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To my sister, Kym—
You are my way home when I am lost.
Love,
Me




Chapter One


“Carey Breen is MIA.”


His tongue weighs each word to cause the most pain.


My father’s news drops like a bomb, blasting the air from my lungs, and everything in me shrieks, Not Carey.


My dresser bites into my backbone. I deflate, clamping my fingers around the Nikon to hide how they tremble. I want to throw up, but my father blocks escape to the bathroom, his shoulders spanning the doorway. Late February morning sun slips through the window blinds and swaths his perma-sunburned face in blades of light and dark. Shadow camouflage.


My stomach twists and sweat slides down my sides. He doesn’t care what this news does to me. How it destroys me. His chin’s up. Wintergreen eyes narrowed under sparse blond eyebrows. Hairline retreating from the neat rows of lines crossing his forehead. I’m barely holding it together, and he doesn’t bother to hide his disappointment at my reaction to his words.


His lips thin. “Quinn, did you hear me?”


Yes, sir. Carey is MIA. Sir.


Since the scandal six months ago—that scandal we don’t speak of—my father says Carey’s name with reverence. They are two Marines, two men who’ve fought for a freedom I no longer feel. Comrades betrayed by the women they left behind.


Sand and grit have rubbed between the pleasantries in Carey’s e-mails since I stopped answering him weeks ago. We’re leaving Camp Leatherneck soon—pleasedon’ttell—we’ll be patrolling roads, clearing IEDs, something big’s coming—imissyou—you may not hear from me for a while—Godidon’twanttodie—you must be busy with school and all—talktomeQuinn—I hope to hear from you soon.


Carey could be a hostage. He could be dead, his brown body abandoned and decaying in a foreign country. The town has watched the CNN reports on Operation Moshtarak for the last week, tracking Carey’s battalion, the 1/6, as waves of Chinooks dropped troops into Marjah. Rockets, machine-gun fire, mortars, and IEDs met them. I’ve held my breath for days, trying to pick Carey out in the news footage. What if . . .


Not Carey.


His parents must be destroyed. They know by now, if my father knows. How did they react? The Marines would have sent at least one soldier to the Breens’ house, and I imagine how Mr. Breen looked hearing the news. Evaluating. Slow and methodical, his eyes focused on the ceiling to hide his thoughts. When composed, he would catch his wife’s worried gaze, and Mrs. Breen would KNOW. As if she waited—expected—the worst to happen. Her body would fold, welcoming sadness, drowning in it, and Mr. Breen would support her, catching her before she hit the ground. If she blamed me before, it will now be a thousand times worse. I can’t even grieve for Carey—not where people can see me.


Carey has sewed my mouth shut.


Pleasedon’ttell.


Nice girls don’t cheat on their hero boyfriends. Damn you, Carey.


“Quinn?” My father sounds impatient.


My rage blows away, leaving hopelessness in its place. “I heard you, sir.”


“You’re not to leave the house unless it’s to go to school or to work. People are going to be in a lot of pain when they find out. I don’t want your presence making them feel worse. You’ve done enough, you hear me?”


I nod. He’s right. Nobody will want to see me. Today, I will not go to Grave Woods. I set the Nikon on the dresser behind me, among the neat pile of lenses and memory cards. My hands feel useless without my camera. Void.


My father assumes I’ll obey. His uniform has starched his backbone so straight he walks tall even in faded jeans and a worn Marine THE FEW. THE PROUD. sweatshirt. Lieutenant Colonel Cole Quinn’s orders—like the Ten Commandments—are disobeyed at your own peril.


His eyes narrow to two dashes and sweep my room. They land on the bed with its sheets and blanket tucked military-style, as he taught me. The dresser with its clean top. The desk with the books lined up by size and subject. Nothing out of place. No thing to criticize except me. I cannot remember the last time his eyes stayed on mine. After I was branded the “town slut,” he looks through me.


Maybe if we both wish hard enough, I will become invisible, with watery veins and glass bones. My translucent heart will beat on, but my father will not notice.


He sees only my mother in the spaces around me.


*   *   *


He leaves my bedroom door wide open. Moments later, my father’s study door shuts with a snick. In his sanctuary, the bookshelves lining one wall tell the history of war from A (American Revolution) to Z (the Zulu Civil War). There are biographies of generals, World War II memoirs, and academic tomes about US military strategy during Vietnam. My father studies war as a hobby like other men hunt Bambi or rebuild classic engines.


A mahogany desk faces the Wall of War, and there are no chairs in the room other than my father’s. I wonder if he has done this on purpose.


Holed up in his office, my father will not reappear until chow time at 1800 hours. Alone, I lie on my bed, pull the plain sky-blue bedspread over my head, and cry inside my tent.


The phone rings from the hallway—Dad took my phone out of my room six months ago—and I pull myself together to answer it. Barefoot, I pad across the wood floor and into the hallway to the small antique sewing table that my mother restored a million years ago. It has the phone she put there. It’s the old rotary kind, where you slip your finger into the holes and spin the dial for each number. Mess up and you have to start the process all over again.


“Hello?”


No answer.


The door to my father’s office cracks open—his way of letting me know that he is listening.


“Hello?”


A sigh that’s really more of a grunt comes in response. I know the voice, but he rarely speaks to me.


“Hey, Nikki,” I lie. I lean against the wall and wind the spiral phone cord around my finger as if I’m settling in to talk to my old friend. My father’s footsteps recede as he falls back to his desk. I grip the phone tighter.


“Talk to me, Blake,” I beg in a whisper. “I know it’s you.” We hadn’t always liked each other, but we’d had Carey in common. Me, his girlfriend; and Blake Kelly, his best friend who was more like a brother. We’d always kept the peace because Carey demanded that kind of loyalty. Despite everything that happened, that shouldn’t have changed.


No answer.


“You heard, didn’t you? Are you with his parents?” It made sense. The Breens have turned to Blake for comfort since Carey received his orders. I’m guessing he’s calling to tell me about Carey so I’m not blindsided at school Monday.


“Do they blame me?” I don’t want to know, but the question scrapes out of me. Do you blame me?


Click.


“It’s not my fault,” I whisper, but Blake’s gone.


*   *   *


There are some things nice girls don’t do in a town like Sweet-haven, North Carolina. Six years ago, before my mother walked out on us with my father’s brother, she told me, “First chance you get, girl, run like hell. And for the love of all that’s holy, don’t end up a soldier’s wife.” A smudge of bitterness clung to the smoke from her Virginia Slims Menthol. Her Avon’s “Light My Fire” red lips pursed around the filter one last time before she crushed the stained cigarette butt into the glass ashtray she hid whenever my father came home on leave. Short black curls spiraled in defiant abandon when she shook her head. “I wish I’d never seen An Officer and a Gentleman. Damn Richard Gere and his dress whites.”


At eleven, I had no idea what my mother meant, but I understood one thing: My mother wouldn’t pretend to be a nice girl forever.


With her tanned skin and snow-white sundress, my mother reminded me of actresses in the old movies she liked to watch. I had told her so, and she had caressed my cheek, the warmth of her fingers lingering for hours after. I loved my mom best when my father was gone. When his battalion deployed their fighting would cease, and the temperature in our house increased by ten degrees.


The summer I turned eleven, though, she dumped me at my grandmother’s, dropped a kiss on my forehead, and told me to “be a good girl.” She waved good-bye from the passenger seat of Uncle Eddy’s Buick. It wasn’t until my father returned a month later that I realized she wasn’t coming back. And I could only blame myself.


After all, I’d told him the one thing sure to tear our family apart. I’d told my father that Uncle Eddy had slept in my mother’s bed.


Located just west of Camp Lejeune, Sweethaven had a good number of sons (and some daughters) who’d enlisted straight out of high school. Many families could claim a Devil Dog in every generation, and all could agree: Cheating spouses were the scum of the earth.


My father returned from Iraq, and I trailed him unnoticed through our house. Tight-lipped and dry-eyed, he studied his uniforms, marching in solitary formation in the empty closet. My mother had committed one last sacrilegious act before escaping. His once pristine blue dress uniforms sported gaping holes from her best sewing shears.


My father’s hand shook when he touched a brass button clinging to a jacket lapel by a single thread. I understood then the golden rule my mother had broken. You didn’t disrespect the uniform. Ever. Not in a family that could trace five generations of soldiers who had served their country. Not in a town that could claim its forefathers had thumbed their noses at the British during the American Revolution and had lost sons to each war since.


My mother’s name was not mentioned in our house after that day. And I—lovingly named Sophie Topper Quinn after my mother and my father’s half-brother, Captain Edward Topper—became Quinn at my father’s insistence. Quinn, the girl who would be better than her mother.


My father’s epic ability to freeze people out had begun with my mother. Not that she’d ever tried to come back or see us again, but he’d managed to erase her from everything except my memories. He stripped her belongings from our house, barring the few things I hid in the attic. Their wedding photos disappeared one day while I was at school, along with every other photo of her.


Later, I wondered if I really remembered her the way she looked, or if she had become a screwed-up Debra Winger/Elizabeth Taylor collage. Other times, I caught my father watching me with cold, dead eyes, and I prayed he was remembering her, that my resemblance to her made him think of her.


Because I didn’t want to believe my father hated me that much.


Especially when all of Sweethaven thought I’d become her too: the town slut cheating on her Marine.




Chapter Two


I can’t sit still, and I can’t stand to watch the news like I do every day. Men are dying and Carey’s missing, but the reporters go on and on about which country has won gold medals in the Winter Olympics.


After I finish crying, I do exactly what my father has forbidden me to do. I stuff my backpack with my camera equipment, slip on my hiking boots and winter coat, and throw my long black hair into a ponytail. I hit the front door at a run.


My father calls out, “Quinn?” as I pass his study, and I pretend not to hear him. “Quinn, where do you think you’re going?”


He reaches the front yard as I’m backing my Jeep out of the driveway. In my rearview mirror, he looks even more pissed off when my tires skid in the melted snow before gripping the road. He has already ordered me to lock myself away. What else can he threaten me with? The brig?


I need to forget Carey. My house/prison disappears, but the desire to escape hangs in air with the frost puffing from my mouth. The heater takes forever to kick in, but when it does I am wrapped in a cocoon of warmth. I need to remember Carey.


Every thought I have wraps around Carey. Just like it has since I first fell for him.


*   *   *


Fifteen, mouth girded in a dental chastity belt, a black nest of hair even a rat wouldn’t sleep in, and gawky as hell—that’s how I looked the first time Carey Breen kissed me. Me, Sophie Topper Quinn. A goody-two-shoes NOBODY of epic proportions. Forehead stamped: LONER, LOSER, LEFT BEHIND.


I’d loved Carey forever. Even before his body lengthened into muscles that would fly him right out of Sweethaven and on to grander things. At fifteen, any backwoods idiot could see he was meant for more than this tiny town. A damned fool hero. That’s what some people called him when Carey stood up to that drunken bastard, Jim Winterburn, for beating the crap out of his little girl.


Everyone in the Sweethaven Café had seen Jim backhand Jamie, punishing her for her clumsiness when she tripped and fell into him. Jamie had grown faster than the other girls in my ninth-grade class, and she teetered around on her spindly limbs like she was walking around in her mom’s glittery, four-inch high heels. Every day was Roulette Day with Jim Winterburn. That day, the wheel stopped, the ball dropped into the Preteen Clumsiness slot, and Jamie’s cheek lit up from her father’s hand.


People say Carey was lucky to have walked away from that fight. Jamie’s dad had fifty pounds of muscle and a decade of pissed-off on a fifteen-year-old boy. Jim had fed on bitter hatred so long that the blood pulsing through his veins had hardened to petrified liquor. Hate for the government, hate for the war, hate for the town he’d returned home to, shy one arm and a chunk of his intestines.


“Jim never really came home from Desert Storm,” I overheard my father once say to one of his Marine buddies. I’d bet Jamie and her red, white, and blue body would have begged to differ.


Jim struck Jamie, but it was like he flicked a match on embers that glowed inside Carey. He called Jim a “yellow-bellied coward,” the worst insult you can toss at an ex-Marine, aside from calling him a traitor outright.


Twenty adults watched in shock as Jim tried to pound Carey into the diner’s cheap linoleum floor. My dad and the sheriff were among the first to jump in to put a stop to things. Blood had turned Carey’s brown hair black, and one of his eyes had already threatened to swell shut. He’d never raised a hand to defend himself, but a triumphant Carey laughed in Jim’s face as the police hauled him away.


Years later, Carey confessed he’d done it on purpose, letting Jim swing away. The Sweethaven townsfolk might not step into the middle of a domestic-violence situation, but they couldn’t ignore a public attack on him. That’s the kind of guy he was. He couldn’t stand seeing Jamie hurt, so he’d done what he had to. Nobody could take a hit like Carey.


Damned-fool hero Carey. SOMEBODY Carey.


So, a year later, when he caught me behind the gazebo at the town’s Fourth of July picnic and kissed me crazy, I thought it must have been on a bet, and punched him in the stomach. For crushing the sweet new feelings I had for him.


Of course, my scrawny fist didn’t have the impact I’d hoped. Carey just laughed and hugged me and whispered that he loved me and asked would I be his girl?


Would I be his girl? Stupid, lonely, ugly me be his girl?


He saw my disbelief like he saw everything else about me. To Carey, my guts had been sliced open and turned inside out so no secrets remained. His fingers trembled in mine, and he brushed his lips against my knotted fist. He knew my fear like it was his, as if the same monster lived and breathed in him.


“I won’t ever let you down,” he promised, his voice cracking a little.


And I believed him.


*   *   *


I don’t want to be alone, but I don’t really have anywhere to go.


Eventually, I end up at Bob’s Creperie. Sitting at Bob’s sounds better than driving and thinking in circles. At least the restaurant has coffee and a heater that doesn’t quit.


Despite their name, crepes aren’t on the menu at Bob’s, but every kind of pancake is. Banana pancakes, whole-grain pancakes, maple-bacon pancakes, whatever-you-want pancakes for the regulars like me.


Longing to go unnoticed, I slide into a booth toward the back, away from judgmental eyes. Denise Scarpelli, who sometimes used to play poker with my mom, comes over, unhurried now that the Saturday morning rush is over. Obviously she hasn’t heard about Carey yet because she doesn’t spit in my water before handing me the glass. Instead, she takes my order for pecan praline pancakes and walks away.


Nothing matches in Bob’s. It’s decorated with tag-sale tables and chairs of every style and size. The place reminds me of better times, when Carey, Blake, and I used to come here on weekends before Carey went off to basic. Blake and I haven’t bothered to keep up the tradition since Carey left. Too much water under that bridge.


I can’t think about how life will change if Carey never comes home.


I’m scooting untouched pancakes around my plate when the front door swings open and a bunch of girls from our school’s cheer squad walk in. A few of them sport red, splotchy cheeks and look like they have been crying, including Angel and Nikki. They must know about Carey. Like me, they’ve come to Bob’s for pancakes and comfort. When Angel spies me, she tenses with anger, and I know my father was right. Seeing me makes things worse for everyone. Six months of hating me and this news will only feed their rage.


I throw money on the table to cover my check and rise to leave. I feel their eyes on me, and shame heats my face.


I bargain. If I can just make it to the door, I will never show my face here again. If I can leave without being humiliated today, I will take whatever my old friends dish out tomorrow. Just please, not today, when I feel bloody and raw. I’m almost past the squad’s table. Please . . .


A foot sneaks out and hooks my leg. I crash to the tiled floor, my knees and one elbow breaking my fall. Nobody laughs in the sudden silence. I gasp in pain.


“Watch where you’re going, slut.”


Nikki. Her eyes narrow. She hates me, but usually she’s just a follower. Jamie starts most of the crap. Jamie, who has loved Carey ever since that day he saved her from her father. Today, with the news of Carey’s disappearance still fresh, Nikki doesn’t need Jamie to humiliate me.


Clamping a hand on their table, I pull myself to my feet. A tear leaks out and my knees throb like hell. Angel won’t even look at me, her petite face turned away as if to deny I exist.


Anger has saved me every time they’ve hurt me these past few months, but I can’t find it now. Maybe because I think I deserve this in some twisted way, though not for the reason they think. Embarrassment flickers through me, and I shrink under the weight of everyone’s judgment.


I force myself to find a backbone, and lift my chin in defiance. Nikki flinches like I’m going to hit her when I lean forward. As if.


“Did that make you feel better about Carey, Nikki?” I ask in a quiet voice.


She crosses her arms and drops her gaze, in a small way acknowledging that Carey would have hated what she just did to me. He always rooted for the underdog, and they all treat me like a dog these days.


“Me neither,” I whisper.


The silence is terrible. Angel finally grounds out, “Just leave, Q. Nobody wants you here.”


From anyone else, those words would have hurt. Coming from Angel, they make my breath hitch in a sob before I stifle it.


I limp to the door, bruised in places they can’t see. And I feel pathetic, because all I want is for one of them to be my friend again and tell me everything will be okay. Six months ago, they would have. I took it for granted.


You never know what you have until it’s too late.


*   *   *


Ten months ago, Carey had come home for a brief leave. He had graduated a semester early so he could start BT sooner. For the three months he’d been gone, we’d only spoken through letters and a couple quick phone calls.


If he had seemed different that May, I ignored it. I was too relieved to have him with me again. If it seemed like he didn’t have a lot of time for me during that leave, I ignored that, too, because I thought, like me, he might be struggling with the separation looming before us.


The last time Carey, Blake, and my friends were all together was on Carey’s last day of leave. The Breens had thrown a party to celebrate his graduation from BT and his departure to Camp Geiger, where he’d make the transition from Marine recruit to combat-ready Marine. I hated the sound of “combat ready” and all that went with it, but Carey wanted to be a Marine more than anything. So I supported him, and arranged a surprise after-party. A party parents weren’t invited to.


Angel and Nikki helped me plan everything and decorate Blake’s house early in the day. They handled getting everyone there, and my job was to bring Carey. He thought I’d planned a quiet night at Blake’s, just the three of us, so he was shocked when fifty of his friends erupted in cheers and hoots when he walked in the door.


Blake gave Carey one of those half-hugs guys give each other, smacking him on the back. But Blake avoided my eyes like he’d done for the past few months.


Carey, overwhelmed by our surprise, hooked one arm around Blake’s neck and one around mine, yanking us into a close circle. Blake seemed to stiffen for a moment as he brushed up against my side before relaxing and returning Carey’s grin.


“I love you guys,” Carey said.


I shot Blake a small smile. “Would you believe he’s not even drunk?”


“We can fix that.” Blake pulled away and headed off to the kitchen where the keg lived.


Carey wrapped both arms around me, and I tucked my cheek against his chest.


His chin on my head, he said, “What’s up with you and Blake? Did you fight?”


He never missed anything where I was concerned.


I shrugged. “You know Blake. He’s always hot and cold with me. Really he only puts up with me when you’re here.”


A warm hand smoothed down my back. “You want me to talk to him?”


“Nah.” I squeezed his waist. “I missed you. I hate that you’re leaving tomorrow.”


Something shifted in his expression. Something I couldn’t read. Carey opened his mouth to speak, but Angel and Nikki interrupted.


Angel shoved us apart. “Give us a break, Barbie and Military Ken. You look serious, and that’s definitely not allowed tonight. We’re here to drink, party, and be a little reckless.” She smacked a loud kiss on Carey’s cheek. “Don’t worry about your girl, Care. Nikki and I’ll take care of her.”


He grimaced. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


Nikki slugged him in the gut. “Hey, we’re cheerleaders. We excel at cheering people up. Though I’m not sure why Q would be sad about your sorry ass leaving.”


He just laughed and mussed her hair.


Blake returned with red plastic cups of beer and passed them around.


Somehow I ended up on the couch with my legs thrown over Angel’s lap.


She rolled her eyes. “Who invited Jamie? I swear, if she throws herself at Carey any harder, I’m going to kick her ass.”


I followed Angel’s gaze to the other side of the living room, where Jamie wrapped her arm around my boyfriend’s waist. Carey tried to sidestep her, but Jamie followed, trailing a hand down his arm. Blake stood behind him, cracking up while he watched the whole scene. Carey shot me a pleading glance, and I grinned, blowing him a kiss. Blake’s smile turned into a frown, and I stuck my tongue out at him, wondering what the hell his problem was.


“Carey can handle her,” I said to Angel. “But I should probably go save him. Come with?”


I stood and helped her up, then we headed toward the boys. Jamie scowled when she saw us.


“Why do you put up with her?” Angel asked. “It’s gross how she’s always crawling over him.”


“I’m not happy about it, but I trust Carey.” I didn’t add that I felt kind of sorry for Jamie. It had to be hard growing up with Jim Winterburn for a father.


Angel sighed heavily, and I bumped her with my hip. “What?”


She smiled. “Nothing. I’m just jealous of you guys.”


I raised a brow. “You’re jealous of how I’ve just spent three months alone and how it’ll be August before I see Carey again? Or maybe you’re jealous of how he’ll probably be in Afghanistan or Iraq while we finish out our senior year?”


I tried to keep my tone light, but Angel must have heard my unhappiness. She hugged me. “Well, when you put it that way, who doesn’t want a Military Ken? Seriously—you know I’m here for you, right? And Nikki will be too.”


With perfect timing as ever, Nikki let out a shriek of laughter. Gabriel Palucki had yanked her onto his lap and was tickling her to her obvious delight. Angel and I shook our heads. Where the boys were concerned, Cyclone Nikki left a devastating path.


“Okay. I’ll be here for you,” Angel amended, and we snickered.


Familiar hands clamped on my shoulders from behind and turned me so I was facing Carey and Jamie again. I looked over my shoulder into Blake’s shadowed hazel eyes, and he pushed me forward.


“Do him a favor, and save the poor bastard. He’s too polite to tell Jamie to go to hell.”


“Yes, sir!” I mock-saluted him, and Blake scowled again. “You keep looking at me like that, Blake, and your face is going to get stuck that way.”


Finally his expression lightened up and he laughed, against his will, if I had to guess. I headed for Carey, whose eyes lit up when I launched myself at him. He caught me in midair, holding me against his chest, and I looped my arms around his neck.


“Good-bye, Jamie,” I said, without taking my eyes from my boyfriend’s. “Things are going to get embarrassing if you stand there watching us kiss.” My feeling sorry for her only went so far. She needed to keep her hands to herself. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her slinking away, her cheeks flushed a brilliant red.


Carey planted a chaste kiss on my mouth, rather than the passionate one I’d wanted. He’d done that a lot that week. Maybe he saw my disappointment, because he kissed me a second time, lingering a little longer.


“What’s the matter?” I asked, sensing something was off.


“Nothing.” He squeezed me tighter when I continued to frown at him. “What could be wrong? I have the best friends in the world and I have you. Things are perfect.”


We were pulled apart again by friends all wanting to spend time with Carey before he left. He had a way of making people feel special, and I couldn’t blame them for wanting a piece of that.


But later, I wondered if I should have pushed Carey that night.


Our last perfect night together had somehow felt like the beginning of the end.




Chapter Three


On the way home from Bob’s, I accidentally-on-purpose steer the Jeep down Carmichael, Sweethaven’s main street. Breen’s Auto Body sits in the middle of the block, and Blake’s motorcycle is parked to the side of the ancient brick building. For the past two years he’s worked at the garage after school and on weekends. Carey’s parents have taken him in as a kind of surrogate son since Carey left.


On days like today, I envy him. I wish I could be with the Breens, grieving with them instead of driving around alone. I am so sick to death of myself. Of the loneliness that has cleaved itself to me like a disease. People can tell I’m in quarantine from a mile away, and they avert their eyes and hold their breath so they don’t catch what I have.


My foot eases up on the gas when I see Blake bent under the open hood of a station wagon. On impulse, I pull into the garage’s driveway. He hears the sputtering of my engine—he’s worked on it many times in the past—and his head turns toward me. Our eyes meet, and I wish I could read his mind. I once thought I knew his moods better than anyone’s, except for Carey’s. But Blake has become a stranger.


He straightens and glances around, wiping his hands on the dirty rag tucked into his back pocket. I know he is checking to see if Mr. Breen is around to spot us together. Nobody but him seems to be working the Saturday evening shift. Blake hesitates a moment longer before walking over. He climbs into my passenger seat, easing my camera case onto his lap to make room.


Black hair. Muddy hazel eyes. Whipcord lean, muscled body. Masculine but not really handsome.


Blake is nothing like Carey. Negative to positive. I think their differences were the basis of their friendship. Each was what the other wanted to be.


“How are you?” he asks finally, staring at a splat of gray bird shit on my windshield.


“Seriously?” I say with a short laugh.


He sighs. “What do you want from me, Q?”


The truth, for a start. Maybe a lie to make me feel better.


“This isn’t the best time for you to come around. I wouldn’t even be here, except I offered to finish up for Mr. Breen.”


It’s hard to look at him, so I watch the shop’s Stars and Stripes snap and snag around the flagpole. “I wondered if you’d heard anything about Carey. The last time he wrote me, he was headed to Marjah. Is that where he went MIA?”


Blake’s surprise is palpable. He didn’t know I still talked to Carey. “You know how it is. The military isn’t telling the Breens much. His unit was on a scouting mission, hunting for IEDs. They got pinned down by snipers. The rest of his unit made it back, wounded but alive. Carey wasn’t with them.”


I imagine it like it’s a spread in National Geographic. Carey in his dusty camo, focused on doing his duty and trying not to be a target. Wondering how he can save everyone. Marjah’s one of the last Taliban strongholds in Afghanistan’s Helmand province. Poppy fields keep the local opium suppliers in business and the insurgents funded. Taliban soldiers use women and children as human shields and take cover in civilian homes. Marines are dying, fighting an invisible enemy.


“God! Why the hell did he have to go there?”


A smile lifts one side of Blake’s mouth. “Because he’s a damned hero.”


He hasn’t smiled at me in months. Not since before Carey left. If only I could snap a portrait of him and frame it for the hours I spend alone. I think about Blake’s mouth on mine and yearning spirals in my belly. Carey, I have loved for years, but Blake makes me ache. I don’t feel safe with him. I feel alive in a way I never did with Carey. That should have been my first clue.


I pull my gaze from Blake’s mouth and realize he is staring at my lips too. Maybe he is remembering. His eyes take on that tortured look he’s worn for months. It’s my fault. My silence put that expression there.


My jaw unclenches to tell him the truth that would set us both free: We. Didn’t. Cheat.


Three little words. A breath and we could comfort each other. Hold each other.


But he says, “You can’t be here, Q. It hurts the Breens to see you.”


I recoil. “What about you, Blake? I wasn’t the only one in those pictures.” Just the only recognizable one. In the picture, Blake held me, our clothes more off than on, but his back faced the camera. Innocent, due to the bad angle the photo was shot from.


He hunches his shoulders like he is warding off a chill. My camera strap is wound around his hands, and I study the grease creased into the side of his nails. Funny. He hates having dirty hands.


“I’m sorry,” Blake says to my windshield. “But I don’t think it would help them if I told the truth. I don’t want to hurt them any more than we already have.”


He looks like a hero for supporting the Breens, both emotionally and at the shop, while I continue to take the blame alone. My knees and elbow throb as a reminder. I don’t understand how I can simultaneously want to both hit him and touch him. Once upon a time, he was my best friend besides Carey. Back when I was still Carey’s Quinn.


“Why did you call me? I know it was you.”


You wanted to hear my voice. You missed me.


“I thought you should know about Carey. So you could steer clear of the Breens.”


I close my eyes and inhale one, two shutter clicks. “Get out,” I say calmly. He’s reaching for the door handle when I say, “You’re a coward. You know that, right?”


He stiffens and, for an instant, he reminds me of my father. Then he shakes me off with a violent twist of his arm. “Fuck you, Q. After what you did, you don’t get to judge me.”


The Jeep door slams behind him, and my camera bounces on the seat where he threw it. He stalks back to the garage, and I put the Jeep in gear. If Carey were here, he would have poked at Blake until he stopped acting like a prick. Then Carey would have scolded me for being such a bitch to Blake because the guy was doing the best he could, given the circumstances. If Carey were here, I would tell him to take his damned secret and shove it.


But he’s not here. And I won’t break another promise.


So I will pretend we were still together when he deployed, lying to our best friend and everyone who hates me for cheating on him. And I will forget that he broke up with me two days before those pictures of Blake and me were taken.


Because then I would have to remember how Carey had admitted that he loved a boy.


*   *   *


My father is in his garden when I get home.


The permafrost is melting, and he is itching to get his hands in the dirt. His gardening obsession started the year my mother left. Each winter, he kills hours mapping out the rows of fruits, vegetables, and herbs that he will plant. March arrives, and he fades from the house, consumed with preparing the soil for the seeds and bulbs he’s cultivated from last year’s harvest. He tends to the plot of land with the tenderness of a sweetheart caring for his lover.


Carey and I used to laugh at him. At the way he would force the land to grow at his command. This year, I’m not sure I can stand to watch my father dote on his plants.
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