a few miles to Ft. Riley, the large military base in Kansas that was stitched tight at the seams with Junction City.
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CHAPTER 2

“Skye Denise Taylor, where do you think you’re going with my car in those skin-tight jeans?” Nona Taylor shouted, walking behind Skye.

With keys tucked tight in her hand, Skye ignored her mother and continued toward the door.

“Girl, don’t act like you didn’t hear me. Give me my keys, now. You’re not taking my car anywhere. Since your daddy was killed, I’ve done my best to keep this family together, and I’ll not have a child of mine disrespect me.”

“Mother, you’re exaggerating. I’m going to make a short run to the store, and I’ll be back before you know it. Love you.”

“Skye, the last time you ran to the store, you didn’t come back for hours. I don’t understand how you can do all this running around without a job and with no plans of getting one. You’re not going to stay here without putting in your fair share.”

“Look around you, Mother.” Skye’s lips quivered. “Whitney and Jermaine are gone, and I’ve got plans, too. I’m not going to stay in this godforsaken place. Look at you. You have nothing to show for all your hard work. You work like a Hebrew slave at Walmart, hoping one day they’ll give you a managerial job.”

Slap! Slap!

Skye’s hand flew up and touched the side of her face that burned from the blow of her mother’s hand. Surprise registered on her face. Nona had never in all of Skye’s nineteen years on earth put a hand on her.

“Don’t you ever speak to me in that manner or tone ever again, young lady. It’s been over two years since you graduated from high school, and I’ve tolerated your skinny, sulking behind sitting around on my furniture without job the first or taking the initiative to further your education. There’s a good college thirty minutes away in Manhattan that you could enroll in. But you prefer to sit around this house and do nothing while I’m making an honest living at Walmart so you don’t have to go without.”

“You don’t have to shout.”

Tears formed in Nona’s eyes. “You make me sick, Skye. Give me those keys. At three dollars and thirty-eight cents a gallon, no unemployed freeloader is going to be using my car, driving out the gas that I need to get to my honest job.”

“Mother, I’m sorry I upset you. You’ve been through a lot, and I’ve been through a lot, too. I miss Daddy so much. I feel a kind of disconnect to the world since he’s been gone—no disrespect to you. I’ve got to get away from this place, so much so that my head is about to explode if I don’t do so soon. I’m not sure what’s going on with me.”

“How long have you felt like this, Skye?” Nona found a seat in the nearest chair and sat down. “I haven’t stopped crying since your daddy was killed, but I’ve got to keep on going or else I’ll die myself. Now you want to leave me.”

Skye patted her mother on the back. “Something is pulling me in some direction I can’t explain. I’ve got to find out what it is, and I won’t be satisfied until I do. Don’t laugh; I’ve had thoughts of being an actress. Anyway, you won’t be alone; Jermaine is only thirty minutes away.”

Nona looked up into Skye’s face. Skye had been a troubled child for some time. Nona recognized it but hadn’t done anything about it. She’d been too busy pining over her dead husband, wallowing in her own self-pity. Nona felt that any attempt to offer assistance to Skye now would probably be met with resistance.

“Mother, I need to make that run.”

“However you get there, it won’t be in my car. And put on a decent top that won’t expose everything God gave you.”

Skye clutched the keys tight in her hand, walked out the door, and jumped in her mother’s car.

•  •  •

Dust from the road flew to either side of the blue Honda Civic as Skye barreled down it for her date with destiny. She made a vow to herself that before sundown, some able-bodied soldier, rank unknown, would be hers. If the plan Skye engineered in her head worked as she thought it should, she’d clutch on tight until the veil was on her head and the pianist was playing the bridal song as she marched down the aisle of somebody’s church.

Cows littered the scenery as they grazed lazily in pastures under the hot July sun. Skye jutted her nose in the air and twisted her lips as if to say she was too good for this town. She approached the turn-off for Ft. Riley and drove the road like she had built it herself. She’d heard from an acquaintance that some big general would be on post today—a change of command, she had said, which meant that Ft. Riley would be crawling with the military’s finest, dressed in dress greens and camouflage uniforms.
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CHAPTER 3

It was as if God had dropped a giant bag of green and brown Skittles all over the military base. Skye Taylor’s small green eyes gawked as she walked through the sea of soldiers on her way to the Post Exchange, taking snapshots in her mind of each one she passed, as if she were on a shopping trip at an exotic vacation spot. She licked her lips and drew in a deep breath, overcome with this good fortune. The sampling was varied, but there was nothing wrong with having lots of choices. For sure, some of the soldiers were married, but for Skye, whosoever was willing, let them come.

And then she spotted him dressed in green camouflage fatigues and a wine-colored beret sitting on the side of his head. He spotted her too and seemed amused that she was watching him, as he flirted with his eyes.

Skye’s feet wouldn’t move and her knees began to knock together. Butterflies danced in her stomach, their wings tickling her insides. But his eyes stalked Skye and gave her the courage to move forward.

She worked her jeans and the bright-orange, tight-fitting tank top that plunged at least six inches, exposing ample breasts that spilled over the thin neckline that did its best to keep her intact. Her orange pointed-toe stilettos jutted out from underneath her jeans pointing the way—and point they did as the mesmerized soldier stood at attention until Skye was within two inches of him.

He was as tall as a skyscraper and his ruddy good looks excited her. Although he was covered from head to toe in Army fatigues, Skye could tell he was built. His caramel-colored, oval-shaped face housed a pair of light-brown eyes with lashes much too long and pretty for a man.

“What’s your name, pretty lady?” the soldier asked, cocking his head to the side to get a good look. “Walking like that might kill a soldier, especially one that’s been battling the Taliban for a long time.”

Skye smiled. “What’s your name and were you in Iraq?”

“I recently got back from Afghanistan. I’m Sergeant Culbertson…ahh, that is, Sergeant Bryan Culbertson.”

Skye ran her first name and his last name together in her mind—Skye Culbertson. Not bad, she thought.

“And I’ll ask again. Do you have a name?”

Hesitating, her name suddenly burst from her lips. “Skye.”

“Skye…uh, like in the sky is blue?”

“Yes, my name is Skye with an ‘e’ tacked at the end. My full name is Skye Taylor.”

“Well, Skye with an ‘e,’ that’s a pretty name for a beautiful woman.” Skye blushed. But Bryan’s eyes were drawn to the healthy scoop of chest that caused other men to halt and do a double-take.

“Where are you from, Sergeant Culbertson?” Skye asked, ignoring Bryan’s gaping eyes, while yet enjoying the attention.

“The Dirty South.”

“The Dirty South? Where is that?” Skye asked annoyed.

“Atlanta,” Bryan said, trying to ignore Skye’s cynicism. “You have heard of Atlanta.”

“Yes, I’ve heard of Atlanta.”

Sgt. Bryan Culbertson glanced at his watch. “Look, it was nice meeting you, Skye. You’re a drop-dead gorgeous sister and you’re wearing that outfit. I’ve got to move on, though.”

“Please don’t go,” Skye said, grabbing his arm while trying not to sound desperate. “Didn’t mean to scare you off; you were chosen.”

A severe frown crossed Bryan’s face. He removed Skye’s hand. “Chosen for what?”

Blunt and bold was Skye’s answer. “I’m looking for a husband and you fit the mold.”

Sgt. Culbertson stared at Skye without blinking. “Hold on, sister, marriage is not on my agenda, and we’ve just met. In fact, I’m leaving for Fort Lewis, Washington, in a few weeks.”

“What do you aspire to do with your life, Bryan? You don’t mind if I call you Bryan?”

“I see myself climbing the military ladder. I’m going to be Sergeant Major of a big platoon one day.”

“Well, why don’t you let me help you get there? I don’t require much—the usual military spousal benefits: government quarters and a change of scenery.”

“You’re serious.”

“I haven’t batted an eye.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. What do you know about marriage anyway? And what would your family say about you jumping up and getting married to someone you met only ten minutes ago?”

“I make my own decisions.” Skye reached up and fondled the collar on Bryan’s fatigues. “Now if you’re interested in taking that E-5 rank all the way to Command Sergeant Major, I can help you get there.”

Bryan removed Skye’s hand from his collar. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. What do you know about the military except for what you’ve seen on TV? And so that we’re clear, I’m not marriage material. You’re cute, but that’s it.”

“My father was the best damn Command Sergeant Major the Army ever had,” Skye said as if she hadn’t heard anything Bryan said. “I was my daddy’s favorite and he shared many secrets with me.”

“So where’s your daddy, now?”

“My daddy died in Afghanistan behind some bull crap that started with weapons of mass destruction that don’t exist.”

“That was in Iraq. Afghanistan is a different war.”

“And you have the nerve to tell me that I don’t know anything about the military. Nine-eleven started it all. The United States ran to Iraq and ended up in Afghanistan looking for Osama bin Laden, who was right under the military’s nose.”

“Well, President Obama took care of that with the Navy SEALs. So what’s your point? It’s obvious you’re bitter about this war.”

“That’s not the half. If these fool Republicans will leave President Obama alone, he can get this country back on track.”

“How old are you?”

“Old enough to have a say-so about how our country is being run.”

“Why don’t we change the conversation?”

“And talk about what…marriage?” Skye asked seductively, letting the words slide off her tongue while batting her eyelashes.

“Is your head twisted on straight?”

“Is that a requirement for marriage?”

“Baby, you’re fine and all, but that doesn’t qualify you for marriage. I’m not ready to settle down. I’ve got more running around to do. No disrespect; straight up…no chaser. I haven’t made it to my twenty-fifth birthday yet.”

“What if I tell you I’m the only woman you’ll ever need?”

“Why me?” Bryan asked, searching for a way to be detached from the situation.

“You were chosen,” Skye responded, her face void of pretense.

“Baby, I was on my way to the PX, minding my own business. You shouldn’t have been looking so good. Ah-ha…that’s how you got me. You were out on a maneuver, and I fell in the foxhole.”

“Don’t make it sound so repulsive. You definitely liked what you saw.”

“You never said how old you were.”

“I’m nineteen and I’m way ahead of my time.”

“Way ahead of your time and too much for me.”

Skye was tired of talking and reached up and brushed Bryan’s lips with hers. She swiped her hand over his chest, stopping momentarily to toy with the buttons on his uniform. He removed her hand as a full-bird colonel passed by. He raised his hand to salute.

“We’re in a public place, and I don’t do public displays, especially when I’m in uniform,” Bryan said with a bit of irritation in his voice.

“Well, take me someplace where we can be alone. You know you want this.”

“Look, Skye, if that’s your real name. While I’d like to be all up in your business, I’m not ready to be tied down to anyone. And the last thing I want is to be somebody’s husband. You’re too deep for me, girl. It’s time for me to move on so you can set a trap for someone else.”

“You’re already it.”
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CHAPTER 4

“What’s up, Culbertson?” Sgt. Walter Mackey asked, a toothbrush dangling from the side of his mouth and a white towel draping the lower part of his body. He pulled out his travel kit and looked inside. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

“Wish it were a ghost I saw. Man, I ran into this fine sister this afternoon. She was strutting her stuff like it was nobody’s business—Beyoncé and Halle Berry rolled up into one. And you know how hard it is for me to resist a good-looking sister.”

Sgt. Mackey stared at Bryan and shook his head. “That’s your problem. Women are going to be the death of you, man. Have you seen my toothpaste?”

“No, I haven’t seen your toothpaste. But listen, man, that’s not the half.”

“The half of what? I’ve got to find my toothpaste. I’ve got a hot date tonight, and I’m supposed to meet this sister at the NCO club in a few hours.”

“Here, you can use mine. Now listen. This chick wants to marry me.”

Sgt. Mackey stopped, turned around, looked at his friend, and laughed. “Culbertson, you’re crazy. Who’s going to marry your two-timing, three-timing self? Thanks for the toothpaste.”

“Look, Mackey, if this wasn’t a serious matter, I wouldn’t have said anything. This girl is crazy, a true stalker in every sense of the word. I can’t get rid of her.”

“Did you say you met her today? You’re not too smart for a soldier boy who wants to move up in the ranks. Afghan mountains must still be holding you hostage. Treat this like any other mission. The enemy has you blocked in and you need to get back to your platoon. What do you do? You find an alternate route or kill whoever is in your way. Now the lady may be fine and all, but if you aren’t trying to commit, walk the other way, fool.” Sgt. Mackey took the toothpaste and walked out of the room.

I would if she wasn’t waiting outside for me to change my clothes, Bryan Culbertson thought to himself. He sat down on the bed to contemplate what to do.

A knock at the door startled him. It couldn’t be Skye. He didn’t give her the room number.

Knock, knock, knock. It was louder than before.

“Who is it?”

“Sergeant Culbertson?”

“Yeah!”

“Sergeant Samuels. Open the door.”

“Come in.”

“What’s up with you, Culbertson?”

“What do you mean what’s up with me?”

“Some fine chick is sitting outside in a blue Honda Civic asking about you. Why are you making her sit in the car? Look, I’d be happy to take her off your hands.”

“Samuels, if it was that simple, I’d say go right ahead.”

“What? She’s got some kind of disease or something?”

“No, Culbertson says she wants to marry him,” Sgt. Mackey said as he reentered the room. He and Sgt. Samuels roared with laughter.

“Can you see that fool married?” Samuels said, choking on his saliva.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Mackey said. “He has more women running after him than a receiver on a football field. When he goes for his drug test, he’s going to test positive for a venereal disease.”

Samuels laughed.

“That wasn’t funny,” Culbertson shouted. “Both of y’all get the hell out.”

Sgt. Mackey buttoned up his shirt. “You’re serious, aren’t you, Culbertson?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Her name is Skye, and she wants to get married so that she can get away from home. She wants to go to Fort Lewis with me. She’s sitting outside in the car waiting for me to come out so we can talk some more. Hell, my mother would freak out if she couldn’t be the center of attention at my wedding like she was at my two sisters’ weddings. She gets off on things like that. But I don’t want to get married!

“I didn’t go all the way to Afghanistan, put my life on the line twenty-four-seven, make it all the way back across the water to end up with some crazy chick who wants to marry me next week. I plan to be an eligible bachelor for a long time.”

“Handle your business, man. You can always pretend you’ve got PTSD—post-traumatic stress disorder,” Sgt. Samuels barked like he was giving orders. He laughed and saluted Culbertson for fun. “I’m out.”

“I’m out, too, man. Remember what I said about the mission—abort or kill. See you later on, groom-to-be.” Sgt. Mackey slapped Culbertson’s arm and choked on his laughter. “Handle your business, son.”

“This is not a laughing matter,” Culbertson said again, his voice two octaves higher than before. “I’ve got to get rid of her.”

Mackey looked at Samuels and back at Culbertson before he finally shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. Mackey and Samuels headed for the door and Bryan watched as the door closed behind them.

He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and scrolled down his contact list that was crammed full of female names. He stopped at a name, pushed the dial key and waited for someone to pick up. When a voice came on the line, he politely cancelled his date for the evening and ended the call. He picked out a pair of pants and a shirt from his closet and put them on, and didn’t bother to shower or shave. He went to the bathroom, brushed his teeth, looked at himself in the mirror, squinted, and finally gave a big sigh. He looked around the room, got his keys and walked out the door.
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CHAPTER 5

Skye looked gorgeous in a simple, strapless satin gown, three-inch satin pumps, elbow-length, fingerless gloves, and a simple silk wrap adorned with beads about her head. Steady hands clutched the fresh bouquet of cut calla lilies that were bound at the stems as she flitted down the aisle of the post chapel. A handful of guests, including Sgt. Mackey and Sgt. Samuels, were assembled in the sanctuary to bear witness to the holy union.

Nona Taylor, dressed in a three-quarter-length, powder-blue suit, stood alone, her face devoid of expression as the organist played the bridal song. Skye hung onto Jermaine’s arm and moved past Nona on the way to the altar and into the arms of a man she barely knew. Nona still hadn’t been able to grasp until this moment what had taken place two-and-a-half weeks ago when Skye took her car to the store. The minister’s message to the bride and groom flew by Nona, the words not resonating with anything she was feeling. Before she knew it, the service was over—short and sweet.

The bride and groom were pronounced man and wife, and Skye pulled Bryan’s face to hers and fed him with a passionate kiss. There was laughter from the crowd— those who came to support the groom and to confirm that his bachelor days were truly over.

•  •  •

“What do you know about marriage?” Nona asked as Skye gathered a few of her belongings and put them in a suitcase.

“I’m sure I’ll find out, Mother, now that I’m married.” Skye wasn’t going to allow Nona’s taunts to distract her mission.

“You have no earthly idea what it takes to be married or keep the man you hijacked from the military base. I have ears; I heard you tell Jermaine all about how you entrapped Bryan. He’s a bigger fool than you. That boy was scared to death when the preacher asked him to repeat his vows.”

Skye fingered the simple gold band that circled her finger which Bryan gave as a symbol of his love or lack thereof. “Mother, you exaggerate. You don’t want to see me happy. For crying out loud, today is my wedding day.”

“Listen here, little Miss think-you-know-what-you’re-doing. I can’t be happy when I see you making the biggest mistake of your life. That boy doesn’t want to be married any more than the man in the moon. Love is one of the foundations of marriage, but that main ingredient is missing from your bridal package.

“Girl, you need to wake up. What’s going to happen when your soldier boy comes to his senses? Oh, you’ll be fine for a minute. You’ll be able to make ends meet on his E-5 pay. You’ll get government housing and have PX and commissary privileges. But when the piece of thread that’s holding this shotgun marriage together breaks, what are you going to do then? You don’t have a job and aren’t interested in getting one; go figure.”

Skye turned and looked at her mother with tears in her eyes. “Don’t take this out on me because Daddy is gone and you’ve got nobody else; don’t try to turn my happiness into your tragedy. You’re trying to make this all about you, Mother. You can’t stand to see me make something of my life. Bryan and I will be fine. I’m glad to be getting away from Junction City.”

“And when it doesn’t work out, where will your fast behind go since you don’t like it here in Junction City? Don’t bother to answer the question. And for the record, I’ll be fine.” Nona walked out of Skye’s room into her own and slammed the door.

•  •  •

Nona sulked in her room after she watched Skye and Bryan leave her home for good even though they weren’t setting out for Washington State for another couple of weeks. There would be no one to tell Skye to take off the skin-tight jeans or the skimpy top that she thought inappropriate for a newly married woman to be wearing. “Selfish” was the only word Nona had for her daughter, but what Nona really feared was that Skye would never return home. Maybe Nona was the one being selfish, for now she was truly alone.
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CHAPTER 6

The light wind whipped through Skye’s locks as Bryan laid his Acura out on Interstate 70 on an early August morning as the newlyweds began their journey to Tacoma, Washington. It was four in the morning and it was already beginning to get hot. As the couple set out to see a world yet to be discovered, the flint hills of Junction City, Kansas flew by and the tower that announced Ft. Riley Army Base became a blur.

“I wish you had stayed with your mother until I got settled at my new duty station,” Bryan began not even five good miles out of Junction City. “Two weeks wasn’t enough time for me to get things situated.”

“We got married so we could be together.”

“No, you pressured me into marrying you in order to get away from home. I bought into your little game and helped you out, but no, you couldn’t cut me some slack and consider all the things that came with my new responsibility. It’s going to cost me extra money to stay in a hotel. If you hadn’t come along, I would’ve stayed in one of the enlisted quarters. I’ve already had to spend money to stay in the hotel on post since you wouldn’t stay with your mother until it was time for us to leave.”

“Bryan, you need to grow up. Face it. We’re married now. Do what you need to do to accommodate the situation. After all, it didn’t keep you from helping yourself every night to my legal goodies.”

“Like you said, we’re married. I couldn’t believe you were a virgin the way you came on to me.”

“Why should that have mattered? You don’t even recognize a gift horse when you’re given one. To marry me unspoiled was a feather in your cap. Not many can claim my status at my age.”

“That may be true, but you don’t love me, Skye. You’re using me, and that’s worse than not being a virgin.”

“Drive the car. It’s much too early in our marriage for us to claim marital problems.”

Bryan glanced at Skye, then back at the highway. “What kind of woman are you? You picked me out of a crowd like some kind of hunter stalking his prey. You pretended to be some fast girl, using your body to attract my attention, when all the while, you’ve never even had sex or a boyfriend, for that matter. Why couldn’t you have been one of those pretty girls that like to make a soldier pant, make a soldier want to go AWOL for some booty, make a soldier…”

“That’s your problem, soldier boy. You think with the wrong end of your body. You’ve got one thing right, though. I’m not your ordinary girl; I’m not one of those shallow girls who can’t think for herself…who thinks that having sex with every Sean, Peanut, and Ron will make her the prize for the top bidder.”

“I don’t get you. Why do you think I stopped and looked at you in the first place? You were selling sex like that jean commercial on TV. Your boobs were hanging over the top of your shirt and the jeans you wore looked like they were spray-painted on your behind. Yeah, you were hot and it made me stop and look, which was my mistake.”

“I was on a mission, although I’ll admit that I loved the way you looked in your uniform. You were wearing yours better than anyone else the day I spotted you.”

For a moment, there was silence except for the sound of tires rolling over asphalt or a car flying by. Bryan looked at the gas gauge that read “full” and decided to turn the air conditioner on low.

“You’re strange, Skye. It’s hard to believe that I was the fool that fell into your trap.”

Skye popped her lips, rolled her eyes around in her head, and then looked straight ahead. As if someone had pushed a button, her head turned in Bryan’s direction. “You’ll never make Command Sergeant Major.”

“You may be right about that, but when I do, it won’t be on account of you,” Bryan said with a sneer.

“How long before we get to Fort Lewis?”

“Sit back and relax, baby. We’re talking about three-and-a-half days’ drive.” Bryan chuckled, enjoying Skye’s discomfort.

“You’ll get my meaning soon enough,” Skye said, ignoring Bryan’s attempt at sarcasm. “Don’t play with me, Bryan. We may have uttered the words for better or worse, richer or poorer, but there won’t be any career advancement if you aren’t interested in making this marriage work.”

Silence ensued for the next fifty miles.
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CHAPTER 7

Miles of interstate flew past as the Culbertsons barreled down the highway due west. Without much conversation between them, they breezed through Kansas and rolled into Colorado where they stopped to get something to eat. After a potty break, they were on the road again until they settled in at a low-budget hotel for the night on the edge of Denver. Early the next morning, they were up and on the road again, finally crossing into the state of Wyoming late in the afternoon. They kept on course until they arrived in Salt Lake City and settled for the night.

There were at least six hundred or more miles before Skye and Bryan reached their destination. They started out again the next morning and rolled through miles and miles of Utah desert. Uninterested, Skye reclined her seat, closed her eyes to the world until sleep engulfed her. It seemed only a few minutes had passed, although it had been an hour and a half, when she heard Bryan’s cell phone ring and his muffled voice when he spoke.

Skye kept her eyes shut as she listened to Bryan’s portion of the conversation.

“Momma, I was coming home before going to Washington, but things got crazy and I ran out of time.”

Pause.

“Momma, please. I’m not lying to you.”

Pause.

“Who told you that?”

Pause.

“Momma, calm down. I was only doing this girl a favor. Don’t sweat me.”

Pause.

“Get an annulment? But she’s here with me…in the car. We’re on our way to Fort Lewis.”

Pause.

“Momma, I’m a grown man. There’s no need for you to come to Fort Lewis. I can handle things myself. Gotta go before she wakes up.”

Pause.

“Okay, Momma, be that way. I love you.” Silence.

Skye eased up in her seat and opened her eyes. “So, you’re a momma’s boy.”

“Don’t go there. The only person that can talk about my momma is me.”

“I wasn’t talking about your momma. I merely made a statement about you.”

“Look, you’ve escaped from your momma’s house and you’re here with me now. Another good five hundred miles, and we’ll be at Fort Lewis.”

“This isn’t quite the life I had dreamed about. I’m not feeling the excitement…”

“Shut it down, Skye. I’m the one who should be pissed and mad as hell. I let you back me into a corner and make the biggest mistake of my life. I’m not exactly feeling you either. I put my life on hold. I felt your desperation…your wanting to get out of a sorry-ass town and away from a mother that held you back. But listen to me and listen well. I’ll have your complaining ass on a plane back to Kansas so fast that they’ll have to rewrite the ending of the Wizard of Oz. Don’t mess with the hand that’s feeding you.”

Skye sat in silence, her insides smoldering from Bryan’s verbal attack. She’d let him get over himself; there was no need to abort the mission yet. And if Bryan wasn’t going to be on track to make her a sergeant major’s wife, although it was a few years down the road, she’d have to dispose of him—soon.
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CHAPTER 8

They arrived at Ft. Lewis the next day, which was now called the Joint Base Lewis-McChord since Ft. Lewis and McChord Air Force Base merged together. It was another military town, but Junction City paled in comparison. The evergreen trees stood tall and commanding and Mount Rainier was picture-perfect, as it provided a majestic landscape far-off in the distance.

“Sit up and give me your military ID card,” Bryan said, shuffling through the cards in his wallet. “We’re here.”

Skye obeyed while surveying her surroundings. She couldn’t tell much from her vantage point, but she was ready to get out of the car and away from Bryan, if only for a few minutes. She’d even given a thought to calling her mother to let her know that she was all right and that marriage was agreeing with her; she decided against it.

Bryan gave the security guard their IDs, retrieved them, and plowed forward without a word. The last thing Skye was going to do was speak first. She didn’t like how she was feeling, not one bit. She was supposed to feel like a queen who’d met her Prince Charming, but after two weeks of marriage and over a thousand miles away from home, she finally admitted to herself that she may have made a mistake.

Bryan drove on the base and located the Welcome Center.

“We’re here,” Bryan said again as he pulled the car to a stop and cut it off. “Sit tight. I’ll be back in a minute. I’ve got to process in.”

“I guess I’ll be here when you get back,” she shot back, sensing Bryan’s mood. She watched him walk away, laid her head back on the headrest, and closed her eyes.

When a minute became ten, Skye got out of the car and stood next to it. It was cool outside, even for the month of August. Several soldiers passed taking parting glances at the lean, petite frame that posed next to the red Acura. A smile dripped from Skye’s lips, and she flirted until she saw Bryan emerge from the building he had gone into—two female soldiers laughing at his side.

Skye snatched the car door open and got in, her eyes fixed on Bryan and the women. As if he suddenly remembered he had left his bride in the car, he sprinted to the car, turning once when one of the ladies called out to him—he giving her a nod. An arctic chill met Bryan when he got in the car.

“Don’t even start, Skye,” Bryan began.

“What are you talking about?”

“I see the look on your face. I worked with those ladies at one of my duty stations.”

“Umm-hum.”

“This is the life of a soldier. You ought to know that since your daddy was in the Army. We meet a lot of people in our line of duty. Remember, I was single up til now.”

“And don’t you forget it.”

“Impossible to forget. So, Mrs. Culbertson, why don’t we get a place to stay and think about getting something to eat? It might take some of your meanness away.”

Skye rolled her eyes. It was Bryan who acted like the stranger.
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CHAPTER 9

One day rolled into another and became a week, then two. While Bryan dove back into the throes of his daily duties as a military man, Skye’s life lacked the sparkle and thrill she thought was part of the package she’d bought into by marrying Bryan. For starters, she had depended on her mother most of her life for everything she needed. Now, she was in a two-bedroom apartment on base that Bryan told her to fix up, and she had no interest or desire to do so. But on the flip side, Bryan was spending a lot of time away from Skye, preparing for a major military inspection or maneuver that his unit was to be involved in, or so he said.

Skye had yet to call her mother. It was selfish on her part, but she was in no hurry to hear Nona give her the fifth degree about running off with a man she barely knew. Skye had hoped to change Bryan’s mind about her—that she was a good catch after all, that they would truly become one, and he’d treat her with respect and adoration.

Things had to change soon. Getting a job of some kind was looking like a better option. Two weeks wasn’t a long time, but the walls were caving in on her. Without transportation of her own, she was trapped on the military base. The one thing Skye realized was that she wasn’t a domestic. Preparing meals and waiting on a husband who came home late at night only to take off his fatigues and combat boots, leave them in the middle of the floor, and go straight to bed wasn’t what she’d bargained for either. Although she hadn’t been a sexual being until her first time with Bryan, Skye hoped that he’d teach her about love, romance, and what she needed to do to keep him happy.

Biting her lip, Skye got up from the chair in the living room where she’d been daydreaming, picked up the remote off the kitchen table where Bryan had left it, and turned on the television. The girls of The View were talking to a prominent actress about her recent estrangement from her husband. “I was young when I married Derek. I was trying to break into show business while living on a shoestring budget. L.A. was a big city that I wasn’t properly prepared for, coming from a small town in Tennessee. I met Derek at a party that my roommate invited me to, and the rest is history. Derek was a Hollywood agent and I got the movie roles of a lifetime. After awhile, Derek and I outgrew each other.”

Skye stared at the television screen until the network cut away to a commercial. Maybe going to Los Angeles was the answer. True, she didn’t have any real acting skills to her credit, but she was a good actress when she wanted to be. While she didn’t have a credential to her name, her inner acting skills got her a husband and out of Junction City.

She wasn’t sure how Bryan would react to her sudden excitement about becoming an actress. It would mean that she would have to be gone for a while until she could secure a small gig, which really meant that she could be gone for some undisclosed length of time. Bryan would probably welcome this new adventure of hers since he didn’t seem to be interested in keeping the fire burning in their marriage. She’d tell him as soon as he walked in from work, and she didn’t have to wait long.

Skye jumped at the sound of keys rattling at the front door. She whipped around as if ready to do battle with the unexpected intruder. It was late morning and way too early for Bryan to make an appearance.
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