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      The acrid smell of explosives filled my nostrils. The rattling death-breath – that horrible wet gurgle – echoed in my ears, unchanged from a decade ago.

      Then a sweeter scent pushed through. Coconut. Something floral I couldn't quite place.

      Perfume.

      The weight of hands on my shoulders. Bare skin against bare skin.

      "Molly! Molly, what's wrong?"

      I dragged my eyes open. A beautiful nude young woman leaned over me, her face centimetres from mine. Green eyes, wide and locked on me. Her voice pitched higher than usual, tight with something that wasn't playfulness.

      Chloe.

      Not Afghanistan. Not the girl with the bright smile who'd been there one second and gone the next, just red mist hanging in the air.

      I was in Chloe's bed. Her AirBnB in Snapper Rocks. Late afternoon sunlight slanting through the window. We'd fallen asleep after …

      My chest was heaving. Sweat cooling on my skin.

      "Nightmare," I managed, my voice scraped raw.

      Chloe said nothing. She just shifted, drawing me against her slight frame, one hand cradling the back of my head. Her heartbeat drummed steadily against my ear. Real. Present. Here.

      "Hey, hey," she murmured into my hair. "Look at me. It's just a memory, darling. It's not real. I'm real. Feel my hand?"

      Her palm pressed against my shoulder blade, warm and solid.

      "Just breathe with me. That's it. In … and out. I'm right here."

      I focused on the rise and fall of her chest. Matched my ragged gasps to her slow, deliberate breathing. Coconut and something sweet – vanilla maybe – filled my lungs instead of cordite.

      The shivering eased. The memory monster retreated into whatever dark corner of my skull it called home, though I could still feel it watching, waiting.

      We stayed like that. Minutes, maybe. Her fingers traced slow circles on my back. Eventually my heartbeat stopped trying to hammer through my ribs.

      "Here," she said, pushing something into my hand. "Take it slow."

      A glass of water. I let the liquid fill my mouth, slide down my throat, soothe the rawness  …

      "Better?" she asked softly.

      "Getting there."

      She pulled back just enough to study my face. "You know … when you feel up to it, maybe we should talk to Harry. He'd understand this. He just … does."

      I thought of Harry, the old Vietnam veteran who ruled the nude beach below my shack with gentle authority. Fifty years of his own nightmares, still standing.

      "Maybe," I said.

      "No pressure. But he knows the territory, yeah? Better than any government shrink."

      I managed a weak smile. "Let me have a shower first. I'm …" I glanced down at myself, at the sheen of sweat, at the rumpled sheets. "A bit of a mess."

      "Want some help?"

      The playful glint was creeping back into her eyes. Earlier, her 'helping hands' in the shower had turned a quick rinse into something that lasted the better part of an hour and left us both weak-kneed.

      "Alone this time," I said, aiming for stern and probably missing. "I need to be quick."

      "I'll just watch then."

      Of course she would. I'd caught her with binoculars in a voyeur's hide above the beach, after all. Turned out she wasn't the sleazy pervert I'd imagined – just a whimsical and inventive lover who happened to enjoy the view.

      I pushed myself up, testing my legs. Steady enough. The soft carpet under my feet, the late afternoon warmth from the window – these small details helped anchor me in the present.

      The shower was all business. I ran soap over all the relevant bits, rinsed under the strong monsoon head, grabbed a fluffy towel. Proper military wash. In and out in two minutes.

      When I stepped back into the bedroom, Chloe had straightened the bed, stuffed our used towels into the laundry basket, and was padding around stark naked, phone in hand.

      If anyone had been able to look in through the windows they would have been delighted, but the unit was one floor up from the street, looking out over parkland to the ocean beyond. Any onlooker would have had to be a koala up a gum tree.

      She glanced up at me as I reached for a fresh towel, nodded, and said into the phone, "See you there, Harry."

      "Lucky it wasn't a video call, hey?"

      Chloe grinned. "Don't be silly, Molly! The man spends half his life on a nude beach. A few flashes of female flesh aren't going to make him drool."

      I wasn't entirely convinced. He'd been noticeably interested that morning – his gaze had lingered, his body had reacted in that involuntary way that no amount of naturist philosophy could completely suppress. He'd called it "an involuntary reaction to female pulchritude" when the two elderly lesbians in our group had teased him, but he hadn't fooled anyone.

      "Besides," Chloe went on, vanishing into the bathroom, "he's got to be well into his seventies. I doubt sex is even on his radar any more."

      The shower ran. I dried myself off, contemplating that theory. In my experience, the interest never went away. Whether the body could follow through was another matter entirely, but the desire? That stuck around.

      Not that Harry's theoretical interest mattered one way or another. Agatha and Myrtle only had eyes for women. Chloe was the same.

      And me? I swung both ways, as they say, but watching Chloe reappear from her one-minute military shower – water still beading on her collarbone, her boyish frame all sharp angles and graceful lines – I felt that familiar jolt low in my belly.

      Christ, she was half my age. It sent heat racing through me, the same way it always had with lovers like her. Not that I didn't have relationships with people closer to my own age, but there was something about that youthful energy, that body without quite the mileage mine had accumulated.

      Someone like Chloe.

      After a day spent having sex that had wrung me out and left me floating, all I could say about Harry's hypothetical attraction was this: even if he had a hot spot for me, I didn't have one for him.

      What I could use was his guidance.

      Chloe pulled on the chinos and khaki shirt she'd worn earlier. No bra, but she didn't need one.

      I looked down at my own meagre wardrobe. Sandals, shorts, undies, an old shirt. I hadn't exactly packed for a night out.

      "I didn't bring any clothes for the surf club. And no bra," I said.

      "Lend you one of mine."

      I snorted. Chloe's delicate swellings wouldn't need the support that my girls required. "Yeah, that'll work."

      She caught my meaning and laughed. "The club's pretty chill. Thongs and singlets and board shorts. You'll be fine as you are."

      "Right." I reached for my shorts, my practical army-surplus shirt. It would have to do.

      Chloe watched me dress, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. When I glanced up, she held my gaze for a long moment.

      "You doing okay?" she asked quietly.

      I thought about it. The nightmare had faded to a dull ache at the back of my mind. The present – this room, this woman, the promise of fish and chips and Harry's hard-won wisdom – felt solid enough to stand on.

      "Yeah," I said. "I'm okay."

      She stepped close, took my hand, threaded her fingers through mine.

      "Good. Let's go see what Doctor Harry prescribes."
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