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Alex walked in between the two guards, his cuffed hands in front of him. At least his feet were no longer chained. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart. Courtney would be waiting. He was equal parts nervous and excited about seeing her again although she visited him only last week.

They reached the waiting area for visitors as they arrived at the prison. The guard asked the desk person for Alex’s possessions and took the cuffs off his wrists. The person behind the desk handed him a small manila envelope and a Bible. He reached into the envelope, took out his wallet and stuffed it in his pants pocket, and put his wedding ring on his finger. He’d lost weight in prison, and the ring spun loosely around on his finger. 

Sitting around for two years should have made him gain weight, but the lack of interesting food, his poor appetite, and increased anxiety had the opposite effect.

He looked up from his ring, and there stood Courtney. Underneath the red knit hat she wore, she flashed a brilliant smile at him, and he smiled back. It felt almost painful, his facial muscles unused to turning up instead of keeping firmly straight to hide his emotions. 

What was she thinking behind her smile? They’d seen each other monthly in the two years he’d been in prison, and she’d stood by him. He suspected there were a lot of things she put up with in Chokecherry Valley she hadn’t told him. Just like he kept secrets of what happened in prison from her. They didn’t want to waste their time together when they met for the rare visits.

He hadn’t wanted her to come more often, even though the prison allowed it. Every time she walked out of the visiting room, he kept himself from begging her to stay. He missed her so much when she left him there to go back to his empty cell.

“You’re free to go, Mr. Richmond,” the guard said.

“Thank you,” Alex responded, keeping to his polite demeanor. He tried to treat the guards politely while in prison. There was no point in being angry at them.

Alex walked over to Courtney, who grabbed him in a tight hug. He held on to her for a bit before pulling away.

“Here’s your puffer coat and a pair of gloves. I wasn’t sure if you had any winter wear.” She handed them to him.

“Perfect.” He slid his arm into the sleeve of the black coat and slipped it on the rest of the way.

When he put on the gloves and picked up the Bible, she said, “Let’s go.”

He caught a glimpse of tears in her eyes as she turned away and walked around the other people waiting their turn at the counter. They reached the outside door. When he stepped outside, the sun shone brightly in the deep blue sky, brilliant and unlike anything he remembered. He blinked and took a deep breath of the frigid December air.

She hugged him quickly again and then let go. “We’re over here.” She led him to their vehicle, walking carefully on the icy pavement.

He took hesitant steps, as if he hadn’t walked on ice for a long time. He kept expecting the prison door to re-open, and the guards to call him back, and put him in his cell again. This freedom was going to take getting used to. He also sensed Courtney struggling with how to treat him since his release.

“Do you want to drive?” she asked when they reached the vehicle and clicked the door locks open with the key fob. 

He automatically headed for the passenger side. He laughed—a rusty, tentative laugh, but a laugh. “I haven’t driven for two years. I’ll practice when we get home, and there’s less traffic. Plus, I haven’t looked at my license. I assume it’s in my wallet, but it might be out of date.”

She nodded, opened the driver’s side door, and got in.

The ride out of the exit gate was routine, however when they stopped at the guard’s station to leave, Alex had the same fear of being returned to prison. It didn’t feel like he was free yet. Everything seemed unreal. How long would it last until the outside world felt like the real world again?

He gripped the armrest every time Courtney took a turn. The closer they got to their house, the tighter he gripped the leather. He should be calmer the closer they got to Chokecherry Valley, but he wasn’t sure what kind of reception would greet them. Were there going to be any local reporters or people who resented him for his actions?

Courtney kept glancing over at him.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re jittery, aren’t you?” Concern laced her voice.

“It’s best you know sooner rather than later. I don’t sleep well at night. I can’t remember the last time I relaxed. I’ve become afraid of everything. I suppose it was bound to happen.”

She didn’t tell him it was his own fault because of his confession and consequent prison term. She reached over and touched his gloved hand. “We’ll get through it. I’m glad you’re home. I’ll help you get better.”

He relaxed slightly. That was one confession out of the way, and she’d taken it well. Hopefully, they could work through the problems that plagued him, because, being married to him, she had suffered the consequences too.

They reached home. Courtney avoided going through town and took the long way around to arrive behind their house. She parked, and they went in through the back door.

He stood there taking in the scent of home, while Courtney went to look out the windows to see if anyone noticed their arrival. “There’s no one out there.”

“Good.” He walked down the hallway and into the open space of the living room, kitchen, and entryway. During his time away, she hadn’t made any changes, and he was grateful for the familiarity of home. 

He took off his gloves and his coat and hung them in the entry closet. He sank onto the couch and rested his head against the back. “It’s great to be home.”

“Do you want something to eat? I made chicken salad and cut up fruit before I left to pick you up. We could have sandwiches with the fruit.”

“That sounds wonderful, but you know what I’d really like right now?” He stood up. “I’d like a long hot shower and some other clothes. Do you mind?”

“No, go ahead. I’ll get lunch while you enjoy your shower. How about I give you time to get used to your privacy? I didn’t move any of your things, so you can find what you need. If you’re missing something, let me know.”

“I got used to going without.” He was glad for time to look around and get reacquainted with the place. He found clothes that might fit, but the pants would probably hang on him. He found a belt for the jeans. 

He enjoyed every moment of the shower and felt better when he got into clean clothes. He dropped the ones he wore home from prison into the corner. He might throw them away.

He entered the kitchen in his stockinged feet. “Do you want help?”

“No. I’m fine. It’s ready.” She pointed to the plates on the table in the kitchen nook. It had a bench seat in the bay window and two chairs around the outer side.

“Good. I’m going to enjoy the great view while we eat.” He sat down in one of the chairs, so he could look out the window.”

“What would you like to drink?” she asked.

“I’ll have water. I’m too jittery for coffee right now.”

She got a glass out of the cupboard and filled it with water from the fridge. After she set it in front of him, she got her coffee mug from the counter and joined him at the table.

“I’m glad you’re home, Alex. I know relaxing will be hard for you, but other than a few irate neighbors, it’s calm around here.” 

She sounded like she understood, at least. For today, he’d let her wait on him. She wanted to take care of him. But tomorrow, he’d do his share. She would have to go to work, and he’d somehow have to find work. He’d have plenty of time to provide the meals.

He took a bite of his sandwich, enjoying the taste of something homemade and edible again. He gazed outside, finally feeling a small measure of peace. It would be okay. Everything will work out had been his mantra for two long years. Maybe everything would finally be okay.
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Courtney found herself second-guessing everything she did. Alex was finally home. She wanted to cry and laugh and scream. Her emotions careened all over the place. On the outside, she tried to look calm. Alex needed that right now.

She was tired of being strong. It had been a long two years without him. She visited monthly, only to leave and come home alone to the house. It felt too big for one person. It was too big for two people.

The house had belonged to Alex’s parents until they bought it from them when Alex got his job at the bank. His parents hadn’t spent much time here, as they were roaming around the world on one long vacation.

Alex’s sister, Ashley, and brother, Paul, approved of them buying the house. Both Ashley and Paul settled in Bismarck shortly after graduation from high school. They hadn’t planned to come back to Chokecherry Valley, but now Ashley dated a local guy.

Alex set up guidelines when he went to prison. He refused to see either Paul or Ashley. He also told them not to visit Courtney in Chokecherry Valley. He didn’t want his disgrace to rub off on them.

Ashley followed orders until a few months ago. She finally ignored his edicts and paid a surprise visit to Courtney. Ashley said she would support Courtney and Alex now that he was getting out of prison. Courtney could tell Ashley regretted not being around for Courtney sooner, but Courtney had her own family. She had three brothers and two sisters of her own, and her parents were supportive of Courtney and Alex.

She told them if they didn’t support Alex too, she wouldn’t see them. Her protective family reluctantly said they would treat Alex politely. She hoped they would. They didn’t know the whole story, but if they did, they would understand. She hated secrets, but sometimes life forced them on her.

She cleaned up after lunch. There wasn’t much to do. Alex settled on the navy-blue cloth couch and stared out the living room window. She could see him from where she tidied the kitchen and wondered what he was thinking. She finished wiping the table and then sat on the chair across from Alex. 

His mouth turned up in a smile. “You’re staring.” He turned to look at her.

“How did you know?” Courtney asked.

His mouth flattened into a grim line. “You learn to read a room by feel when you’re around the guys I was around.”

She got up and went to sit beside him, taking his hand in hers. “I know this is going to take a while.” She waved her free hand around the room. “You’ve got all the time in the world. I know you’re not going to be happy sitting around for long. Have you thought about what you want to do with your time?”

“I’m hoping to get a job but don’t have any idea if someone will hire me,” Alex said.

Courtney put her arms around him and settled her head on his chest. “We’ll work something out. At least we don’t need the money.”

“The irony of the whole embezzling charge.” He slid an arm around her and let out an abrupt laugh.

“There’s something I need to talk to you about. Do you want the news now or later?” Courtney asked.

“We may as well talk about whatever it is now. What else do we have to do today besides catch up?”

She nodded. “I know.” There was no sense in keeping the news from him. “Steven Hanson is sick again.”

He pulled away from her, and she lifted her head to see his expression. She might have to get used to the grim set of his mouth. 

He looked down at her. “Same cancer?”

“Same cancer. Only worse this time. They say he might only have a few weeks left. It’s metastasized.”

“I should go visit him. I’m sure it’s been hard on him and Barbara.” He stood up and started pacing. “How can I visit them in secret? You know the whole town thinks I shouldn’t go anywhere near him.”

Courtney watched him. “I know, but he’ll want to see you. You know that.”

“Yes. I know. We’ll have to figure something out.”

“He’s at home, which makes it easier and harder at the same time. At least they don’t live on Main Street like us. Our car would be noticeable if we drove there. It would have been easier if he were in the hospital instead of having hospice at home,” Courtney said.

“We’ll figure something out.” He plopped down on the couch beside her again, and this time, he took her hand. “I’m suddenly very tired.”

“Want to go lie down?” she asked.

“No. I’ll lean here against the couch. Do you mind staying with me?”

She looked around the living room. Her book was in the bedroom. She’d had a hard time sleeping last night, knowing she would be picking him up this morning. “I’m going to get my book, so if you fall asleep, I’ll have something to do.”

She got up and headed for the bedroom. It felt good to take a moment to get away from Alex. She didn’t quite know how to treat him. Carefully? No. Just as if it were a normal day.

She picked up her book and returned to the living room. “I might fall asleep on your shoulder. It’s been a long day, and it’s only two o’clock.”

She put her book beside her on the couch and settled back in his arms. She wanted to be close to him.
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Last night before bed, Alex had delicately told Courtney he needed to sleep alone for a while. He felt hot and flushed when he explained he was fine continuing the physical side of their relationship now, but he couldn’t relax enough to sleep with her in the same bed. 

He told her about his fear of hurting her in his sleep because he had always been careful to be half aware while in prison. He could lash out if someone touched him when he was asleep.

Courtney looked shocked but then understood. He didn’t know what she felt. There were going to be minefields in their marriage until they worked them out.
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