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Chapter One

Frank Nash rounded the corner to his street, finishing the last mile of his run. He
alternated his workouts between running, weight training and boxing. Most people thought
he kept in shape because of his work as a security expert. The truth was he worked out
to keep up with his much younger wife and their three children.

He hit the buttons on the alarm pad and let himself in the side door. He walked in
the kitchen and found Marina serving their daughter, Anna, her breakfast.

"Hey. Did you have a good run?" asked Marina as she looked him up and down.
She smiled and walked closer. She yanked on his t shirt and pulled him close.

"Careful. | need a shower. | stink."

She gave him a kiss and whispered in his ear. "You smell like my man. As soon as
| get the kids get off to school, I'll join you in that shower."

"Why are you always doing that, Mama?" asked Anna. Six year old Anna was
insatiably curious and always asking questions.

"Doing what?"

"You're always touching Papa and kissing him."

Marina smiled at Frank. "You want to field this one, Papa?"

He held up his hands in surrender. They had decided early on to let the kids see
they had a dynamic relationship. "This is all you, Mama."

"Anna, | love Papa very much. | love kissing him."

This answer seemed to satisfy her as she focused on adding too many blueberries
to her cereal. Frank pulled the fruit bowl away. "That's enough, princess," he said in
Russian. "Leave some for the rest of us."

"Fine," she replied in Russian.

He couldn't help but smile at his princess. She was a natural with Russian, in
language and attitude. She had the big personality of her mother and grandmother but he
took secret delight in her love of all things mechanical. He'd bought her a bike that looked
like a Harley with a bell that sounded like revving engine. She loved riding it up and down

the street wearing her Harley jacket.



"Where's your brother? He's going to be late for school," asked Marina.

"He's probably still reading that book Uncle Jake got him. It was all about rocks."

"Geology," said Frank.

"Whatever," she replied with a mouth full of cereal.

"Go get him," said Marina.

"Fine," Anna said. She walked out of the kitchen and they heard their daughter
yelling in Russian from the foot of the stairs. "Jonas. Mama says you're going to be late.
Hurry up."

Frank smiled. "Do you notice they speak to each other in Russian a lot?"

Marina cracked a few eggs to start the breakfast they would have as soon as the
kids got off to school. "They do. They speak to Jake in English. What's up with that?"

He shrugged. "l don't know. Maybe a twin thing?"

Anna returned to the kitchen and demolishing the family's supply of blueberries.
"Mama, what's divorced?"

Marina dropped the whisk she was holding and stared at Frank. She shook her
head, unable to reply. Frank took a breath and answered. "It's when people who are
married decide not to be married anymore. Why do you ask?"

Anna suddenly looked terrified. "Are you getting divorced?"

"God, no, sweetheart." Marina sat next to her daughter and put her arm around her
shoulder. "Why would you think that?"

"Mrs. Wilks said movie stars all get divorced and she said you're a movie star."

Frank could see Marina turning from confusion to blind anger. This would not be
pretty. He raised his hand slightly to indicate she should temper her reaction in front of
their child.

"Anna, sweetheart, | love Papa, very, very much. And Papa loves me."

Frank smiled and reached for Marina's hand. "That's right, princess, | do. Very
much."

"Papa and | are not getting divorced. Don't you ever worry about that."

"But Mrs. Wilks said..."

"Mrs. Wilks was wrong," Marina replied a bit louder than she should have.

"Princess, | promise you. Mama and | are fine. Now go upstairs this time and get



your brother."

Anna smiled with the relisiliance that only a six year old has. "Okay." She got to the
kitchen doorway and turned. "Mama are you a movie star?"

"We'll talk about that tonight. Now go get your brother," said Frank as he gave his
daughter a gentle push out the door. "Who the hell is Mrs. Wilks?"

"The former assistant principal!"

"Calm down, diva. We'll handle this."

"Can you believe that bitch? Telling our child we'll get divorced!"

"Calm down. You don't want to get the kids upset. I'll go grab that shower and we'll
both take the kids to school today."

Anna came back into the kitchen with Jonas trailing behind. "Good morning,
Jonas." said Frank. His son walk past him and put his new book on the table as he
reached for his cereal. "It must be a very interesting book to ignore your Papa," he said
in firm Russian.

"Sorry, Papa," he replied. "It is very interesting."

"You'll be forgiven for a kiss." He leaned over and his son gave him a kiss on the
cheek. He ran his hand over his son's dark hair and smiled. He remembered that first kiss
Jonas had given him when he was just six months old. He knew that one day those kisses

wouldn't come so easily, but he hoped it wouldn't be too soon.



Frank drove Marina and the twins to their school. Their nanny, Sara, had taken five
year old Jake to his playdate with a child in their neighborhood so he had until lunchtime
to calm his wife down. He'd be cutting it close. He parked their car and helped Jonas out
of his carseat as Marina unhooked Anna.

"Why isn't Sara taking us?" asked Anna.

"Because she took Jake to play with Charlie," said Frank. "Don't forget your bag."
Anna grabbed her bag and followed behind Jonas. They gave them each child a kiss as
they walked into their classroom. Frank and Marina initially considered putting Anna and
Jonas in separate classrooms, which is commonly offered to parents of twins. They
decided against it. Beside being the children of a celebrity they also spoke Russian to
each other and it might become a problem for them. Frank wasn't concerned for Anna.
Her outgoing personality would serve her well but Jonas was another story. Quiet and
bookish, Frank was worried about his son being bullied. He knew his little princess was a
tough cookie who would stand up for her brother.

"Hello Mr. Nash. It's so good to see you," said Ms. Ariel, the children's teacher. Her
smile dulled a bit when she realized Marina was standing next to him. "Hello Mrs. Nash."

"Hi."

"Is everything okay? Did you want to speak to me?" she asked with too big a smile.

He felt Marina lean forward as if to strike. He grabbed her hand and squeezed. "No,
we're just dropping the children off. Everything's fine."

The young woman picked up on Marina's aggression and paled. "Oh. Okay. Well,
it was nice to see you but it's time for class to begin."

"Good to see you," he said. "Let's go dear. The children have to get to work." He
held on to Marina as the teacher closed the door behind her. "What the hell was that?"
asked Frank as they walked down the hall. "You were about to pounce. She's not the one
who mentioned divorce."

"No but she's the one who was drooling over you."

Frank stopped and looked at her. "Excuse me?"

"Oh, please. Don't pretend you didn't notice." Marina affected the young woman's

voice. "Oh hello Mr. Nash it's so nice to see you."



"You're being ridiculous,"

"And you're being oblivious. She'd have done you in the hallway if | wasn't standing
there."

Frank smiled and glanced back at the door. "Really?" Marina growled and punched
him in the shoulder. "I'm kidding. Marina, sweetheart. | love that you think so but I'm old
enough to be her grandfather."

"That wouldn't stop her," she muttered as they walked toward the principal's office.

"Ariel. Who names their kid after a mermaid?"

Frank knocked on the door that read 'Principal Hanson'. Another upside to being a
celebrity or married to one is you didn't need an appointment to interrupt a private school
official.

"Mr. and Mrs. Nash. It's good to see you," said Sophia Hanson. In her mid-forties,
she was an enthusiastic woman who's innovative views on education had convinced them
to enroll their children. "Are we registering Jacob for next semester?"

"Not today," said Frank. "We have an issue."

"Mrs. Wilks," Marina said as if her name was a curse.

"Apparently Mrs. Wilks told our daughter that we are getting divorced," said Frank.

The principal's smile dissolved. "What?"

"We had to explain to our child that her parents are not getting divorced," said
Marina. "l want to know who in God's name this woman thinks she is!"

The principal picked up her phone and hit a button. "Janice. My office. Now." It was
only a minute before a woman with a designer suit and too much perfume entered.
"Sophia, | was in a meeting."

"So am |," she said with an icy tone. The woman blanched when she realized who
was sitting in the chairs opposite her boss. "l am hearing some disturbing things, Janice.
Did you say Mr. and Mrs. Nash would be getting divorced?"

"What? No. Of course not."

"Then why did my daughter ask me if | was divorcing my husband because I'm a
movie star and that's what movie stars do?" Frank held on to Marina's hand for support,

but mostly to make sure she didn't launch herself at the woman.



The woman smiled and waved a dismissive hand. "Oh you know how children are."

Frank felt himself tense. "No, how are they?"

"Let's just say they're given to exaggeration."

"What?" asked Marina.

Frank stood. "Did you just call our daughter a liar?"

The woman blanched, "Of course not. All | was saying is children tend to take an
innocuous statement and make it more that it was."

He took a step forward. "Sounds like a lie to me."

"Our daughter didn't even know what a divorce was. She does now thanks to you,"
said Marina.

The principal saw the conversation was spiraling out of control. "Everyone let's
take a breath. Janice, exactly what did you say to Anna Nash?"

The woman bit her lower lip. "Well...I may have mentioned the high rate of divorce
among celebrites but | never said..."

Sophia walked around the edge of her desk. "And you felt that was an appropriate
conversation to have with a six year old child?" She turned and faced Frank and Marina.
"Mr. and Mrs. Nash, you have my deepest apologies for what happened. | guarantee this
will never happen again."

"Of course," Janice stumbled. "I'm sorry for the misunderstanding."

"You never learn, do you Janice?" said Sophia. "This is not a misunderstanding.
This is you being a pretentious bitch, again. You're done." The woman flushed beet red
and tried to speak, but the look on her former boss's face said it was hopeless. She turned
on her heels and slammed the door behind her. Sophia picked up her phone and dialed
an extension. "John, please go to Janice's office. She's been terminated. Make sure she
turns in her keys and is gone before lunch." She sat back down and took a breath. "l am
terribly sorry for what has happened. | hope Anna is not too upset.”

It took a minute for Frank and Marina to take in what happened. "Ah, no. She
seemed satisfied with our explanation."

Sophia looked visably relieved. "I'm so glad."

"l do want to be sure of one thing," said Marina. "l want to make sure there are not

repurcussions on Anna because this woman has lost her job."



She smiled. "God no. If the staff knew the reason Janice is gone they'd throw Anna
a party."

"If she was so disliked why was she here?"

"Being a pretentious bitch may have made her difficult to be around but | couldn't
fire her for it. Mess with a kid and | bounce your ass to the curb, no matter who you are."

Frank stood and shook Sophia's hand. "Thank you, Ms. Hanson."

"If there is anything | can ever do for you, please feel free to call me." She looked

at her closed door and smiled. "l owe you."

As they walked in their front door Marina got a text. "It's Sara."

"Everything okay?"

"Yes. Jake and Charlie are having such a good time that his mother invited them
to stay for lunch."

"That's good," said Frank as he tossed down his keys and picked up the small
stack of mail from the sideboard. Marina pulled it out of his hands and tossed it back.

"Yes it is. Very good." She threaded her hands around his neck and pulled him
close. "Very good," she whispered as she kissed him deeply. "Come with me." She took
him by the hand and led him to their bedroom. "Now, where was [?"

Frank took her hands and held her still "Sweetheart, not that | mind you dragging
me into our bedroom, but what is going on with you?"

She was stunned. "Since when do | have to drag you?"

He wrapped his hands around her waist. "Never. But you're definitely not yourself.
Talk to me diva, what's going on with you?"

She plopped down on the edge of the bed and it all came spilling out. "My birthday's
next week."

"I'm aware," he smiled.

"I'll be forty-five!"

"Sweetheart, | can tell from your tone that's making you upset but as | am sixty two,
you'll have to explain to me why."

She rolled her eyes. "How do you not get it? Forty five in this town for a woman is



like being eighty anywhere else. Everything on me is starting to droop." She caught her
reflection in the mirror and pushed up on her jawline. "Maybe | should see someone."
Frank pulled her hand away from her face with surprising force.

"Don't you dare! Don't you dare let any of these Hollywood hacks touch you."

"I'm not saying anything dramatic, just a little freshening."

"For what? So you can look like all the other women in this town? Most of them
look like they've been shellacked. Nothing on them moves."

"I'm invisible," she said.

"Okay, I'm trying to be supportive here, but that's insane. You are one of the most
beautiful women on the planet. You are not invisible."

"Oh please. Ms. Ariel," she said making air quotes, "felt free to flirt with you in front
of me. That other stupid woman assumed you were going to leave me."

"Actually, | think she assumed you would leave me but that's not the point."

"No? I'm an old woman in this town."

Frank sighed and nodded. "Okay, in this town, maybe that's true." She gasped, not
really expecting him to agree with her. "But in this house," He took her hand and placed
it on his chest, "In this heart, you are my beautiful, sexy, much, much younger wife." She
gave him a small smile. He really was a good man. Deluisional, but good.

"You know | think you're smart and funny, a great mother, and the best partner |
could ever have, all the important stuff, right? Any questions there?"

She smiled and shook her head. "No."

"Good. Okay. | admit | don't talk about the surface stuff that much because you're
so much more than that but maybe | should once and awhile. Do you know those faded
jeans you wear, the ones with the paint stains?"

"Yeah?"

"Never get rid of those."

"What? Why?"

"They fit your ass like a glove. | will admit I've even asked you to pick stuff up so |
can see you bend over in them."

"Really?"

"Hell yeah. Your ass is world class. Your legs, dear God, they go on forever. And



your breasts, they're magnificent. Yes, they've changed since the kids." He placed his
hands on her and caressed them. "They've changed for the better." He gave her a soft
kiss. "Sometimes it's all | can do not to maul you in public." She couldn't help but giggle.
"I'm also going to admit | get a little crazy when men look at you. | know you wouldn't give
any of them the time of day but | can't help but notice they are all a lot younger than | am.
So maybe | do understand a little about what you were feeling today. But | want you to
know you are even more beautiful to me today than you were seven years ago when we
met." He gave her another kiss, a little deeper this time. "There's something else you need
to know. For what it's worth, this old man belongs to you."

She smiled and touched his cheek. "Oh yeah?"

"Yeah. No one could ever replace you. Not in my heart or my bed."

"Good to know," she whispered. She pushed him back on the bed and straddled
his waist. "In case | haven't mentioned it lately 'old man' I'm crazy about you." She slid
her hands under his t-shirt and pushed it up and over his head. She ran her hands down
his chest. "l love touching you. | love your chest and your arms. | know you work hard to
keep them like this and | want to say," she bent down and ran her tongue up his chest.
"Thank you."

"You're welcome," he gasped.

"And your ass. Baby, when you wear jeans, ummmm. | just want to bite right
through the denim." He reached for his belt and unhooked it.

"Feel free," he said.

Marina gave him a wicked grin. "l believe | will." She divested him of his jeans and
boxers in a practiced move and rolled him on his stomach. She delighted in his gasps
and groans as she nipped at his tight ass.

"Oh babe, you're killing me."

She pushed him over on his back and saw he was rock hard. She looked at him

and smiled. "Old man, my ass."



Chapter Two

Frank slipped his arm around Marina's waist as she finished the lunch dishes. He
placed kisses on her neck while inhaled her fresh scent.

"Didn't you get enough?" she giggled.

"Of you? Never," he whispered and nipped lightly at her shoulder. They heard the
opening of the side door followed by the unmistakable sound of their youngest child. Jake
was a joyful soul who was always quick with a smile and a hug.

"Mama, Papa, look what Charlie's Mama gave me," he said in Russian. Jake spoke
to them more often in Russian than Anna and Jonas did. He probably wanted to prove he
could speak it as well as his siblings. He handed Marina a small plate covered with foil.

"Oh, chocolate chip cookies. Yum," she said.

"Charlie's Mama would only let us have one after lunch. She said | would have to
ask you if | could have more."

"After dinner," said Marina as she gave her youngest a kiss. "Did you have a good
time?"

"Yeah, Charlie has all these cool trucks and he has this big sand box and we were
building castles and knocking them down."

"Sounds like lots of fun," said Frank as he held his arms out for a hug. Jake quickly
complied and he scooped him up in his arms. "I'm glad you had such a good time."

"Do you think | could have a sand box?"

"l think we might find room in the back yard. You'd have to help me," Frank smiled.
He was rewarded with a big kiss from his son and a smile and a shrug from his wife. He
knew he was a soft touch and he rarely denied his children anything they wanted.

Sara joined them in the kitchen. "They really did have a great time together. We
had to drag them in for lunch. | brushed the sand off but it wouldn't hurt to have him
change."

"I'll take care of that," said Marina as she reached out for her son. She kissed his
cheek and then set him on his feet. "Papa is strong enough to lift you but Mama isn't.
You're such a big boy."

"l wish | was as strong as you, Papa."



"You will be one day," he said.

Jake smiled broadly. "Really?"

"Really, Jacob. | promise." He watched his son beam with pride as he left the
kitchen with his mother. He glanced over at Sara who was watching him and smiling.

He shrugged as he finished putting the way the dishes. "That never gets old."

"You're a great Dad, Mr. Nash."

"Thanks, Sara," He smiled. "I'm glad Jake had such a good time. What's the mother

like?"

"Mrs. Roberts is really nice. She seems...l don't know...normal. Like you and Mrs.
Nash."

Frank laughed. "We're normal?"

"Yeah, you know. You go to work, you come home, you play with your kids.You do
normal stuff."

"Except for when my wife is starring in a major motion picture."

Sara smiled. "Yeah, except for that. It's just some of the people I've been around
with the kids, | can tell if their angling for an introduction to Mrs. Nash."

"Maybe she doesn't know Marina's married name."

"No, she mentioned it. She said she loved her last movie and that was it. She was
more interested in talking about the kids."

"Maybe we should invite her and Charlie here next time."

"Jake would love that."

"Jake would love what?" asked Marina.

"If we had Charlie over here for his next play date. She says the mother is really
nice."

"Well, he must have had a good time because | no sooner changed his clothes
then he fell asleep. Sara, Frank and | are home today. Why don't you take the rest of the
day off?"

"| still need to pick up Anna and Jonas."

"We'll do that. Go on. Get a jump on your weekend. We'll see you on Monday."

"Okay. Thanks. Call me if you need me." Sara left them alone in the kitchen.

Marina slipped her arms around his waist. "Jake was so proud you said he was



going to be strong. He flexed his little arm and asked if he had a muscle like yours." She
rested her head on his chest. "He was so cute." Frank held her tight and placed a kiss on
top of her head. "We really are lucky, aren't we?" she asked.

"Yeah, we are. We have two hours before we need to wake Jake and pick up the
kids. What would you like to do?"

"Let's go back upstairs," she smiled.

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah, Jake isn't the only one who needs a nap. I'm exhausted."

Frank laughed. "And whose fault is that?" he asked as they walked up to their
bedroom.

"Yours."

"Mine? Who attacked who when we got home?" He stripped off his jeans and
crawled back into bed.

Marina tossed her jeans at the foot of the bed and joined him. She gave him a
quick kiss. "It's still your fault. If you weren't so damn hot, | wouldn't feel compelled to
jump your bones at every opportunity." She curled up on his chest and whispered, "l love
you, Josiah."

"l love you too." He glanced down to see she was already asleep. He set the alarm

on his phone and pulled her tight against him.



"Where's Sara?" asked Anna.

"Hello, Anna. Did you have a good day?" Frank said in his firm Russian Papa tone.
"Sorry. Hi Papa. Where's Sara?"

"Is she sick?" asked Jonas as Marina fastened him in his car seat.

"No, she's not sick. Can't we pick you up from school?"

"l guess so," said Anna as Frank secured his daughter.

"What did you learn today?"

"Well, | learned Jenny Price likes Johnny Schwartz."

Frank tried not to smile. "Jonas, would you like to tell Papa what you learned

today?"

"We practiced numbers. It was kinda boring." He looked at the book his brother

was reading. "What are you reading?"

lot.

Jonas held the book out for his brother to see. "Papa found it. It's about trucks."
"That was my book. | read it when | was a baby."

"Jonas!" called Marina. "That was rude. Your brother likes that book. Apologize."
"But | did read it when | was a baby."

"You were four and not everyone does everything the same. Now apologize."
"Sorry," he mumbled.

"l doubt Jake heard you. | know | didn't," said Frank as he pulled out of the parking

"Sorry Jonas."
"That's okay," said Jake. "What's that one called?"

Frank watched as Jonas looked at the book again. He didn't doubt that Jonas had

been bored in class. He was starting to show signs of being very advanced.

"It's an excavator."

"What's that mean?"

"It means it scoops out lots of dirt."
"Cool," said Jake with a smile.

Marina stifled a laugh. "Cool?" she whispered.



"Hey, I'm a child of the sixties. He's picked up a few things."

Frank looked at his watch and saw it was just after four. " | have an idea. What do
you say to a little excursion?"

"Sure. What do you have in mind?"

"Shopping." He smiled when Marina looked at him like he lost his mind.
Spontaneous outings were not something he ever suggested. Security for Marina and the
children was always his first priority. It was true he didn't like having Marina in public
spaces he couldn't control, especially if he was unarmed. He felt pretty sure this would be
safe. He pulled into a mall parking lot and parked in front of Harrow's, a large book store
and cafe.

"A book store?" Marina asked.

"Okay kids here's the deal. Everyone gets to pick one book and | want all of you
on your best behavior." He looked at Marina. "You get Anna, I'll get the boys." She gave
him a questioning look but nodded. He unhooked his sons from their car seats and stood
them next to the car. "Jonas I'd like you to help Jake pick out a book. Maybe something
on trucks."

"Oh, Papa, do | have to?" he whined in Russian.

"Jake, go hold Mama's hand." He glanced over at Marina and tapped the bridge of
his nose, reminding her to put on her sunglasses. They would provide at least a small bit
of concealment. "Jonas, | want you to help your brother," he said in Russian. "He's very
excited to learn about trucks. You could help him."

"Papa, he's a baby. He reads baby books."

"He's only a year younger than you. You read at a much higher level than kids your
age but that doesn't make you better than your brother. You just have different skills. You
could use those skills to help him. He looks up to you."

"He does?"

"Of course. You're his big brother. He wants to be like you." He saw a glimpse of a
smile. "There is something you should know. Jake's Russian is even better than yours
and Anna's."

"What?"



"He understands every word you say. So when you say unkind things about him,
he understands." He gave Jonas a hug. "You're a good boy, Jonas. Be kind to your
brother." He released his son and gave him a pat on the bottom. "Go on now."

Jonas nodded to his father. He walked toward his brother and held out his hand.
"I'll take Jake, Mama."

Marina looked at Frank with a shocked expression. He nodded. "Okay," she said.
"Jake, hold your brother's hand." Frank joined her and watched their sons walk hand in
hand through the electric eye door with Anna trailing after them. "What's that about?" she
asked.

"Jonas is getting a little full of himself. | think this will be good for him. | used to do
it with my Marines. Have the older ones look after the newer ones."

"Are you trying to turn our children into Marines?" she asked.

"No. I'm trying to raise good people. And what's wrong with being a Marine?" She
smiled and took his hand in hers.

"Not a damn thing."

They followed their children into the store and watched as Anna went straight for a
table displaying books on cars and motorcycles. "I've got her," he said. "You get them."

"Got it." Marina trailed after their sons while he looked at what had caught his
daughter's attention.

"Papa, look." She pointed to the large book sitting upright in a display. "It looks just
like our bikes."

"It sure does, princess." He pulled down the book and sat in a near by chair. Anna
crawled up in his lap to get a close look. The book was a history of Harley Davidson bikes.
He quickly flipped through the book to make sure there were no inappropriate images for
his six year old.

"Papa, where's your bike?"

He looked to the index and found the Road Glide Ultra. "Here it is."

"Wow, that is so cool." Anna ran her hand over the picture. "Here, let me see." She
pulled the big into here lap and started turning the pages. Frank smiled as he watched
the look on his little girl's face. "Papa, look how big the engine is. It must be really loud."

"I bet it is, baby."



"Can | have this book? You said we could have one?"

"It's pretty grownup. You might not understand some of the words."

She lifted her chin and Frank saw the same fire in his daughter's eyes that he saw
in his wife. "l could learn."

He smiled and gave his girl a kiss. "Yes you could, princess. Yes you could."

"So | can have it?"

"Yes, you can have it."

She squealed and gave her father a big kiss. "Thank you, Papa." She jumped off
his lap and held on to her oversized book. "Come on, Papa. | want to show Mama."

He took Anna's hand and wondered if the Boozefighters would mind him bringing

Anna one day.

Marina watched her sons as they sat on the carpeted floor, a large book spread
across both their laps. Jonas had selected a child's book of construction trucks that was
above Jake's reading level but Jonas was was helping him. He was also translating the
names of the trucks into Russian. For the names he couldn't translate he looked to her
for the correct word.

Frank came up from behind her with a very excited Anna. "Mama, look at my book.
It has a picture of Papa's bike."

"The History of Harley Davidson?" she asked.

"It's what she wanted."

"Jonas, Jake look what | got?" she said. She sat down next to Jake and showed
off her book. Anna and Jonas chattered with each other in Russian and much to
everyone's surprise, Jake joined the conversation in Russian.

She leaned into Frank and whispered, "Well done, Josiah." He put his arm around
her and whispered, "Thanks, angel."

A small woman in her late sixties walked down the aisle. "Excuse me, Ms.
Sokolov?"

Marina glanced at the woman, surprised to be recognized while being dressed
casually with no makeup and wearing sunglasses. She felt Frank's arm tense around her.

"It's you isn't it? | don't mean to disturb you or your family but | promised myself if



| ever met you | had to thank you. It's about my son."

She took off her sunglasses. "Your son?"

"Michael. He was in the army. He was hurt but his real injury was inside." The
woman's eyes teared as she touched her heart. "He was in a bad way when he got home.
He had so many nightmares and he was so angry all the time. His anger got him into
some scrapes with the law. My husband and | didn't know what to do. | went online and
found your group, Welcome Home. | called and talked to your brother. He helped us with
all the legal stuff and he convinced the judge to let Michael go for therapy and do
community service. He did his service with your group. They worked with him and made
sure he followed through with his therapy. But what | think helped the most was working
with your group, helping other men like himself. He could see he wasn't alone." The
woman glanced down at their children. "Michael was always such a happy child. We're
starting to see some of the old Michael again. He still has his troubles but he's doing so
much better now. | honestly don't think he would have survived this if we hadn't found
your group." A tear slid down the woman's cheek and she whispered, "l just wanted to
say thank you."

Marina wiped the tear from her own cheek before she gave the woman a tight hug.
This wasn't a movie star and fan moment. It was two mothers sharing the pain. "It sounds
like Michael is the one doing the hard work. You must be so proud.”

"We are," she smiled.

"I'm glad we were able to help."

"You saved his life, and mine." She smiled at their children and glanced back. "You
have a beautiful family. I'll leave you be, now."

Marina pulled the woman into another hug. "I'm very glad to have met you and
please give my regards to Michael and your husband."

"l will," she said with a teary smile.

"Are you okay?" Frank whispered.

"Not even close."

"Mama, who was that lady and why was she crying?" asked Anna.

It was moments like these that test the resolve of any parent. They'd always been

honest with their children but how much honesty was good for a six year old? "She was



the Mama of a soldier who got help at Welcome Home, the veteran's group Uncle Val and
| work with."

"Why was she sad?"

"She wasn't sad. They were happy tears. Her son got a lot of help."

"Oh. That's good. Why were you crying?"

"l had happy tears too. | was so happy her son was better."

"That's good. Can we go to Montie's for wings?"

"We'll see," she said. Anna sat back down with her brothers and looked at her book.

"Sweetheart," Frank whispered. "Talk to me."

"l can't," she whispered.

"Hey guys, let's get moving. Jonas, did you pick out a book for yourself?"

"No. | was helping Jake."

"Anna and Jake give me your books and go with Mama to the car. Jonas and | will
pick out a book and then we'll stop at Montie's for wings."

"Yay!" yelled Anna. She grabbed her mother's hand. "Come on, Mama, let's go."
Marina gave him a pleading look.

"Drive thru," he said. She nodded and took her children's hands and walked toward
the exit. He turned his attention to his son. "Do you have a book in mind?"

"l like that book on geology Uncle Jake got me. Could we look in the science
section?"

"Sure." He found the section and Jonas quickly spotted a large book about
gemstones. "These are what Aunt Mike uses."

"They are. If you read up on them she could answer your questions."

"Cool," he replied. "You know Papa, you were right. Jake's Russian is very good."

Frank smiled as he took the book and walked toward the checkout. His children

were becoming very interesting little people.



Frank came into the kitchen and found Marina cleaning up what was left of the
Atomic wings from Montie's. "Sweetheart, come with me." He took her by the hand and
led her to the couch. "Please sit. The kids are in their beds. | told them they could read
for another hour before lights out."

"They were probably asleep before you got downstairs."

"Probably, it was a busy day. Now stay put for a couple of minutes and I'll be right
back." He went into the kitchen and came back with two glasses of red wine.

Marina smiled a genuine smile for the first time since their encounter with the
woman in the bookstore. "Oh Lord, gimme," she said holding out her hand. She took a
deep sip. "You really are the perfect husband."

He smiled "So I've been told by a particularly beautiful woman."

"Oh yeah? Give me her name so | can kick her ass."

"Okay, talk to me. What's got you all turned around?"

"The veteran's mother."

"That much | figured. What about her?"

"She was in so much pain and | couldn't help but think what if something like that
happened to one of our children. It really threw me."

"Your sense of empathy is what makes you who you are. That's not everything is
it?"

"No. | realized | haven't been to the office in weeks. I'm letting them down."

"Letting who down?"

"People like her son. | committed to help and I'm not doing what | should."

"Marina, you work from home. You make calls, handle problems, raise money."

"But there is so much more to do. Val is at the office much more than | am and he
and Katherine have a busy practice. | haven't worked in six months. I'm letting them
down."

Frank took a sip of his wine and then set down his glass. He took Marina's glass
from her hand and set it down next to his. He took her hands in his and threaded his
fingers through hers. "Okay supportive husband is stepping aside for a moment in favor

of take charge Marine. Here goes. Marina Nash, you are not allowed to beat yourself up.



| won't permit it. In case | need to remind you, you are a full time mother to three very
active young children. You do work. You work very hard every day as is evidenced by our
happy and healthy children. You have raised awareness and tens of millions of dollars to
help veterans. You've made a difference in more lives than you could ever count. If you
want to find a way to spend more time at the office, we'll work it out. You are an amazing,
generous, loving woman. I'm proud of you. But | absolutely forbid you to think you aren't
doing enough. Are we clear?"

She gave him a slow, sly smile. "You always were a pushy goon."

"Damn straight.”

"Let's go check on the kids," she said. She stood and smiled. "Don't forget the
wine."

Frank grabbed the glasses and followed her upstairs. He set them on their
nightstand and then joined her in Jonas's room. To their surprise. Jake had gotten into
bed with his brother. The big truck book was open and it was clear Jonas had been
reading to his little brother. They were both now fast asleep.

"What exactly did you say to Jonas to make that happen?"

"| just told him that his little brother looks up to him and he should help him. | also
told him that Jake's Russian is a lot better than he thought so he understands when he's
being mean. He's a good boy and shouldn't be unkind to his brother."

"Jonas didn't realize Jake's Russian is so good?"

"No. Like | said, a little too full of himself."

"Wow." She looked at Frank and smiled. "Good work, goon."

"Thanks, diva."

They carefully removed the book from the bed and tucked in their sons. They
moved to Anna's room and found the same scene. Anna's book was opened to a picture
of a particularly tricked out Harley. She was sound asleep. Marina looked at the picture
and sighed.

"She's going to scare the crap out of us with this stuff when she gets older, isn't
she?"

"Oh | think that's a safe bet."

"Good Lord," she whispered as he took the book and she tucked her daughter in.



Chapter Three

Frank poured Marina another cup of coffee as she snatched up the last croissant.
He couldn't believe at forty five and after three babies she could still eat anything she
wanted. He ran three miles and worked out at the gym every chance he got and still had
to watch his weight. Saturday mornings they got up early to spend some quiet time with
each other before the kids woke up.

"I'm supposed to have lunch with Cabe this afternoon," he said.

"Yeah, | remember. Tell him | said hey and they need to come over soon."

"Will do. I'm meeting him at the Scorpion garage. He wants to talk about a possible
job."

"Okay?" she asked.

"l was thinking of taking Anna with me."

"You want to take our six year old daughter to a business meeting?"

"It's not really a business meeting. It's just Cabe. He said the team will be there
including Happy. I've ridden with her on a couple of the Boozefighters rides. She also a
genius engineer. | thought given Anna's fascination with bikes she might like to talk to
her."

Marina set down her coffee mug and glared at him. "You're determined to make
her a gearhead."

"l swear it's not me, it's her. She's always asking to be there when | work on my
bike. | just want her to see it's okay for girls to like engineering." Frank fought the urge to
smile when she sighed and leaned back against her chair.

"Fine. But you know the rule. That child does not ride until her feet reach the ground.
Clear?"

"Yes ma'am."

"And if she gets so much as a scratch you'll be sleeping alone for a month."

"Ouch," he winced. "Talk about cruel and unusual punishment."



Frank smiled as he listened to Anna chatter on from her car seat. She'd squealed
and threw her arms around him when he invited her to come along. He was surprised
when Jonas didn't protest not being included. It appeared he'd taken to his role as Jake's
teacher and they were deeply involved in Jake's new book.

He pulled into the Scorpion lot and got out of the car. He unhooked Anna from her
carseat. "Alright princess. This is where Uncle Cabe works so | expect you to be on your
best behavior."

"Yes, Papa. | promise."

He took her by the hand and walked into the garage. "Hey, it's the Colonel," said
Toby. He came over and shook his hand. "How's it going?" "Good,Toby. How are you?"

"Excellent as always."

"Anna, you remember Dr. Curtis."

Anna held herself closer to her father's leg. "Hi," she said quietly.

Toby crouched down to Anna's level and held out his hand. Anna looked toward
her father who smiled and nodded. She extended her hand and Toby shook it carefully.
"It is very nice to see you again, Anna. You know we first met when you were much
younger." He stood up and smiled at Cabe. "Much younger." Frank felt suddenly
uncomfortable. Toby was the doctor who'd first confirmed Marina's pregnancy with the
twins.

"Do | see my favorite Russian princess?"

"Uncle Cabe!" Anna squealed and ran past Toby and her father. Cabe scooped her
up and gave her a kiss.

Toby put a hand on Frank's shoulder. "Wow. She's a ball of energy. She must keep
you on your toes."

"You have no idea," he smiled. Cabe walked toward them still carrying Anna. "Hi
Cabe."

"l have the stuff | want to go over on my desk. Then we'll do lunch."

"l get to go with you, Uncle Cabe."

"I know and I'm very happy to have such a lovely luncheon companion. You're

much prettier than your Papa." Anna giggled as he set her back on her feet. "Anna, your



Papa and | have some business to talk about but | think Happy would like some company."
He turned and yelled toward the back of the garage. "Yo, Happy!"

"I'm not deaf." Happy Quinn walked in from the back of the garage. She was
wearing flannel jeans and a plaid shirt over a white t shirt. Every item had grease stains.

"Happy you remember Frank's daughter, Anna."

"How's it goin' kid?"

Anna giggled. "You're married to the man in the hat."

"Ah, yeah, | am."

Frank put his hand on Anna's shoulder. "Happy sometimes rides with me and Uncle
Cabe when we ride with the Boozefighters."

Anna's face lit up. "You have a bike? A real one?"

"Yeah."

"Papa has a Road Glide Ultra." Happy eyes widen and she looked up at Frank.

"The girl loves Harleys."

"Papa bought me a big book and I'm learning all the names."

Happy smiled and nodded. "Sweet."

"Okay, time to own up," said Frank. "Cabe told me you'd be here and | was hoping
you might show Anna a little of what you do. She's fascinated by all things mechanical.
That is if you don't mind."

Happy shot Cabe a look to which he responded with a wink. "Well, | was just
working on my bike. | could always use an assistant." Anna looked at her father with a joy
that is usually reserved for Christmas morning.

"You do not touch anything Happy doesn't tell you to touch. Are we clear?"

"Clear!" she smiled before grabbing Happy's hand. "Where's your bike?"

Cabe slapped Frank on the back and laughed. "Has she picked out her first bike
yet?"

"She wants a Street Glide Ultra."

"Marina is going to kill you."



"Wow, is that a Softtail SIim?" asked Anna.

Happy stood dumbfounded as the little girl looked at her bike with big eyes. "Ah,
yeah it is. How did you know?"

"It's in the book Papa bought me. It's a real book, not a baby's book."

Happy smiled. "Neat. Well, | was changing the spark plugs. You wanna help?"

"Sure! What can | do?"

She pointed to the floor. "You sit here." When Anna sat down Happy handed her
two spark plugs. "You hold on to these and then hand them to me when | ask."

"Okay."

Happy smiled. Anna reminded her of herself at that age. Actually at her age she
could have stripped the engine and reassembled it. She thought for a moment about how
nice it would have been to have had someone like Frank in her life. Someone who bought
her books on Harleys and didn't force her to play with dolls. She extended her hand to
the little girl. "Okay now hand me just one." Anna handed her a spark plug like she was a
nurse handing a surgeon and instrument. The child look fascinated as she wrenched in
one and then the other spark plug.

"Now | have to make sure the engine is going to start so you have to stand back."
Anna moved back a few steps as Happy revved the engine.

"Yay!" Anna cheered and clapped her hands.

Frank smiled as he heard his daughter's cheers over the sound of a revving engine.
"So is everything ready?"

"Yeah. Everyone has replied to the invitations. All the family and the team, of course.
Jonathan is bringing his new girl friend, Jess Stratham."

"Oh yeah? What's she like?"

"Nice. She's an NCIS agent. They met working a veteran's case."

"It's really nice of you and Kate to do this."

"Oh Kate's ecstatic. There's nothing she loves more than throwing birthday parties.
She loves making birthday cakes."

"She's making a cake?"



"Oh yeah. It's a rule. All birthday parties have to have a scratch cakes."
"l thought this was just going to be a barbeque with friends. | don't want you to
have to go to a lot of trouble."

Cabe waved his hand dismissively. "This is a normal Gallo gathering."

Happy turned off the engine and got off the bike. "Do you have something else to
fix?" asked Anna.

"Not today. Saturday's are usually pretty relaxed."

"Do you wear a gun like Uncle Cabe?"

"No, Uncle Cabe is the muscle around here. | build stuff."

"What kind of stuff?"

"Lot's of stuff. Conveyence systems, EMP devices. One time | built a giant winch
to swing Cabe over a cliff so he could pull Walter out of his car."

"Why did Uncle Cabe want to pull him out of his car?"

"Because the car was crashed on the side of the cliff."

"Oh. Why didn't he just come out himself."

"Because he was hurt and he couldn't move. Cabe had to rescue him."

"Wow. That's cool."

"Yeah, it was kinda cool," Happy tried to hide her smile as she picked up her tools.

"So you build big machines. Do you have any here. Can you show me?"

"Well, they're not always big." She walked over to her workbench and opened a
drawer. She pulled a round silver box with long metal poles She set it down and flipped a
switch the poles began to swirl and dance.

"Wow, she whispered. She looked up at Happy in what she thought might be
wonderment.

"Anna, are you ready for lunch?" called Frank.

"Papa, Uncle Cabe, come look at what Happy made." He and Cabe walked over
to Happy's workbench and watched the spinning carousel. "Isn't it pretty?"

"Yes it is." He smiled at Happy. "Thank you for showing her what you do."

"No problem. She's a good kid."



Frank put his hand on Anna's shoulder. "Princess, we need to get going. Uncle
Cabe is hungry."

"Oh, do | have to?" she whined.

"Maybe your dad will bring you back sometime," Happy said. "That is if you want
to," she added. She glanced over and saw Cabe smiling at her.

"Can we, Papa?" Anna asked quickly.

"Sure, princess."

"When?"

Frank laughed. "We'll figure it out. Now say thank you to Happy."

"Thank you, Happy. | had a lot of fun."

"You're welcome, kid." She gasped when the little girl launched herself at her and
gave her a tight hug. Anna released her and turned to leave with her father. "Anna, hold
up." She found a cardboard box and place the carousel inside it. "Here you go," she said
as she handed it to Anna.

"For me?" Anna whispered.

"Yeah. You seem to really like it."

"l do." She turned to her father and said in Russian, "Papa, please hold this." Frank
took the box from his daughter as Anna motioned at Happy to bend over. When she did
Anna put her arms around her neck and kissed Happy's cheek. She spoke to her in
Russian then turned and took the box from her father.

"Ah, | don't speak Russian."

Frank smiled. "She said | love you."



Chapter Four

"Happy Birthday!" Marina opened her eyes to see the bedroom door flying open
and her children running towards her. She sat up just in time to catch Jake as he launched
himself at her.

"Happy Birthday, Mama," he said as he gave her a kiss. Anna and Jonas climbed
up on the bed and each gave her a hug and a big kiss. "Happy Birthday, Mama."

"Thank you," she smiled. She looked at Frank standing there holding a bed tray
with breakfast.

"Happy Birthday, Mama," he smiled.

"Thank you, Papa," she laughed.

"We made you a present," Anna said. "Papa, give Mama her present." Frank smiled
as he handed her an awkwardly wrapped gift. "We all made it," said Jake.

"Papa helped a little," added Jonas.

Marina smiled as she opened the box and saw a leather scrap book. She pulled
the book out of the box and opened it. She saw opened the first page and saw a smiling
picture of her three children holding a sign that read 'Happy Birthday Mama'. She paged
through page after page of photographs and drawings. Anna drew a picture of the rose
Frank had cultivated and named after her. She laughed at a collage that Jonas had done
that had the banner 'Mama's favorites'. It was pictures of her favorite foods. In the center
was a picture of a Death by Chocolate cake. She stopped at one of the last pages and
gasped. It was printed in the childish hand she recognized as Jake's. He'd written her a
poem and it was in Russian.

"Papa helped me with some of the Russian words," Jake said quietly.



Our Mama is pretty because
She smiles all the time
She makes good food for us
She is nice to other people
She makes Papa laugh
She gives good hugs and kisses

She loves us.

Marina looked up at Frank as the tears ran down her face. "Don't you like it,
Mama?" asked Jake.

She pulled Jake tight against her and kissed the top of his head. | "I love it," she
whispered. She held her arms out to Anna and Jonas and they cuddled close with their
little brother. "It is the most perfect gift any Mama ever got. | love you all, so much."

"Then why are you crying?" asked Anna.

"Happy tears," she said as she kissed each of her children. She reached out for
the tissue Frank handed her and wiped her eyes.

"Hey, you lot go pick out your clothes for later. We need to be at Uncle Cabe and
Aunt Kate's at noon and we don't want to be late."

"Can we bring our swim suits?" asked Jonas. They'd been going to Cabe and
Kate's since they were babies and learned to swim in their pool.

"Yes, get your suits."

"Yay!" shouted Jonas as they fled the room and let their parents alone.

Frank handed her a glass of orange juice and she took a sip. He sat the tray table
on her lap. "Here. Eat your eggs before they get cold. The kids helped me make it," he
smiled. "Jake had toast duty. He was very proud." He watched as she stared at her gift.
"Are you okay, babe?"

"I'm just a little overwhelmed. This is an amazing gift. What Jake wrote, | just can't
believe it."

"They're good kids and they love their Mama."



"l guess they do."

"You guess? Did you ever doubt it?"

"l don't know. Sometimes in the hubbub, you lose track. Fighting with Anna to stop
climbing so high in the trees. Making Jonas put away his things. Chasing after Jake,
sometimes it feels like | more of a cop than a mother."

Frank sat down next to her and took her hand. "A good mother is a cop. You protect
them. You also teach them, and nurture them and love them. They're good kids because
you've done such a great job being all those things."

She leaned in an gave him a kiss. "We do all those things, together."

Marina and Frank pulled up to the Gallo's home and punched in their own code.
They'd become very close with the Gallo's over the years. Marina had bonded with Kate
over being Marine wives. They laughed over their husbands similarities, stubborn, loyal,
loving men. It had been good for her to have a friend who wasn't family or in show
business.

She didn't think Kate knew it was her birthday. When Frank said they'd been invited
for today she told him not to mention it. She hadn't made a big deal about her birthday to
Kate. She was pretty sure it was poor form to whine about turning forty five to your friend
who was fast approaching sixty. Whining to your own husband about it, however, was
perfectly acceptable no matter how old he was.

"Okay, listen up!" said Marina as she unhooked Jake from his carseat. "You know
the rules. No running around, no going to the beach and no going into the pool without
me or Papa. Got it?"

"Got it," they replied.

The front door opened and the children immediately ran like maniacs toward Kate
and Cabe. They quickly bent down to accept the enthusiastic hugs.

"So much for the rules," she thought.

"Today is Mama's birthday," said Jake.

"Jacob!" said Marina.

"What? It is your birthday?" asked Cabe.

"Is that right?" asked Kate. She gave Marina a hug. "Happy birthday."



"Thanks."

"Why don't we go out on the deck while Cabe fires up the grill."

"Sounds great. These live wires need to burn off some energy." She followed Kate
toward the deck but stopped dead when she heard a loud "Surprise!" All her family and
friends were standing on the balloon covered deck. There were several large tables with
every kind of barbeque food and drinks. There was a even a small table with gifts. She
looked at her friend and smiled. She pulled her into a tight hug. "Thank you," she
whispered.

"You're welcome sweetie."

Marina turned toward Cabe and gave him a sly smile. "I see your hand in this,
Josiah."

He leaned in and whispered in her ear. "Are you mad?"

"Of course not," she said as she gave him a soft kiss.

She greeted all the guests, starting with her mother and stepfather and her in laws.
Florence and Jonas Nash had permanently moved to their Malibu condo after Jake was
born. The ability to regularly spoil their grandchildren won out over leaving the home the
Nash family had lived in for three generations. Frank made the transition easier for his
parents when he bought the homestead and promised to keep it in the family.

"Happy birthday, angel," said her mother.

"Thank you, Mama. This is such a surprise."

Florence gave her a hug. "Your friends seem very nice."

"They're the best."

"Aunt Happy!" squealed Anna as she flung herself at a surprised Happy.

"Hey kid. How's it going?"

"Great. Papa bought me a new book. I've been reading about circuits."

"Cool."

Cabe put his hands on Anna's shoulder's. "Hey princess. You're grandparents are
looking for you."

"Okay," she whined. She looked up at Happy and smiled. "I'll be back." Anna turned

and ran off to greet her grandparents.



"When did | become Aunt Happy?"
"Anna's a sweet kid. She call all adults she likes Aunt and Uncle."

Happy looked back at the little girl and couldn't hide her smile.



Marina and Frank made the rounds of the guests, starting with the Scorpion team.
They got to know them after they had beefed up security around their wedding and
provided back up when they had to leave the children in Carmel. Frank had used them
as subcontractors on several projects. The time Marina and the children spent with the
team was at the Gallo's. Jake had a particular fondness for Walter and Paige's son. Cabe
O'Brien was a year younger than Jake and gave him the opportunity to play big brother.
Cabe's actual big brother, Ralph was busy with his work at the Palomar Observatory. At
nineteen, Ralph was the youngest astrophysicist ever to be granted a research chair at
CalTech.

"Hi guys. Thanks for coming," said Marina.

"Happy birthday," said Paige as she held her four year old.

"Where's Jake?" asked Cabe.

Walter smiled at his son. "When | told him where we were going he was very
pleased. He's very fond of your son."

"Jake is very fond of him," said Frank.

"Where's Jake?" Cabe asked a bit more forcefully.

Marina turned toward the gathering of grandparents and pointed. "He's over there.
Cabe is welcome to join him."

"Mommy, put me down." Paige complied and followed her son as he ran toward
Jake. Marina smiled as Cabe threw his arms around Jake in a tight hug.

"They're good together," said Frank.

"Yes. Jake is very adept at teaching Cabe Russian."

"He's what?" asked Marina and Frank.

Walter looked confused. "l assumed you knew. Jake has been teaching him for a
while. In fact they've started to speak to each other in Russian so Paige and | won't
understand what they're saying. I've had to listen to some Russian language discs to
catch up."

Marina and Frank glanced at the two boys. They were moving past them to an area

unoccupied by adults. Jake was showing Cabe the new toy truck he'd insisted on bringing.



As they walked past they heard Jake say, "Gruzovaya mashina." Cabe repeated the
words with amazing accuracy.

"Holy crap," said Marina.

"l don't believe it," said Frank

She looked at her husband and smiled. "Are we sure it's Jonas who's the smart

one?"

"Well look what the cat dragged in," said Toby.

"What cat?" asked Walter.

Toby opened his mouth as if to explain and then shook his head and pointed.
Rounding the corner into the back yard was Ralph and a pretty young brunette carrying
a small bouquet of flowers.

"Ralph!" called Paige.

"Hi Mom." He gave his mother a hug. "Hi Walter."

"We didn't think you'd make it," said Walter.

"Well we weren't going to but when | told Kelsey who the party was for she kind of
insisted. "Hi, Mrs. Nash. Happy birthday."

Marina smiled and gave him a hug. "Thank you, Ralph. | can't believe you drove
all the way from San Diego for my birthday. That's so nice."

"To be honest, | don't think Kelsey believed me when | said my grandparents were
good friends with you." He looked over at the girl who'd hung back from the crowd and
smiled. "She's a big fan of yours."

Marina leaned toward Ralph and whispered, "I've got you covered." She waved
the girl over and extended her hand. "Hello Kelsey, it's very nice of you to come all this
way for my party."

Kelsey broke into a broad smile. "Oh, Ms. Sokolov I'm so happy to meet you." She
handed Marina the flowers. "Happy birthday."

"Oh these are lovely. Thank you so much." Marina gave the girl a hug and she
could feel her tremble. "Ralph, why don't you take a picture of me and Kelsey." She put
her arm around her shoulder and gave her best movie star smile.

"Oh, thank you Ms. Sokolov. My girlfriends are never going to believe it. We saw



your last movie a bunch of times."

"I'm glad you and your friends enjoyed it. Ralph, the new Time Travelers movie
premieres next month. You'll have to bring Kelsey."

"To the premiere?" she gasped.

"Of course. My family always comes to my premieres and Ralph is family." Marina
gave him another hug. He walked over to his girlfriend who looked at him like he was a
rock star.

As Marina and Frank walked toward the rest of the party he whispered in her ear.
"You realize you just insured that kid is getting laid tonight."

Marina smiled. "Don't tell Cabe."

Marina and Frank brought the kids back to the party after a post-barbeque cleanup.

"| still don't know how Jake got barbeque sauce on his feet," said Frank.

"He's a kid. It's his job to be messy."

"But he still had on his socks and shoes."

"He's creatively messy." Jonathan Gallo joined them as they watched their kids
dispersed among the guests. "Jonathan, we haven't had a chance to talk. How are you?"

"I'm good. Are you having a good time?"

"l am. It's so nice of your parents to do this for me."

"Mom loves nothing more than planning a birthday party. She's already talking
about Cabe's fifth birthday party and that's not for six months. Expect ponies." He
extended his hand to Frank. "How are you doing Colonel?"

"I'm good Jonathan, thanks." He smiled

Marina smiled as Jess Stratham joined them. Jonathan had been dating her for a
few months and according to Kate she was definitely the one. Jonathan just hadn't figured
it out yet. Kate had already decided what she'd wear to their wedding, swearing she
wouldn't be a stoggy mother of the groom. Marina suppressed a laugh when she
remembered making Kate promise not to wear her shoulder holster to the wedding and
her Homeland Security badge would have to stay in her purse. Kate accused her of being

a spoil sport. "Jess, Thank you for coming to my party. | hope you're enjoying yourself."



"l am. It turns out your stepfather knows my grandfather, Dez. They both grew up
in the Chelsea section of London. He even thinks he has some pictures of him when he
was a boy."

"Jess' grandparents retired out here. George has invited us all over for brunch to
talk about London and go through old pictures," said Jonathan.

"That's wonderful."

Kate joined them. "Excuse me, Marina. | hate to interrupt it's time for presents."

Marina was placed front and center on a chaise with Frank in the next chair and
her children at her feet. She looked at all the smiling faces of her family and friends and
offered up a silent prayer of thanks.

"Ralph?" asked Kate.

"l think I'm a little old to still be Santa."

"Excuse me?" asked Marina.

"l always give out the gifts because..."

"He's young, he's cute, he wins," said every member of Scorpion. "l think it's time
to pass my duties on. Jonas?"

Jonas looked up at Ralph with a big smile. "Me?"

"Yeah, | think you're the man for the job." Jonas walked up to him and Ralph leaned
over and whispered "I'll just help you get started."

"Okay, what do | do first?"

"Give her that envelope." Jonas picked the envelope and handed it to Marina.
"Here Mama, this is for you."

"Thank you, sweetheart." She opened the envelope and read the card. "Oh my,"
she whispered.

"What is it," asked Frank.

"It says a contribution has been made in my name to Welcome Home from all my
friends at Scorpion. A very generous contribution. Thank you. That's a wonderful gift."
Jonas picked up a small shirt box size gift and gave it to his mother. She read the card
and smiled. "Happy birthday little sister, Love Val, Katherine, Jake and Mike." She opened

the box to find a small photo album. Inside were pictures of Marina when she was four



years old and her brother Jacob was sixteen and Vasily was eighteen. They were taken
at the local playground. Val was pushing her on the swings, Jake was helping her climb
monkey bars. She turned the next page and saw a picture of Jake and Mike's gazebo.
He'd built it as part of the expansion of their home, turning it from a one bedroom cottage
to a four bedroom home. Marina and Frank had the beach house next to Jake and Mike
in Carmel. Whenever they spent time in Carmel, Marina always found an excuse to hang
out in the gazebo. It had the perfect amount of shade while you enjoyed a glass of wine
and watched the ocean. "Your gazebo?"

"Your gazebo," said Jake. "Turn the page." She turned the page and saw a wider
shot of the gazebo which was obviously in front of their Carmel house. "Val and | worked
on it during the weekends."

"l don't know what to say."

"There's a first," Val laughed.

Marina flipped another page and saw a new set of swings, elaborate monkey bars
and a playhouse.

"We thought we give you something to divert the kids attention while you're in the
gazebo."

She leaned over and showed Frank the pictures. "lI've seen them. They ran
everything by me before they built it."

She stood and gave her brothers and their wives each a tight hug. "Thank you."
She looked at her brothers and smiled. "You're the best big brothers a girl could have,"
she whispered in Russian.

As she sat back down she saw her children looking at their new playground. She
said to Frank, "You know we're never going to get Anna off the monkey bars."

"Yeah," he smiled. Marina thought he was a little too pleased to have a daredevil
daughter.

"Give her that pink box, Jonas," said Florence.

"Okay, Grandma." Ralph handed him the box and he careful carried it to his mother.

"Thank you, baby," she whispered. "Great job." She opened the package and
pulled out a another photo album. She opened it and immediately started laughing. Each

page made her laugh harder.



"What's so funny?" asked Frank.

She held the book in front of him. "You!" She laughed louder. "Florence, Jonas this
is fantastic."

"l thought you might enjoy having these," said her mother in law.

She turned another page and squealed in delight. "Oh God it's you in high school."

Frank let out a plaintive "Mom!"

Marina lost it. The sound of her sixty two year old husband sounding just like Jake
and Jonas whining was just too much.

"Not funny," he muttered.

"Oh yes it is." She flipped another page and saw a picture of Frank when he was
Jonas age. If it weren't for the dated clothes his mother was wearing she would swear it
was a picture of her son. "Jonas, come here. Look at this. You look just like Papa.”

"l do?" he leaned over her arm and looked where she was pointing and smiled.
"Cool," he said.

"He's your son, alright," said his father.

"Dad, couldn't you have restrained Mom? Just a little?"

"Not in sixty four years of marriage, son."

As Marina hugged his parents, Frank looked over at his mother in law. "Mama,
you're going to have to help me out here."

She waved a dismissive hand and smiled. "It won't do you any good Frank. She
was always beautiful."

"Of course she was," he muttered.

"What about me, Mama?" ask Jake. "Do | look like Papa?"

"You have Papa's eyes."

"And his muscles," he said proudly showing off his five year old bicep.

"And his muscles," Marina agreed.

"Do | look like Papa?" asked Anna.

"You look exactly like your mother," said Frank.

"l do?" she asked looking vaguely disappointed.

"But you have you Papa's spirit," said Marina. "You are strong and brave like he



"l am," she said proudly.

She glanced over at Frank and she knew he understood. She was pleased her
daughter had brave and independent spirit. But she couldn't help but be a little sad Anna
didn't like looking like her mother. Marina had never used her looks. She worked hard to
achieve what she did, but she never apologized for them either. They had been
problematic for her over the years, with people assuming she was nothing more than her
appearance. Her daughter would face those issues. Maybe Anna already knew it too.

"Jonas, please give your mother the box with the blue ribbon."

"Okay, Nana Anna." Having two Annas, two Jonas and two Jacobs had forced them
to come up with names the children could use for their namesakes. Marina's mother was
Nana Anna. Frank's father was Grandpa Joe. Uncle Jake worked for Marina's brother but
he cringed when the rest of the family used it. He said it made him feel like Methusula.

Marina smiled at her mother as she opened the box and pulled aside the tissue.
She gasped and pulled out an Alice in Wonderland doll. She was wearing a beautiful blue
dress with a prim white collar and a starched white apron. Her hair was long, blonde and
perfectly groomed. Marina closed her eyes, held the doll tight to her and remembered.
Her Papa had given her the doll shortly before his sudden death. She carried the doll with
her everywhere for years. She played with her, had tea parties with her, insisting her
brothers join them. Somehow she'd been misplaced and Marina had been heartbroken.

"Mama where did you find her?" she asked in Russian.

"She was in an old trunk | hadn't opened for years. She was in the bottom under
some old clothes. | don't know how she wound up there."

The memory flashed in her mind. "I do. | remember now. | was pretending | was
going on a long trip. | put her in the trunk." She looked at her doll and whispered, "I'm
sorry | left you alone for so long." She held the doll tight and began to weep.

"Sweetheart, are you okay?" asked Frank.

"What? Yes." She looked up at the concerned group of friends. "I'm sorry
everyone," she said, reverting back to English. "My father gave me this doll and she was
very important to me. Mama, she didn't look nearly this good when | put her away."

"George told me about something called a doll hospital. I'd never heard of such a

thing. They restored her hair and eyelashes. | made the new dress for her off of the old



one.

Marina looked closer at the dress and realized it wasn't the original. It was all hand
stitched by her mother. The doll in its original dress might have been worth some money.
Now, it was priceless. "Oh, Mama, she's beautiful."

"That's not the only thing we found. Look in the box."

She removed the rest of the tissue and found the little doll table and chair she'd
used for her tea party. It too had been restored but now it was trimmed with hand painted
roses. The two little chairs had also been restored. "Oh, it's beautiful."

"George restored those."

"George?"

"Alice is an English girl. She needs a proper tea. Look in the box again."

She looked inside and found a tea set, just the right size for a proper Englsh tea.
"Oh, this is wonderful. Truly." She walked to her step father and gave him a tight hug and
kiss. "Thank you, George. | love you."

"l love you too."

Marina put her arms around her mother and whispered in Russian, "You know how
much having her back means to me."

"l know, baby. Your Papa loved you so much."

"Mama, you have more to open," said Jonas.

"More?" she said with a smile. "I'm getting spoiled."

Jonas handed her a package that felt like a picture frame. She opened the card
and smiled. It was from Jonathan. Her best friend's son was a good man, a lot like his
father. She opened the package and was without words. It was a watercolor of her
children playing on the beach. It was a picture of pure joy. "Oh Jonathan, this is beautiful."
She showed it to the guests and everyone agreed. Jonathan blushed an adorable shade
of bright red when she gave him a hug. "Thank you. I'll treasure it."

"One more, Mama. | looked at the card. It's from Uncle Cabe and Aunt Kate."

She opened the gift and sat stock still. Jonathan had inherited his artistic ability
from his father. It was a portrait of Frank. He was wearing one of his favorite t-shirts and
wearing a fade pair of jeans. He was standing against a dark background so all she could

focus on was Frank. Her man at his very best.



"Cabe, this is amazing."

"l don't know why he wanted me to pose for him," said Frank. "l thought he should
paint you."

Marina looked at Cabe and smiled. "He did." Cabe smiled and nodded.

"He kept asking about you but I'm pretty sure that's just me in the painting."

"He did paint me. This is the way you look when you look at me."

"Really?"

"Really." She stood and gave Cabe a hug. "Thank you isn't enough."

"It will do nicely," he said. "I'm glad you're pleased.”

"Alright, that's enough hugging my woman, Gallo. It's my turn." Frank stood and
took an envelope out of his jacket. "Happy birthday." Marina opened the envelope and
looked at pictures of The Hideaway, a beautiful resort just outside LA. "l've heard this is
amazing. Kate and | were just.." She glanced at her friend who was smiling. "l sense a
conspiracy."

"Well if you mean a conspiracy for the two of us to go away for a long weekend,
you would be correct. You and | are booked in next weekend. There's a spa and hot rock
massages, what ever that is."

"Next weekend? The children.."

"Sara is staying the weekend with alternating grandparents cooking and spoiling
them the entire time."

She looked at Frank and smiled. "Just the two of us?"

He slipped his arms around her waist like they didn't have an audience. He gave
her a soft kiss and whispered in her ear. "l can't wait to get you all to myself."

"Well, happy birthday to me!"

Frank opened the garage door with the remote and parked the car. He punched in
the alarm code and opened the door that led to the kitchen. He and Marina unhooked
their children from the carseats. "Alright kids, straight upstairs. Put your things away.
Mama and | will be up in a minute." The kids made a mad dash into the house as they
unloaded the kids things and carried in her birthday gifts.

"How do they have any energy left?" asked Marina.



"Sugar o.d. Between birthday cake, soda and all the chocolates they were
sneaking..."

"How did they get into chocolates?"

"They were with four doting grandparents who love to curry favor with their
grandchildren."

"Good Lord. They're going to crash hard."

"Counton it," he said as he set all the gifts down in the kitchen. He lassoed Marina
around the waist with his arms, preventing her from following the kids. "So, did you enjoy
your birthday?"

"l did, very much. How did you managed to schedule a long weekend away? |
thought you were swamped at work."

"l am, but I'm a Marine, sweetheart. We are excellent at planning and multitasking."

She gave him a warm kiss. "That's not the only thing you're good at."

"Oh yeah?" he grinned as he pulled her closer.

"Hold that thought, Marine. We have three children who need to be tucked in."

Frank followed her upstairs to find all three children together in Jonas' room. He
thought they had a vaguely conspiritorial look about them.

"What's going on?" asked Marina.

"Nothing," Jonas said in a tone that said something was definitely wrong.

Marina sat on his bed and took his hand. "Jonas. I'm your mother. | know all and
see all. Something is wrong. Please tell me."

He tilted his head down and mumbled. "You liked their presents better."

"What?" asked Frank.

She glanced up at him and gave him the silent look that said "I've got this." She
pulled Jonas into her lap. "What presents?"

"Uncle Cabe and Jonathan. They're really good drawers and we're not."

Frank heart broke a little for his son's pain but Marina was handling this. He'd hang
in for backup if needed.

"Anna, come here." Marina patted the spot next to her. "Jake, you sit here." She
patted the spot opposite. He climbed up and sat next to her. She leaned over and gave

each a kiss. "l want you to know | loved your present. It means so much to me because



the pictures and the stories and poems came from you."

"Uncle Cabe's picture was better," said Anna.

"Uncle Cabe and Jonathan are great artists, that's true. That doesn't mean | love
their pictures more than yours." She pulled Anna and Jake tighter into her. "You want to
know why | liked Jonathan's picture so much?"

"Why?" asked Jake.

"Because it was a picture of all of you. A picture of my babies."

Jonas stuck out his chin. "I'm not a baby."

"Jonas Nash, you will be fifty years old and I'll be ninety and you will still be my
baby. Just like I'm Nana Anna's baby." She looked up at Frank and smiled. "The reason |
loved Uncle Cabe's picture so much is because it was of Papa. So you see | loved them
because they are pictures of the four people | love most in this world."

Anna looked up at her mother. "Really?"

Marina smiled and he knew, yeah, she had this.

"Do you know that | never dreamed I'd be a Mama?"

"Did you want to be a Mama?" asked Jake.

"l didn't know | did. | was living my life and making movies but | wasn't really happy."

"You weren't?" asked Anna.

Marina smiled at her daughter. "No. What | was, was lonely. But God saw to it that
| met Papa. Then he gave us you and Jonas. And a year later, Jake. Having Papa and
the three of you is my greatest joy. There aren't enough words, in English or in Russian,
to describe how much | love all of you."

"Mama, do you love us all the same?" asked Jonas.

"Of course | do."

"Sometimes you get mad at us," said Anna.

"You're right, angel, sometimes | do. | get mad because | love you and | care what
happens to you. | don't want you to climb too high in the tree so you don't get hurt." She
looked at Jonas and brushed a his messy hair from his forehead. "l get mad if you are
unkind to your brother and sister because | know you love them." She gave Jake a little
kiss. "l tell you to pay attention because | want you to learn and grow up to the man |

know you can be. If | didn't care about you, | wouldn't care if you got hurt."



"But how can you love us all the same?" Jonas repeated.

"Jonas, do you love me?"

"Yes, Mama." To emphasize his point he put his arms around Marina's neck and
gave her a kiss on her cheek.

"If you love me does that mean you don't love Papa?"

Jonas looked horrified as he looked over at him in the doorway. "No, | love Papa!"

"Of course you do. And you love Anna and Jake."

"Well..."

"l know you do, Jonas Franklin, so don't pretend you don't."

He looked over at his sister who was smiling at him. "Yeah, | guess."

"So you see, you have room in your heart to love more than one person. | have
room in my heart for all of you. | will never love anyone as much as | love all of you and
your Papa. Not ever." She gave them all a hug and kiss. "l loved your present the best."

"Mama?" asked Anna. "Are you happy now?"

"Baby girl, | am very happy now."

The children sat with Marina for a moment while he grabbed Jonas pajamas out of
the drawer. Another thirty minutes and all his children were changed into their pajamas
and tucked in for the night. He kissed each of his children and turned out their lights.

As they walked into their bedroom Marina kicked off her shoes. "Well that was
certainly an eventful day," she said.

He pulled her to him and gave her a deep kiss. "You are the most wonderful mother
our children could ever have."

"Thank you, Josiah. | have a great partner."

He rubbed his hand down her back and cupped her ass. "l know it's been a long
day and you're probably tired." She silenced him with a passionate kiss.

"For you Marine, I'm never that tired."



Chapter Five

The Hideaway was an exclusive resort about an hour north of Los Angeles.
Perched on a cliff, it boasted spectacular views, a four star restaurant and a world class
spa. What sold Frank on the location was their attention to guest privacy and security.

Marina had gone back to work after Jake was born, but not at the pace she had
before. One or two carefully chosen projects a year had not only been good for their family
life but for her career. She'd been much more selective about the work, only choosing
projects that truly inspired her. The effect was now she was not only lauded for her looks
but for her skill as an actor. While he was proud as he could be about what she'd achieved
it also meant tight security whenever they went out in public. The management at The
Hideaway had assured them of privacy and the discrection of their highly paid staff.

Frank wanted this to be a perfect weekend for them. Three days for just the two of
them. They hadn't had time like this alone since before Jake was born. He arranged for
the best room, with the best view. Everything this weekend would be top of the line. He
opened the door to their room and Marina gasped and smiled. Their suite was decorated
in white and cream colors. Not one sticky finger print or stray toy in sight. The only splash
of color were the two dozen red roses on the small dining table.

"Oh Frank, this is beautiful." She walked to the roses and inhaled their scent.
"There's a card," she said. She opened the card and read it out loud in Russian. "Happy
birthday, my love. Yours always, Josiah." She turned to him and ran her hand over his
cheek. "l love you, Josiah."

He gave her a soft kiss. "l love you too, angel." He picked up their bags and led
her to the bedroom. The bedroom featured a king size bed with an all white puffy comforter.
There was large wicker ceiling fan over the bed, reminding them of their time in Hawaii.
He set down their bags as Marina opened the patio door and stepped out on the balcony.

"This is beautiful," she said as she watched the ocean.

He came up from behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. "Yes it is."

She turned toward him and looked concerned. "Are we being a little

overindulgent?"



"How do you mean?"

"We have a beautiful beach house in Carmel."

He smiled. "Yes we do and | love it there. But, in Carmel we'd have three children
needing our attention, family next door. Here, it's just you and me, doing what ever we
want, whenever we want."

She gave him a sly smile. "True."

"Why don't we get settled and we can take a walk on the beach before lunch. I've
booked us a couples massage at two."

"You, Franklin Josiah Nash, booked a couples massage?"

"Yes | did. You kept saying you wanted to and this weekend is all about you."

"Oh yeah?" she grinned. He answered her with a deep kiss.

Marina grinned. "l think | can pretty much guarantee you are going to have a good

weekend too."

He threw on a fresh polo and a pair of khaki shorts. He went out to the living area,
making sure the champagne he'd ordered was chilled in the fridge. When Marina joined
him she'd changed into a pair of dark blue shorts and a little, light blue top. He grinned
and ran his hand under the thin strap. She knew how much he liked her in this. Mostly,
how much he liked peeling it off her.

"Ready to go?" she asked.

"Let's go," he smiled.

They walked down to the private beach and began walking down to the water.
Frank glanced around and noticed the subtle security measures. Hidden video cameras,
alarm sensors and beefy lifeguards that were older than college student types you'd
normally find. He looked back at his wife and was finally able to relax. They walked for
awhile in a comfortable silence, holding hands and listening to the ocean.

"l can't believe you did all this," she said.

"Why?"

"It must have been such a hassle to rearrange your client meetings."

He pulled her to him. "You listen to me, diva. Being with you is never a hassle. You

and our family are my number one priority. Everyone and everything else is second. Got



it?"

She gave him a soft kiss. "Got it."

After a quick lunch on the patio Frank and Marina walked to the spa center off the
main lobby. They changed clothes in a small dressing room and wrapped towels around
themselves. He'd never done something like this but she'd asked him a few times. This
weekend was all about her so he could suck it up long enough for one awkward massage.

"You know Frank, you're supposed to leave your boxers here."

"Yeah, not gonna happen, sweetheart."

Marina smiled and led the way to a large room decorated in the soft cream and
white of the resort. Standing next to the massage tables were two white clad women
preparing two massage tables.

"Mr. and Mrs. Nash, welcome," said the taller of the two women. "I'm Maria and
this is Kim."

"Hello. This is my husband's first time with something like this."

"Don't worry, Mr. Nash. I'll take good care of you, said Kim as she turned down the
lights. "We have several different types massage oil."

"Oil?" asked Frank.

"Relax, they're not going to grease you up like a body builder." Marina looked him
and smiled. "Although..."

"Again, not gonna happen."

"Here's one Mr. Nash. It's light, theraputic with almost no scent."

"Yeah, that'll work."

Frank thought this petite asian girl looked like a strong wind could blow her away.
He wondered what this little slip of a thing could do. It didn't take long for him to find out.
He laid down on the table and her grip on his shoulders was like iron. He had to admit
this was pretty good. The quiet music in the background, and whatever that scent was, it
was all working to relax him. He'd have dozed off if it hadn't been for his masseuse's iron
grip.

"How you doing over there, Josiah?"



"I'm good, babe. How are you?"

"Oh, I'm real good."

He couldn't believe it had an hour when the women turned up the lights. He sat up
and rotated his shoulders. He had to admit he didn't have a single knot.

"Thank you, ladies. That was very nice," he said. He followed Marina into the
private dressing room and smiled as Marina dropped her towel. She was still the most
beautiful woman he'd ever seen. He might have carried out what he was thinking if he
hadn't been in such a hurry to not be nearly naked in a place where someone could walk
in. They walked out to the spa reception desk and Frank signed the bill. Marina picked up
a menu you of spa services.

"| take it you enjoyed it considering the size of the tip you added," said Marina.

"Yeah, it was good."

"Am | allowed an 'l told you so'?"

"Alittle one."

"l told you so0," she smiled and gave him a quick Kiss.

"What would you like to do next?"

"Well, you did say it was all about me this weekend."

"l meant it. What would you like?"

"They have a hair salon and they give manicures and pedicures. It's been forever
since I've had my hair done for anything other than a movie."

Frank pasted on a fake smile. "Sure. Let's go see if they're available."

"l have a better idea. I'll go do that and you could go there." She pointed across
the lobby to a bar with a big screen TV. "Isn't that the Phillies?"

He looked at the screen and sure enough there were red pinstripes of the
Philadelphia Phillies. They'd been his favorite team since he was a kid. No matter where
he'd been assigned they were a little piece of home.

"Why don't you go in there. Grab a beer. Watch the game."

"Are you sure?"

She held up the spa menu. "Sweetheart, this will take hours. You go relax and have
fun and I'll be doing the same. I'll meet you back in the room in time for dinner."

He gave her a genuine smile. "You're the best, babe."



"Yes. Yes | am." She gave him a kiss and walked back to the spa.

This was turning out to be a great weekend. Marina looked relaxed and happy and
the Phillies kicked the Yankees collective ass. He text her that their dinner reservations
were for seven. She text back she was nearly ready and she'd meet him in the room. He
took a quick shower and put on a white dress shirt with a comfortable pair of navy slacks.
He'd checked out the restauraunt beforehand. Dress code didn't require a tie. He heard
the suite door open.

"Hey goon, you in here?"

"Yeah, I'll be right out." He ran a brush through his hair. "Did you have a good
time?"

"Great! | haven't been pampered like that in years."

He smiled. This is just what he wanted. He opened the bathroom and stopped dead.
Marina was dropping shopping bags from the spa and the lobby dress shop on the bed
and chatting away.

"You're going to see a couple of entries on the bill. Makeup, the dress, and oh,
aren't these shoes adorable." She stopped talking and looked over at him. "Frank, are
you okay?"

He never forgot he was married to a beautiful woman but right now she was
stunning. Her long chesnut hair was full and curved softly just below her shoulders. Her
makeup was subtle, highlighting her blue eyes. The dress, dear God the dress. It skimmed
her body and reached just above her knee. It plunged low in the back and was held up
by two mere suggestions of straps. The color nearly matched her tanned skintone. If it
hadn't been for the delicate print, she'd look naked.

"Frank? Don't you like the dress? They had this shopper at the dress shop and ..."

He walked closer and pointed at her lips. "Did you buy that lip gloss?"

"Yes, why?"

"Good because I'm about to mess the hell out of it." He pulled her face to him in a
devouring kiss. When he finally released her he looked her up and down, smiling. "My
God, woman. You are beautiful."

"Thank you," she smiled. "So | take it you don't mind that | signed for all this?"



"Hell no, I don't mind." He ran his hand down her side but felt nothing but the dress.
"Ah, sweetheart, what are you wearing under this?"

She gave him a wicked smile. "As little as possible."

"Ah damn," he groaned.

"Shouldn't we get going? Our reservations are soon."

"Yeah, well we're going to have to wait a few minutes."

"Why?"

He glanced down and she could see his comfortable slacks were now a good deal
tighter.

The Hideaway restaurant was as elegant and subdued as the rest of the resort.
The music piping through the speakers was a quiet mix of classic love songs and
instrumentals. Their table on the deck gave them a beautiful view of the ocean and Frank,
an excellent vantage point for security.

Their dinner had been excellent. Now they were sipping their drinks while Marina
was waiting for her dessert. Once the server mentioned chocolate mousse her eyes lit up.
He reached across the table for her hand.

"Are you having a good time?"

"I'm having a wonderful time. Although | am feeling a little guilty for not missing the
kids as much as | should."

"Sweetheart, our children are currently being spoiled rotten by our parents. They're
fine."

"l know they are but I'm still feeling a little guilty."

"Why?"

"Because I'm really enjoying it just being the two of us."

He smiled and threaded his fingers through hers. "Marina remember when the kids
came? We promised ourselves we wouldn't lose each other in the chaos of being parents.
Having two parents who love each other and are happy being together only benefits our
kids."

She gave him a wry smile. "So we're actually doing this for them."

"Exactly."



Marina smiled and sat back as the server brought her dessert.

"Here you are," said the server. "l brought you a second spoon in case you want
to share."

"Thank you...?"

"Kathy." Marina took a bite and rolled her eyes. "Oh my God, this is heaven." She
took a big scoop and held it out to Frank.

"l shouldn't," he said patting his stomach. She pushed the spoon toward him and
he took a bite. His eyes got wide. "You were right, Kathy this is excellent."

"Should | bring you one?"

"No I..."

"Yes, you should. I'm selfish with chocolate. He's not getting anymore of mine."
The young girl laughed and then looked around to see if anyone was watching. "Is
everything okay?"

"Yes, we're just not supposed to engage with the customers any more than taking
their orders. We aren't supposed to bother you."

"You're not bothering us,” said Frank. "And your entree suggestions were
excellent."

"Thank you," she smiled. "If there's anything | can do for you, please let me know."
She leaned closer and whispered. "I'm a really big fan."

"Thank you, Kathy. You're very sweet." Kathy returned quickly with a second
mousse for Frank and they both enjoyed the indulgence.

"That really was good but I'm going to have to run a marathon to burn off the
calories."

Marina smiled. "Don't worry. You will."

He smiled at reached for her hand. "Come dance with me."

"What? Where? There's no dance floor."

He tapped his foot on the deck. "Sure there is." He stood and pulled her into his

arms. He recognized the old tune playing and he began to sing softly,

"It had to be you, It had to be you,

| wandered around and finally found the somebody who



Could make me be true, and could make me be blue

And even be glad, just to be sad thinking of you."

Marina pulled back and looked astonished. "Josiah, since when do you sing old
love songs so well?"

He gave her a quick grin. "l do a lot of things well, sweetheart."

"Yeah, you do," she smiled.

He pulled her back in his arms and continued.

"For nobody else, gave me a thrill
With all your faults, I love you still
It had to be you, wonderful you, it had to be you."

The music ended and she gave him a soft kiss. "You are a constant surprise, Josiah.
| love you."

"l love you too." He brushed a curl from her cheek and smiled. He didn't know what
he'd done to deserve the love of this woman. He was about to kiss her again when he
caught some movement out of the corner of his eyes. He saw a man with a cell phone
trying to take a picture of them. He was about to move Marina behind him when he saw
Kathy catch his glance and nod. She elbowed into the man, spilling the tray she was
carrying along with several drinks on the man's ugly Hawaiian shirt. In the commotion the
man's phone hit the ground and shattered.

"Oh sir, I'm so sorry. Let me clean that up."

The man yelled loud enough for the entire restaurant "Get away from me you stupid
bitch!"

"Frank, what's going on?"

"Stay here." He left Marina on the porch and went to Kathy's side. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine Mr. Nash. | had a little accident."

"Accident my ass! I'll have your job for this."

"l doubt you could handle her job." Frank spotted the manager coming toward them.

He put his hand on the man's shoulder and applied enough pressure to get his attention.



He got close to the man and spoke softly. "Here's what's going to happen. You're going
to tell the manager that the accident was your fault and apologize to Kathy."

"The bitch broke my phone!"

He applied a bit more pressure.

"Ow! That hurts."

"Wrong answer. You are going to do this or Il have you arrested under the
paparazzi laws for getting too close to my wife. You could spend thirty days in jail or you
could apologize to Kathy."

"What happened here?" the manager asked.

"Just a little accident," said Frank.

"l bumped into her. Sorry," said the man through a strained voice.

"Oh." The manager looked back and forth between Frank and the man. "Kathy,
clean this up."

"Yes sir."

"l think our friend here was just about to leave." He glared at the man.

"Yeah. We were just leaving." The man walked to his table and threw some cash
down. His wife looked mortified as they left the restaurant.

"Sorry about the commotion Mr. Nash."

"No problem, Cosgrove isn't it?" Frank put a hand on his shoulder and led him
away from Kathy.

"Yes sir. | hope this won't affect your opinion of The Hideaway. We take our guests
comfort very seriously."

"l know and | wanted to mention Kathy to you. Her suggestions for entrees were
terrific. My wife was very pleased and believe me, there is nothing that makes my wife
happier than good food."

All the tension drained from the man's face. "Oh I'm so happy to hear that. Kathy's
such a good kid. She works here and another job while she goes to college. | was hesitant
at first to hire someone who had so many commitments but she's never missed a shift."

"What's she studying?"

"Nursing." The man's face suddenly blanched. "Oh my God."

Frank smiled when he saw what Cosgrove was seeing. Marina Sokolov, one of the



most famous women in the world, was helping his server clean up.

"This can't be happening," he whispered.

"Relax, Cosgrove. My wife and | have three children under seven. All we do is clean
up." He walked toward Marina and smiled. She really was remarkable. "You all set?"

"Yes." She turned to the girl and smiled. "It's been lovely meeting you, Kathy. We're
here for the weekend so | hope we'll see you again.”

"I'd like that," she smiled.

"Yes, of course," said Cosgrove. "I'll make sure Kathy is available for you."

Frank put his arm around Marina. "Mr. Cosgrove please put thirty percent on our
bill for Kathy."

"Of course, Mr. Nash."

They walked toward the elevator and pushed the button to their floor. "You know
you nearly gave Cosgrove a heart attack when he saw you helping Kathy."

"l felt bad for her. | wouldn't have thought someone as professional as Kathy would
have bumped into him like that. | must have made her nervous."

"It wasn't an accident."

"What?"

He slipped his arms around her waist. "The jerk was trying to take a picture of us
while we were dancing. She bumped into him to ruin his shot. | don't think she expected
him to drop his phone and break it."

She gave him a soft kiss. "That's why the big tip?"

"Cosgrove said she's a good kid. Works two jobs while going to college for nursing."

"Why do | think there is going to be a full scholarship in that girl's future?"

He slipped his key card in the lock and opened the door. "What's the point of having
money if you don't have fun with it?"

Marina walked into the room and set down her purse and kicked off her new shoes.
"l really enjoyed..."

He cut off her speech with a deep kiss. He pulled back and whispered, "Talk later,
naked now." He'd been restraining himself all night but not any more. He ran his hands
over the soft material. "Take this off," he said more plea than demand. She smiled as she

stood back and lifted the hem of her dress. His heart began to race as she slowly pulled



the dress up and over her head. All that was left was the smallest of thongs. "That was
all you had on?" Her wicked grin undid him. He picked her up and carried her into the
bedroom.

"What are you doing?" she squealed.

"What I've wanted to do all night. Damn, woman you make me insane." He tossed
her on the bed and began to shed his clothes and tossed them aside without a second
thought. He climbed on the bed and yanked her excuse for underwear off and tossed it
with his clothes. He covered her body with his and let everything that was Marina
overwhelm his senses. He stopped kissing her only long enough for them to catch their
breath. He nipped at her ear, her neck. "You smell so good."

"Massage oil."

"Buy more, a lot more," he whispered as he started a teasing tour of his wife's body.
Her moans drove him further, losing himself in her. He traveled down her long legs,
tormenting her with his lips and tongue. He sat back and watched her for a moment. Her
eyes were glazed with desire for him, her body more than ready for him. His woman was
every fantasy he'd ever had come true. He kissed her and whispered, "l can't wait any
more. | need you now."

"I'm yours, Josiah. Take what you need."

That was all it took for him to lose all control. He took her hard and fast and she
matched him with a desperate passion of her own. His body tensed as they both found
what they needed in each other.

Like they always had. Like they always would.

Marina stirred, hearing the sound of the ocean. It took a moment before she
remembered they weren't in Carmel. There were no children ready to bounce on their
bed. Their children were being well taken care of by their nanny and their grandparents.
They had the whole day to themselves.

She curled up next to Frank and rested her head on his back. Their anniversary
was coming up in a couple of weeks. She couldn't believe how much her life had changed
in the last seven years. Back then she'd been living a singular existence, doing what she

wanted, when she wanted. Now she had a husband and three children. Her life was frantic



and she rarely had time for herself. She'd never been happier.

She looked at the beautiful eagle tattooed across her husband's back. The image
made her feel safe, enveloped by it's magnificent wings, protecting her and those she
loved. She placed a soft kiss on his back.

"Mmmm. Good morning," he whispered.

"Good morning."

He rolled over and took her in his arms, giving her a quick kiss. "What would you
like to do today?"

"You know what I'd reallly like? I'd like to stay here and order room service."

"Enjoy the view," he said, kissing her neck.

"Enjoy the view," she whispered.

"And maybe make use of the big shower?" he said nipping at her ear.

"You read my mind," she grinned.

He smiled and winked. "Hold that thought." He jumped out of bed and went into
the bathroom. She admired the view of her husband's truly spectacular ass. He ran every
morning and worked out in their home gym. She definitely reaped the benefits, especially
last night. She smiled at the dull ache of her muscles. He came back to bed a few minutes
later smelling of soap.

"Now, where were we?" he asked.

"Hold that thought," she laughed and took her turn in the bathroom. As she brushed
her teeth she looked over at the huge shower. Multiple heads, a variety of soaps and
lotions. Oh yeah, they were going to enjoy that.

Marina climbed back into bed and Frank immediately rolled on top of her and
pinned her to the mattress. "Now...where were we?" he smiled and began tasting her
neck.

She giggled as he nibbled on her ear. "You're very randy this morning."

He stopped and smiled. "Why wouldn't | be? I'm in bed with the sexiest woman in
the world." He tilted his head and laughed. "And three small children aren't about to
pounce."

She laughed too. "l thought the same thing."

He grew quiet and stroked her hair. "l love our kids but | do love having some time



for just the two of us. This weekend was supposed to be just about you, but | have to
admit, | really wanted this."

"Well I'm definitely enjoying myself." She brushed his unshaven cheek. "You
certainly went above and beyond last night."

"You were very inspiring."

"Oh yeah?"

"Hell yeah. That dress, you looked naked," he whispered. "Come to think of it you
practically were. Since when do you go out in public wearing next to nothing?"

"Since | was trying to seduce my husband."

"You don't have to try. I'm yours, babe. Anytime you want me."

She laughed and gave him a kiss. "Good to know. Let's just say | was putting in a
little extra effort."

"Well it was most appreciated.”

"l could tell," she said with a grin. "You know, I've figured something out. | can't
stop getting older. Gravity is going to take its toll. But the way you look at me, like you did
last night, like you can't wait to be with me. Josiah, I've never felt more beautiful and sexy
than since | met you. Not when | was on magazine covers or on a big screen. So long as
you keep looking at me the way you do, I'll always feel beautiful."

"You always will be my beautiful, beautiful girl," he whispered in Russian before he
proved once again how he was hers.

Anytime.

Marina sat on the balcony wrapped in a plush hotel robe. She ran her fingers
through her wet hair and smiled. She'd been right about that shower.

"Breakfast is served," said Frank as he handed her a champagne flute with orange
juice.

"Mimosas? You're spoiling me."

"A husband's perogative." He pulled a room service cart to the balcony and set the
table with covered serving dishes. He removed the covers and she gave a deep sigh.

"Oh baby, you know what a girl likes." She was staring a big plate of huevos



rancheros and a large side of hash browns. "Did you remember the..."

Frank pulled a napkin off a basket to reveal buttermilk biscuits. "How long have |
been married to you?"

"You're the best, babe." She put down her glass and picked up a fork. She glanced
over at what Frank had ordered for himself. Some scrambled eggs, a small order of bacon
and fruit. "l don't know how you can only eat that."

"Sweetheart, you may have the body of a goddess but you have the appetite of a
lumberjack."

She shrugged, smiled and took a big bite of the fresh biscuit.

Frank smiled as Marina demolished her breakfast. He grabbed the pitcher of
orange juice and refilled their glasses by half. He then topped them off with more
champagne. He picked up the glasses and set them next to the chaise. He sat down and
smiled. "Care to join me?"

"I'd love to." She tried to sit down next to him but he pulled her into his lap. He held
her around the waist with one hand and gave her the drink with the other. "I could get
used to this."

"We aim to please, ma'am," he said letting his Carolina accent come out.

"Nothing like a charm of a Southern gentleman." She set her drink down and
slipped her arms around his neck. She said nothing, studying his face.

"What? Do | have food in my teeth?"

"You have the bluest eyes since Paul Neuman." She smiled at his blush. "And your
chiseled jaw, very sexy," she smiled.

"Thank you, sweetheart," he managed to say as his blush flamed hotter. He never
had learn to accept a physical compliment. He'd merely learned to endure them.

"Do you know what | think of when | see women checking you out?"

"The name of a good eye doctor?"

Marina smiled and gave his shoulder a playful push. "l think 'Go ahead and look.

But he is my man. All mine."™ She ran her hand through his graying temples. She loved it
when he let his hair get a little long and he didn't tame it straight. "You're so damn sexy. |
thought it that first day in Jake and Mike's kitchen and | still think so." She gave him a soft

kiss.



"Your opinion about that is the only one that matters to me."

She stood and reached for his hand. "Come with me." She led him back to the
bedroom. "Lose the robe." He smiled and dropped it to the floor.

"And the boxers."

"What do you have in mind?"

"On the bed, face down."

"Okay, you have my attention." He laid down on the bed and watched as Marina
ran hot water in the bathroom sink. She dug through a shopping bag, pulled out a bottle
and dropped it in the water. "What is that?"

"Massage oil."

"l don't want to smell like my garden."

"Don't worry." She pulled the bottle from the water and dried it off. Opening the
bottle she inhaled and smiled. "It's spice based. Very male." When she held it toward him
he could smell a slight scent. "So you're going to give me a massage? Nice. Maybe if the
movie star thing doesn't work out they'll offer you a job."

"Oh this service will be a little different from what they offer in the spa." She smiled
and dropped the robe. This time, not even a thong. She climbed up on the bed and
straddled his hips. She leaned over and whispered, "If little Miss Kim tried this with you
I'd kick her skinny ass."

Frank closed his eyes gave him over to the sensation of Marina working the
muscles in his shoulders. He felt the warmed oil heat his skin as she worked her way
down his back. The thought occurred to him that half the men on the planet would kill to
be him right now. It was also the last coherent thought he had as she began to work his
ass and his legs not just with her hands. When she finally rolled him on his back he was
going on pure instinct, but apparently so was she. She rubbed oil on his chest and worked
her way down. He want to scream in relief when she finally took mercy on him. She stared
in his eyes as she took him in, controlling the movements until neither could hold back.
When she finally colllapsed on top of him all he could do was wrap his arms around her

and hold on. It would be some time before he could form a thought, let alone speak.

Marina's growling stomach caused her to stir. She glanced out the window and



saw the low sun. She rolled over and kissed Frank's shoulder. When he didn't stir she
nipped at his neck.

"I'm sleeping, woman."

"You need to feed me."

"You just ate."

"That was six hours ago. It's four in the afternoon."

"What?" He rolled over and grabbed his watch off the nightstand. "Holy crap!"

"I think reality finally caught up with us," she said as she got out of bed. She stood
and had to brace herself on the edge of the bed. "And | think we need to get out of this
room before neither one of us can walk."

"You know what else? We promised to facetime with the kids."

Marina smiled. "We should put on some clothes first."

"Good plan."

A few minutes later they were dressed and sitting in front of Frank's phone. "When
are you coming home?" asked Anna.

"We'll be home tomorrow night," said Marina.

"Hey Papa, you should see the neat castle | built," said Jake.

Frank had come through on his promise for a sandbox for Jake. They'd had a great
time picking it out and setting it up. It was their first father son project. "That's great, Jake.
Maybe Sara will take a picture and send it to us."

Jake squealed. "Yay! Sara, let's go. Take a picture. Papa wants to see it." He
grabbed Sara's hand and pulled.

"No. Sara was going to help me with my project," said Jonas.

"What project?" asked Marina.

"l decided to read the new 'Splat the Cat' book for storytime in school."

"Why do you need Sara to help you?"

"I'm going to translate it into Russian." He reached for Sara's free hand. "Come on,
Sara. You promised."

"What is going on?" Frank bellowed in his best Papa voice. It worked. Jake and

Jonas dropped Sara's hand. Anna, who looked like she was ready for a nap, sat up



straight.

"Well...your parents just left Mr. Nash."

"What happened?" asked Frank.

"To be fair it really wasn't the children's fault. Mr. Nash Sr. made pralines."

"Oh Lord, he sugared them up. I've warned him about that."

Marina smiled, "Anna's starting to wind down. Sara, | don't envy you the next hour
or two."

"Don't worry. We'll be fine."

"I'm sure you will," said Marina.

"You be good for Sara," Frank cautioned.

"Yes, Papa," said all three.

"We love you and we'll see you tomorrow night," said Marina as she disconnected
the call. "Am | a terrible mother because I'm really glad I'm not home right now?"

Frank smiled. "Well if you're terrible so am 1."

Frank and Marina went downstairs to the lobby and he started heading toward the
restaurant.

"You get us a table and I'll be right there. | want to pick up some things at the gift
store for the kids."

"Feeling guilty?"

"Just a little," she smiled.

"Don't forget Sara. She's the one dealing with their sugar rushes." Marina smiled
and headed off to the shop side of the hotel. Frank headed into the restaurant and nodded
when Cosgrove spotted him.

"Hello, Mr. Nash. Is your wife joining you?"

"Yes, she just stopped at the shops first."

He led Frank to an empty table with a great view on the terrace. "Kathy will be right
with you."

Frank looked around and saw that Saturday night meant the restaurant was

crowded even though it was barely five p.m. He realized Cosgrove had held the table for



him despite the fact they hadn't made a reservation and had know idea whether they'd
even be eating here tonight. He saw Kathy headed toward him with a big smile. Cosgrove
must h

ave had her waiting in case they showed up. That was great for them but terrible for
servers. Wait staff, even ones in a four star restaurant like this, depended on tips. If she'd
been sitting around just waiting for them she wasn't making any money.

"Hello Mr. Nash. What can | start you off with tonight?"

"Hello Kathy. Good to see you again." He smiled and lowered his voice. "Tell me
the truth. Did Cosgrove have you sitting in the kitchen waiting for us?"

She gave him a geniune smile. "I don't mind at all, Mr. Nash. Will your wife be
joining you?"

"Yes, she's hit the shops to get something for our kids. She should be here soon.
In the mean time, | think I'll have a beer. Something on tap. Surprise me."

She made a note on her pad. "Will do. For Mrs. Nash?"

"Red wine. Again, you choose."

"I'll be right back." She turned when an older man called out for Kathy's attention.
He was tall, distingushed and vaguely familiar.

"Oh, Miss, we've been here longer and we'd like our drinks."

"Yes sir, I'll let your server know."

The man sighed in disgust and then took a second look at Frank. "Nash, is that
you?"

"Oh crap," he thought. "Why him?" General John Lane. He'd served under him
briefly at the Pentagon. He stood and walked toward the table. The man may have been
a pompous ass but he was still a superior officer, even if they were both retired.

"General Lane, it's been a long time." Lane stood to shake his hand. He was still
trim and looked fit despite the fact he was in his late seventies.

"Yes, it has. Helen, this is Captain Frank Nash. He was my assistant for a time at
the Pentagon."

Frank shook the older woman's hand. Perfectly groomed white hair was stucked
into a neat bun. Her minimal jewelry and simple dinner dress made her look the perfect

D.C doynne. "A pleasure, Captain."



"Ah, it's Colonel, Ma'am. Retired."

"Really? Well, congratulations," Lane said with no small tone of surprise.

"Are you here with someone, Colonel?" she asked.

"Yes, my wife. She stopped to get some gifts for our children."

"Oh, the gift shop has some lovely jewelry. | picked up some beautiful earrings."

"Beautifully expensive," he growled.

"I'm afraid our daughter's too young for jewelry. She's only six."

"How old?" gasped Lane.

Frank smiled. "We have six year old twins and a five year old." Before Lane could
comment he heard the murmurs that always followed Marina into a crowded room. Helen
Lane spotted her too.

"John, isn't that that actress? You dragged me to that science fiction thing."

"Marina Sokolov. It can't be," whispered Lane as his eyes glazed over.

Frank fought the urge to smile. This was gonna be good. Marina, looked fantastic.
She was wearing a sundress that skimmed her tanned body. Her makeup and jewelry
were subtle but she looked every inch a movie star, every gorgeous inch.

"Why is she coming over here?" whispered Helen. The General seem to have
frozen solid.

Frank looked at him an tried hard not to grin. "That's my wife."

"Excuse me?" he gasped.

Marina stood next to Frank. He looked at the two large shopping bags and smiled.
"It looks like you cleaned the place out."

"l did get a little carried away."

"Marina, this is General John Lane and his wife Helen. He was my commander
when | was at the Pentagon.”

She extended her hand. "lt's nice to meet you." Lane looked like he might faint.

"It's a pleasure," he managed a smile.

Marina reached for Helen's hand. The woman looked like she'd been asked to
touch something unpleasant. "Hello."

"How long have you been married to Nash?" asked Lane.

She looked up at and smiled at him like he was a giant chocolate cake. "Seven



years next month. Best seven years of my life."

Frank was surprised at her response. It wasn't that he was surprised that she felt
that way. He was surprised at the way she said it in front of a stranger. "l see Kathy's
brought our drinks. It was good to see you again, sir." He nodded to the Lane's wife.
"Ma'am." He took Marina's packages from her and led her to their table. He switched to
Russian so no one could overhear their conversation. "What was that?"

"What?"

"What you said in front of Lane and his wife. Why do | think you were making a
point?"

"Because | was. | saw how he was looking at you. | don't like it when people think
you couldn't be my husband." She reached for his hand and smiled. "I have excellent
taste in husbands."

He smiled. "Agreed. | did think it was a little over the top."

"Oh, that was for her benefit."

"His wife? Why?"

"I've seen the look for the last twenty years. The smiling husband and the pinched
face wife. He hasn't paid attention to her for at least a decade but | get his attention. She
hates me for it."

Frank smiled and squeezed her hand. He didn't have an answer for her. He couldn't
imagine what kind of encounters she'd had to endure over the years. "He always was a
pompous ass. Apparently nothing has changed."

"l saw that a mile off." She gave him a sly smile. "You enjoyed flaunting me in front
of him."

"No | didn't..." He paused. He should know better than to get something past her.
"Yeah, | did. Sorry."

"Don't be. I'm glad you're proud of me."

"I am. Very proud." He took a sip of his beer and found Kathy had made an
excellent choice. "Try your wine. | had Kathy pick."

She took a sip and her eyes widened. "Oh that's excellent."

"What all did you get at the shops?"

"They had some beach toys, things for digging in the sand | got for Jake. | got a



book on seashells for Jonas. | got a cute bracelet for Sara."

"What did you get for Anna?"

"l not sure she's going to like it but | couldn't resist it." Marina pull a long box from
one of the bags. She opened the box and moved the tissue aside. She pulled out a doll
with long brown hair and blue eyes. The doll was dressed in jeans, a bright colored t shirt
and a denim jacket. She was even wearing sunglasses. "It's the same company that made
my doll." She looked at the doll and smiled. "l thought it looked like her. Do you think she'll
like it?"

"It's from you. | think she'll love it."

Frank and Marina had another excellent meal thanks to Kathy's suggestions.
"What do you want to do after dinner?" he asked. "We can't just stay in our room all
weekend." He grinned. "Well we could but they do have a lot of things to do here."

"You know they have a great pool. | saw it from our balcony."

"It's pretty late."

"It will be light for at least another hour and the later it is, the fewer people who
might be around." She leaned close and smiled. "It has a hot tub."

Frank smiled. "Swimming it is." He nodded toward Kathy who was waiting at the
hostess station.

"Can | bring you anything else?"

"No thanks, we're finished." He accepted the leather folder, reviewed the bill and
signed. "We're leaving before dinner tomorrow but | want to thank you for your great
service."

"You were right about the salmon," said Marina. "It was fantastic."

The girl smiled broadly. "I'm so glad you were pleased."

Frank handed her the folder. "We were, very much."

Kathy opened the folder and gasped. "Mr. Nash, | think you made a mistake." She
tried to give him back the folder and he shook his head. "No | didn't." He extended his
hand to the young girl. "It's been very nice meeting you and good luck with your studies."

"Thank you," she whispered through teary eyes.

Marina shook her hand. "Good luck, Kathy."



"Thank you. Thank you very much."

Frank picked up Marina's packages and they walked to the elevator. He gave her
credit for waiting until the elevator doors closed.

"So how big a tip did you leave?"

"Not that big."

"Franklin Nash, that girl was near weeping and ready to fall at your feet."

"Athousand," he whispered.

"l couldn't hear you. How much?"

"A thousand dollars. She's a good kid and Cosgrove made her stay available for
us. She wasn't able to serve other guests so that meant she wasn't making any tips."

Marina smiled and placed a kiss on his cheek. "You're a good man, Frank Nash."

"Thank you," he said quietly.

"You're still giving her the scholarship." It was a statement, not a question.

He allowed himself a small grin. "I've text Jerry to get her information."



Frank and Marina came down to the pool area and Marina had been correct. They
were the only people there other than one lone resort employee. He was a large balding
man, wearing sunglasses. He was obviously more security guard than life guard.

"Hello sir, ma'am," said the guard. He handed them some beach towels and Marina
thanked him, moving off to a chaise to drop her things. "The pool is opens for another
thirty minutes. You can stay longer, of course if you'd like some privacy," he smiled.

"Actually, if you could stay on duty for a bit longer, I'd appreciate that."

"Of course sir."

"It's more for security, than life guard." Frank saw the man mentally switch to
security mode.

"Is there an issue?"

Frank smiled and nodded toward his wife. She dropped her sunglasses on the
table and then removed her beach jacket. Marina was wearing a bright red bikini. The
guard couldn't take his eyes off her and Frank couldn't blame him. Her body was perfectly
tan and toned. Her full breasts were barely restrained by the tiny top.

"Holy shit," he whispered. "That's..."

"My wife," said Frank

"Oh, yes." said the man quickly. "I'm sorry sir."

"No problem. We won't be here that long, but if you would keep a discreet eye out,
I'd appreciate it."

"Of course sir."

Frank joined Marina and pulled his t shirt over his head. "You know you just about
gave the guard a heart attack in that suit."

"l wear it at home. Am | too old to pull it off? | should have brought my one piece."

"Sweetheart, stop. You are a stunningly beautiful woman and you look better than
you did twenty years ago."

Marina smiled. "You didn't know me twenty years ago."

"I've seen all your movies. That college horror movie."

"Ugh, "Terror Fraternity' You saw that?"

"You were very popular with my Marines on movie night."



"Oh Lord."

"Come on, diva." He smiled and dove into the pool. She smiled and dove in after
him. He grabbed her around the waist and gave her a quick kiss.

"You've seen all my movies? Since when?"

"Most of the early ones | saw in the service." He tucked a loose strand of hair
behind her ear. "The rest I've seen over the last few years."

"Wow. That's a lot of B movies."

"You've really grown as an actress. You don't get all these offers because you're
beautiful. You get them because you're talented."

Marina smiled and gave him a kiss. Then she slipped out of his arms and darted
the length of the pool. They chased after each other until she finally let him catch her.
"How about that hot tub?"

"Sounds great." They got into the hot tub and Frank hit the button for the jets. "Oh
this is great," he said as he leaned up against jet. "Maybe we should get one."

"I'm afraid with the kids."

"Maybe when they're older." He pulled her into his lap. "In the meantime we'll have
to do this more often."

"Oh, | do love the way you think, goon."

He leaned in and whispered, "And | love the way you look in a hot red bikini." He
placed a kiss on her neck.

"What do you say we take this party upstairs?"

Frank grinned and took her by the hand.

Marina pulled off her beach jacket and tossed it on a chair. "So you like my suit?"
she said as she walked toward him.

"Hell yes," he said as he pulled her close. "You look amazing."

She smiled and raised her arms behind her neck. "Well, it is all wet and | need a
take it off. Care to help me?" She turned around and he unhooked the back of the top as
she pushed the bottom to her feet. She headed toward the master bath.

Frank looked at his wife's beautiful ass as she walked away and marveled at what

a lucky man he was. He followed her into the bath and tossed his wet trunks aside. Marina



stepped inside the shower and turned on the multiple sprays. She turned around and let
water hit her from all directions.

"Mmmm, this is so nice. Maybe we should think about installing one."

"Maybe we should," he said as he picked up a large sponge. He put some liquid
soap on the sponge and moved closer. He moved the sponge down her body, letting the
soap run down her legs. He soaped her back and her ass. He moved to her breasts as
Marina closed her eyes and sighed. He dropped the sponge and picked up a bottle of
shampoo. He put a small amount in his hands and began to work it into her scalp. He
rinsed her hair and repeated his actions with the conditioner. He smoothed her long hair
in his hands.

"We definitely need to look into getting one of these," she purred. She opened her
eyes and slid her arms around his neck. "Come here, Marine." She pulled him tight into a
passionate kiss. "Your turn," she whispered. She picked up the sponge and began to
scrub his back and legs. She walked around him to soap up his chest. She dropped the
sponge and used only her hands. He enjoyed her attention as long as he could before he
pulled her hands away. He pushed her against the smooth wall of the shower then lifted
her up, wrapping her legs around his waist. She was more than ready when he entered
her and it didn't take long before their moans echoed off the tile walls.

"You're right," he smiled. "We need one of these."

Frank sat on the bed and flipped through the streaming service for a movie. He'd
thrown on a pair of shorts and one of his Harley t shirts. He glanced into the bathroom
and watched Marina drying her hair. She was bent in half drying back of her hair, giving
him a great view of her ass. She flipped her hair over and stood. She saw him watching
her and turned around.

"Whatcha' lookin at, Marine?"

"l am looking at a sexy naked woman standing in my bathroom."

She walked over to the bed and gave him a quick kiss. He rubbed his hand over
her warm skin. "I'm assuming from the shorts and the t shirt we're not going to the opera
tonight."

"l was thinking why don't we order some ridiculously fattening dessert from room



service, stay in and watch a movie."

"An entire movie uninterrupted by squabbling children. Sounds like heaven." She
went over to the dresser and pulled out a pair of shorts and a tiny t shirt.

"No underwear?"

"Will | need it?"

"Probably not," he grinned. He glanced at the room service menu. "This one has
your name on it."

"Chocolate cheesecake. Yumm."

"We can get two forks."

She looked at him like he'd grown a second head. "Have you just met me?"

"What was | thinking?" he laughed. He picked up the room phone and ordered two
pieces of cheesecake and another bottle of champagne.

Marina scrambled up onto the bed next to him. "Did you find something for us to
watch?"

"As a matter of fact, | did." He hit the button for streaming service and Marina
gasped.

"Oh God. Not..."

"Terror Fraternity."

Frank watched as Marina hid her eyes from her younger self. "Oh God | can't
watch."

"l think you're adorable, although | do question the big hair."

"That was the director's idea."

He laughed as Marina's character blew off the big man on campus for the quiet kid
with glasses.

She cringed again. "Ugh, | was awful."

"Think of it this way. This is a reminder of how far you've come."

Marina stilled and then smiled. "Thank you," she said.

"For what?"

"For everything. For the best birthday ever. For three beautiful children and a

wonderful life." She wrapped her hands around his arm. "For always lifting me up when



I'm down. For always having my back. For being the best man I've ever known."

"Ah, thank you sweetheart," he said through his blush.

She strattled his hips and gave him a deep kiss. "And for being a tiger in the sack,"
she smiled.

"You're just trying to distract me from the rest of your movie."

"Is it working?"

He flipped her over her back, pinning her to the bed. "Hell yes."



Chapter Six

Frank and Cabe took up seats at a table and waved at the waitress, Maddie. They
didn't have to order, Maddie knew what they wanted. It was before their normal rush hour
so the place was nearly empty. The Road Warrior was the half way stop for most of the
rides. Their fellow Boozefighter, Sven met his wife, Jenny, there when she was a waitress.
Now she was a stay at home mom to their two kids.

"How are the kids?" asked Cabe.

"Good. Jake starts first grade full time next week."

"Wow, that sure went fast. Wasn't he in diapers just yesterday?"

"l know what you mean. Anna and Jonas are moving up to the second grade but
he's going to take an advanced math class in the afternoon. I'm a little nervous about it."

"Why. Don't you think he can handle it?"

"No. | think he'll crush it but I think he'll miss his sister more than he realizes. It will
be the first time they will be doing school work independent of each other. They may fight
like cats and dogs sometimes but they rely on each other."

"He's the brain, she's the brawn."

"Exactly."

"It might be good for them."

"That's what Marina said. And Jonas is testing off the charts in so many catagories
he's getting bored with regular classwork. She said we have to let him explore his abilities
but | don't want him to, well..."

"Turn into Walter."

"No...Yeah. | want him to be able to have a normal life."

"His mother is a world famous movie star, his father is an Ex-Marine biker and he's
fluent in Russian at the age of seven. | think the normal boat sailed a long time ago."

"l just don't want him to have a tough time."

"l know just how you feel. Walter had a hell of a time growing up and now his son
is showing signs of being advanced. He'd gotten so good with Russian | started teaching

him Italian just to stay even."



"l know you did. I've been meaning to mention it. Cabe's teaching Jake Italian now.
| may need you to teach me too."

"Only if you teach me Russian."

"Deal," Frank smiled as the waitress brought them their orders. He took a bite of
his mushroom cheeseburger and was reaching for a fry when he noticed Cabe was
watching the bar. "What's going on?" he asked quietly.

"I'm not sure. Bad vibe."

Frank looked straight ahead at a mirrored beer sign and saw what Cabe did. Two
scruffy guys were hassling Maddie. One wore a blue plaid workshirt over a dirty white t
shirt and a nasty pair of baggy work pants. The other wore a greasy old concert t shirt
over his ripped jeans. They were both pale and bloated, looking older then men in their
thirties should. It was probably from years of drinking. The bartender wasn't on the floor
so Maddie was on her own. She looked like she was handling it until blue plaid grabbed
her arm. Cabe jumped to his feet and covered the distance to Maddie in a couple of
seconds with Frank right behind.

"Let her go," said Cabe.

"Who's going to make me, old man?"

Frank looked at Cabe and smiled. "Why do they always say that?"

"Just stupid, | guess."

Cabe's taunt was enough to get the guy to let go of Maddie. He took a swing at
Cabe which he countered. Concert guy took a swing at Frank and he fought back. He got
the impression these guys were used to brawling. He finally put concert guy down with
an uppercut. The guy hit the floor like a rock, out cold. He turned in time to see plaid shirt
connect with Cabe's chin. As Cabe hit the floor plaid shirt reached behind his pack and
pulled out a revolver.

"Gun," shouted Frank as he launched himself at the gunman just as the man fired.
Pain tore through him and he fell, hitting his head on the hardwood floor. Just before he

passed out his last thought was, "Marina is gonna be so pissed."



Marina looked outside her kitchen window and saw Jake playing in the backyard
in his sandbox. He took a bucket of water with him to wet the sand and use the tools she'd
bought him to dig and build. What she didn't love was all the sand he tracked through the
house no matter how many times she told him to brush himself off.

Anna was playing on the jungle gym with her doll, Sophia. She'd named her after
her school principal because she said Mrs. Hanson was tough and smart but everyone
still liked her. She couldn't fault Anna's choice. She'd been worried if Anna would like the
doll. She'd bought it for her because she'd had one as a kid and loved it. She'd liked the
doll but one day Marina surprised her. She dug out the Harley jacket that Cabe had given
her when she was a baby and put it on Sophia. From then on she and the doll were
inseparable. She even asked her Papa for, and got, a special basket for her bike because
Sophia likes to be upfront. Frank took a plain bike basket, spray painted it black and fixed
a large Harley decal to the front. He also made a small harness to hold her so Sophia
would always stay safe.

The only one missing from the backyard was Jonas. She walked up to his room
and opened the door. He was sitting on his bed with a book open in his lap. "Jonas, it's a
beautiful day. | want you to go outside and play."

"I'm reading."

"You're always reading. Put the book down and go engage with humanity."

"They're not humanity. They're Anna and Jake."

"Sibling humanity. Now go."

"Mama, I'm just at the good part," he whined.

"l will not be raising the world's smallest vampire. Put the book down and go."

"Fine." He set his book down and walked downstairs. "What am | supposed to do
out there?"

She looked at her son and smiled. He was great with books and technology but he
had difficulty engaging with people. "Jake is building in his sandbox. Maybe you could
help him." She gave him a a kiss on his cheek and a small push out toward the patio.

A buzz from the security panel took her attention away from the children. She

pushed a button on the security panel and the montor screen lit up. She was surprised to



see Kate and Jonathan Gallo on her doorstep. She opened the door to them and gave
each a big hug.

"This is a surprise. The guys aren't back yet from their ride." The look on their faces
made her heart pound. "What's wrong?"

Kate put her hand on Marina's arm and looked around. "Where are the children?"

"Outside."

"l don't want you to panic. Frank's going to be okay, but he's been hurt. I'm here to
take you to Mercy."

"Did he crash his bike?"

Kate shook her head. "There was an incident at The Road Warrior when they
stopped for lunch. A waitress was being assaulted and they intervened. Cabe was down
on the ground when a guy pulled a gun. Frank stopped him but he was hurt."

"Hurt?"

"He was shot."

Marina forced herself to stand up straight despite wanting to fall down. "Oh God,"
she whispered. She looked out the window and saw her children playing.

"l spoke to Frank briefly. He didn't want you to hear this over the phone. He also
said to say 'ya lyublyu tebya, diva'. Did | say that right?"

She managed a small smile. "You said it just fine."

"What does it mean?"

"l love you, diva," she said as she fought back tears.

"I'll stay with the kids," said Jonathan.

Marina nodded and took a breath. She squared her shoulders and walked out to
the back yard. "Hey guys, look who's here."

"Aunt Kate! Uncle Jonathan!" The children ran up and gave each a hug. Jake
grabbed Jonathan's hand and Jonas reached for Kate.

"Come see what we're building," said Jonas

"Yeah, it's a castle," said Jake.

"Kids, Aunt Kate and | have to go out for a bit, but Jonathan is going to stay with
you.

"Cool," said Jonas. "Come on," he and Jake pulled Jonathan's hands toward the



large sand box.

"What am | going to do?" whined Anna.

"You have to join us. It's been a while since I've spent anytime with my favorite
Russian princess," said Jonathan with his killer Gallo grin. It made the female heart flutter,
even that of a seven year old girl. Anna ran to his side and they all gathered around the
sand box. Jonathan look up and smiled. "We'll be fine."

"We'll see you later, sweetheart," said Kate.

"Love you, Mom," he said with a forced smile.

"l love you too, baby."

The kids laughed. "He's not a baby. He's a grown up."

Kate smiled. "He's my baby."

Marina looked straight ahead as they darted through traffic in Kate's government

vehicle. She had turned on the lights and sirens as soon as they'd gone beyond Marina's

street.

"Are you allowed to do this?" Marina asked.

"Do what? Give you a lift?"

"Do it with lights and sirens."

"l can when it concerns a Homeland agent."

Marina gasped. "Oh God, Kate. | never asked. Is Cabe okay?" She saw Kate's
hesitation.

"He said he's been hurt worse by me in our hand to hand training."

"You don't believe him."

"No, | don't," she said quietly.

Marina placed her hand on Kate's shoulder. "I'm so sorry, Kate. I'm a terrible friend.
| didn't think of you at all."

"It's okay, sweetie. Unfortunately, Cabe and | are used to this. You aren't."

"No, it's not alright. | really am so sorry," she said as she began to weep.

Kate grabbed her hand. "lt's okay, Marina. It's going to be okay." As they rounded

the corner to the hospital they saw a sea of paparazzi and a handful of security guards



trying to hold them back.

"Crap. Word's out," said Kate.

Marina stared at the scene as if she were stuck in the middle of one of her bad
early movies. It all seemed unreal. Thank God for Kate not so much guiding her through
this as yanking her hand and pulling.

Kate pulled up in front of the ER entrance and parked. Before the guard could
protest she flashed her badge. She flashed it again at the front desk.

"Two patients were just brought in by ambulance. Gallo and Nash. Where are
they?"

"If you'll just take a seat," said the receptionist.

"Where are they?" she repeated.

"Hey, aren't you Marina Sokolov?"

Kate pounded her fist on the counter. "Where?!" she yelled.

The woman was startled and turned to her keyboard. "They've been moved."

"Somebody better tell me where our husbands are or | will.."

Atall, thin man with a shock of white hair came through the ER doors. "Kate, come
with me."

Kate grabbed Marina's hand and followed the man to an elevator that had been
locked open. He inserted a key and the doors shut. "We've moved them to a secure
section in anticpation of what's going on outside. | want to assure you Ms. Sokolov we
are taking every precaution for your security and theirs. Dr. Hawkins is the best trauma
surgeon in the city. She's been paged and is on her way."

"It's Nash. My name is Marina Nash," she whispered.

"Of course, Mrs. Nash. My apologies."

Marina looked at the man as if she finally realized he was there. "Who are you?"

"Henry Wilson, Chief of Staff."

"Of course, I'm sorry. We've met at fundraisers."

"No problem, Mrs. Nash. I'm highly forgetable."

Marina managed a small smile as he walked them to a large private room. He open
the door and there were two beds with both men. Cabe was barely recognizable. His right

eye was swollen shut and there was a large gash on his head. Frank had a bruised cheek



and his left leg was bandaged. Both men had IVs and machines running.

She saw Kate steady herself before walking to Cabe's side. "lI've never hurt you
like this in training. | would never do anything to mess with your handsome face."

Marina tried to mimic Kate, squaring her shoulders and taking Frank hand. She
switched to Russian and faked a smile. "What mess have you gotten yourself into,
Josiah?"

"This guy and his buddy were assaulting Maddie, the waitress at The Road Warrior.
We stepped in but they were surprisingly tough for a couple of drunks. The one guy pulled
out a gun when Cabe was down. He was going to kill him, babe. | had to. I'm sorry."

"You don't have to be sorry. You had to do it. | knew this day might come."

"What do you mean?"

"Every day for the last seven years, when you strap on a gun for the job or you run
security for me, | worry that there might be another Peter Kane out there waiting for you."

"Every day?"

"Yes."

"Why didn't you ever say something?"

"Honestly, because | talked to Kate. | asked her how she dealt with the fear that
Cabe might not come home. She's told me some things they've been through. It's been
really tough for her but she said she learned to trust his training and his judgement. He
doesn't take foolish risks. Neither do you."

"I'm so sorry."

"Kate said you would be okay but | kept thinking the whole way over what if you
weren't okay? What would | say to our children? | kept running it over and over in my
head like it was a monologue for a movie."

"What did you decide?"

"l would tell them you were doing something important, something necessary. You
were protecting people, keeping them safe." She squeezed his hand and tried to smile.
"And that I'm very proud of you." Frank could see she wasn't holding it together. She
couldn't hide from him. She never could. "Please don't ever make me give that speech."

"Oh babe, I'm so sorry."

"Just kiss me, Josiah." He gave her a soft kiss. "No," she whispered. "Really kiss



me. Show me you're really okay." He cupped her cheek in his hand and pulled her close.
They put every ounce of passion they had for each other into one kiss.

"Ah babe, if | show you anymore how okay | am," he paused and glanced at his
lap. "I'll be showing the rest of the world too."

She glanced down and smiled. She started to laugh and couldn't stop until she
dissolved in tears. Frank put his free arm around her and whispered in her ear.

"I'm going to be fine. | promise, angel"

She wept on his shoulder "You can never leave me, Josiah. Not ever. | don't know
how | would could go through this world without you. | love you so much."

"l love you too."

The door opened and Marina stood and wiped her eyes. A woman with short brown
hair and a quick smile entered the room. She looked over at Kate and Cabe. "Well, if it
isn't the Agents Gallo. Here to keep my practice thriving." She looked over at Marina and
Frank. Today it's a twofer."

"Hi Stacee," said Kate.

The doctor took a quick look at Cabe's chart. "Well at least | won't be operating on
you today."

Kate looked over at Marina. "Stacee has saved both our lives. She's the best."

Stacee laughed, "Ah, you'll make a girl blush." She set Cabe's chart down. "You'll
keep for a bit. Let me look at your cohort."

She picked up Frank's chart and looked at the ER doctor's preliminary findings.
"Okay, let's take a look." She examined Frank's bruised cheek and listened to his heart.
She pulled down his hospital gown and checked his ribs. "Nice ink," she smiled.

"Thanks."

"I'm going to get some xrays to make sure nothing's broken." She picked up his
chart to notate the order when she glanced up at him and then back down at the chart.
"Is this right? You're how old?"

"Sixty two."

"Damn, dude. Way to keep the engine running. You must work out with the Gallos."
She looked at Marina and smiled. "Being in such excellent physical shape aids

enormously in healing." She set the chart down and pulled back Frank's hospital gown



fully exposing his bandaged leg. She looked at Marina. "I'm going to examine the wound.
You may want to step outside."

She was shaking and her head felt like it was going to explode but she managed
a fake smile. "No, I'm fine. I'll stay."

"Sweetheart, are you sure? You don't look so good."

"Really, Frank. I'm fine." Stacee began unwrapping his leg until a small ragged hole
was revealed. "Oh God," she whispered. She thought she heard Frank call her name as

the room faded from view.

Marina heard her name being called and she opened her eyes. She was sitting in
a reclining chair. "Mrs. Nash can you open your eyes for me?"

"What? What happened?"

"You fainted."

"No. I've never fainted."

"I've spent a lot of years training. Trust me, you fainted." A nurse came in with a
blood pressure cuff and handed it to the doctor. "This is ridiculous. Frank and Cabe need
your attention, not me."

Frank swore at her in Russian. "You keep your diva ass in that seat and let the
doctor check you out." His tone softened. "Please, baby."

"Fine."

Stacee smiled. "Is he like that alot, with the Russian and all?"

Marina smiled at her husband and replied in Russian. Then she repeated herself
in English. "He's a pain in the ass goon, but | love him anyway."

"I'm going to run a quick blood test on you."

"What?"

"Diva, do not make me get out of this bed."

"Fine."

Marina sat in the recliner sipping ginger ale as Kate sipped her coffee. "I'm so

embarassed."



"Don't be. You've never been through anything like this before."
"l really don't know what | do without you, Kate."

"l love you too, sweetie."

"How long do you think it will take for their tests."

"Not long. They'll do the X-rays to see if anything is broken."

"| appreciate taking care of us like this when I'm sure you're worried about Cabe."

"When your mate wears a gun you're always worried, but you know that."

Marina couldn't stop the tear from running down her cheek. The door opened and
Cabe and Frank were brought back in the room. She could tell from the look on his face
that he was in pain. "I'll call the nurse and see if they can get you something for the pain."

"I'm fine. How are you?"

"I'm fine and you're annoying. I'm going over there." She walked around Frank's
bed and gave Cabe a gentle kiss. "How are you feeling?"

"I've felt better but I'll be fine. So will Frank, by the way."

"I know but he's going to be a giant pain in the ass while he recovers."

Kate laughed. "Oh the tougher they are the bigger the baby when they're laid up."

"Marines do not whine," said Cabe.

"Oh, please. You sound like your grandson when he can't have another cookie."

Dr Hawkins entered the room with a smile. "Well, | got everyone's results back and
it's all good. Cabe, you have a couple of cracked ribs but no facial fractures. You're going
to hurt like hell for a few weeks but you'll be fine. I'll write a script for pain. Go home, sit
on the beach and chill."

"Thank you, Stacee," said Cabe.

"Okay, Mr. Nash."

"Frank, please."

"Okay, Frank. You lucked out. No breaks. The gunshot is a through and through,
small caliber. You don't require surgery. I'll write you a script for pain. You'll need some
followup and some PT, but you'll be fine in a few weeks."

Marina could feel every muscle in her body relax. "Thank God."

"What about Marina?" asked Frank.



"I'm fine. I'm not sick."
Stacee smiled. "No, you're not sick."
"l told you."

"You're pregnant.”



Chapter Seven

"What?" asked Marina and Frank in unison.

"Are you sure?" asked Marina.

"I had them run it twice. From the hormones in your system I'd say about ten
weeks."

"I'm forty five. | thought things were starting to slow down. | didn't give a missed
period or two a real thought. Why did you?"

"l know you and your husband have three young children." She looked at Frank
and smiled. "Considering your husband's excellent physical condition, it's not that far a
leap. Obviously you need to contact your own doctor as soon as you can. Pregnancy at
your age does make you high risk."

Marina looked at Frank who appeared as stunned as she was.

"Okay. I'll write the orders and get you some crutches. You should be out of here
soon."

"Thanks Stacee," said Kate. She closed behind the doctor and then embraced her
friend. "Congratulations, sweetie."

"Thanks," she whispered.

Kate kissed Frank's cheek and Cabe stood to shake his hand. "Congratulations,
brother."

"Thanks," Frank said. He looked up at his buddy and smiled. "You look like crap."

"Thanks for having my back."

"Always."

Frank and Marina sat in the back seats of Kate's car. Cabe sat in the passenger
seat. With that eye it would be a few days before he'd be able to drive. Frank's leg was
screaming at him and Marina could tell.

"l wish you'd take one of the pain killers."

"Not before we see the kids."



"What are you going to tell them?" asked Cabe.

"Unfortunately not telling them is not an option," said Frank. "It won't be long before
someone tells them | was shot. It has to come from us."

"It stinks that you don't have a choice," said Kate.

"We promised ourselves we'd always be honest with them but it's a matter of how
much we tell them," said Marina. They pulled into the driveway and Kate parked.

"I'll stay here," said Cabe. "l don't want to scare the kids."

Marina leaned in through the window and kissed his cheek. "Get some rest."

"You too, little Mama."

Marina shook her head and smiled. "l will."

Frank managed to get into the house on his crutches. No small feat since he hadn't
used them since he'd broken his leg in a high school football game.

"You sit down and [I'll get the kids."

He grabbed her hand to stop her. "Are we going to tell the kids about the baby?"

"Not yet. Let's let them process this first."

Jonathan came out from the kitchen. "Hey Frank. How are you feeling?"

"I'm good, Jonathan. Thanks for staying with the kids."

"It's no problem. They were great. | was just giving them dinner."

"Your parents are waiting for you in the car."

"Okay let me go say good bye to the kids." Jonathan walked back into the kitchen
and Frank steeled himself for his children's reaction. The kids spilled into the living room
but stopped when they saw him.

"Papa, what happened to you?" asked Anna.

"l want all of you to sit down and Mama and | will tell you all about it."

Marina gave Jonathan a kiss good bye and locked the door behind him. He could
see she was preparing herself for what they were about to do, as if she were going to
play a difficult scene. He reached his hand for her, wnting her to sit next to him on the
couch. Anna was sitting in a wingbacked chair with her legs pulled up to her chest.
Normally he would have told his daughter to get her feet off the furniture but now was not
the time. Jonas was sitting on the arm of his sister's chair. Jake had taken up a spot on

the floor.



Frank took a deep breath and smiled at Marina. "You can see I've got a hurt leg.
So I'm going to tell you what happened. First thing is | want you to know I'm going to be
fine. Uncle Cabe and | were having lunch and a couple of men started hurting the waitress.
We couldn't let that happen. We got into a fight trying to stop them. The one man knocked
Uncle Cabe down and then he tried shoot him with a gun." He saw the fear on his
children's faces and he wanted to find those assholes and beat on them some more for
putting his children through this. "l pushed the man away from hurting Uncle Cabe, but
he hurt me instead." He looked at Marina, not wanting to tell his children the whole truth.
She nodded because they both knew they had no choice. "That's when he shot me in the
leg." Anna gasped and her eyes filled with tears. Jonas and Jake both looked shaken.
"I'm going to tell you and | want you to listen to me. | am okay. I'm hurt but | will get better."

"Are you sure?" asked Anna.

"| promise, princess."

Marina squeezed his hand and looked at their children. "You know how we've told
you about the press and sometimes they might say things about us because | make
movies. They will probably say things about Papa being hurt. You are to only pay attention
to what we tell you. We will always tell you the truth."

"That's right," Frank added. "If you have any questions you come to us."

"Does it hurt, Papa?" asked Jake.

Frank looked at his son and wished he could lie to him. "It does hurt now, but the
doctor gave me medicine."

"Which Papa has to take," said Marina. "I'm going to get Papa upstairs. You can

watch TV for awhile but keep it down."

Frank hated that he had to lean on his wife to get up the stairs. His pregnant wife.
They were just getting Jake off to full time school and now they'd be starting over with two
a.m. feedings. It made him feel ancient. Marina helped him get changed and get into bed.
She adjusted the bed to raise his feet.

"I'll get you some water and | want you to take the pain pills."

He grabbed her hand and made her sit next to him on the bed. "Stop. Just stop.

Talk to me."



"l don't know what to say. | guess | need as much time to process this as the kids
do."

"I'm going to be fine."

"Of course you are. You're in excellent shape according to Dr. Stacee." She stood
quickly and got a glass of water from the bathroom and handed it to him with the
prescription.

"What's wrong?"

"What's wrong? Nothing. My husband has a bullet hole in his leg and I'm forty five
and pregnant. Everything is dandy. Now take your damn pills."

He swallowed the pills and set down the glass. "Marina, I'm pretty freaked out too
but we have to keep it together for the kids."

"Why are you freaked out?"

"Why?! Because you know how old I'll be when this one graduates? Eighty!"

"And I'll be sixty three! I'm not exactly the youngest mother in the PTA now." She
sat back down on the bed and started to cry. "I'm scared. It was risky enough with Jake.
Now it's worse." She covered her stomach with her hand. "What if something happens to
the baby." She looked at Frank with fear in her eyes. "Or to me? | have to be here for our
children."

He suddenly felt like a complete heel. He'd thinking about how this was affecting
him. Marina was the one at physical risk. He pulled her into a hug and tried not to flinch
in pain. "Sweetheart, we have access to the best medical help in the world. We will do
everything we can to keep you and the baby safe."

She let out a small laugh. "Apparently a weekend away wasn't the only thing you
gave me for my birthday."

He smiled. "l can't believe we're doing this again."

"Well you're the one whose swimmers are freaking Marine Recon!"

They were both laughing when the door opened. "Papa?"

"Yes, princess?"

"We brought you something." Anna was carrying a sandwich on a small plate.
Jonas was carrying a book and Jake had a juice box.

"What is all this?"



"Mama always brings us our dinner in bed when we're sick. We made you a cheese
sandwich."

"l made the toast," said Jake.

"Did you now?" he smiled. "l am a little hungry." He took a bite of the sandwich and
smiled. They'd done a great job. It was his favorite quick sandwich. American cheese,
lettuce and tomato with mayo on white toast. It was a little heavy on the mayo but it was
pretty good.

"Do you like it? | said we should make cheese. Jake said peanut butter but that's
his favorite."

"Jonas, it's a perfect sandwich." He smiled at his son's look of pride as he took
another bite.

Jake handed him an orange juice box. "Mama gives us these so we don't spill in
bed."

"Thank you, Jake."

Jake smiled then leaned over and kissed Frank's bandaged leg. "Mama always
kisses my hurts. It makes them better."

"Yes it does," he said through a choked voice. "l feel it working already."

"Papa, you said we could ask you questions," said Anna

"Yes, princess. What do you want to know?"

"Did they get the bad guys who hurt you?"

He looked up at Marina and she realized the same thing. They'd forgotten a very
important piece of information. They hadn't realized their kids would need to know what
happened to the bad guys. "Yes, the police came and arrested both of them and took
them to jail."

Anna smiled. "That's good, Papa."

"Jonas, what do you have there?"

"It's a storybook. Mama always reads to us when we don't feel good."

"That sounds wonderful. Why don't you all climb in and Jonas can read to all of
us.

"Frank, are you sure? Your leg?"

"Will be just fine." He patted the bed next to him. "Come on, you too."



Marina got in bed while Jonas sat between them. Anna crawled in next to Marina
and Jake squeezed in on her lap. Jonas opened the book and began to read. It was a
child's storybook but it was in Russian. He was delighted at his son's ability to speak and
read the language.

He smiled at Marina and stroked Jonas hair while he read. He couldn't give words
to how much he loved his children. God had given them three beautiful children. He knew

now there was no reason to think number four would be any less miraculous.



"Hey sleephead, time to wake up," said Frank. He was sitting on their edge of the
bed and stroked Marina's hair.

She stirred and rolled over. "What time is it?"

"Almost nine."

"What?" she said bolting upright.

"You've been out cold for twelve hours."

"Wow. Why did you let me sleep so late? Your parents will be here soon." They'd
called everyone from the hospital yesterday but they wanted to see for themselves that
he was okay. Especially his parents.

"Why did | let you sleep late?" He leaned down and placed a kiss on her belly and
whispered, "Good morning, angel." He sat up and smiled. "That's why."

She rubbed her eyes and saw he was already washed and dress. "How did you
manage to get washed and dressed without help? It had to have hurt like hell."

"I'm a Marine, sweetheart. We always accomplish our missions."

She rubbed her belly and smiled. "I am well aware of that fact." She took his hand
in hers. "l had a dream about the baby last night."

"What about?"

"She's going to be to be a girly girl. She's going to like pretty things and she has
blonde hair, like your mother."

"You sound awfully sure she's a she."

"Ten bucks says I'm right."

"I'll take that bet just to be contrary."

"l also know her name. It's Riley. Riley Jane."

"Riley for Kate?"

"Yes. | don't know where Jane came from but in the dream | was chastising her for
playing in my makeup and | called her Riley Jane."

"l know who Jane is."

"You do?"

"She was my mother's mother. She died when my mother was very young."

"Huh. Why don't | know about her?"



"My mother never talked about her. Too painful | imagine."

"Wow." Marina pressed her hands to her eyes and rubbed. "Okay the past twenty
four hours has been way too crazy for me to even begin to sort out how Jane showed up.
Let me get dressed and then we need to tell the kids about the baby."

"Are you sure you want to tell them now?"

"Frank, your eighty four year old parents are about to visit their son whose been
shot. No matter how many times we told them last night you're okay, they're sick with
worry. They need some good news." She got out of bed and headed toward the bathroom.

"Okay, you're the boss."

She stopped and turned around. "Since when?" she laughed.

"Since always, diva."

"Goon!" She stuck her tongue out at him before she closed the bathroom door.

Frank smiled. My God, he loved his woman.

Frank limped into the kitchen. These crutches were getting old fast. Sara had come
in on her day off to help out and was feeding the children breakfast. The girl was a
godsend. She'd worked for them since the twins were a few months old.

"Mr. Nash, how are you feeling?"

"I'm hanging in there, Sara. Thanks again for coming in today. We really appreciate
it."

"You're welcome. I'm glad to help."

Marina came into the kitchen looking refreshed. "Sara? It's your day off."

"She text me this morning to see how | was and volunteered to come in and help
out."

"Sara, thank you." Marina gave her a hug. "We do need to talk to you about
something." She looked over at her children who barely noticed their parents were in the
room thanks to Sara's French toast. "Good morning," she said. She shook her head and
repeated herself in Russian. "Good morning my children."

"Good morning, Mama," they said through full mouths.

Frank hobbled out to the living room and Marina and Sara followed. "Sara, first we

wanted to tell you again how much we appreciate all you do for us."



"Thanks Mr. Nash."

"With Jake going to school full time you may be thinking we won't need you as
often."

Sara paled. "Are you letting me go?"

"God no," said Marina. "What my husband is trying to find out is have you made
other plans beside working for us?"

"No, | haven't. | know you won't be needing me as much with Jake gone all day but
| was hoping you want me to stay on. | love the kids."

"Thank God," Frank said.

"What's going on?"

"Sara, I'm pregnant. The baby is do in April."

Sara's face lit up and she gave Marina a tight hug. "That's terrific! Congratulations!"
She gave Frank a much more careful hug.

"We're going to need you more than ever, Sara. Marina is going to have to take it
very easy with this pregnancy." He turned and looked toward the kitchen. "We are about
to tell the children. The family will be here shortly and we'll be telling them."

"I'l make myself scarce. I'll go to the laundry room and start a load."

"Thanks Sara," said Marina. Once they were alone, she slipped her hands around
his waist rested her head on his chest. "Are you ready for this."

"Hell no."

"Me either, but let's hop to it, Marine." She looked at him and smiled.
"Metophorically speaking."

"Very funny, smart ass."

"You love my smart ass."

"Hell yeah | do." They walked into the kitchen and they took their regular seats at
the table. "Kids, we need to talk to you."

"We didn't do anything, Papa," said Jonas.

"l didn't say you did."

Marina put her hand over his. "l've got this. Kids, we've had some news."

"What's wrong?" asked Jonas.

"When did you become such a pessimist?" asked Frank.



"Kids, nothing is wrong. We want to tell you that I'm going to have another baby."

"What?" they asked in unison.

"You're going to have a little sister."

"Or brother," Frank added with a smile.

"l hope it's a girl," said Anna. "we have too many boys."

"Excuse me, princess? I'm a boy."

Anna laughed. "You're not a boy, Papa."

Marina leaned in and whispered. "She's got that right."

"Behave," he said with a smile. "Now, kids. Your grandparents and your aunts and
uncles are coming over. They all want to check up on me because | was hurt. They don't
know about the baby yet so no blabbing. Are we clear?"

"Yes, Papa."

Jake got off his chair and walked to Marina's side, staring at her belly. "Is the baby
in there?"

She covered her belly with her hand. "Yes Jake, the baby's in there."

"l don't want a baby. There's no room," he cried before running out of the kitchen.

"What the...?" asked Frank. He tried to rise but Marina shook him off.

"I've got this."

Marina found Jake in his room holding on to his favorite teddy bear. The bear had
been on a shelf for nearly a year but now it was being crushed to Jake's chest. She sat
down next to him and began to speak to him in Russian. "Tell me what's wrong, angel.
Why are you upset?" He crushed his bear tighter and pulled away. "You'll get to be a big
brother and help the new baby."

"l don't want to be the big brother."

"Why? You help Cabe O'Brien all the time. You've taught him Russian. You're a
very good teacher." He looked up at her and she sensed an opening. "Cabe's Papa said
so. You've taught him so well that his Papa started learning Russian so he could
understand what you and Cabe were talking about."

"That's not the same."

"How is it not the same?"



"He's not my little brother."

"But you love spending time with him."

"Yeah, he's fun. He thinks I'm smart."

"You are smart. Very smart."

"Jonas doesn't think so."

Marina smiled thinking she was finally getting to the real problem. "Jonas is very
smart. He learned to read faster than most people and he remembers everything he reads.
But there are some things that he doesn't do as well as you do." Jonas looked with
disbelief. "It's true. You make friends much easier than Jonas does."

"That's nothing special."

Marina pulled him into her lap. "That's very special. It's a gift. Now, with the new
baby you'll be the big brother. You can teach them things. The baby will look up to you
the way Cabe does."

Jake's chin began to quiver. "But | won't be your baby boy any more."

Marina fought back her own tears. "Jacob, you listen to me. You will be a grown
man and you will still be my baby boy."

"Do you promise?" he whispered.

She couldn't stop a tear from falling. "l promise you, Jacob." She held him tight and
rocked him back and forth. "l promise you, my baby." She held her son close and sang

the lullaby she'd sung to him so many times before.

Frank was sitting on the couch watching the children in the backyard. Sara had
taken Anna and Jonas outside until the family had some time. Marina looked upset as
she came downstairs.

"Where's Jake?"

"He dozed off."

"Why is he so upset?"

She sat down next to him and leaned back against the couch. "He's afraid the new
baby means he won't be my baby anymore."

"You two have always been very close."

"Franklin Nash, I love all my children."



"Of course you do, but you and Jacob have and a special connection since the
moment he was born."

"l suppose it's true. He's such a sweet boy."

He leaned back against the couch and took her hand. "Yeah, he is." He closed his
eyes and tried to push away the screaming pain in his leg. "Our folks should be here
soon."

"Have you had your pain med?"

"l don't need it."

"Bullshit. You white as a ghost. I'm getting your meds." She came back downstairs
with the painkillers and a glass of water.

"Seriously, Marina. I'm fine."

"No, you're not. You're in a hell of a lot of pain. | can see it and you can be damn
sure your mother will see it. Take the damn pills. Please."

"Okay." He took the pills from her and washed them down. "They're pretty strong.
Don't let me nod off."

"We're about to have a house full of people. Nodding off is doubtful." Her phone
started to buzz and she picked it up off the coffee table. "Crap. It's Elaine Jensen."

"Why crap? She's a friend."

"Hey Elaine," she said as she covered the mic with her hand. | forgot I'm supposed
to do her show tomorrow."

"You heard about Frank?" She nodded. "It's all over the news. Of course it is. Yes,
he was hurt but he's going to be fine. He's home."

"Hi Elaine," he shouted loud enough for her to hear.

"She says hi. Look Elaine, about tomorrow...Oh, that's very understanding of you.
| hate to disappoint you,"

"Marina, wait."

"Hold on Elaine," she said as she put her hand over the phone. "She's calling to
say it's okay that | can't do the show tomorrow."

"You should do it."

"What?"

"You'll only be gone for a couple of hours. Sara's here and I'm sure my mother will



be here. This is Elaine's first solo talk show. They've been hawking your appearance on
the premiere for weeks. This way the real story is told. And Elaine has been a good friend
to us over the years."

"Are you sure?"

"Positive."

"Elaine, | was just talking to Frank. | will do the show tomorrow. He insists." Marina
smiled and nodded. "You're welcome, Elaine. I'll see you tomorrow."

Jake wandered downstairs, still carrying his bear. "I fell asleep." She picked him
up and held him close.

"Do you feel better, angel?"

He nodded but put his head on his mother's shoulder. "Why don't you and Teddy
go outside with Anna and Jonas?" She set him down and he walked out to join his brother
and sister.

"What's with the bear? He hasn't carried Teddy around for a year."

"He's feeling insecure. | think we should let it ride for the moment." The buzzer
sounded and Marina opened the door to her in laws.

"Where is he?" asked his mother.

"Living room couch."

Marina had been right about his parents. They were both pale and they looked like
they hadn't slept. "Frank," said his mother with tears in her eyes.

He patted the cushion next to him. "Mom, Dad. Sit, please." His mother put her
arms around him and kissed his cheek.

"My baby," she whispered. "My poor baby."

Frank laughed. "Mom, I'm sixty two."

"You're still my baby."

Marina laughed. "l just had this exact conversation with Jacob not an hour ago."

"Are you really okay, son?" asked his father.

" am, Dad. It hurts like a bitch..."

"Franklin..." said his mother.

"Sorry Mom," he replied as he noticed Marina holding in a snicker. "It hurts but |

have medicine which Marina made me take. If | doze off it's her fault."



"Thank you for sending your records to Carolyn and John. They were able to go
over everything with us."

"Excuse me?"

"l forgot to tell you," said Marina. "While you were getting dressed | asked Dr.
Hawkins to transmit copies of your files to Carolyn and John. Since they're trauma
surgeons | knew they'd be able to answer your parents questions."

"Thanks, babe," he said in Russian. "You're the best."

"Is the rest of the family coming over?" asked his father.

"Soon," said Marina. "l asked them to wait at my mother's house. That way you
three could have some time alone. And on that note I'm going to make some tea."

His mom stood and walked toward Marina. "Can | get you something, Florence?"
His mom wrapped her arms around Marina in a tight hug.

"Thank you for being so good for my son."

Marina sat in the kitchen sipping some green tea. Her stomach was doing
somersaults and she was saying a silent prayer that she didn't announce her pregnancy
with public vomiting. She looked out the window and watched her children playing with
Sara. The boys were on the swings, going higher than they should. Anna was crawling
over the top of the monkey bars. Riley wouldn't have the same experience her other
children did. They wouldn't be close enough in age to have similar interests. She thought
of her own childhood. Val and Jake had been great big brothers but she'd spent a lot of
time on her own. She'd had her fair share of imaginary friends, making her own fun. It
was no surprise she became an actress.

She stood and glanced out into the living room. Frank's parents looked a lot better
than when they first walked in. She figured it was safe to bring the kids in now. She went
to the back yard and gathered them together. "Grandma and Grandpa Joe are in the living
room with Papa. You go in and say hi but no running around. They were very upset about
Papa."

"Why? Papa said he's going to be fine," said Anna.

"They are upset the same way Papa and | would be upset if one of you were hurt."

"Because he's their baby," said Jake with a smile.



"Exactly. Speaking of which, remember you're not to say anything about the baby
until Papa and | do. Clear?"

"Clear," they replied.

Marina smiled to herself. There was an advantage to having a Marine for a spouse.

Her kids knew how to take orders.

An hour later and Marina could tell Frank was fading. The entire family was in the
living room and they'd all gotten a chance to see he was okay. She wasn't sure how much
more Frank could take so if they were going to make the announcement they'd better do
it soon. She handed Frank a soda and sat down next to him. He'd wanted a beer but she
told him no when he was on the meds.

She looked around and smiled. Jake and Mike had flown down as soon as they'd
heard what had happened. They were staying down the street with their mother and
stepfather. Mike was currently engaged in a deep discussion on gemstones with Jonas.
Anna was telling Val about her last visit with Happy Quinn. Katherine seemed to be having
a conversation with Teddy while Jake gave his bear voice. She really did have a wonderful
family.

She leaned into Frank and whispered, "l think it's time we tell them. Are you ready?"
He nodded and faked a smile. "After that I'm sending everyone home and getting you into
bed."

"Okay, diva, but | think you'll have to do all the work."

"Are you okay, angel?" asked Marina's mother in Russian.

"I'm fine, Mama," said Frank.

"Not you, Frank. Marina, you look pale."

"I'm fine, Mama. I'm a little tired." She knew she hadn't fooled her mother.
"Everyone, Mama's right, Frank and | are both pretty tired."

"We will take this back to our house," said George.

"Good idea," said Anna.

"Before you all go there is something we need to talk to you about," said Marina.

"Yesterday when | was in the ER with Frank | fainted. The doctor did a blood test."

She took a breath and smiled. "I'm pregnant. About three months." Shocked looks were



quickly replaced by smiles and hugs.

Anna pulled Marina aside. "Are you okay, sweetheart?"

"I'm fine, Mama. I'm just tired."

"We'll get out of your hair and you two get some rest. Call me tomorrow."

"l will, Mama."

Marina looked over at Frank who was embacing his weeping mother. He looked
over at her and smiled. His father moved in for a hug and she could see he trying not to
wince. She walked toward her in-laws and accepted their hugs. "I'm sorry to chase
everyone off but | am pretty tired."

"That's quite alright dear," said Florence. "Quite alright. | am so happy for you both."

"Thank you, Florence."

It took another twenty minutes for Marina to shut the door behind the last visitor.
The children were sitting at the dining room table and coloring. She sat down next to
Frank on the couch. "I need a nap. Care to join me?"

"I'd love too."

Sara came in from the kitchen. "Could | get you anything?"

"No, I'm fine. Would you mind staying a little while longer?"

"How about | take the kids. We could go for a ride, maybe hit Montie's for an early
dinner."

Marina smiled. "Sara, you're an angel. Kids come in here for a minute. First | want
to say good job for today. You all kept the secret about the baby until Papa and | could
tell them. Sara's going to take you out so | want you to behave."

"How about a trip to Harrow's," said Frank. "Everyone can pick out a book."

"Then atomic wings?" asked Anna

Frank laughed. "Like mother, like daughter."

The children were out with Sara and the house was finally quiet. Marina helped
Frank into bed and then slipped off her clothes and climbed into bed next to him.

"Seriously, naked?" he asked. "You're killing me here." He rubbed his hand over
her back.



"Frank, you've never heard me say these words before but, not tonight | have
headache."

She closed her eyes and smiled, listening to her husband chuckle.



Marina hung up the phone and sighed. Stan was a good guy and he sounded
genuinely happy for her that she was pregnant again. But he was also her agent and she
had to tell him she'd be stepping away from her career for the next year. That included
the next installment of Time Travelers movie series. The proposed start date for filming
was March and she'd be eight months pregnant. Stan had called the producers to tell
them Marina would not be available. The producers had the option to recast her role, but
it's something she'd doubt they'd do. She'd been in the four previous installments and her
face was licensed on hundreds of items including action figures.

She looked in the mirror and touched up her makeup. The car from Elaine's show
would be here shortly. She'd chosen a simple shift dress and plain pumps. Her stomach
was rolling and she covered it with her hand. "Okay, listen up Riley. We are going to have
many of these conversations over the next six months. | need you to settle down. If you
don't make Mama puke on national tv I'll buy you a pony."

"You're really convinced the baby is a girl."

She glanced over her shoulder and saw Frank leaning against the door frame. "I
am. But if I'm wrong, which of course I'm not, Riley still works."

"My son will not be named Riley Jane."

"What was your grandmother's maiden name?"

"Stewart."

She shrugged. "That works." She checked herself one last time in the mirror. "How
do | look?"

"You look perfect.

She ran her hand over her stomach. "Can you tell? After three kids I'm bound to
show early."

"Sweetheart, you look terrific. | promise. No one would know to look at you that
you're pregnant.”

"Are you sure you'll be okay."

"Marina, Sara is here and my mother was delighted when | asked her to keep me
company while you're gone. The kids are in school. All | have to do is plant my ass on the

couch and watch you on TV."



"And take your pain med and do not tell me you don't need it."
He was about to argue with her when the security buzzer went off. "That would be

your ride. Go be brilliant."



Marina sat in the green room getting her makeup touched up. The older woman
smiled and put down her brush.

"You, Ms. Sokolov, make my job irrelevant. All | needed to do was add a little power
so you wouldn't glow on camera."

"You're being very sweet..."

"Janice. And believe me, | don't do sweet. I've been working at this network for
thirty years. Some people who sit in my chair need me to perform miracles."

"Which of course you do."

She made a dismissive sound. "Of course."

"Marina?" Elaine Jansen walked in the green room. She looked fantastic. At nearly
six feet tall, slender frame and her beautiful dark brown skin she could be mistaken for a
model. Elaine had been a friend to Marina and Frank since the Peter Kane incident.
Marina stood and and gave her a hug. "How's Frank doing?"

"He's good. Grumpy about being on crutches but | expected that."

"l can't thank you enough for doing the show today."

"It will give me a chance to tell what really happened." She gave her friend's had a
little squeeze. "Frank and | are very happy for you. You've worked hard for this. You
deserve it."

Ayoung producer with a clipboard and headseat stuck her head in the door. "Elaine,
five minutes."

Elaine smiled. "It's go time!"

Marina looked a