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Dedication:

This book is dedicated to all military wives, for you have the hardest job in the military.

“...Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.”

John F. Kennedy
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★☆★☆★

The unseasonably hot May day caused my face to glow and my palms to become slick. I wasn’t used to this type of heat in Northern California—especially in late spring.

With a huff, I used my key to open my office door where I knew the air conditioning unit attached to the window would bring me some relief. The buildings where I worked were old converted military barracks built in the fifties, and therefore, had no central air. In reality, the climate here was mild enough that we didn’t need it most of the time, but there were occasions, like today, where central air would have been a nice commodity. 

Just twenty-six years old and already newly divorced, I had only been employed with the government for about a year. Working in corrections wasn’t my first choice, but after my ex left me with a bunch of bills and a two-year-old son to care for, my not-so-glamorous career as a hairstylist was all but over. I needed a job with benefits and regular hours, and thanks to my friend, Miranda, who was another secretary here, she suggested I apply, and I was hired.

The job wasn’t hard. Just doing casework and such for inmates releasing and transferring, and at least I didn’t have to pull all the crazy shifts the correctional officers and others did. In return, I made less money, but it was worth it. Shiftwork was for the birds, I say.

I twisted up my hair, pressed my back against the air unit, and let its cool air blast my body back to a comfortable temperature. I closed my eyes as I thought about what was waiting for me at home today, groaning because I definitely didn’t have any sort of air conditioning at home. It looked like I would have to rely on ceiling fans, standing fans, and the good ol’ trusty spray bottle of water.

I shut my computer down, grabbed my purse from the drawer, and turned off the light. I used the prison keys attached to my belt to lock the door behind me.

“Goodnight, Ms. Reid,” an inmate called to me as I walked to the control center to hand in my keys and radio. “Got big plans this weekend?”

I smiled tightly at her, then internally rolled my eyes. Inmates had to be the nosiest species on the planet—especially the females. 

Since it was Friday, I didn’t have to go pick up Aiden from daycare, as his father had him for the weekend, and I wouldn’t see my little guy until Sunday night. As I drove, I thought about the love-hate relationship I had with these weekends. I really did try to make the best of them. I was almost home when my phone chirped with an incoming text. I waited to look until I hit the red light that would take me down my street in this small Northern California town. 

Miranda: Cowboys tonight! Yee haw!

I laughed and rolled my eyes at her. OK were the two letters I managed to type out and send before the light turned green. I tossed the phone onto the passenger seat of my older model Acura as I pulled into the driveway of my tiny little house.

I walked inside and groaned. It was more like a duplex if I was honest. The house was only one level, but connected to another house, whose front door was on the complete opposite side as mine. I didn’t know much about the lady who lived there. I only knew she was a single mom, like me, but she was older, and her son was a teenager.

The house was sweltering, and I began opening windows and turning on fans to allow some air in. After flipping on the ceiling fan in my room, I peeled off my clothes and quickly changed into a pair of shorts and a tank top. I snatched my purse before leaving out the door again for my hair appointment.

I really couldn’t afford to have my hair done as often as it needed it but thank God for the ladies at the salon where I used to work. They usually did my hair for way less than they normally charged, and I tried to tip them nicely. They were with me through the ugly divorce and took pity on me. It was tough being a single mom in one of the country’s most expensive areas to live, but it was home, and the only place I had support. So what was a girl to do?

I lucked out and got the salon owner, Debbie, who hooked me up with some awesome blonde chunks with a few lowlights thrown in. She cut it shorter too, a super cute bob that was easy to manage, to which I was grateful. The girls gushed at my cute new ’do, and I left the salon in much better spirits than I had arrived in.

My cell rang as I was walking into the house. Miranda.

“Cara! Girl, where you been?”

I laughed at her. “Getting my hair done.”

“Oh, yeah. Well, I’m gonna pick you up at eight. You’ll be ready by then?”

“Of course. What are you wearing?”

She sighed. “A skirt, I guess. My ass is too fat for jeans right now. Plus, it’s too damn hot for them.”

I laughed again because her ass so wasn’t fat. “Sounds good. I’ll see you then.”

I threw my cell onto my bed and turned to my tiny closet. I pulled out a pair of tight jeans and a shiny pink tank top. After setting the outfit on the bed, I went into the bathroom to shower.

The water cooled me off, but it didn’t last long, as the house was still a sweltering hot mess, and I was glad I didn’t have to blow-dry my hair.

After all was said and done, I took a look in the mirror. Thankfully I had a decent sized chest to pull off the tank top with a little bit of cleavage and I always got compliments on my legs. I topped it off with a cute pair of hot pink cowboy boots. I sighed at my already-melting makeup and turned to grab my phone when I heard a honk. Peering out my bedroom window, I saw my bestie in her little red Honda. After grabbing my purse and keys from the coffee table, I threw my phone in it, locked my front door, and hopped into her car.

“What’s up, girl?” she sing-songed while applying a generous amount of lip-gloss to her already perfect, full pink lips. From her long thick blonde hair to her eyes the color of whiskey, she always turned heads. A good three-plus inches taller than my five-foot-five self, she definitely had the model thing going for her.

She twisted the cap on the gloss and chucked it into her purse. Putting the stick shift into reverse, she backed out of my complex’s long drive with a zip.
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★☆★☆★

Cowboys was our favorite country bar. It was always hopping on Friday and Saturday nights and had plenty of muscled eye-candy to keep us coming back. We’d been hanging out here about a year and always had fun, no matter the night of the week or how crowded or dead it was. 

As we pulled into the parking lot, Miranda yanked a water bottle from her purse and twisted off the lid, taking a large swig. She winced as it went down.

I looked at her curiously. “What’s wrong?”

The smile quickly returned to her pretty face, and she held the bottle out to me. “Want some?”

I continued to stare at her amused face and then slowly looked down at the bottle. I sniffed it and started coughing. “Holy shit, what the hell is that?”

“Everclear.”

My eyes widened. “Are you serious? You shouldn’t drink this shit! On my senior beach trip in high school, a girl drank this and got so sick we had to take her to the hospital.”

Miranda rolled her amber-colored eyes and laughed. “I’m not gonna get shitfaced! Just want a little buzz.”

She was damn near laughing at me at this point, so of course I had to woman-up. I took a swig and coughed again. “Holy hell, that’s gross.”

Miranda laughed and snatched the bottle, screwing the lid back on and chucking it into the backseat. She shoved her driver’s license and some cash into her bra and said, “Let’s go.”

I did the same with my ID and money and exited the car, walking to the club’s front door. 

Cowboys was a huge honkytonk club, almost resembling a one-story warehouse. A glowing red cowboy boot decorated its roof. We walked in, showed our IDs, and paid our cover charge. Since it was barely nine p.m., the place wasn’t very busy yet. A glance at the large wooden dance floor showed one older couple swing dancing to a fast-paced song, and everyone else seemed to be watching them. We made our way to the bar, and I ordered a beer. I wasn’t a big beer drinker, but I felt like having one.

That was my first mistake of the night.

Miranda also ordered a beer, and we ended up finishing them fairly quickly. We then decided to order two shots of whiskey each. I hated whiskey, but she insisted we had to do “whiskey chasers” after our beers.

Second mistake of the night.

With the shot paused at my lips, Miranda laid a restraining hand on my arm. “Wait!”

I looked at her with raised eyebrows, impatiently waiting.

She lifted her shot glass and I mimicked her as she said, “Here’s to the men that we love. Here’s to the men that love us. But the men that we love, aren’t the men that love us. So fuck the men, here’s to us!”

Except she didn’t exactly say it quietly, which had all nearby heads turning. I had heard this toast before and just laughed as I tried to keep up with it. I downed my shot and made a face. It was nasty but I was already feeling very warm and buzzy.

As the night wore on, I danced a few times with nobody special, and then we saw a group of guys come in, all tall with short hair. A couple of them had cowboy hats on, and they were all wearing jeans and T-shirts.

I was on my second beer after the shots, sipping it slowly while watching the cute boys. They kept looking over at us.

“That one in the black hat is smokin’ hot,” Miranda said, elbowing me and jutting her chin toward the guys.

I nodded. “They all are. I like the tallest one. He’s definitely been looking over here.”

She grinned wickedly. “Let’s play hard to get.”

I looked at her with mock confusion. “What do you suggest?”

“Let’s go dance, c’mon!” She grabbed my arm and led me to the dance floor, which was now quite crowded, as it was nearing 10:30 p.m. A popular country line dance was playing, which we happened to know the moves to. We linked arms and proceeded to join the dancing crowd.

After that song ended, they went right into another one, so we stayed and danced some more. I was praying the song would end quickly, as I was getting sweaty and needed a breather and a break from this music. It was good this club always had hot guys, because I really didn’t care for country music.

As we exited the dance floor, I threw my empty beer bottle into a nearby trash can, and we went toward the back door for some cool air. 

I glanced at the group of cute guys to see they were talking to some other girls, and elbowed Miranda. “Your plan to play hard to get backfired, girlfriend.”

She laughed. “Oh, please. You haven’t seen me play anything yet.”

I shook my head as we headed out the back door, where a large patio was set up with random picnic tables and a huge barbeque pit. It was kind of odd for a nightclub, but I figured they must host other things during the day. There were people smoking and making out, so we didn’t stay out there long.

As we went back inside, the lights had been dimmed, and a slow song was playing. I saw two of the hot guys on the dance floor dancing with girls much cuter and probably younger than we were, and I decided to ignore those boys for the rest of the night. I was having fun with Miranda and didn’t need any male attention. What I needed was another drink.

“Margaritas!” a voice called out.

Miranda and I turned around and saw a girl with short black hair and lots of piercings and tattoos wearing a very skimpy French maid’s outfit standing next to a barber’s chair. I laughed at the absurdity of a barber’s chair in the middle of a nightclub until I saw what it was used for.

A tall guy in a George Strait T-shirt handed the girl a five-dollar bill and sat down in the barber’s chair. I watched curiously as the girl reclined the chair back. She then picked up two large bottles with special spouts on them—one margarita mix and one straight tequila—and began pouring them into his mouth. She continued to pour as a crowd gathered. He chugged pretty good, took it like a man in my opinion, but when he finally couldn’t take it any more, he put his hand up and the girl pulled the bottles upright, followed by his chair. She reached over and rang a loud cowbell affixed to the post next to the chair. The crowd let out a whooping cheer. The now very drunk man wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, smiled big, then let out a huge burp.

Miranda and I were very intrigued by this and continued to watch as the crowd grew thicker. After about five people had gone, nobody stepped up, so the girl in the French maid’s outfit shouted, “Who’s next?”

Miranda looked at me and grinned. “C’mon.”

I dutifully followed as she pulled a five-dollar bill out of her shirt and handed it to the girl, who indicated for me to sit in the chair. I shrugged and sat, half excited, half nervous I would choke or puke, but I was pretty tipsy, so I rolled with it.

Miranda leaned forward and said something in the girl’s ear. She smiled, then lifted a pale shoulder in a shrug, handing Miranda both bottles, which were now only a quarter full, and stepped back with her arms folded, smiling. I could see a larger crowd had gathered now. I watched curiously as Miranda, seemingly in a last-minute decision, handed the bottles back to the girl. She then climbed up on the chair I was in, straddling both knees on the armrests, and looked down at me with a shit-eating grin on her face.

Oh, shit.

She craned her neck around and held both hands out, motioning for the bottles. The girl happily handed them over, and Miranda bent over slightly and began pouring the bottles into my mouth in unison, still straddling the armrests. I could see nothing but cleavage and bottles now.

I chugged as best I could but didn’t last more than ten seconds before I began slapping Miranda’s bare thigh to stop. Luckily, she did, and as she hopped off the chair and sat me up, I was greeted by a crowd of cheering guys waving five-dollar bills in the air. Miranda went over and rang the cowbell, and more cheers ensued.

I don’t even remember how we got home, but blurred memories of a jacked-up Chevy truck with a gun rack and the faint smell of spicy cologne were flitting through my mind as I passed out in my bed.

★☆★

My head pounded in unison with the screaming alarm clock on my nightstand. I hated summer because even at 5:30 a.m., the gray light of dawn invaded my room, badgering me to get up. It was Monday morning and the weekend’s partying still lingered. I shut the alarm off and staggered to the kitchen for some aspirin. 

Yeah, we’d gone out Saturday night, too, this time to a local bar to shoot pool and got tanked again. This time on vodka. I admit I was going a little crazy being single again, but thankfully only on the weekends, Aiden was at his dad’s.

Damn, I have got to stop drinking, my head screamed at me as it continued to pound.

Thankfully, I had lain low on Sunday, but the headache was still there. Lots of water and a few protein shakes had made me feel a bit better, but not one-hundred percent. Aiden had come home from his dad’s late Sunday afternoon, and I was glad to see him. 

After a quick shower, I dropped my sweet little boy off at daycare and slogged into work. 

By lunchtime, Miranda was already blowing up my phone, talking about the weekend.

“Oh, my God! Girl, I didn’t even call you yesterday. My head was freakin’ killing me, and the only reason I got out of bed was to answer the door, so my mom could take Ashlynn for the day. I couldn’t even deal.”

Miranda also had a two-year-old, a daughter named Ashlynn, and we had bonded through our horrid divorces, and were now inseparable BFFs.

“You’re so bad! I’m glad my ex had Aiden. The poor kid would have had to eat Spaghetti-O’s and watch DVDs all day if he was with me!”

“The last time I drank that much was during Fleet Week in the city. Remember?” she asked.

Oh, hell, did I ever.

We had gone to San Francisco during Fleet Week. Even though I had grown up in the Bay Area, I had never heard of it, but was recently enlightened by Miranda. The U.S. Navy and Marines came here once a year on a couple of large Navy ships. They docked them and gave tours of the ships while the servicemen and women got off for a few days of R&R and fun in the big cities.

Miranda and I had a blast there. We drove around Pier 30 until we found a parking spot and walked to where the U.S.S. Lincoln was docked and “toured” the ship, but we both knew we weren’t interested in anything on the ship except the men. 

After tossing a blanket over the child seat in the back of my car and laughing about it, we drove around and met some cute sailors at a small dive bar near Pier 39. We had so much fun that night, we went back the next day and strolled around the city some more. We had met so many very nice and very cute servicemen visiting from out of town. 

“Oh, and check this out,” she continued over the phone, bolting me out of my reverie. 

God, did she ever stop talking? 

“I had to fill out this tax form the other day, and it made me laugh. It asked if I had any military service, and if so, to checkmark which branch. Girl, I could have check-marked Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines—even the Coast Guard. I’ve done my patriotic duty. I’ve been of service, all right!”

The water I’d just sipped to swallow more aspirin came flying out of my mouth, all over my computer screen and keyboard, half of it coming out of my nose. “Oh, no you didn’t!” I choked into the phone. “Shit, girl! I’m dyin’ over here!”

She laughed too, then groaned. “Ohhh, my head. Crap. I have a damn inmate at my door. I’ll call you back later!” She hung up.

I shook my head, glad we had been interrupted by a convict before she said too much and incriminated herself with her tales of debauchery.
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CHAPTER 3
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★☆★☆★

The week passed by very slowly and we decided to take a breather the following weekend. The weekends I had Aiden were usually low-key anyway. We’d hang out at each other’s houses at night, whip up junk food, watch movies, and spend time with our sweet kiddos. During the day, we’d take them to the park or some kind of play place to expend their energy.

By Friday of the second week, I was happy the weekend was here, but Miranda and I hadn’t discussed what we would do on our kid-free weekend. Her parents wanted to see Ashlynn and had offered to take her overnight, so we had the night to ourselves. Ashlynn’s dad rarely saw her. He was a deadbeat loser, so she had Ashlynn most of the time, relying on family for help with her.

She texted me as I pulled up at home: Gonna hit the base tonight. Military hotness – yum!

I laughed and typed with my thumbs as I walked into my house: Sounds good.

The weather had cooled off over the past few weeks, but now another heatwave had hit, and I once again groaned as I opened my front door, as it felt like I’d walked into a brick oven.

After opening all the windows, I went into my room and slid open my closet doors, trying to decide what to wear tonight. I plucked out my jean skirt and a tight red tank top. I found my thin, gauzy white button-up shirt and set them on my desk chair.

After some dinner and some social media surfing on my phone, I took a shower and got ready. I stared at my small shoe collection and decided on white sandals with a small heel because I was so not wearing stilettos into a military bar. I briefly contemplated the cowboy boots with the skirt, but decided that was almost sluttier than the stilettos. I’d heard guys at Cowboys refer to them as FMBs—fuck-me boots—and I wasn’t going to go there. The skirt itself was already short enough. I slipped on the white gauzy button-up shirt and tied it in a knot at my waist over the red tank.

Miranda pulled up in her red Civic thirty minutes later and I rushed out the door.

★☆★

The base wasn’t very far, as it was adjacent to the prison camp where we worked. I just prayed no inmates would be around the place cleaning—even though I knew better. They never worked at night—but I didn’t put it past them to sneak out where they weren’t supposed to be, and I surely didn’t need them seeing me like this. Trust me, you didn’t want to be the subject of the inmate rumor mill unless you had been rumored to have kicked some ass.

She pulled the Honda into the parking lot of the small bar. The base was a Reserve base, so it wasn’t exactly a bevy of activity. The bar had wooden beams stretched across its exterior, and several brightly colored alcohol brand signs decorated its windows.

We got out of the car and made our way up the four rickety wooden steps, and they moaned in protest under the clacking of our heels. As Miranda opened the door, we could see the place was not very busy. A few scattered pool tables with low-hanging lamps swung above them, and an average-sized bar stretched the length of the far right wall. A short, older man with a friendly smile was working behind the bar, fiddling with the cash register. Miranda and I made our way up to the bar. A popular country song blasted from a jukebox in the corner.

“What can I get you ladies?” the bartender asked with a grin.

Miranda slapped a bill down. “Two margaritas, please.”

He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Coming right up.”

I turned around from the bar, propping myself up with my elbows, and looked around. There were random groups of men, boys, really, around the pool tables, talking, drinking beer, and shooting pool. They all looked alike for the most part, short, sharp haircuts, young, no facial hair. They would look over at us occasionally, but nobody approached us.

The bartender set our drinks down, and Miranda tipped the man.

She then asked in her usual chipper way, “So, where’s the beef?” before taking a long drag from the straw.

I snorted. “You’re so bad.”

She swallowed the pungent, sour tequila mixture with a grimace and licked the salt from the rim. “No, for real. This place better pick up.”
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