












“We aren’t through yet.”






Finn kissed Macy possessively, sending a thrill through her.


“Finn, I—”


“Not this time, Macy. I’m going to do what I should have done the moment I got home and show you just how much I missed you, how much you mean to me.”


Macy’s blood raced, making her so weak with longing that she was powerless to do anything to stop him.


“Look at me,” he quietly commanded her. “I don’t have much that means anything to me anymore. Only you.”


Macy leaned back and braced her hands against the truck. She closed her eyes.
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In memory of a pair of yellow labs who enriched my life beyond measure for many years. I miss them very much. I have two wishes: That they are in a better place, and that they are not forgotten.


Maude
 January 15, 1995–February 10, 2008


Hugo
 January 15, 1995–January 11, 2009
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The first time two U.S. Army Casualty Notification Officers came looking for Macy, it was to tell her that her husband Finn had died in Afghanistan.


Suicide bomber, the taller officer said. Nothing left but a half-burned dog tag.


Macy didn’t remember much after that, except that she had been getting groceries out of the car when they’d arrived, and the taller officer’s eyes were the exact shade of the head of iceberg lettuce that had rolled away when she’d dropped the bag.


Three years later, when the third Casualty Notification Officer came to see Macy, she would remember Finn’s black lab, Milo, racing in between the tables they’d set up on the lawn, pausing to shake the river water from his coat and spraying the pristine white linen tablecloths. She’d remember thinking, Don’t panic, don’t panic, over and over again as she stared at those dirty brown spots on the tablecloths.


Everything else would be a blur.


 


The officer found Macy at her Aunt Laru’s limestone ranch house just outside of Cedar Springs, in the Texas Hill Country west of Austin. It was a beautiful spread, forty acres of rolling hills covered in live oaks, cedar, and blooming cactus on the banks of the Pedernales River.


Laru Friedenberg had married and divorced three times before the age of forty-five. The marriages had left her a little bit jaded and a little bit wealthy, and when Laru had learned Macy was hosting a luncheon, she’d insisted that Macy host it at her house. The luncheon was a fundraiser to benefit a nonprofit organization, Project Lifeline. Macy and a friend had founded the charity to help families of soldiers who’d been wounded or killed with financial aid or services. The organization was a success thus far, and Laru was eager to help.


“I didn’t put up with Randy King for six years to sit and look at this view by myself,” Laru had said with a flip of her strawberry-blonde hair over her shoulder. “Have the luncheon here, Macy. A pretty setting and plenty of liquor will open up those wallets faster than the devil in a white suit.”


As it was June and not yet miserably hot, Macy had decided to have it on the grassy riverbank and had set up three large round tables beneath the twisted limbs of the live oaks. She’d dressed the tables in linen, littered them with rose petals and rose centerpieces, and set them with fine china from Laru’s second marriage. She’d enlisted Laru to make batches of her signature white and red sangria, and had food catered from Twin Sisters, which specialized in “discriminating palates.”


“If by discriminating they refer to gals who won’t pass over a single morsel that isn’t nailed down, then I think we’ve got the right caterer,” Laru had quipped.


The day was overcast and a slight breeze was coming up off the river. An hour before the guests were due to arrive, Laru insisted on tightening the halter of the pink sundress Macy had found on sale for the occasion. “You look so cute!” she said at last, her hands on her waist. “Very hostessy. Has Wyatt seen you in that?”


“Not yet,” Macy said as she donned the pearl earrings and necklace he’d given her. He was always giving her gifts: Pearls. An iPhone. A boat.


“Best make sure he doesn’t see you until after the luncheon. He’s likely to tear it right off your body.”


“Laru!” Macy said with a laugh.


“What?” Laru asked innocently. “It’s no secret that every time that man looks at you his eyes get as shiny as new pennies.”


“Well, he’s not invited. It’s ladies only. Rich ladies, and as we both know, that’s not his type,” Macy said, pointing at herself and making Laru laugh. “Besides, he’s in San Antonio for a couple of days.”


Satisfied with her appearance, Macy walked outside to check on everything once more. Ernesto, Laru’s handyman, was out front, sweeping the flagstone porch. “If you see a bunch of women in fancy hats, send them on around, will you?” she asked, indicating the walkway around the side of the house. “Gracias!”


Macy followed the path around the corner of the house. Laru was right—the setting was truly lovely, and her tables looked perfect. But as Macy stood there admiring her work, Milo shot past.




“Hey,” Macy muttered. Milo was not the sort of dog to run. Generally, he was much happier lying in the shade. But when he emerged from between the tables, she saw that he had a grungy rope toy in his mouth. Out from beneath another table shot a beagle in hot pursuit.


“Hey!” Macy shouted as Milo headed for the river. “Milo, no!” she cried. But Milo dove heedlessly into the river, paddled around, then climbed up on the bank, taunted the beagle with his toy, and dashed up to the tables, where he paused to shake the water off his coat.


“No!” Macy cried again.


The beagle barked, and Milo was off again.


“Macy Clark?”


Startled by the sound of a male voice, Macy whirled around and came face-to-face with an army officer in full dress uniform. Her heart skipped a beat. What was he doing here? Finn was dead. Dead for three long, miserable years. Three years in which Macy woke up every morning to face the heartache of his absence all over again, missing her sun and moon, realizing that it wasn’t a bad dream, that he wasn’t going to come through the door with his tanned arms and his straw hat pulled low over his eyes, grinning like he wanted her with syrup for breakfast.


“Beg your pardon, ma’am—I am Lieutenant Colonel Dan Freeman with the United States Army,” he said. The bags under his eyes made him look like a sad old hound dog. “I need to speak with you, please.”


“Me?” she asked as Milo and the beagle dashed in between them. “Is it the fund-raiser?” she said, thinking wildly that perhaps the army didn’t approve. “It’s the fund-raiser, isn’t it?”


“The fund-raiser?”


“Project Lifeline,” she said. “My friend Samantha and I—we wanted to help the families of fallen soldiers because they really need more than just the death gratuity. Not that the gratuity isn’t generous. It is! But there is all this…this emotional stuff that money can’t fix. So we started Project Lifeline. That’s okay, isn’t it? Surely that’s okay.”


What was she saying? She didn’t need the army’s permission! Macy was rambling, which wasn’t like her at all, but there was something about the officer’s demeanor, his blank look, that made her anxious. “You’ve never heard of us, have you?”


He shook his head. “No, ma’am.”


Macy swallowed down a very bad feeling.


A barking dog and the sound of a car’s wheels crunching on the gravel drive in front filtered into her consciousness. Someone shouted, “Bad dog!”


“What is it?” Macy asked softly. “What has happened?”


“Would you like to sit down?” he asked.


Now Macy’s belly swooned. “Sir…I am about to host a fund-raiser.”


“It can’t wait, ma’am,” he said, and smiled. “Maybe we can sit at one of those tables.”


“How did you find me?” she asked, ignoring his gesture toward her tables.




“Your neighbor told me you were here and was kind enough to give me directions.”


“Okay,” she said resolutely, despite the rubbery feeling in her legs. “Okay, Lieutenant Colonel Freeman, you can’t tell me anything worse than what the army has already told me, right? So please, whatever it is, just say it.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Lieutenant Colonel Freeman said. He kept his hound-dog eyes steady on her as he reached into his coat pocket, took out an envelope, and held it out to her.


Her heart pounding, Macy stared at it. She didn’t want to touch that envelope. It was impossible that it could contain anything that had to do with her—Finn is dead! He’s dead, he’s dead! The officer shifted slightly, moving the envelope closer to her, and Macy reluctantly took it. Her hands were shaking so badly she could hardly open it; the envelope fluttered to the ground as she unfolded the letter.


“Ma’am, if I may,” the officer said. “The secretary of defense regrets to inform you that we have made a gross error in concluding Sergeant Finn Lockhart was killed in action because he has indeed been found alive. On June eighteen, at oh two hundred hours…”


Macy never heard the rest of what he said. She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t speak, and everything began to swirl around her. The last thing Macy saw was Lt. Colonel Dan Freeman lurching forward to catch her as she melted.
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Everything after that was a chaotic blur. There were colorful hats bobbing around her, ladies tittering at the news—Macy Clark’s husband is alive!


Macy clung to Laru. In the chaos, she couldn’t seem to grasp that it was real. They’d said he was dead. The army had rolled right up to her house in their official car, with their official officers, with their official news, and their official death gratuity, as if they were tipping her for having given her husband’s life to the war. They’d told her he was dead while Finn’s horses grazed in the pasture beside them, while Milo sniffed at the officers’ shoes. They’d said he was dead. It was so final; he was dead, dead, dead, dead, dead.


And now, three years later, this man was telling her Finn was alive. Alive. The love of her life, alive! Not dead. Not in heaven as the pastor had assured her. Alive!


Macy wanted to know where Finn was; when could she see him; was he hurt; why, if he’d been rescued on the eighteenth, was she only hearing about it four days later; where had he been for three years; when could she see him, when could she see him, when could she see him?




It was a dream. It had to be a dream. How could it be real? After three years of mourning, how could it be real?


Someone thrust a glass of sangria into her hand. Macy put it down. Lt. Colonel Dan Freeman explained they waited to contact her until they verified Finn’s identity. He said Finn had been held captive by the Taliban (to which there was a loud and collective gasp) and had escaped. He said Finn was on his way to Germany, where he would undergo a complete physical evaluation and intelligence debriefing before returning to the States. He said Macy could speak to Finn as soon as he reached the air force base in Germany.


“Dear God, what will Wyatt Clark say to all this?” Mrs. Corley asked of no one in particular.


Macy had been so absorbed with the news that Finn, her Finn, was alive, not dead, not gone, that she’d momentarily forgotten about Wyatt. “Does he know?” she asked Lieutenant Colonel Freeman. “Does Finn know about my husband?”


“Ma’am, we think those matters are best left to the family, but we have trained personnel if you’d like for the army to tell him—”


“No,” she said quickly. “No, no, I’ll tell him.”


“There are some things you should know, Mrs. Clark,” Lieutenant Colonel Freeman said. “Some laws you should be aware of.”


Some laws. What laws? Why did she need laws? She didn’t need anything but to see Finn. When could she see him?




 


There were laws, her mother told her later; she’d already looked into it.


It was just like her mother to take charge right away. Jillian Harper, Esquire, was the toughest civil litigator in the county, and if you didn’t know that, she’d be sure to fill you in. She was tough, all right, and had even proven to be too tough for Macy’s dad.


Jillian and Bobby had met in high school—Jillian was in drama club and on the student council, and Bobby was on the basketball team. Macy and her sister Emma often wondered what Jillian and Bobby had seen in each other, because it was all gone by the time they came along. Their parents fought and bickered their way through their children’s early years. Bobby Harper was a land developer. He had some good years and some bad years. In the bad years, Jillian told him how she’d seen this coming and how he was going to have to do things differently. In the good years, Bobby believed money should be spent and he didn’t see anything wrong with rewarding himself with a new car, or a family trip to Spain. He argued there was plenty of time to save for college.


There was never any peace in the Harper house and the Harpers divorced when Macy was twelve and Emma was ten. Macy and Emma didn’t see much of their father after that except at birthdays and the holiday visitations spelled out in the divorce papers. Their father always seemed to have more important things to do than spend time with them. Their mother told them he was too selfish. Their father told them she was too hard.


Bobby had moved to Dallas a few years ago and Macy didn’t hear from him much, except when he came back to Cedar Springs to see friends and family. Even then, their meetings were brief and superficial. He usually dragged them along to some dinner or party…someplace he didn’t have to really talk to them.


In his absence, Macy’s mother tried to run her and Emma’s lives.


It seemed like her mother had hardly absorbed the news that Finn was alive before she’d called a friend who specialized in family law. Then she’d come to Laru’s, fearing that Macy would not be able to drive after hearing such stunning news.


“You need to understand what this all means,” her mother said as she drove Macy home.


“Mom,” Macy said, closing her eyes, “can we…can we just celebrate the fact that Finn is alive? That’s the only thing I care about at the moment. Can you believe it? After all this time, he’s alive!”


“Yes, it’s…it’s unreal,” Jillian said. “But the moment Wyatt gets wind of it, he’ll want to know what his legal rights are. It comes down to this, Macy. You have what is called a putative marriage, which means essentially that you entered your marriage believing the first one was dissolved by death. Now, as your first marriage was not dissolved by death or appropriate legal action, your second marriage is essentially void. Practically speaking, that means you must file suit to declare your current marriage void. However, if you want to stay with Wyatt, then you must file suit to divorce Finn. When the divorce is granted, your marriage to Wyatt is automatically validated as long as you continue to live as man and wife and represent yourself as such.”


“What?” Macy said, her mind reeling. Divorce? Voided marriages?


“I am saying it is up to you,” Jillian said. “You need to understand that, Macy. Ultimately, you have to decide which marriage you want to keep and act accordingly. Do you want my advice?”


Macy didn’t. She looked out the car window, still trying to absorb the fact that Finn was alive. Lieutenant Colonel Freeman had left Laru’s to drive out to Finn’s parents’ ranch and tell them the stunning news. She could imagine Finn’s mother on the floor right about now. “I should call Rick and Karen,” she said, ignoring her mother’s question.


“Don’t you do anything until you have thought this through!” Jillian said sharply. “You know the first thing Karen is going to ask is if you are still married to Finn.”


Finn. Her Finn, her heart’s greatest love.


They turned onto a county road and flew past the old Rooster Dance Hall. It was one of the oldest surviving dance halls in Texas, and it was packed every Thursday, Friday, and Saturday night. For the last three years, Macy had avoided driving on this road, but today, her heart skipped at the sight of the Rooster.


It was where Finn had proposed to Macy.


She’d never forget that night. It was late July, and the air had been so hot and sticky that her blue cotton dress had clung to her. She’d worn cowboy boots and a red cowboy hat, which Finn had teased her about. “You need a little red wagon and a six-shooter,” he’d said. Finn had worn jeans, a white shirt, and his good black cowboy hat. Macy smiled dreamily at the memory. There was nothing quite as sexy as a cowboy.


The dance floor was partially covered and partially exposed to the elements. Outdoor lights were strung through the trees, and little lanterns hung every six feet. Finn and Macy had danced outside with the hope they’d be cooled by a breeze that never came until Macy had begged for a beer.


But before they’d walked off the dance floor, the band had struck up a slow waltz. “One more,” Finn had said, and had taken her in his arms, had begun to move languidly, humming in her ear. He’d whispered, “You know I love you.”


“Mmm…I love you, too,” Macy had said, and dropped her head back to look at the lights as Finn spun her around.


Finn had pressed his mouth to the hollow of her throat and said, “Macy…come to the ranch with me.”


“Tonight?”


“Tonight and every night. Come to the ranch and be my wife.”


Macy had jerked her head up, surprised he’d said it, fearful he was teasing her. “What did you say?”


He’d grinned in that charmingly lopsided way he had. “I said, marry me, baby.”




Macy was speechless. She hadn’t expected it. They’d dated eight months, and he’d never given her any hint…but this was the one thing she’d hoped for, the one thing she wanted above all else. She loved him so much, more than she’d ever loved anything or anyone.


Her silence caused Finn to stop in the middle of the dance floor. “I don’t have all the right words,” he’d said, his smile fading. “But I love you. I want to be with you now and forever, and I hope like hell you want the same thing. Macy Harper…” He’d stepped back, bent down on one knee, and put his hand in his pocket. “Will you marry me?” he’d asked, and produced a ring.


As they sped past the Rooster, Macy closed her eyes. He was alive. That beautiful, sexy cowboy who had proposed to her right in the middle of the dance floor was alive, and her heart soared with jubilation.


“Macy, did you hear what I said?” her mother asked, poking her and nudging her back to the present.


“What?”


“We’ll need to review this with Wyatt.”


Macy closed her eyes again. Wyatt. Oh God, poor Wyatt. Wyatt was her husband, her rock. He was the one who had lifted her up from the darkness after Finn was gone. She’d been drifting aimlessly for over a year when she met Wyatt, and he’d infused light into her life again. She loved him.


She loved two men. She loved two husbands.
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Macy had always wanted to go to Washington, D.C., but she didn’t even notice the Washington monument as they descended to Ronald Reagan Airport three days later. Her sister Emma had to remind her twice to look out the window.


She and her family were greeted by a pair of servicemen who put them into cars and escorted them to a hotel in Washington, via Constitution Avenue. They drove past a monument. The Lincoln Memorial, Macy thought, but she was too scattered to really look. She couldn’t stop thinking about Finn, about what he’d endured.


The next morning, they were driven out to Andrews Air Force Base to greet Finn’s plane.


The room in which they were asked to wait was the color of putty—the walls, the floor, the caulking around the three windows that overlooked a parking lot. It seemed to Macy to be too drab for an occasion as glorious and stupendous as this. It was the only thought that seemed to register in her fogged brain. That, and the panicky sensation of not being able to breathe.


Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe.




She and her family sat at a long, highly polished table in faux-leather chairs. Macy focused on the portraits on the wall. There was the president in the middle, flanked by military personnel she did not recognize. She shifted her gaze to the window, wishing someone would open it, but no one else seemed to notice the lack of air. They were all too excited, too happy, too nervous. None of them could contain their impatience.


Finn’s parents, Rick and Karen Lockhart, sat on Macy’s right. Karen clutched the small gold cross she’d worn since Finn had joined the army, and her new dress and matching jacket rustled with her fidgeting. Macy looked down at her clothing—a new print skirt and sweater set, courtesy of Laru. She also wore a necklace of tiny seed pearls that Finn had given her for her twenty-second birthday the first year they were married. On Macy’s left were her mother and Emma. There had been quite a discussion at home about who would come with Macy, and they had collectively decided that given the circumstances, the fewer companions, the better.


Jillian smiled at her now and rubbed her shoulder. “Relax,” she said.


Macy wished Laru had come instead of her mother. Her mom meant well, and Macy envied her ability to take traumatic surprises in stride. But her mother kept watching Macy expectantly, as if she believed Macy would collapse at any moment.


What really annoyed Macy was that she did indeed feel on the verge of collapsing.




Don’t crumble.


She twisted her wedding ring around her finger and bounced one leg nervously. The army said Finn had been a war prisoner, a true hero who’d managed to stay alive and escape by sheer will and cunning. He was coming home today. He was coming back to her.


Breathe in. Breathe out.


“I just keep trying to imagine what he’s been through,” Karen said.


Macy did, too.


“I think of my baby over there by himself with those awful people, scared and…and alone.” She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut.


“I don’t understand how the goddam army could have screwed this up,” Finn’s father said gruffly. He sat with his legs stretched long beneath the table, his beefy arms folded over his chest and exposed from the elbows down by his short-sleeved western shirt. After years of working the Lockhart ranch, his arms looked like tanned leather.


The Lockharts had been ranching in the Hill Country for more than one hundred years. There were three pieces in all: Finn’s ranch, bought from his brothers Luke and Brodie after their grandfather had left it to the three of them; the Lockhart homestead, on which Rick still ran cattle; and Uncle Braden’s piece, the largest of the three, about an hour away, south of Austin.


“They were so sure he was dead,” Rick continued angrily. “Did they even look for him?” He made a sound of disgust. “Well, I guess it hardly matters now, because my boy is coming home,” he said, his voice catching.


They’d originally been told that the armored vehicle Finn had been riding in had been hit head-on by a suicide bomber. The fire had been so intense that the only thing they were able to recover was a charred dog tag. They’d confirmed Finn’s death with DNA and had given that single tag to Macy. It was so badly burned that she couldn’t make out anything but FINN R. Not even the LOCKHART.


Macy had buried that piece of tag. What else was she supposed to do with it? Hang it on her rearview mirror as a reminder of his brutal death?


“Have you heard from Brodie?” Jillian asked Karen, referring to Finn’s brother, who’d flown to Ramstein Air Force Base in Germany, where they’d taken Finn to be debriefed and evaluated. Macy had talked to Finn several times, but their conversations had been short and filled with disbelief and wonder at hearing each other’s voices.


“Not since yesterday,” Karen said. “But he said Finn looks good and his spirits are great.”


“Of course!” Jillian exclaimed. “He’s coming home!”


“I know,” Karen said, beaming. “I tell you, I can’t believe it. But then again, I always had a feeling he was alive. I never told anyone because it just made me sound plum crazy, but I just had this feeling, you know?” she asked, pressing her fist to her heart. She looked heavenward. “Thank you, Jesus!”




“Did Brodie talk to Finn about…about all that’s happened since he’s been gone?” Macy’s mother could not let it go, couldn’t just let things unfold.


“No,” Karen said, her eyes going cold. “He said there were too many things going on.” Her gaze skimmed over Macy, then shifted to the window. Conversation over.


Breathe in. Breathe out.


The door opened softly; all of them turned expectantly to the officer who stepped inside. He was a thin young man wearing a neatly pressed uniform. His shirt was tucked as smoothly into a pair of pants as Macy had ever seen. He’d said his name, but Macy couldn’t recall it now.


“The transport is on approach,” he said. “We can move to the tarmac to greet Sergeant Lockhart. Will you follow me, please?”


He’s here! Macy’s palms were suddenly damp, and again, she had that awful feeling that she couldn’t draw enough air into her lungs.


“I tell you, I am so excited I don’t know if these old legs will hold me,” Karen said with a nervous laugh.


Macy’s legs felt like jelly, too. Emma caught her by the elbow and hauled her up, then straightened Macy’s new skirt. She smiled happily. “You look pretty, Macy,” she whispered. “Really pretty. He’s going to die when he sees you.” She paused. “You know what I mean.”


Macy nodded. She wondered what Finn looked like. She’d seen a picture of him taken shortly after Coalition forces had brought him in. His hair was long and wavy, his face covered with a heavy beard. Another photo was taken in a hospital bed in Germany. In that one, he was smiling, his hair cut stylishly, the beard gone. His face was darker than when he’d left, like he’d been off on vacation, sunning himself. But there was a scar just below his eye that ran up and disappeared into his hairline, a reminder that he wasn’t the same as when he’d left.


“Rick, you’re going to have to help me,” Karen said breathlessly. “My heart is racing.”


They walked single file onto the tarmac, to an area that had been cordoned off. For dignitaries, the neatly dressed officer said. There were a half dozen men standing there, all of them with ribbons and medals on their chests. They each smiled and clasped Macy’s hand in theirs. “This a joyous day,” one said. “We are honored to be able to bring you such good news,” another said. They didn’t seem to realize that they’d ruined her life by giving her the wrong news three years ago.


A plane appeared in the far distance, and the neatly dressed officer held up his hands. “Excuse me!” he said briskly to everyone. “Let’s have Sergeant Lockhart’s wife and parents up front, please.”


Another distant memory—on the day they’d buried a box in the ground containing Finn’s charred dog tag, his favorite saddle, the tiled paw print of a dog who had been his faithful companion for sixteen years, and a Texas Longhorns baseball hat, someone had said the same thing. Let’s have the wife and the parents up front, like they were little chess pieces that should be properly arranged.


Karen was the first to reach the thick red rope that held them back from the tarmac. Rick put his arm around Macy and pulled her up to stand with them. Someone pointed up; Macy’s eyes were riveted on the plane as it slowly drifted down to touch the runway.


Breathe. Breathe.


It seemed to take an eternity for the plane to land and to turn around and taxi back to where they stood. It seemed to take another eternity for them to wheel the stairs to the door, for the door to open. An eternity in which Macy’s breath was coming in painful gasps. This was real. This was happening. Finn was coming home.


Two soldiers were the first off the plane, followed by Brodie. Macy held her breath; her stomach clenched and her fingernails, curled into tight fists, cut into her palm. Another eternity, the second longest moment of her life, and Finn appeared, dipping his head as he stepped through the portal. He paused on the top step of the Jetway and looked directly at her.


It was Finn. It was really, truly, Finn. He looked leaner, more muscular than when he’d left for Afghanistan. He was wearing a dark blue coat and light blue trousers, the army’s full dress uniform, but Macy could see the golden-brown hair beneath his cap, the strong chin, his large hands, the palms callused from years of training cutting horses. But mostly, she could see the familiar squint of his copper-brown eyes beneath the polished brim of his dress hat, and the slight hint of a smile.




Macy heard Karen burst into sobs, heard the rumble of a keening cry of relief in Rick’s chest. Something snapped; something raw and primal rose up in her, choking the little bit of air she’d been able to hold in her lungs since the news of Finn’s survival had snatched the breath from her. Macy didn’t realize she had ducked beneath the velvet rope until the neatly dressed officer shouted for her to wait. But there was nothing that would stop her from reaching Finn now. She was running, her skirt flying around her knees.


Finn moved, too, pushing past Brodie and flying down the steps to the tarmac. He didn’t look at the brass who had gathered at the bottom of the steps to welcome him home. He didn’t look anywhere but at Macy.


She leapt at the very moment he opened his arms. She threw her arms around him and buried her face in his neck. “Finn! Finn, Finn, I missed you! Oh my God, I love you, I love you so much, I’ve missed you so much!”


“God, Macy,” Finn breathed, cradling her head, his face in her hair, inhaling deeply. “I thought I’d never see you again,” he said, his voice breaking. “I can’t believe I’m holding you. You kept me going, baby. I kept thinking of you; you’re the only thing that kept me going. I’ll never let you go; I’ll never leave you again.”


The tears that had been lost inside Macy for the last few days suddenly erupted—they began to stream down her face and she sobbed into his collar, clinging to him. “They told me you were dead! They said you were dead, Finn, you’re supposed to be dead!”




“I know, I know,” he said, trying to soothe her. “But I’m not dead, Macy. I’m very much alive and I’ve come home to you, just like I promised you I would.”


She clung to him, savoring the feel of his body against hers, the strength of his arms around her. How many sleepless nights had she lain awake, aching to feel this once more?


“Don’t cry, baby,” he said. “Don’t cry. It’s all okay. We’re going to be fine; we’re going to pick up where we left off.”


That only made her cry harder.
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When a soldier is held captive by enemy forces for nearly three years, he thinks a lot about death. In the beginning, during those excruciatingly long and uncertain days, he thinks, I can’t die this way. He thinks of his wife and his family, of how frantic they must be that he’s been lost. He thinks of his buddies, who are looking for him. He thinks of his future, of the things he wants to do with his life, of the kids he hasn’t had, and he thinks, I can’t die this way. I can’t die this way.




He remembers his training—survive, evade, resist, escape. He uses whatever means he can to assess his situation, to remain calm, to give up nothing, no matter how much it hurts.


But when the soldier begins to understand that no one is looking for him, that they must believe he is dead because they’d never leave him behind, he prays for death. Please, God, let me die. He might even refuse to eat in the hope that he will die, but he will discover that hunger is a powerful beast, and eventually, he will eat.


At some point after that, the soldier begins to believe that he must live, that God must have a reason for this hell on earth, that there must be a higher purpose. Why else would he still be alive? Why would the enemy hold him day in and day out, moving him from one hovel to the next? There has to be a reason, and if he just hangs on, he’ll discover it.


He eats; he tries to build his strength when and where he can. He is constantly looking for an opportunity to escape. It is his only hope.


He hangs by a thread connecting him to the memory of who he is, and to his wife, his one and only love, the one thing in this hell that keeps the desire to live burning in him. He thinks about her often: what she is wearing, her smile, how her gold hair swings around her shoulders. He thinks about what she is doing, and imagines her unconsciously fluttering her fingers in that way she does when she’s engrossed in something. He thinks about the intimate moments, how her skin glistens, soft and fragrant, and how her body feels when she wraps her legs around him and her fingers scrape down his back.


He dreams of her through endless days and nights spent on an earthen floor, shivering in bitter cold or sweltering in brutal heat, chained like a dog. There are times, when he is lying on the woven mat staring out the bleak window at a bleaker sky, that he imagines touching her hair and thinks he can feel it on his fingers. He can smell her scent. He can hear her voice whispering in his ear.


And he thinks, I can’t die this way.


 


The reunion with Macy and his family was happening so fast, too fast—the next thing Finn knew, he was in a room, waiting to meet more television and print reporters. He didn’t give a damn about the press or military brass or anything else but being with Macy. She was sitting beside him, her hand in his, the warmth of it penetrating the fog around him. Finn wanted nothing more than to make love to her, right now, to connect with her in a way he desperately needed to connect…


But he was trapped by ceremony and duty and expectations that felt overwhelming, making him feel heavy and fatigued and numb.


The army had tried to prepare Finn for his homecoming, but he was not prepared for all the emotions that had begun to stew in him like a bowl of bad shorwa. He was glad to see his family, of course he was, but they all watched him so closely, like they thought he might disappear if they blinked. And his mother hadn’t stopped crying.




Finn needed a little bit of space to decompress. He needed time alone with Macy, just an hour or two. Just enough time to find his bearings, to put his face in her hair again, to feel her body next to his.


So far, all they’d done was parade him in front of the press corps where Finn had answered a few questions precisely as he’d been told to answer them. I am so glad to be home. My first meal is going to be a steak. I was lucky to escape and find the Coalition forces.


Now he waited in this room, feeling like he was going to crawl out of his skin, surrounded by people who couldn’t possibly comprehend all he’d been through. They were laughing and smiling and talking of home, of people he couldn’t remember, of a town that seemed a universe away from where he was. But when Finn tried to ask about his ranch and his horses, no one really answered him. They asked questions about what had happened to him in Afghanistan.


That was not something Finn wanted to discuss. That was not something he could discuss. He’d been in hell for three years and he’d escaped, and once he’d understood he was truly free, he did not want to look back or think of Afghanistan ever again.


He’d given his family only a terse account of his life in Afghanistan. He didn’t know about the bombing other than what he’d been told, for he didn’t remember anything but riding in the armored Scout vehicle and horsing around with Danny Ortega, singing a stupid country song. The next thing Finn remembered was waking up in a hospital with a dirty sheet over his naked body and realizing his wounds had been tended to. Danny was gone—no one had to tell Finn that, he just knew. No one—including him—should have survived that blast.


After several hours—maybe days—of lying in that room, of being questioned endlessly by a man whose English made no sense, Finn was taken to a dirt hovel and, for all he knew, left to die.


There was more, so much more that he couldn’t bring himself to tell anyone in this sterile room.


“I bet you want some good ol’ American food, huh?” his father said, his eyes a little misty. That was all Rick Lockhart had to say to the few details Finn had related, but that was his dad. He hadn’t changed a hair on his head since Finn last saw him. He wasn’t one to show his emotions, and he’d raised Finn and his brothers Brodie and Luke to be the same way. “I’m gonna get you the biggest, juiciest steak I can find. What do you think about that?” he asked Finn.


What Finn thought was that there had come a point when he’d stopped thinking about the kind of food he missed and thought of nothing but freedom. Honestly, he’d eat dirt as long as it was American dirt. “That would be great, Dad,” he said. “How are the horses?” he asked, trying to change the subject.


His father hesitated. “They’re horses. They’re fine,” he said with a shrug.


“How many calves did we have this year?”


Now his father looked at him blankly. “Didn’t count. Not many. We had a pretty good drought that didn’t break ’til fall and I ended up selling about twenty head. Brodie says you only got a few scars from the bombing.”


“Yeah, a few.” Finn guessed that the army had given his family the same song and dance they’d given him about post-traumatic stress. He’d figured it out when Brodie wouldn’t say much about home, and he’d seen the pamphlet on Post Traumatic Stress Disorder sticking out of Brodie’s bag. Go easy; don’t say anything to set him off, they probably warned him. That’s why they were treating him with kid gloves—they were afraid to say or do anything that might upset his apple cart.


They couldn’t be more wrong about that—he was too grateful to be free to have PTSD. There was nothing wrong with him, other than a voracious need to be with his wife. There was nothing that was going to set him off.


Except maybe Macy’s cell phone.


It seemed to buzz every five minutes. She’d glance at the number and toss it back in her bag, and then smile so warmly, so gratefully, that he would feel a little more human. She’d answered the phone only once, when they were waiting to meet the press corps. She’d let go of his hand—pried her fingers free, really—and had taken the call out in the hall. When she returned, she smiled at him, took his hand again, and said, “Everyone in Cedar Springs is anxious to know when you’re coming home.”


Just when Finn was thinking he couldn’t take the waiting any longer and was idly contemplating putting his chair through the window, Major Sanderson, Finn’s handler, suddenly bustled into the room. “All right then, the bus is en route. We’ll be on our way in half an hour,” he crisply informed them, as if he were conducting a tour. He passed around a sheet of paper to everyone. “Please review this sheet and let me know if you have any questions.” He briskly went out.


Finn glanced at the paper. The Return: Handling the Media.


Macy gently squeezed his hand, and Finn smiled at her. God, but she was pretty. Texas pretty. The kind of pretty that wasn’t afraid of life. A whole lot prettier than he’d remembered, in all honesty, with big blue eyes the color of a summer sky, hair the color of raw honey. Jesus, he wanted to touch her, to kiss her, to feel her beneath him.


The door swung open and Sanderson swept in again, this time carrying a clipboard. “If everyone could turn his or her attention to the paper I handed out? Let’s review…”


Every word the major said seemed to float down some long tunnel away from Finn. He was aware of only Macy beside him, of her hand in his, of the tension in her body. He didn’t know if he should be thankful he still knew her body almost as well as his own, or apprehensive that she was so tense.


“Any questions?” Sanderson asked.


“Yes,” said Rick. “When can we feed this boy?”


Everyone laughed except Finn.


“Sergeant Lockhart has a round of interviews tomorrow, a list of which you will find at the bottom of this sheet of paper. I would like to remind you all that we want to keep these interviews as positive as possible.”




“A round of interviews?” Macy asked uncertainly.


“Yes. We’ll start with Good Morning America, and then the Today show. After that, we have a Nightline taping, and then Dateline.” Major Sanderson smiled. “We have to keep all the networks happy. There is some talk of an interview with CNN and Larry King, but the details have not been worked out.”


Finn blanched. What about his life? His ranch, his horses, his dogs? When did he get back to that?


“Wait,” Macy said, holding up a slender hand. A diamond tennis bracelet twinkled on her wrist. “You said he was going home after the press briefing. You said he was going home right away.”


“We have just a few more press obligations. The current administration puts a high value on our openness with the media. I know you’re all anxious to get Sergeant Lockhart home just as soon as possible, but we need to spend a day or two here. Trust me, if we handle it here, chances are you won’t be swarmed in Texas. All right then, everyone, if you are ready? The bus is outside, if you will follow Corporal James,” he said, indicating a soldier over his right shoulder.


“All of us?” Jillian asked, looking at Macy. “Finn, too?”


“Yes, Sergeant Lockhart, too.”


That was the best news Finn had heard all day. He stood up. His mom did, too, and linked her arm through his, pulling him away from Macy. Finn glanced back at Macy and saw anxiety in her eyes. He wondered if this is what Dr. Albright, the shrink who’d talked to him in Germany, had meant when she’d said things would seem strange at first, because Finn was starting to feel like something was a little off. Maybe he was just tired. It had been a long flight home, a long time with the press. He just wanted this day to end, to get out of here and try to get back some of the time he’d lost with Macy.


On the bus, Emma produced a bottle of champagne and some plastic cups. Strange, Finn thought as they toasted his survival, he would have killed for a sip of champagne only a month ago. Now, he didn’t want it. He smiled as they toasted him and sipped from the cup. Macy, he noticed, was clutching her cup. She was smiling and laughing along with everyone else, but there was something not quite right in her eyes.


At the hotel, they all stood awkwardly in the lobby for a few minutes until Brodie announced he would get them all a dinner reservation somewhere. Corporal James offered to assist and the two of them went off to speak with the concierge. The rest of them stood looking expectantly at Finn until Macy put her hand in his. “Well! If everyone will excuse us, Finn and I have a lot of catching up to do.”


Finn’s mother pressed her lips together.


“Come on, Finn,” Macy said with a bright smile as she tugged his hand. “Let’s go.”


Finn grinned at the rest of them. “Later,” he said with a wink. This was the moment he’d been waiting for, the moment he would be reunited with his wife.




They rode up the elevator to the fifteenth floor. Macy marched down the corridor, pulling him along. She opened the door to room 1513; Finn held the door open so she could enter first, then locked the door behind them.


Neither of them spoke for a moment. Finn put his palm against her cheek. “I would have sworn you couldn’t be any prettier than you were in my mind, but damn it if you’re not.”


Her lashes flickered. “God, Finn…” She put her hands on him, sliding them over his arms, his torso, her gaze following her hands.


Every stroke of her hands brought Finn a little more back to life. This is what he’d lived for. “Listen,” he said softly, and reached for her hair, stroking it, letting it slide through his fingers, “there is so much to say and I don’t know where to begin. This must seem as surreal to you as it does to me, and I’m sure they probably gave you the speech about not knowing what to expect. I don’t either, baby. I just know that I’m home, and I’ve missed you more than I can ever put into words. I’ve been gone a whole lot longer than I ever thought I’d be, but I’m still the same old Finn, and I still love you more than life.”


Macy gazed up at him with wide blue eyes. She slipped her arm around his waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. “I still can’t believe you’re here.”


She felt so good, so right in his arms. He caressed her face, pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. For so long, he’d woken up believing every morning was his last. But then the woman in the chadari veil would appear with his breakfast of flat bread, and he’d figure they wouldn’t feed a dead man, and he’d start another day of waiting to see if he would stay alive.


When he thought of all those days, he couldn’t seem to catch his breath. He’d made it. He was home. He’d survived. “I can’t believe I’m here, either,” he said breathlessly. His hands stroked the familiar curves of her body, stirring memories of their lovemaking.


“Why did it take so long?” Macy moaned. “Why didn’t they find you? Why did they let me believe you were dead?”


“I’m not dead,” he assured her. “I want to show you just how alive I am. God, how I’ve dreamed of this moment. I’ve dreamed of touching your skin,” he said, his knuckles skimming her chest. “Of tasting you.” He put his mouth to her neck. “Of making love to you,” he murmured against her skin. Macy sighed and bent her head to one side to give him access.


Without lifting his head, he unbuttoned his coat and shrugged out of it, then took her hand and pressed it to his heart, just like he used to do. He’d crawl into bed when she was sleeping and put her hand against his heart. “Finn?” she’d say, and open her eyes and smile at him.


“Feel it beating? I’m here, Macy. I’m really here.”


“Thank God,” she whispered, and went up on her toes to kiss him.


Finn melted into that kiss and into his wife. She was just as he remembered her—the taste of her mouth, the feel of her lips on his, her body soft and slender against his. He held her tight and kissed her like the first time they’d ever kissed—deep and long.


The sensation flared through his body, lighting him up like a firebomb. He suddenly twirled Macy around and up against the wall. He pressed his mouth against her neck again and caught the scent of her perfume. He moved to the hollow of her throat, bit the pearls she was wearing, and moved again, to the swell of her breasts. He cupped one in his hand, the weight and size so familiar to him, and pushed against it with his palm.


“Jesus, Finn…” Macy’s voice was shaking as he kneaded her breast through her clothing. She pushed her hands through his hair. “There is so…so much I want to say, but I…”


“It’s okay,” he murmured against her shoulder. He knew something wasn’t quite right—something with the ranch, he guessed, since no one would talk about it. Before he’d joined the army, he was barely breaking even year-to-year. He figured Macy didn’t know how to tell him how far in debt she was.


But that was the last thing on his mind; he slipped one arm around her waist and picked her up, holding her against him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him as he twisted around and bumped up against the bed. Macy’s hands slid from his neck to his shoulders and she suddenly reared back, looking at him with the eyes he’d visualized one long month after another. They were glistening with tears. “Listen…” She bit her lip. “Finn, I…I—”




“Macy, whatever it is, it’s okay,” he said anxiously, and loosened his grip, letting her slide down his body to her feet. “We can talk about everything later. It’s okay.” Right now he just needed to be with her. Not talk. Not think.


“How…I mean, do you know?” she asked, looking confused.


“I know that a lot of stuff can happen in three years. Whatever it is, I don’t care. The important thing is that we have each other.” His gaze flicked over the length of her, and he shuddered deep inside. He pushed her sweater from her shoulders. “We’ll start over,” he said absently.


She squinted as if those words pained her, then made a sound like she was trying to catch her breath.


“Macy…” Finn gathered her in his arms again, kissing her eyes, the bridge of her nose. Her mouth. “Tell me we can start over,” he whispered. “I need to hear you say it. Tell me that we can go back…”


With a sob, Macy threw her arms around his neck. A rush of emotion and desire overcame him, and with a groan, he picked her up and put her on her back on the bed. He came over her, pressed his palm against her face, his fingers spanning her jaw and neck. “Baby, you always did take my breath away,” he said, his voice breaking, and when he kissed her again, he could feel her breath fill him, feel her body rise up to meet his.


His desire was overwhelming; he tried to hold himself back, but he could not hold her in his arms and not want to be inside her. It was a ravenous need, as strong as any hunger he’d felt in the last three years. Macy had always had the power to stoke him and he needed, with a desperation that surprised him, to feel as much of her as he could, to be as close to her as he could, if for no other reason than to assure himself that he was truly home where he belonged and with the one person on earth who mattered to him.


Finn’s hand brushed her knee and slid up beneath the silky fabric of her skirt to the smooth, warm skin of her bare thigh. He deepened his kiss and slid his hand up higher still, his fingers brushing against her smooth panties, sliding over her pelvis and between her legs.


With a soft moan, Macy raked her fingers down his chest. Finn slipped his hand inside her panties. She was wet, and Finn’s need was suddenly impossible to control. He started to fumble with his pants, trying to free himself. He lifted his head to look at his wife, his beautiful wife, and the years melted away. He was reminded of one summer night, after they’d been dancing. She’d been a little drunk, a little frisky, and she’d lain on their quilt-covered bed, completely naked, her hand loosely covering one breast. That night, she had looked at him with so much love that Finn honestly felt he could have lifted a mountain or two.


She was looking at him like that again, but there were tears in her eyes. She caught his wrist before he could free himself completely. “I can’t,” she whispered.


Finn did not move. He slid his hand into hers, interlocking their fingers. His heart was racing and blood was rushing through him. “What is it, Macy?” he asked, trying to catch his breath. “Is it the ranch? Don’t worry, I’m used to starting at the bottom and working my way up. Whatever happened, I’ve survived a whole lot worse.”


“It’s not the ranch. It’s…it’s mistakes and…” She closed her eyes.


Finn put his finger on her wedding ring. It was always sliding around her finger. He kissed her cheek, nibbled her ear. “What’s the matter, baby? Is it the horses? Did you sell them?” he made himself ask. A champion cutting horse was worth tens of thousands of dollars. He hoped she’d gotten the right price. He kissed her neck at the point it curved into her shoulder.


“They told me you were dead.”


“It’s okay. We’ll get more horses.”


“It’s not okay—”


“Macy, it’s okay.” He lifted his head and put his finger on her ring again, and through the haze of overwhelming desire, felt something odd. “None of that matters.”


“They told me you were dead,” she repeated softly. “They said they had DNA and everything.”


The ring. That’s what felt odd. Finn looked at it—It wasn’t his ring.


She was not wearing the ring he’d sold his pickup truck to buy. This ring was bigger, fancier. He suddenly sat up, jerking her hand closer, staring at that ring. “What is this?” he asked. Macy sat up and tried to take his hand, but he held hers tight, staring at that ring, trying to understand it. “Where is your wedding ring?”


“I…I thought you were dead, and I thought my heart was dead, and I don’t know how I survived it, I really don’t.” She was speaking frantically now. “I hardly remember a thing after those first few days. Time sort of…it slipped away after your funeral. I was in a daze—I just remember trying so hard to think of things, like the way you smile, and the way you’d say my name, and how you cut the arms out of that very nice shirt because it was hot. I tried, Finn, I tried for a really long time to keep you with me, but bit by bit, you began to disappear, and then one day, I couldn’t remember what your feet looked like. And then I couldn’t remember your hands,” she said, grabbing his hand and running her fingers over his knuckles. “And then, I…I woke up one day and realized that life had to go on, that I couldn’t lie around all day trying to remember your hands, could I? I…what I am trying to tell you is that I…shit,” she said helplessly, and lowered her head, choking on a sob. “I got married again.”


Finn yanked his hand free of hers.


Her hands were shaking, and she started twisting that goddam ring, around and around.


“You remarried?” he asked, his voice sounding strange to him.


She responded with a sob.


As the realization slowly sank in, Finn felt something twist painfully very deep within him. This could not be happening. He’d endured three years to come back to her—how in the hell could she not be his? “When?” he managed.


“Seven months ago.”


Seven months ago, when he’d been shivering with cold that had seeped into his marrow, and was fighting the ever-present gnawing hunger, she’d remarried. “Who?” he forced himself to ask.


Macy averted her gaze. “Wyatt Clark,” she muttered.


Wyatt Clark, Wyatt Clark. Finn knew the name, but he couldn’t remember how.


“He’s…he’s the land broker,” Macy said.


It suddenly came back, all in a stomach-churning flood of memories. Wyatt Clark had come around before Finn and Macy had married wanting to know if Finn was interested in selling his ranch. Macy had married that guy? She’d believed Finn was dead and had married that guy?


Finn reeled away from her, almost falling off the bed in his haste to get away. Three years roiled through him in one long, nauseating wave, making his knees dangerously weak.


Macy married. But not to him.


Strangely, of all the things he’d feared he’d find when he came home, that had never been one of them.


“Finn, listen—”


“I have to get out of here,” he said thickly, shoving his shirttails into his pants.


“Finn, I love you—”




“Don’t, Macy,” he said sharply. “Don’t.” He looked at the door and thought, Survive, evade, resist, escape.


He grabbed his coat and walked to the door, throwing open the bolt. Behind him, he heard Macy phoning Brodie.
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