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Dedication




To all the men and woman serving our country, past and present. To their friends and families who support them daily.
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Chapter 1

Chapter 1 


Logan





I know my voice is gone. I do. 

But to unlearn a habit you've been doing your whole life by simply opening your mouth to speak is a little harder to undo. Every time my doctor or nurses asks me a question, I open my mouth and try to speak. 

Then I get the looks of pity. Pity that I can't speak anymore. Pity that I can't remember that I can't speak anymore. Pity for the poor disabled man that they have to deal with day in and day out. Though I'm sure some of that pity is for themselves because when I realize I can't speak anymore, I just get angry all over again.

I guess that's why the hospital shipped me here to Oakside. They described it as the in-between place. While I don’t really need the hospital anymore, I still need help to get back on my feet. 

Yesterday, I checked in and got my room. It was a relief to see it. Actually, it feels more like a bed-and-breakfast than a hospital. Not only do I have my own room, but there are hardwood floors, and my own private bathroom. Since there's nothing wrong with my legs other than I have to regain my strength, I was put on the second floor, so the views aren't even half bad.

The bathroom has black and white tile on the floor, and the walls are a light gray with white accents, making it nice and bright in  the bathroom. I have a desk that I can sit and work while I look out of the window. There’s also a comfortable little seating area with a TV, a couch, and a couple of chairs on the opposite side of the area where my bed and dresser are. Also, I have a small counter with a coffeepot and room for some snacks as well. All in all, the room is much better than everything that I thought I would find. If I had to pick between here and the hospital, I would definitely choose to stay here. 

The other benefit is that all my doctor's appointments are here, along with my physical therapy appointments and any other therapists I might need. They plan to bring in someone to help me learn how to communicate with the outside world now that I can't speak, and they have someone to help me transition into the civilian world since the military doesn't want me anymore.

The military is all I've ever known, so I have no idea how they plan to do get that accomplished. But apparently, they've worked miracles in the past. 

I’m pulled out of my thoughts by a knock on the door. Turning, I look to see who it was.

"Is it okay if I come in?" Lexi asks. 

When I nod, she smiles and comes to sit on the couch on the opposite side of the room from me. She's always given me plenty of space.

"I wanted to come and see how you were doing. The teacher we brought in to teach you ASL and how to communicate with the outside world is here, and I wanted to make sure you were up for meeting with her. While you can't put it off forever, if you aren't up for it this week, we could push it off to next week to give you more time to get settled." 

One of the things I like about Oakside is that Lexi and her husband are the owners. It’s an old plantation home that has been turned into a rehabilitation center for injured military members. When I got here, the nurse told me that Lexi used to live here on her own before she got the idea to turn it into what it is now. To give up such a beautiful home for all of us, I know she has to be a kind person.

Forgetting for just a moment that I can't speak, I went to again open my mouth to say yes. Instead, I just nod my head. At least Lexi is one of the few people around here that does not give me a look of pity. I really appreciate that more than she will ever know.

"Okay, so her name is Faith. I’ll go get her and bring her up here. I think you two will really get along." She smiles, jumping up from where she's sitting, and leaves.

Taking a deep breath, I make my way over to the couch to sit. I know this woman is trying to help, supposedly like all the doctors and nurses before her. But when you can't talk and you are so lost in your own head, is there really anyone that can pull you out of it?

Lexi had brought Faith in to meet me earlier last week. It was a short meeting, but all I remember is that she was the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. She looked like Mandy Moore and was just as stunning. Even though I’m sure Lexi remembers the meeting, I think she was reminding me of her name in case I forgot. Ironically, I don’t have anyone to tell or any way to even say that there's no way I'd forget a single detail about the gorgeous Faith. 

As I think about working with her this week, my nerves start to really rack up. Before the accident, I would not have hesitated to ask her out, and I'd have loved flirting with her. But now, I have no game because I have no voice. 

When she steps into the room, she pauses in the doorway and smiles. Our eyes lock for just a minute and I know it's completely in my head, but it feels like we have had a ‘moment.’ 

Trying to shake it off, I focus on her.

"May I come in?" she asks. I still remember to this day her beautiful voice, even though I've only heard her speak a few times well over a week ago. 

I nod my head, and if it's even possible, her smile grows. She takes a seat in the chair next to where I'm sitting. The couch and both of the chairs in the sitting area are leather, and I have to admit they are quite comfortable. But after watching her sit down and sink into the chair, it gives me dirty thoughts of other things and ways we could use the chair. 

Mentally, I shake my head, trying to focus on the curvy bombshell in front of me. She places a folder on her lap and opens it to look it over. My guess is it’s my medical folder that has followed me from the hospital here. Every doctor or nurse and pretty much anyone that interacts with me here at Oakside has looked at it. 

"So today is kind of a get-to-know-you session and figure out your needs so I can make a plan for us going forward. I just want to verify some information in here. While I know you've probably done this a bunch of times since you've been here, but please bear with me, okay?" she asked, giving me an apologetic smile.

When I nod, she continues.

"So it says that you were injured in a plane crash and that you were in and out of it for roughly four months after?" she asks, looking at me.

Again, I just nod. 

"Do you remember any of the time in that four months waking up or anything?" 

Shaking my head no, because I don’t remember it. What I do remember is the panic of the plane going down and then waking up in a stateside hospital. At some point, even though I was unconscious, I guess I was stable enough to be moved from Germany here, but I don’t remember a single part of it.

"There’s a note in here that the pilot who was with you also survived. He’s here at Oakside as well, having lost his sight. Have the two of you seen... ah... interacted with each other?" She catches herself and a little blush crosses her cheeks. 

I can only imagine how weird it is to have to adjust your normal ways of saying things around the men here.

Again, I nod my head. I go in and see Jenkins every few days. Sometimes his wife, Melody, is there, and she will do a bit of translating for us. He'll speak and I'll either nod my head or write on my whiteboard and his wife will read it off.

If his wife wasn't there, then Lexi would have been amazing at coming in and translating for us. 

"Have to be honest, I've never worked with someone who has lost their voice the way you have. So, this is a bit of a learning process for us both. So, you will have to bear with me." 

Once again I nod, not sure what else I can say. It's not like I have a choice and of course, I want her to keep coming back. If nothing else, she is easy to look at and might be able to understand what I’m going through. 

She sets the folder on the coffee table before turning to look at me. 

"Do you know any sign language?" she asks. But this time as she speaks, she used her hands. 

I'm watching her hands instead of really concentrating on the question.

"As I talk, my hands will use sign language. You’ll get used to it and will start seeing some repetitive signs. It’s kind of like when you move to a new country and you immerse yourself in the language."

I heard many of the guys I served with say the same thing when they were stationed overseas, so I just nod my head.

"Do you know any sign language?" she asks. Again, I shake my head no.

"I know it sucks writing everything down, but as we go, you'll learn more and it'll get a lot easier to communicate," she says. 

Then, reaching into the bag next to the chair, she pulls out a spiral-bound brown notebook and a pen and hands them to me. Carefully, I take it from her. Reaching into her bag again, she pulls out one that looks exactly like it, except this one is a dark blue.

"I want you to write down anything and everything. Whatever is on your mind that you want to get out, including any questions or concerns that you have. Think about the things you normally talk to people about, but can't right now. Anything that you want me to know, put it in there. I'll write in mine, and we'll swap them at every visit. Write as much or as little as you want."

I run my hands over the soft leather of the cover. Even when I was deployed, I never really wrote letters. Mostly I'd stuck to emails, not that I had a lot of people to email. 

"The more we talk, the more you will pick up different signs, and the easier sign language will become. But you have to remember there are always going to be people in your life that don’t know sign language. There are constantly going to be barriers to communication, but my job is to teach you how to overcome them." 

I've had many nights to think about how this is my life now. There will be constant barriers to communication. Either I write long sentences on a whiteboard or in a notebook to hand to people and watch as they get impatient, or I don’t communicate at all. 

Even though I don’t know how she thinks she's going to make it any easier, but if it means her coming around more often, I'll try this.








Chapter 2

Chapter 2


Faith





There's just something in Logan’s eyes that draws me to him. Every day since we had our initial meeting last week, I've seen those eyes. I can't escape them no matter how hard I try. Those captivating honey-colored eyes I see every time I close my eyes.  

His dark reddish brown hair has grown out longer than a military cut. Since he's been injured, he's got a nice looking beard. Pair it with the tattoos that I can see on his arms, and what girl wouldn't swoon? But I can't let that affect me and the treatment that I give him.

I have to stay professional. Even if under any other circumstances, I'd be trying to flirt with them. Well, that's a lie. I'd probably be a little too shy to flirt with him, but if he showed any interest, then I would. 

He doesn't realize it, but his eyes and his face just say so much more if you know how to read him. That's what I learned to do in school, read people to anticipate their needs.

"You feel isolated, Don’t you?" I ask him, signing with my hands.

Once again, he nods, but this time he looks down at his feet.

It's not easy for people to open up, especially to be vulnerable after an accident like his. If they are not able to open up and allow themselves to be vulnerable before the accident, it's even harder after. What all this means is I have a completely uphill battle with him. One that I look forward to fighting.

Finally, I pull out another simple black leather journal from my bag. 

"This one is for you to write whatever you want. No one will read this one. Use it to get your frustrations out when you get angry at a situation or just need to express yourself somehow. Many of my clients have found that they write in it, and then burn it, making them feel so much better."

He picks up the whiteboard that's sitting next to him and writes on it before turning it around to face me. 

Thank you.

Taking a moment, I show him the sign for thank you and he masters it really fast.

"You’re welcome."

He erases the dry-erase board and sets it on his lap. He seems open to talking, so now might be my time to get more information from him.

"Is there anyone at home that also needs to learn sign language and different ways to be able to communicate with you?" I ask. He just shakes his head.

"Any family or siblings?" I ask and again it’s a no.

"Girlfriend or wife?" I ask. All the while knowing I don’t need to because I'm sure he would have said if there was. But part of me wants to know if there's someone else in his life, even if it's completely unprofessional curiosity.

Again, he shakes his head and the amount of relief I feel lets me know that this is not professional. I need to rein it in, but I still have more to go over with him today.

He picks up the whiteboard and starts writing again. This time, it takes him a bit longer. He glances up at me a few times, but I just offer him a smile. I could be as patient as he needs and I know when you have a lot to say and you have to write it out, some people aren't very patient. When he finally turns the board around, it takes me a minute to read it.

It was just me and my grandparents growing up. But they have since passed away. I have no other family. Only friends I have were in the military. 

I nod, but he holds up his finger, and he erases the whiteboard and starts writing again. It's filled a second time and then he flips it around.

My best friend was on the plane with me. He's here at Oakside and has lost his sight. Sign language won't help us. 

I've never felt my heart crack so completely.

"I promise you we will find a way for you to communicate. My friend Lauren is here and I believe she's the one working with him. I’ll talk with her. Her fiancé also lost his sight serving in the military. She helped him and he's going to be helping your friend as well. There are plenty of people here who understand what you're going through even if they have never been in your exact situation." 

I know that he's probably heard that many times before since he's been here, but it is the truth. I hope he experiences that soon. If nothing else, for sure he would see it with Lexi and Noah. Noah was in the military himself and had massive burns on one side of his body. His face and his arms are the most visible. Now he wears them like a badge of honor. Though I know it took him a long time to get there. 

When he looks away, I don’t know what else to say.

"I'm really sorry you're going through all this and don’t have someone by your side to help you. But now you have me." I probably could have worded that better and kept my words more professional.

But when he looks back at me, the tears in his eyes are visible, and I know he needed it. Seeing such a strong man on the verge of crying is almost too much to handle. 

Without a second thought, I go against everything that I have been trained to do and not do, getting up to sit beside him on the couch and pull him in for a hug.

At first, he tries to fight me. It’s as if he shouldn't need the support or shouldn't need me, but I just hold him tighter and after a few more seconds he melts into me and holds me back just as tight. His entire body heaves as he sobs silently. 

His face is buried in my neck, and I can feel the tears against my skin, which for whatever reason, triggers my own. But I will not let on to him that I'm crying because he needs my support and strength more than anything right now. Holding him tightly, I silently let him know I'm here for him. 

At the same time, I tried to think of anything at all to push the tears in my own eyes away. Only that leads me down the dangerous path of thinking how such a rough and tumble man is crying in my arms. His tattooed arms are wrapped around me holding me tight, and I realize just how much I have thrown myself into work and neglected any type of relationship.

I had thought I was perfect for this job because I had absolutely no feelings for the men that I was working with. Hell, that's why it was easy to be a twenty-four-year-old and never had a very long relationship. I have never felt what I’m feeling now, and it's very disorienting especially, when my main focus should be my job and the client in front of me.

Then again, I've never had a man like Logan wrapping his arms around me. I've never felt so tiny in someone's arms. For one thing, my curves have always been a problem. After my prom date said that I’m fucking the fat girl and would be doing me a favor, I pretty much stopped dating. Not that anyone has really shown any interest in me since. 

In order to change my thoughts, I think about a few of the clinical rotations I did and some of the nasty injuries I've seen. The gorier the better, and that seems to calm my libido quite a bit.

At least enough that by the time Logan pulls back, I've have myself well composed. Offering him a shy smile, he shakes his head, picks up the whiteboard and starts writing.

I'm so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.

"The healing process is a journey. You're going to have good days, bad days and you're going to have moments where you just need a shoulder. That's why I’m here. And don’t forget about all the other people of Oakside who are here for you. Don’t you ever feel like you have to apologize for needing a moment of comfort from someone? At least, not here," I tell him and again he nods.

Thank you, he signs.

“You are welcome,” I sign back, smiling brilliantly.

"Before I go today, I have one more thing for you." I get up and go to my chair, needing to put some space between us. Then I reach into my bag and pull out a tablet.

"This is on loan from Oakside, but you are free to use it while you are here. I have a bunch of sign language videos, some of the basics already saved on here for you. So you could start watching them and learning tonight. There's also a program on here that will allow you to type and it will speak for you. It might be a bit faster than writing everything out. Plus, you can write things ahead of time like if you have something you want to say to the nurse or Lexi or myself and it will be there and ready when you need it."

I take the time to show him how to use all of it before gathering my stuff and leaving. On the way out, I get stopped by Lexi. Lauren told me to expect this, as she's always wanting updates to know how people are doing and how she can help.

"How's Logan?" she asks. There's genuine concern in her eyes. I can only imagine how hard it is to run a center like this while legitimately caring for each person who comes through. It has to be emotionally taxing. But that's also what makes her the perfect person to be in charge of a place like this, because she really truly cares.

"He had his first breakdown. Considering we just started today, it was not unexpected. Though I'm not quite sure what triggered it. I sat there for a few minutes with him and he sobbed. I gave him a few tools to start working with and the same videos that I gave you guys to start learning. At this point, how fast he goes is completely up to him and how dedicated he is to studying. If Noah could go in there and maybe study with him, it might make it more fun. It might be a great incentive for Logan." 

"I'll make sure it happens. If you need anything from me for him, you make sure to let me know. We want to make sure that we have anything that could help. Also, don’t forget that we have a budget set aside for things that he might need in his recovery. As you are aware, he’s the first patient needing help with speech, so we want to accommodate him. Just let us know."

I know she's just trying to be helpful, but if that alone doesn't put pressure on me, I have no idea what would.
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