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      My coming home didn’t look the same as everyone else’s. For those who returned after serving a tour it was warm hugs, shrieks of joy, crying families with homemade signs, and lots of discussions surrounding the first thing they wanted to do now that they were “home.” They were welcomed with the pomp and circumstance which was the expected fanfare. Especially when families have been pining for service-members and worrying about them since the day they stepped foot onto that C-17.

      Mine, however, had no warm hugs. Unless you count my family hugging one another in worry. The shrieks—if there were any—would have been in response to the phone call that I’d been airlifted out of FOB Shank, and it was questionable whether I’d survive the transport. The only fanfare greeting me in Germany, I would assume, were the nurses and doctors on standby ready to rush in and stabilize me once I arrived with the rest of the DOs. Dust Offs. That’s what they called us. The lucky ones who danced with the IEDs and lived to tell the tale. We got to keep our tags around our necks. We’d see our families again. Even if we were half the people we were when we’d left.

      I’d taken a ride on the air cavalry over three years ago. Yet, it still felt like yesterday. Every time I closed my eyes, I could still see my friend’s faces, hear our stupid banter about getting back to base because Garcia got a care package from home. His wife and their church family always sent us the best shit. That box specially had been packed with Little Debbie Christmas Trees and every flavor imaginable of Crystal Light. It was truly like Christmas. Even if it was still six weeks away. We’d been anxious to partake in Garcia’s wealth after our afternoon AOR patrol. I replayed that scene in my head numerous times a day. It was the Groundhog Day-esque dream that greeted me every night when I closed my eyes.

      My Recovery Care Coordinator, we called it an RCC, was responsible for my triad of care. She was not satisfied with how I continued to miss benchmarks dealing with psychological recovery and connectedness to my recovery unit—called a Soldier Recovery Unit or SRU. Benchmarks were king in the Army. There was always something you had to be achieving. Whether it was a new designation or rank, or your mental or psychological aptitude.

      I met with Pam, my RCC, once a month to discuss these benchmarks. Usually, the meetings were pretty predictable. They went something like this: “Hey, you’re still below standard for your psychological benchmarks.” I would give her some kind of smart assed reply that would suggest losing all of my friends when our Humvee hit an IED may have something to do with that. The look on her face when I arrived told me this visit would not go like other meetings previous.

      She tended to wear her glasses on her head when we chatted and didn’t put them on until she needed to look at paperwork. But when I arrived at her door, they were already on her face, staring into my file. I was greeted with a terse, “Amelia, right on time. Have a seat.”

      Her whole office had been decked with Christmas cheer. Something about that grated me. I didn’t know if it was the obnoxious magenta Christmas tree or the twinkle lights that framed a pitiful window overlooking a parking lot and train tracks beyond. It felt off. Like she tried too hard to force a cheerful appearance when the whole building was a black hole of depression and despair.

      “Your benchmarks dip lower each time I see you, Amelia.” She held up a hand to stop me from saying anything before I’d even opened my mouth. “I don’t want a maudlin comment about your friends. That is exactly why I’m concerned.”

      Pam had really curly, jet-black hair that hung in wild ringlets just below her eyebrows. Some days the curls were defined as if she’d taken special care to style them, and other days, like today, they stuck every which way as if she’d been running her hands through them frequently, like she was at that very moment.

      “I don’t know how else to get through to you, Amelia. I’ve tried the soft approaches, hoping you’d come to the realization that going this alone won’t work. I think it’s time for tough love. Suicide rates among vets are at an all-time high. These test scores.” She held up my benchmarks, which showed a steep decline with every monthly check-in. “They’re beginning to head into a territory where I would have the authority to remand you into a mental health facility. I promise, you don’t want that.”

      Damn right, I didn’t want that. Similarly, I didn’t want her in my business. To be frank, I didn’t want any of them in my business.

      “Don’t you think I’ve done enough for the Army?” I asked, feeling guilty the second it came out of my mouth. “I think that I should be able to figure out how to cope on my own. I don’t need Uncle Sam trying to control how quickly I am able to deal with anything in my life.”

      I point to my useless leg. I was in near constant pain, even this many years later. I wished the doctors would have told me what the rest of my life would look like as they were ordering me to keep breathing, to hold on, that I was minutes away from the hospital.

      “Amelia.” She took her glasses off and set them down next to her computer. “No one is trying to control the speed of your recovery. We’re all here—I’m here—to be the stopgap to prevent you from spiraling down to a place where no one can reach you, and you believe there’s only one way out. I convinced your SRU to give you eight weeks.”

      She handed me a folded piece of paper with the name and address of a resort in a tiny mountain town called Barren Hill.

      “There is an amputee support group there. It’s the only one I could find within ninety minutes of your house. I’m sorry it isn’t geared specifically toward vets.”

      I folded the paper and put it in my jeans pocket. She could pound sand if she thought I was going to sit around talking about my feelings every week. I would figure this out on my own. Stop at the library or something and get some self-help shit.

      “This isn’t an option, Amelia. You have to check in and have an assignment slip submitted for each of the eight sessions. They must be concurrent. You may not miss a session unless you clear it with me first. And I’m telling you, if you plan to call me because you don’t want to go, it better be for a damn good reason, or I’ll ask my friends in MP to pay you a visit and escort you to Thornhill Psych. If you aren’t going to fight for yourself Amelia, I’m going to fight for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “You must be Amelia!” A woman in a chef’s jacket scurried towards me. Hearing my given name used by strangers still felt foreign. Even after all this time. It was probably for the best though. Sanchez was attached to too many memories I was desperate to forget.

      “Welcome! I’m Gemini Tate.” She extended her hand and shook mine with the enthusiasm of a Disney cast member. “There is coffee over there on the table, lunch is buffet style just inside the door, and there’s water and iced tea on each table. Here’s your nametag—they require everyone to wear them.”

      She continued to fuss, handing me various pamphlets along with a folder and badge. “We’re excited to have another member. This is a small group. Mammoth Slope and Barren Hill are truly underserved by the greater community so any time we can get a fresh face attending, we roll out the welcome mat!”

      Gemini Tate appeared to have all of her limbs. Maybe though, she had a prosthetic under her pants. I guess I shouldn’t judge. She could easily have moved into acceptance and was living her life to her fullest.

      “We heard from the V.A. they were sending someone our way. I still can’t believe this is the closest amputee acceptance group in the greater tri state area. It’s just a travesty that our veterans are not treated better. Especially after all you’ve done. Or seen. Or god, all you’ve sacrificed.”

      “Are you the one that signs off on my attendance forms?”

      I didn’t need to talk to anyone about sacrifice. Or what I’d seen. Especially not to some cracked out cruise director desperate to dial up my level of engagement to full blast.

      “Me? Oh, no. You’ll need to see Henry or Elyse inside, they’re both wearing yellow lanyards.” She held up her hands with an uncomfortable chuckle. “No. I’m just… Well, you see—” She appeared lost for an explanation, though it was surprising to me she wouldn’t have whatever her sales pitch was at the ready for the newcomers. “I’m simply the one who saw a need and had the means to fix it.”

      I nodded and flipped through the kumbaya bullshit she’d handed me.

      “You can go inside.” She finally released me from the responsibility of chit chat. “They’re probably getting started.”

      Gemini the Cruise Director hadn’t been kidding when she said it was a small group. With me, there were six. All of whom were deeply immersed in conversations when I walked in.

      “Amelia? Nice to meet you.” The man saluted me first, then shook my hand. Just what I needed was to be singled out from the onset. Aside from the fact that I wasn’t an officer, and presently wore jeans and a T-shirt, and not anything that would identify me as a former member of the military. “I’m Henry Jennings, this is my co-leader, Elyse. We’re so glad to have you here. You can take a seat at either of the tables, but we’d love for you to introduce yourself to the group first if you don’t mind.”

      Of course, I’d have to stand in front of the “class” and give my spiel.

      “Name’s Sanchez. Um, Amelia Sanchez. I’ve been an amp for going on three years. This was the closest support group to me.”

      “Well.” Henry rocked back and forth from heel to toe, waiting seemingly for me to say more. There wasn’t anything else I cared to share. “How about we go around the room and you all can introduce yourselves to Amelia?”

      Eight weeks. That was how long I’d been told I needed to attend. Honestly, latrine duty at Shank seemed like the better option.
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      With the exception of the seasons, not much changes in Barren Hill. The same people who lived here when I was a kid, still do. Most of them live in the same houses, or on the same plot of land. We all shop at the local Pack n’ Sack, get our cars serviced by Jared and his pop, Larry Flynn. Flynn was their last name. I don’t know why everyone called him Larry Flynn as if we were in Georgia and that was his first and middle name. That’s just how we did it up here, I guess.

      If you weren’t a mining family, you were a rail family. That is, of course, unless you lived in the Abilene portion of Barren Hill. That’s where the fancy gated community folk hailed from growing up. The ones whose parents were suit and tie people that drove fancy cars to whatever job they had. Abilene was the place you rode your second hand bike past on your way to school and imagined being one of those kids. Their Christmases surely were a parade of new suits and dresses, patent leather shoes and fur lined jackets, and oversized boxes wrapped up in gorgeous gold and silver wrapping paper containing video game systems or Cabbage Patch dolls.

      Me and my pop were rail folk. He was a foreman for the rail yard and as soon as I graduated high school, he lined me up to start my career path at the good old BNSF. Finn’s dad owned the town’s watering hole, so like the rest of us, he too was born into his role. College? No one talked to any of us about that. When I lost my arm, I just had to deal because that’s what we did up here. We dealt with the hands we were given. We figured it out. Adapted. Found ways to continue spinning on the hamster wheel.

      “Emmett, can you help me…please…I …it’s just barely…out of…maybe if I stand on my tippy toes…” Gemini stretched her fingers as high as her arm would allow it to extend, attempting to hang yet another piece of garland. It looked as if I’d stepped into a Christmas movie set. Every wall, fixture, booth, and tabletop at the Tuckaway Tavern was adorned in some kind of holly or jolly. In all the years prior to Gemini buying into our bar, The Old Lady, as she’d formerly been known, we’d never displayed much Christmas cheer. I guess revamping and rebranding also meant taking a more active approach in the holiday season too.

      “Given your propensity for tripping, sliding, slipping, or falling, how about you let someone who doesn’t need a step ladder hang that.”

      Gemini huffed in my direction, never taking her eyes off of me as I hung her decorations and adjusted the ribbons.

      “Tell me again why we’re doing all of this?”

      “Because it’s the holidays?” She went back to rummaging through all the shopping bags she’d brought, in search of some glitter covered who knows what to accompany all of the greenery.

      “I asked the same questions.” Finn walked up beside me, wiping his hands on a dish towel. “And also told her that hill folk don’t much care about all of this—stuff.” He waved his hand in the general direction of Gemini’s shopping bags.

      The MetroCenter was over an hour away. I don’t know if I ever cared enough about Christmas to drive in the snow to the mall to get a bunch of shit that would be out for a month collecting dust and chucked back into plastic bins and stored in the attic for eleven more months. It seemed pretty pointless to me.

      “I swear I’m going to call the two of you Ebenezer and Scrooge!” She pointed a green and red plaid bow in my direction, the glitter that tinged its edges showering the table and floor.

      Finn wrapped his arms around her, cradling her from the back.

      “Nothing Scrooge-like about either of us, Princess.” He kissed the back of her neck, resting his chin in the dip of her shoulder. “We just know this town. This ain’t suburbia. People here kinda stick to themselves.”

      “You’re both wrong and I’ll prove it.”

      The fight drained out of her, and the comment was more a sigh than an actual statement. Usually, their in-your-face burn for each other chemistry didn’t bother me. It actually made me really fucking happy Finn finally found someone so perfect. Sometimes though, watching the two of them hurt like hell.

      “I’d love to tell you both to get a room, but Jasper is gonna be here any minute to talk to us about Gem’s new bourbon experience.”

      I’m sure it was because Christmas was just around the corner. The whole holiday was one gigantic billboard that reminded lonely people like me just how much their lives sucked in comparison to the Rockwell-like existence of everyone else. Like all those TV commercials where the wife with perfect teeth and a cashmere sweater wakes up looking like a fresh-faced Disney princess and skips outside to a snowy landscape to find a new status symbol parked in her driveway. Or even the simpler ones where the huge family comes pushing through the entrance to their mom’s house, weighed down by packages and pies, and they all gather around a gigantic table and break bread. Every day during the holiday season, consumerism told us what happiness was supposed to look like.

      My holidays growing up consisted of my dad taking both the morning and afternoon shift at the rail yard because they paid double time and a half. Working on Christmas day meant we could dig ourselves out from the credit extended to us at the Pack ‘n Sack, or any of the other stores in Barren Hill. Christmas dinner was cold cults and milk if we were lucky, between my and Pa’s shifts. Finn and I would hang out together at the bar, which was where his pop spent his holidays. Sometimes, if we were lucky, the patrons of The Old Lady would give us each a dollar or two as a “tip.”

      “Bourbon experience? What the—who’s gonna show for this?”

      Finn turned the pamphlet from Jasper over in his hand. I’d been so deep in my trip down memory lane that I hadn’t realized Jasper and his associate Harmony arrived.

      “Jasper is a private label distiller. His bourbon, Lakshmi, is highly sought after, Finn.” Gemini smiled at our guests, explaining the purpose of the meeting to Finn. “Jasper is a friend of mine. I met him at Chef Tobin’s restaurant; he was Tobin’s exclusive distributor.

      “Given the holiday season is so popular up at Echo Creek, I thought this would be a great local experience that gets them into The Tavern. We’re in hill country, bourbon and whiskey are practically synonymous with this region. What’s more local and touristy than a bourbon or whiskey tasting?”

      I thought it was brilliant. Especially given the clientele up at the resort. Finn didn’t appear convinced.

      “In addition to our Lakshmi private selection, my friend Harmony has created a new app to enhance the tasting experience.”

      Harmony launched into an explanation of how the data obtained from the app could help inform future purchasing decisions for the bar. It could be set up to ask questions about specific types of bourbon, or spirits in general. Finn at least seemed to perk up when she mentioned geo fencing and pushing advertisements to customers that are within a few hours driving distance of the Tavern.

      “This is going to be great!” Gemini’s smile stretched across her whole face. When she got jazzed over things having to do with the restaurant, it was impossible to not get excited right alongside her. Given she was a classically trained chef, it was evident she knew her stuff and had a finely honed instinct for what would work and succeed. However, as her friend, and knowing all she’d walked away from to move here to be with Finn and help run our business? I just loved seeing her excited. Witnessing her enthusiasm, for me, showed me over and again how much we needed her without ever knowing. Plus, it couldn’t be overstated how perfect the two of them were together.

      “I am so glad that the two of you were able to pay us a visit.” Gemini stood and pulled Jasper into a hug sometime later. “But I have to leave you in the capable hands of my partners as I’m needed up at the resort.”

      As soon as she said the word hands, Jasper and his friend looked right at me, their eyes wide with mortification. It sometimes charmed me how afraid people were of offending me. But days like today, when I already had a burr in my britches, their discomfort is what grated me.

      I didn’t need to be up at the resort for another thirty minutes. Usually, I didn’t like to be the first person there, because it made me look desperate. I also didn’t want to sit around the tavern and have Jasper and Harmony stare at me like a zoo animal with manufactured sympathy in their eyes.

      “I’ll come with you, Gem! I think I remember Elyse saying she was going to be late today.”

      Despite only having one arm, I was out of my chair, wrapped in my coat, and falling into step next to her with the speed and efficiency of a bobsledder.

      “You never volunteer to come early, and given Elyse texted me twenty minutes ago telling me she was on her way, I know you’re full of shit. So what gives?” Gemini looped her arm through mine as we walked the path to the resort.

      “I hate when people stare.” I waived my armless shoulder as an exclamation point to my statement. “And that stupid look they get when they notice I only have one arm.”

      “I’m so glad our amputee support group is helping you to accept and release.”

      That was one of Henry’s favorite mantras. Accept that we were different and release ourselves from personal expectations. At least three times a meeting, he would tell the group based on whomever was sharing an experience, “I see that someone is reeling in what they just cast out to the universe.” Or he’d say, “Expectations are not fish. We do not want to pull them back in. Release them! Like butterflies!”  It was a thousand percent hokey, but still managed to dill my pickle every time he said it.

      Over the summer, we’d hosted a wedding for friends of the resort owner. In a moment of weakness, I’d broken open like a fucking egg to Gemini. Watching all the blissfully happy couples dancing, laughing, and socializing with one another, had been too much to bear. I told her things Finn didn’t even know. That I was afraid I’d be alone forever. I didn’t think anyone would ever want to date me. Who would find a guy who wasn’t capable of holding hands and opening a door concurrently, attractive?  And my ever present fear of my inability to open a pickle jar. In every area that counted, I came up lacking. With me, the partnership would be inequitable from the onset.

      Gemini tried to get me to attend a support group for months but realized amputees weren’t at the top of the list for any kind of funding in these parts. Money was tight and no one wanted to waste it on people with missing limbs. Especially not when women up in hill country were still dying in childbirth because they didn’t have access to healthcare.

      Instead, she called Penn, who owned the Echo Creek Resort. One request to underwrite her new venture, and now we had a support group. There were five of us in the group up until a few weeks ago. That’s when Gem was contacted by the Veteran’s Administration and asked if her group accepted veterans.

      “Oh, hey! Amelia! It’s so great to see you again.”

      Speaking of our new friend, she arrived early. Both times I’d seen her, she wore her hair tied in the tightest bun I’d ever seen. Based on the bumps along the hairline, it appeared her hair was fairly curly. You’d never know though, considering every piece of hair, even the flyaways were contained beneath bobby pins and probably hair products.

      The woman was definitely equal parts enticing and surprising. Last week she stood in the corner of the room, leaning against a support beam, for the whole meeting. She barely participated, other than providing her name. She was a TFA, according to Gem. A transfemoral amputation, with a side of disarticulation. I’d only learned that listening to Henry and Gemini’s conversation while they reset the ballroom. I didn’t know her story. Given she was a vet, my guess was that she’d lost her leg overseas, Afghanistan or Iraq.

      Amelia nodded at Gemini, giving her a barely heard “ma’am.”

      “I’m so glad that you came back. It’s truly a great bunch here. I know being new is always hard.” Gemini reached for her hand and squeezed it, that genuine smile of hers glittering like a damn Christmas tree. “If you need anything. Seriously, anything, please let me know. I feel kind of responsible for everyone who attends this group. In a weird way, it’s like I’m connected to all of you.”

      Henry called to her from inside of the ballroom, asking about chairs.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes. There’s plenty of time before the group starts. They’re setting up all the holiday decorations around the resort for the tree lighting tomorrow—you should go check them out! With the snow outside and all the lights—it’s just magical!”

      Chit chat and small talk were not my forte. Actually, I pretty much sucked at striking up random conversations with people. Most of my interactions with strangers were in the form of online friendships and the occasional dating app. At least then, the angle of the camera could hide what was obvious in person. There was no use pretending my existence didn’t make people really fucking uncomfortable.

      “She’s actually a famous chef.” I tossed my head in Gemini’s direction. “She came here last year and fell—literally and figuratively—in love with my best friend while staying at the resort. Moved here to be with him, and now they’re happy as all get out.”

      I don’t know what possessed me to lead with a story about Gem. My communication skills didn’t get near enough practice in this town. Amelia didn’t appear all that interested in what I had to say anyway. She leaned against the windowsill, her eyes dancing all over the space, looking everywhere but at me. I wouldn’t be surprised if I made her uncomfortable too.

      While I continued to flounder like a damn fish gasping for air to revive this stilted conversation, her cell phone rang. She raised her eyebrow in tandem with bringing the phone to her ear. Like I gave a damn about her conversation. I turned away, but it was a small area, and her voice carried.

      “No sir, of course, I do. I appreciate the invite. I just don’t think I’ll be able to come. It’s not about the money, sir. With all respect, those men don’t want to see me. I’m just a reminder of all the bad shit that happened over there. Yes, sir. I understand. I will think about it.”

      They disconnected. I heard Amelia slump into a chair, whispering a string of expletives. I should have kept to my business. Finn always says I’m nosier than an old widow on her front porch in summer.

      “You okay?” I asked, taking the seat opposite her. “You’re not in any pain, are you? It sounded like you came down pretty hard in that chair.”

      Wrong approach. If she’d been fixin’ for a fight when she hung up, I’d dialed her to thermonuclear. Even under her zip hoodie and stretch pants, she looked kind of buff. She could break me in two with minimal effort.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” she asked.

      Her whole face was flushed, from her ears all the way down to her chest. I didn’t want to assume she was on the verge of tears, but the deep chocolate of her eyes glistened from light streaming in from the window.

      “Emmett McCarthy.” I extended my hand. “Fellow amputee. Also, generally a nice guy who is concerned for your well-being.”

      She ignored my extended hand, choosing instead to open her text messages on her phone and shoot off a message to someone.

      “I have some Aleve in my backpack if you’d like it. Sometimes the cold makes this ache too.”

      I raised my shoulder realizing too late I was in a sweater, and she couldn’t see what remained of my left arm. The gold medal for conversations that aren’t awkward at all should be awarded to me.

      “I’m fine.”

      Her gritted teeth said otherwise.

      “I couldn’t help overhear.” I pointed towards the alcove where she’d taken her phone call a moment earlier. “I can certainly empathize if you want to talk about it.”

      “You can empathize?” she asked, with a snotty cock of her eyebrow. “So you served as well?”

      This was probably the reason that I didn’t initiate conversation with people I didn’t know. I always ended up sticking a foot in my mouth. Only two weeks into meeting this woman and she’d probably already put me on the never in a million years would I date you list.

      “Not with that. But I’ve been on the receiving end of people feeling uncomfortable around me. Especially people I used to work with who would rather not look at me or be around me anymore, because I remind them of how dangerous working on a rail yard can be.”

      “I’m fine,” she repeated, this time with more emphasis. I desperately searched for a way to pivot the conversation but couldn’t think of anything. For the first time in years, I had that first tingle of a connection, and I was one pitch away from striking out.

      “Hey, you two, the meeting is about to start!” Gemini called from the ballroom.

      At least I was saved from further making myself look more awkward than I already did.
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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