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He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds.

~Psalm 147:3
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This book is dedicated to soldiers, but especially to those who have given their lives for freedom.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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He’d seen the house in photographs, during moments off duty shared between friends, and as he’d thought then, it was as all-American as they come. White picket fence, overflowing flower garden, grass burgeoning summer green, and on the center porch post, an American flag. In the shadows underneath was evidence of a child. A soccer ball, a toddler bike, and a pair of soiled sneakers, amongst other things. Overall, it was worn, but comfortable, and clearly loved. That didn’t surprise him. His sudden nervousness did.

Unlatching the gate, he made his way down the path, the single step creaking beneath his boots. His fingers curled into his palm, involuntary, but he didn’t knock, instead, twisting left to glimpse into the living room. Gauzy white drapes hid most of the view, leaving only sight of a single lamp. Twisting further, he glanced behind at the car parked at the curb. Military stickers speckled the bumper of a gray four door, a child safety seat secured in the back.

Inhaling, he faced ahead again and knocked, the sound of footsteps rising in the distance. A feminine hand swept the curtains back from the door glass, and a young woman gazed out. She released them, the next second, and the deadbolt turned. She cracked the door a few inches.

“Good morning,” he said. “My name’s Harper Chavez. I served with your husband.”

Her already wary gaze became almost stiff.

He’d practiced this part, repeating his introduction in the mirror over the dresser. He hadn’t been able to prepare for the impact of it, though.

“Justin was a very good friend ... and the best man I knew,” he said. “I can’t possibly understand your grief, but if I might have a minute of your time?”

“Harper, is it?” she asked. She had a pleasant voice, mellow, yet laced with sadness, repeated in her eyes.

He nodded.

“You’re right. You can’t possibly know my grief. Even after ten months, I expect him to come striding in the door. Now ... I’m sorry for whatever you went through, but I really can’t do this. Please go.” 

With that, she made to shut the door, but struck by the importance of his mission, Harper poked his arm in the opening and pushed it wide. Justin’s wife startled and shuffled in reverse, her gaze shifting to his empty sleeve.

He pretended he didn’t notice. “I ... I’m sorry, and I’ll go. But I have to give you this first.” He reached inside his shirt pocket and pulled out a quarter-folded note, extending it to her. The paper opened in the wind of his movements. 

“It’s from Justin,” he said.

Her legs crumpled, and her eyes rolled upward. He leapt forward, folding beneath her to a seat on the floor.
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Katy Hansen came to, tucked securely to Harper’s chest and, for a moment, unwilling to let go. The same ten months that hadn’t dulled her perception of Justin, had also left her incredibly lonely. And here was a man who knew him. A man who was warm and firm and ... 

Her mind going where it shouldn’t, she reversed, but couldn’t take her eyes off of his missing limb. Without thinking, she reached one hand to his shoulder, fingering where it ended. “You lost it in the same explosion?”

Embarrassment gripped her then for asking, and she pulled back.

He nodded, pain on his face. Pain of memories, she imagined, and she had plenty of those. 

“I didn’t know for days that Justin was ...” He hesitated.

Gone. She finished his thought for him. Justin was gone, killed instantly by a suicide bomber. Harper had, apparently, been injured in the blast. And come all this way for what? The note?

Her curiosity took over and the awkwardness of being in the floor. She tucked her feet beneath her and pushed upright. Harper followed. The page he’d waved was still in his grip. Her heart skipped a beat.

She’d been the silly teen trailing behind Justin in high school, though he was two years her senior. He’d ignored her completely until a chance encounter at a football game. They’d been hot-and-heavy after that, married at twenty, but unable to conceive for almost a decade. He’d joined the service, and she supported him. Until orders came for Afghanistan.

Harper seemed to sense the note and extended it to her again. Her pulse pounding, she took hold, but couldn’t open it without sitting down. She reversed from the small foyer into the living room and perched on the edge of the couch, the paper in her lap.

“I don’t know if I can,” she said.

Justin was always so fatalistic. He’d written his will when they got married, updated it before he’d gone overseas. This could be more of his “what to do after I die” antics, when really all she wanted was to hear him say, “I love you.” 

“Have you read it?” she asked.

Harper shook his head. “It’s not mine to read. He simply said to see you got it.”

“When?” was her next question. When had it written it?

“The night before. He kept going on about a ‘premonition’ and I told him to shut up, in so many words, but you know how he is.”

Was. How he was. Yes, she knew.

“I think I’ll read it later.” That way she could cry and not further embarrass herself. Harper was kind to bring it ... and faithful. But no need to fall apart on him twice.

“Sure. Is Kyle ...?”

Kyle, their son, and her reason for living nowadays. “Asleep. He doesn’t understand ... still asks where Daddy is now and then.”

Sorrow weighted Harper’s expression.

She’d grown tired of seeing that on everyone’s face and tended to turn aside or scowl. Coming from him, it was different, though. He’d known Justin at the moment he’d died. He’d paid his own price and was here. He was more than just one of Justin’s friends. He was a tangible link to a life she’d loved and lost. 

“Would you like to meet him?” she asked. “You could ... come back for supper.”

Supper? Had she invited a stranger, a man, nonetheless, to eat at their table, to sit where Justin had? But Justin was gone and Harper was not, and she needed to know – everything.

“Supper? I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“There’s no intrusion. Please come. I ... I’d like you ... to.”

Silence stretched between them, and Harper gave a nod. After he’d gone, she leaned back against the door, quivering.
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“Hello, dear. I saw you had a visitor today. Mr. Chavez is a sweet young man.”

Her son knee-deep in unmown grass, Katy sat back on her heels and glanced upward into her elderly neighbor’s face, a shaft of sunlight causing her to squint. Mrs. Miller was a kind soul, who’d been helpful in learning to survive on her own, but she tended to be nosy.

Katy dusted her palms on her knees, leaving a slight handprint.

“You know him?” she asked.

Mrs. Miller inclined her head. “Since he was a boy. His parents go to the church.”

Katy pulled back a frown. As nice as her neighbor was, she was fiercely dedicated to her faith and inclined to rattle on about it. Along that line, Harper’s connection to religion bothered her. But since her eagerness to talk to him this morning, she had calmed somewhat. He was handsome, even missing an arm, his skin and hair leaning toward Latino heritage, though his eyes were blue. He wasn’t Justin, however, and she shouldn’t let her loneliness cause her to forget.

“I haven’t seen him there since his injury,” Mrs. Miller added. “He served with your husband?”

That the old woman had come to that conclusion wasn’t too surprising. She was perspicacious for her eighty years. 

“Was in the same ... accident.”

Unbidden images tried to rise, but she buried them, focusing her attention on Kyle. Sweeping him off his feet, she unfolded his hands, brushing away strands of grass.

“He had a note.” 

Why did she tell Mrs. Miller that? She hardly needed more fodder for her imagination.

“My Cal was a soldier.”

Taken aback by the change in topic, Katy didn’t reply.

“He spent decades climbing the beaches of Normandy under heavy fire ... in his sleep, you understand? I was fortunate he came home, but don’t let me kid you, he wasn’t the same person he’d been. War changes you.”

Meaning what? Was that a comment about Harper, or Justin’s note? Maybe neither. Maybe it reminded her of Mr. Miller. She’d not known him. He’d died eight or nine years before they’d moved here.

“I invited him to supper to ... to meet Kyle.”

The old woman’s eyes sparkled, and again, Katy wondered why she’d shared it. Not for approval. It didn’t matter if Mrs. Miller approved or not. But somehow, she needed someone other than herself to know.

“A boy needs a father figure,” Mrs. Miller replied. “Cal and I didn’t have children, but many of the other soldiers did; and part of what helped him overcome the war was helping someone else.”

Katy tipped her son’s head toward her lips, inhaling his sunshiny scent. And Kyle had no father. It could be she’d invited Harper back for his benefit, not hers. 

She glanced toward the stoop. “I should go in and get cleaned up. Good speaking with you.”

Inside, after rinsing Kyle’s hands and finding cartoons to occupy him, she turned her attention to the promised meal. With no idea what Harper did or didn’t like, she decided to stick with spaghetti. If he’d spent time with Justin, then he’d know her husband’s love for pasta dishes. 

Anything with carbs, babe, he used to say.

She smiled, thinking of it, the memory pleasant for once. 

The meal was well on its way when Harper knocked. Surprisingly nervous, she dried her hands on her slacks and smoothed her hair. She hesitated in front of the door, willing her heartbeat calm.

He knocked again, and she forced herself forward, unfastening the deadbolt.

He’d changed clothes, switching into khaki slacks and a long-sleeve button up, the sleeve pinned as before. He had on spicy cologne ... not like Justin, who’d hated most any sort of perfume-type smell.

“Hey.” She reversed. “Come in.”

He halted on the rug inside the entrance. 

“Kyle’s watching TV. I’ll introduce you.” 

Not waiting to see if he followed, she turned her back and made her way the short distance. She reached for the remote and hit mute. Her son blinked and raised his gaze. For a moment, she couldn’t speak. He was so much like Justin, the same indefinable expression on his face that his father would have worn.

“Kyle, this is Harper. Daddy’s friend.”

At that, Kyle’s brow wrinkled. “He bring Daddy home?”

Her heart squeezed, the discomfort of it rising into her throat, and for a moment, she couldn’t speak. 

Harper knelt to the boy’s level. “I would if I could.”

Katy’s eyes moistened. She reached for the remote. “Watch ... watch your program. Supper will be ready in a few minutes.”

Kyle returned to the TV and Harper stood. He was so very close, the heat of his skin curling around her, his cologne temporarily emptying her mind. As much as she loved Justin, as much as she missed him and wished he wasn’t gone, she felt immobile right then. 

“Can I help in any way?” he asked.

His being here helped, though she wasn’t sure why.

“I’ve got it. Been a long time since I cooked for more than me and Kyle.”

“It’ll be good,” Harper said. “Justin always told me, ‘If you can ever get Katy to fix you something, be sure to show up.’”

She smiled. “He was prejudiced.”

Something deep, unfathomable, rose in Harper’s eyes. 

“I don’t blame him,” he said.
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Harper fought mixed emotions with every bite. Guilt, that he was here eating and not Justin. That he found Katy more than a little bit attractive. Admiration, that she handled Kyle so well. Her son had decided to act up at the table, refusing his food in repeated attempts to get down. His chest puffed out, his face red, he screamed his unhappiness, and she’d quashed it quickly.

“I’m sorry about that. I never counted on raising him ... alone.” She seemed to catch herself at the last word, her face flushing.

Harper swallowed his bite of food and wiped his lips. “You don’t have to apologize to me. I’ve heard my mom say the same thing. My dad was military and gone half the time. I was Kyle, only older and angry about it. Fortunately, my dad returned.”

She stared at him for the longest, then cleared her throat. “Mrs. Miller, next door, says she knows your folks.”

Mrs. Miller, an elderly lady at church with a need to know too much about others. That said, she was nice enough. But since returning stateside, he’d yet to attend. He couldn’t stand seeing the pity.

“Isn’t much she doesn’t know,” he replied.

Katy laughed, the barest hint of happiness, and it lit up her face, taking his breath. He reached for his fork, desperate, suddenly, for something to do that’d break the spell.

“Here ...” She rose, her eyes averted. “Let me refill your glass.”

His glass wasn’t that empty, but he understood her need to act. He shoveled another bite in his mouth, and she retrieved the pitcher from the counter. But in pouring it, her hands trembled and it sloshed over the rim into his plate.

Horrified, her eyes widened, and she began to stutter. “I ... I’m s-sorry ... I’m s-so clumsy ... Really, sh-should be more ... c-careful.” She snatched his plate from beneath him and snagged a dish towel from beside the sink, whirling to blot the portion that puddled on the table top.

Kyle took that moment to squirm out of his seat again. This time, she let him go.

Harper reached for her, curving his fingers around her wrist. “It’s okay, you know.”

Her breaths heaving, she didn’t look at him at first. He dipped his head into her view. Her mouth parted, her chest rising and falling, she stood there, frozen.

“I miss him, too.”

This remark brought her more upright. Her knees folding, however, she sank into her son’s seat and freed her wrist, sliding her arm backward until her palm lay in his. He closed his fingers around it.

“I can’t read it,” she said. “What if it makes things worse?”

The note. So she’d not opened it yet.

“They can’t get worse. Can they?”

Her eyes filled, and she shook her head. Her next breath emerged, shuddering, and the tears came. On impulse, Harper reached for her and tipped her head to his chest. Her sobs doubled and the ache encircling his heart grew to an impossible weight. 

Why did good men have to die and the women who loved them have to pick up the pieces? Why was he seated in that vehicle just far enough left to survive the blast? Why had Justin traded with another man and placed himself directly in its path? Unanswerable questions they’d both have to live with. Alongside, what she should do next, how to raise her son without his dad, and, greatest of all, how to ever be happy again.

Katy sniffled, but though calmer, gripped him tight. “I don’t understand it. I ... I know you’re not Justin, but ...” She tipped her head back. “He trusted you to find me.”

“I waited too long.” 

She shook her head. “You came when you could.”

Kyle’s small footsteps pattered back into the room, and Katy leapt away from him, hastily wiping at the corners of her eyes. But her son didn’t approach her, or appear to notice her behavior. Instead, he held out a toy car for Harper’s grasp. 

“That’s his favorite,” Katy said.

Harper glanced at her then the boy. “You like cars, huh?”

Kyle bobbed his head. Then, after a brief pause, climbed in his lap, leaning against him. Harper’s eyes misted, and the ache inside took on a new form.
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The bed he’d slept in as a boy, and dreamed in and christened, embarrassingly, during puberty, and left behind when he’d entered the service, now seemed too large, too empty. His eyes open, aimed for the ceiling, Harper saw himself in a series of rapid images ranging from boyhood to his teens. A stupid headstrong kid who’d thought he had the world in his grip, later reduced to a quivering worthless man.

A breeze lifted his curtains, the gust of spring air fluttering across his cheeks and bare chest. He folded his remaining arm across and felt for the one that wasn’t there. They’d offered him a prosthetic, but he’d turned it down. Out of pride, but a different form from what had made him join. He couldn’t justify having one and, thereby, forgetting what’d happened.

He couldn’t afford to ever forget.

He couldn’t sleep tonight either for thinking of Katy and Kyle. A half hour passed, and he rose, slipping into the hallway in his boxers. He snagged a half gallon of milk from the fridge, propping the door open with his knee, and didn’t bother to look for a glass, but took a long swig.

The overhead light came on, blinding him, and he squinted toward the hall, making out his mother in the doorway, her purple robe swirling around her legs.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” she said, taking the carton from him. She poured him a glass and set it on the counter.

“And I wish you wouldn’t do that,” he replied. “I could have poured a glass if I wanted one.”

She frowned, fine lines forming around her lips. “You don’t have to prove anything.”

Harper sank down onto a stool. “I have to prove it’s worth being alive, every single day.”

Her unhappiness altered. She cupped one hand on his cheek, and he allowed her the contact. He’d been difficult for them, trying to escape something that would only come back up again. They’d given him his space, for the most part, but he’d refused, until now, to see their point of view. They hadn’t had to bury him. He was here, alive, and the least he could do was overcome this.

But could he?

Her hand fell to the counter, and she tapped his milk. He drained the glass and rose setting it in the sink, feeling her eyes on his back and the stupid tattoo, the dumb one he’d gotten at age eighteen. He could pay to have it covered up, but leaving it was punishment. Yet, maybe he was wrong in that, too.

“Your dinner went badly?” she asked.

They’d known where he was going and why, never asking questions. He’d mumbled it was Justin’s widow and he was meeting their son.

“She seems grateful I came, but says she can’t read the note.”

The note he’d stared at for months, imagining what might be written in it. It’d taken him forever to bring it, though she lived only a city over. Now, it seemed it’d take her months to open it. He didn’t blame her for that.

He didn’t blame her for asking to see him again, though they hadn’t set a date and time. He’d wanted a reason to return, not understanding if it was because she held a connection to Justin or if he needed the human-ness he had with her and her son. Or maybe it was deeper than both of those and simply because she made him feel stronger than he was.

“I’m going back to bed,” he said. Skirting his mom, he pushed down the hall. He closed his bedroom door and the images returned – a boy with a girly magazine he’d gotten from a friend, a teen who’d thought he’d learn to play guitar. 

Harper’s gaze shifted to the dusty instrument. And past it to an eight-by-ten photo hanging on the wall, a stupid twenty-two year old in camo, his face hidden in shadows, a gun tucked to his chest. With an arm that didn’t exist anymore. An American flag waving in the background.

He’d served his country and lost his friend because of it. He had to ask himself if it was worth it. Worse, he had to ask Justin. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Kyle’s hand slipped from hers, and he disappeared amongst the sea of people going in and out of the veteran’s clinic. She spun in place and dashed after him, bumping into several people in her desperation to catch up with her son. She mumbled apologies, glancing aside for only a second, then focused on his blond head aimed for the exit doors.

“Kyle, no!”

Her son headed through the opening anyway, but, his feet on the outside pavement, was swooped into the air by a man coming from the other direction.

“Whoa there, sport,” Harper said, balancing the boy on his arm.

Seeing him, Katy’s heart skipped a beat. He smiled at her, though behind the happy expression lay something discomfiting.

“I didn’t expect to find you here.” He approached and leaned overhead. Her son gazed back, unblinking.

She tried to smile, her emotions as hidden as Harper’s were. “I attend a ‘grieving’ class, mostly widows of soldiers. I hate to bring Kyle ....” Because he’s usually a nuisance, though the other women didn’t complain. Her son was in rare form today, though, and already, she’d anticipated his making some serious interruptions.

“I can watch him. I’ll be here for a while anyway. We’ll wait in the lobby until you get out.”

“Are you sure?” That’d be a huge help, but she hated to impose on him. On the other hand, it meant she’d get to see him again afterward. And somehow, that mattered.

Harper dipped his chin, his gaze on Kyle. “What do you say? You want to hang out with me?”

Kyle seemed to think about that, then bobbed his head.

“It’s settled then. You go do what you need to, and we’ll be here when you get out.”

Katy bit her lip. “Okay.”

She was reluctant to move, though, for the image of the two of them together and how at peace Kyle was. She’d been hard-pressed to separate them the other night. Harper hadn’t seemed to mind the attention, even, it appeared to her, enjoying it. But then, he’d said he identified with Kyle somewhat.

“I’ll be back,” she said. She turned around and headed for the elevator.

Truth was, as helpful as this group had been, she was tired of the constant parade of tributes that always took over. She understood it. Different members were at different stages of grief and handled it in different ways. She’d never needed to brag about Justin like the others did about their fallen family members. What’d helped her the most was seeing she wasn’t alone. Yet, thinking back, she’d never lost the emptiness where his presence should have been. The closest she’d come to not feeling that way was talking to Harper.

The elevator doors opened and closed, the device rushing upward. She exited on an upper floor and made her way to the room, but paused outside the door, listening to the chattering voices.

She shouldn’t put too much stock in him. Two broken souls couldn’t repair each other, and he had his own struggles; that was clear. Plus, they’d barely met. Sure, there was some sort of “connection” between them and maybe it would turn into friendship, but she had to remind herself over-and-over he wasn’t Justin. She wanted a man to replace him, in a physical way. It was unfair to lay the burden of that on Harper’s shoulders.

Shaking her thoughts into place, she stepped inside and was plunged into the expected remembrances. An hour later, strangely unsatisfied, she slipped away without saying any goodbyes. She reentered the lobby and spotted Harper and Kyle deep in conversation. Reluctant to interrupt them, she stood there, silent, for a few minutes, then Kyle looked up and, seeing her, slipped out of his chair and ran in her direction. He wrapped himself around her legs.

Smiling, she leaned down and picked him up. When she straightened, Harper was only a couple feet away. “Looks like it went well,” she said.

He nodded. “We talked about soldiers.”

“Oh?”

But the specifics of what had passed between him and her son didn’t emerge, and Harper tucked his fingers in his pants pocket and rolled back on his heels.

“Are you busy?” she asked. She made a pretense of checking for a clock and found one hanging over the front desk. “I’m sure Kyle’s hungry. We could get some lunch. My treat.”

Harper didn’t reply, and she rushed to dismiss it.

“Unless you have things to do, and I understand if you do. Not everyone can run around town like us ...”

“I’ll go.”

Katy paused, mid-word. “Oh. Okay ... great. We ... we could go to the kid’s pizza place. There’re things to occupy Kyle.”

Harper nodded, and she looked toward the door. “We’ll meet you there?”

The meal agreed on, they parted. Katy fastened Kyle in his car seat and made her way around to the driver’s seat. But the wheel in her hand, the engine running, she didn’t back out, consumed with what she could only call relief. She shouldn’t place the weight of her needs on Harper, a man she’d only met, yet could feel herself doing just that. She was simply too weak; she needed someone to lean on too badly. And this man was Justin’s friend; he knew what the pain of loss felt like.
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