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For Miles
and
my mother



Author’s Note

Parts of this book originally appeared in a Modern Love column first printed in the New York Times and later reprinted in Reader’s Digest. A section has been taken from a piece printed in the online literary journal Common Ties and several lines were inspired by an op-ed article written for the Fort Myers News-Press.

This is a work of nonfiction. Some of the dialogue has been pulled from written transcripts, some is the product of recorded interviews, and some has been re-created from memory. There are no composite characters, although some names have been changed. The chronology of certain events has been altered. As with all memoirs, this story is seen through a specific lens—mine. I have told everything as accurately as I can, to the best of my ability, and in the most generous way I know how.


Do not mourn me dead; think I am gone and wait for thee, for we shall meet again.

—Sullivan Ballou to his wife, Sarah, from a letter found in his personal effects after his death at the Battle of Bull Run, 1861


My husband Miles dreamed of his death in the fall of 2005, nine months before he deployed to Iraq. He was twenty-three years old.

He told me about the dream on a Saturday morning as he dressed for work at Fort Hood, and I listened from the bed while he pawed through the BDUs hanging in the closet.

“Our helicopter crashed,” he said.

He took a pair of camouflage pants off a metal hanger, shook them out by the waistband, and stepped in one leg at a time.

“John Priestner and me.”

Already the Texas day was warm and our air conditioner chugged an unconvincing stream of cool air. I squinted at Miles as he talked, trying to shake the sleep from my brain, while he disappeared back into the closet and returned with the jacket to his uniform.

“We floated above the helicopter,” he said, “while it burned to the ground.”

He pulled a pair of socks out of the dresser and sat on the edge of the bed. He turned to look at me and I rested my fingers against the side of his face. He covered my hand with his, and we sat for a time without speaking. Then he pulled on his socks, laced up his boots, and walked into the living room. I heard the metallic clink of his dog tags slipping around his neck and the front door opened and a shaft of sunlight spilled in. The door closed and I was alone.

The late-morning sun slanted through the windows when I awoke the second time that day. I pushed back the comforter and swung my feet to the ground, working out the stiffness in my back. In the bathroom, I brushed my teeth and leaned closer to the mirror to get a good look at the bottom row. How is it that despite a lifetime of good orthodontics my teeth could already be sliding together? I inspected where they jostled for space behind my lower lip, then shifted my eyes to the window over the shower where the light streaming in made me blink. I felt old for twenty-four.

The AC unit in the living room cranked and cranked but the sun radiated a heat that was palpable in the small space of the apartment. I felt it on the couch as I spooned cereal into my mouth, felt it in the kitchen as I rinsed my bowl, felt it is as I walked into the shadows of the bedroom to put on real clothes. When I had dressed, I turned on the television and opened the front door. A car cruised past playing Kanye West’s “Gold Digger.” On the TV a news report from New Orleans gave an update on the wreckage from Hurricane Katrina. I changed the channel until I found Judge Judy lecturing a plaintiff about courtroom manners. The man gripped the edge of the podium and shook his head, and I lay on the couch and wondered what to do with the long hot hours of the day.

In the late afternoon, I stood in the kitchen with my hands on my hips, surveying. I owned four wooden spoons, a complete silicone bakeware set, and—somewhere packed away in the boxes from college—a laminated copy of NOW’s feminist manifesto. Because woman’s work is never done, it began. After a long minute, I pulled down a set of mixing bowls. I stirred together cornmeal and oil and eggs, filled two muffin tins I’d inherited from my grandmother, and slipped the trays in the oven. While I moved through the kitchen, looking for oven mitts, setting the hot pan on the stove, I sensed the air in the room change, a subtle shift I felt first with the fine hairs on my arms. I turned to the open doorway and there was Miles, his hair plastered to his forehead, his rucksack slung over one shoulder. He dropped the bag and stepped into the kitchen. He smiled and I smiled and then he had his arms around me. I breathed him in—the fabric of his Army fatigues, the mechanical grease on his hands, the soap smell still on his neck.

He stepped back. “Are those corn muffins?”

I smiled and my cheeks glowed.

He popped a muffin out of the tin with a knife and took a bite as he headed into the bedroom, shedding his uniform, last night’s dream already forgotten.

But I did not forget. I thought of the dream often as the unit counted down to the deployment. In the mornings the sound of artillery from the base rumbled long and low, and I imagined distant thunderheads as I lay beside Miles in the smoke-colored light of dawn. Sometimes I placed a hand on his back while he slept. I faced into his sleeping form and turned the dream over in my head. I took it as a warning, an admonition to care for Miles well. If I loved him enough, I reasoned, he would come home.



Part I



2004



1

Just as I started to worry about the direction my life was taking, Psychic Suzanna came to Tallahassee. It was late January and my breath fogged the interior of my Saturn as I turned on the radio and waited for the engine to warm. The announcer ran through the morning’s news—the war in Iraq now in its tenth month, the bird flu outbreak in Asia, the upcoming Olympics in Athens—before shifting tones.

“Up next we have Psychic Suzanna taking your calls,” the DJ said.

Another DJ, a woman, spoke. “I understand Psychic Suzanna will be in town next week to give readings.”

“That’s right,” the first DJ said. “Five minutes for five dollars.”

I scrambled to find a pen in the console next to the driver’s seat. My fingers had stiffened in the cold but I forced them to hold the pen as I wrote down the name of the hotel where Suzanna would appear. A psychic? Ridiculous, I know, but here’s the truth: I needed some good news. I was twenty-three, working forty hours a week for a U.S. senator, twenty as a staffer and twenty as an unpaid intern. I was broke, or I felt broke, lonely in a new city where the only people I knew were the married women I worked with and the three college boys whose apartment I shared. I spent my weekends at the library paging through travel guides and back issues of Food & Wine, and sometimes in the evenings after work, at a stoplight or stuck in traffic, I cried in my car. As long as I could remember, I wanted to be a writer. I had this Hemingway-inspired fantasy of living overseas and writing, and I imagined a life filled with art and literature and well-traveled friends. But I was slowly finding out that people like me, people from where I’m from, we don’t live that life. We don’t become writers. We don’t move overseas. We grow up to be teachers or nurses or we work in an office somewhere.

My widowed mother, a teacher, took a second job to put me through college. I studied business at Wharton because my fear of being poor outweighed any of my dreams. The idea was that someday I would work on Wall Street, although anyone who knew me—anyone from back home—would have told you that was the most unlikely place for me to end up. Many of my classmates’ fathers worked in finance and for the first time I understood what it meant to be middle-class. My clothes were never right. I could never afford the expensive haircuts the other girls wore. I spent all four years living in a dorm. Sometimes I made furtive visits to the writers’ house on campus but the students there wore trendy glasses and discussed the finer points of books I’d never heard of. They cited the latest issue of the New Yorker and talked about all the talked-about authors. Once a friend of a friend who was briefly in the running for an editorial position at the school’s alternative weekly had an idea for a relationship column. A mutual friend suggested my name. I was known on campus as someone with strong opinions on gender politics and women’s sexuality, mainly because I was always talking about how women get the short end of the stick. I belonged to one of those groups that handed out condoms on the walk, and I encouraged young women to dictate the terms of their lives. My mother always taught me that a woman makes her own way. The friend of a friend running for editor asked me to write a few sample columns and over lunch at a chic restaurant near campus he said he thought I’d be a good fit. But in the weeks that followed, another candidate beat him for the editorial position and the column idea disappeared.

In the midst of all this I headed to the south of France on a six-month semester-abroad program. The streets of the old French village where I lived smelled like lavender and fresh-baked bread, and fountains gurgled beside the streets on my way to class. The school drew students from across the U.S. and I finally made friends who were like me. We lingered over lunches on the school’s terrace and I learned to drink strong black coffee. We traveled together—to Venice, to Fez, to Arles—and I couldn’t remember a time when I was so happy.

During my senior year back in Philadelphia, I stayed in contact with those friends and held on to the memories of my time in France. The scent of espresso or lavender could make me weak with nostalgia. I applied to be a teacher in Paris for the fall after I graduated, and I spent the next year living and working in the City of Light. I bought a pair of black leather boots and learned to smile coquettishly at men on the métro. I liked that they called me charmante. I spent weekends at the Louvre and drank bottles of wine in outdoor cafés with my friends. But I was homesick. And lonely in a way I had trouble explaining. When my teaching contract expired the next May, I decided to come home, to Florida, to take a job in an office somewhere. The senator’s office, in fact. But I was certain it would be temporary, that I would soon be back overseas. I even kept my bank account in France open, I was that sure. I still envisioned a life abroad filled with people who had traveled widely, who loved talking about books and gourmet food. I imagined museums and marketplaces, cherries in spring and figs in fall, fields of sunflowers under a blue sky. In all of this, I never saw myself married.



The sun had set by the time I left the senator’s office, and as I drove across town the stoplights glowed red against the night. People were already gathered in the hotel lobby by the time I arrived, and they sat silently, anxious and expectant, as if in a physician’s waiting room. When my turn came I approached Suzanna’s handler, a graying man who took my cash and pointed to a low table in the bar where Suzanna sat across from an empty red chair. She looked exactly how I imagined her: a blond bouffant, wispy at the top, large framed glasses, painted fingernails. When she said hello, I recognized her voice from the radio program, all smoke and ash, the kind of voice that comes from nicotine over many years. I imagined her vocal cords dried and yellowed like tobacco leaves hung in the fields of North Carolina. She pulled out a blank scrap of paper and positioned a ball-point pen over the sheet as I sat.

“How old are you?” she asked.

“I’m twenty-three.”

“Then you haven’t met your daughter yet.”

I was surprised when hot tears came to my eyes; children were not part of my plan.

“You haven’t met your son, either.”

Her pen scrawled across the page.

“You’ll be married when you’re twenty-five.”

She wrote this down.

“Better pack your cowboy boots, because your life and love will be out west.”

At this, I laughed out loud. I had been willing to buy into a certain amount of Psychic Suzanna shtick, but she had gone too far. Out west? I didn’t plan on getting married at all, let alone to some cowboy from the far side of the Mississippi. Suzanna’s hand stopped moving across the page and she refocused her eyes on the dimly lit hotel lobby. My five minutes were up. I hoped for some last parting wisdom, a promise of a future I could actually believe, but she was already looking toward the next customer.



On the weekends in Tallahassee I often went dancing with my roommates and their friends at a place called Chubby’s, just this side of rough. Lights flashed across the dance floor where I let sweaty college boys dance up against me, but I rarely handed out my number. They were too young, too rangy—like colts set loose in a pasture. I wasn’t interested in what they had to offer.

One Saturday night we headed instead for Late Night Library, a step above Chubby’s, where Florida State’s frat boys prowled. It was cold—cold for Florida anyway—and we cranked up the heat in my car. We dashed from the parking lot to the doors of the club, our arms wrapped around ourselves, trying to hold on to our body heat. The mass of sweating bodies inside had warmed the interior and we stepped into a boozy sauna. Our group staked out a strip of territory against an arm rail before making our way to the dance floor. People crushed around us. I danced until sweat soaked my hair and my thighs began to burn. Breathless, I stepped away from the crowd and worked my way back to our railing. I leaned there, catching my breath, and saw a young man out of the corner of my eye. He leaned against the railing, too, with a beer in one hand. I had the distinct feeling he was working his way toward me. Let me say this: I’m not the kind of girl men pick up. I’m not the right kind of pretty, not the right kind of flirty. There’s some reluctance in me, an unwillingness to go with their game. While other girls had steady boyfriends, I mostly spent time with boys I didn’t take seriously. Or who didn’t take me seriously. I could never find anyone who felt just right.

The young man against the rail moved next to me. He was dressed casually in a red baseball cap and a brown T-shirt. He was about my height, built thin and wiry, and I could just make out his face in the dark bar. Handsome with blue eyes that made me think of the Gulf in winter.

“Would you like to dance?” he asked.

“I just came off the dance floor. I’m beat,” I said. “But if you ask me again in five minutes, I’ll say yes.”

He nodded and sauntered off. In five minutes, he came back. This time I let him lead me into the crowd and we danced to the beat from the enormous speakers. He tried to make conversation, but it was impossible in all that musical noise. A few songs later he pulled me to the side.

“My name’s Miles,” he said.

He stuck out a hand and I shook it.

“Where are you from?” I asked.

“Texas,” he said. “How about you?”

“Florida. Are you a student here?”

“I’m in the Army,” he said. “A pilot.”

I liked that he wasn’t in school and that he had a steady job. I liked how he was quick to smile and seemed to listen when I talked. I liked the way he leaned in close to hear me over the music. When we moved back to the dance floor, Miles stepped in to kiss me. I pulled back, shook my head, and rolled my eyes as if to say, I’m not that kind of girl. But when he moved to kiss me again a few minutes later, I let him. I am that kind of girl.

At the senator’s office on Monday, I tried not to think about the dark-haired boy I met at the Library. I made sympathetic noises to the callers who complained about the state of the economy, the left-wing conspiracy, the war in Iraq. They worried about weapons of mass destruction and asked me to urge the senator to have Terri Schiavo’s feeding tube removed.

“The senator’s not in right now,” I said. “But I’d be happy to pass your message on to him.”

I logged correspondence from heartsick newlyweds, men in their sixties trying to convince immigration services that their twenty-something Colombian wives were not scheming for green cards. I filed letters, sent faxes, and shredded documents. Despite myself, I thought about Miles. I thought about the way he laughed, how he took me in when we talked. I thought about his quickness, his brightness. I thought about the way his skin felt beneath my fingertips. I waited for him to call.

Monday came and went. And Tuesday. By Wednesday, I’d entered that place women go when we decide the world has contrived to keep us single for the rest of our lives. When my phone rang that evening, I’d nearly given up on the boy from the club. But there was Miles, and all that worry, all that irrational fear, disappeared.

“I just thought I’d call and see how your week was going,” he said.

I had the impression the line was rehearsed, that he had gone through several versions before calling, trying each one out, feeling the heft of them in his mouth.

“It’s going all right,” I said.

Casual, too, as if I hadn’t imagined the conversation from every angle. We worked like that for half an hour, easing into the talk, seeing how we might fit together.

“What are you doing this weekend?” Miles said finally.

My stomach folded in on itself, the way it does when I’m nervous or excited.

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “What are you up to?”

“We’re coming back down to Tallahassee,” he said. “Me and some guys from flight school. I was wondering if I could see you again.”

I smiled, and I knew he could hear it in my voice.

“That would be great.”



Miles came to my apartment the next Saturday afternoon. He carried two long-stemmed roses he had bought at a gas station on the drive down.

“Let me put these in water,” I said.

I turned away so he wouldn’t see me blush.

We set out across town in his pickup, and I asked about his family.

“My dad’s a pilot for Southwest Airlines,” he said.

“No kidding? My dad was a pilot too.”

“Who’d he fly for?”

“Eastern,” I said. “But that was back in the day. He died when I was five.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

I shook my head. “It was a long time ago.”

Miles told me about growing up in the Texas Panhandle across the border from Oklahoma. I told him about my half siblings, two brothers and a sister, much older than I am and scattered across the country. He talked about flight school in Alabama where he was learning to fly Apaches, the Army’s attack helicopters. I understood only vaguely that he was training for war. We drove to a park north of the city and pulled alongside an empty pavilion. The sun had lowered in the sky by the time we found a footpath that ran through the woods. Dry leaves had fallen across the trail and they crackled beneath our feet as we walked. Miles pushed aside a hanging branch and held it for me as I passed.

“Do you go to church?” he asked.

He let the branch go and caught up to walk beside me.

“I’m a spiritual person,” I said, “but I don’t go to church.”

Miles pressed. “Do you believe in God?”

I could tell it mattered to him what I said, as if this were some minimum requirement.

“Yes,” I said. “My mom went to church every Sunday growing up. I was raised in a Christian house.”

A hedge, but not a lie. I run more New Age light than biblical. But it must have been enough because on the way back to the truck, Miles took my hand. He slid his fingers between mine as the last light of day seeped through the trees, and he held my hand the entire way home. Later that night, when his breath had evened beside me and he had relaxed into sleep, he held it still.

The next morning I stood at the stove in my kitchen while Miles sat at the breakfast bar. He told me stories about Texas while I fried eggs in a pan. I salted a pot of boiling water for grits, and my roommates joined Miles at the bar. I dished out plates for everyone and all of it—the rowdy boys behind me, the grease popping on the stove, the butter melting in a dish—felt right. It looked nothing like the life I had imagined and yet it was the most natural thing in the world, with Miles there at the center of it.
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That summer Florida had its worst hurricane season in years. Four storms hit the state, one after the other, knocking down power lines and tearing off roofs. The phone lines at the senator’s office never stopped ringing. On the drive home from work I would open the car windows and gulp the fresh air, already counting down the days to the weekend when I would see Miles and we would set off on some new adventure.

On a dense and humid Saturday late in the summer we decided to visit limestone caverns just south of the Alabama line. Water dripped from the rocks overhead as we shuffled along with the group, following a guide, and Miles and I pressed together in the tight space.

“The caverns date back more than thirty-eight million years,” the guide said, “to when the state of Florida was covered with a warm shallow sea.”

I had the sudden image of salt tides spread over the land, and I stepped closer to Miles to breathe in his sun-warmed smell, like hay in summer. Even in the cold and damp he radiated heat. I still had to catch my breath with him sometimes, the way he made me feel. When I thought of the men who came before him, I thought of weighty materials, of earth and metal, bags filled with sand. I imagined carrying them like a load, being yoked to their desires. They asked too much of me. Miles asked nothing; he took me whole. When I thought of him I thought of water, of running my hand through a clear pool. Even surrounded by him, I could still see myself.

“And these here,” the guide said, indicating the rocks that thrust up from the cavern floor, knee-high, thick-headed, with shafts as big as my fist, “are stalagmites. They’ll grow a cubic inch every hundred years.”

I leaned close to Miles. “Does that look like . . . ?”

He was already smiling. “Sure does.”

The caves had a corporeal quality, like cloistered parts of the earth’s body, damp and dark and moist, lungs breathing in and out. I pressed against Miles’s back and we were a pinpoint of warmth in that vast and humid cavern. The distant dripping of water reached us, a steady plunk-plunk-plunk into a hidden pool, and as the group shuffled forward Miles took my hand. He ran his thumb over the fleshy webbing between my thumb and first finger, back and forth, so that the rhythm matched the fall of water. The guide led us farther into the cave and pointed to small ridges in the rock.

“These marks here?” she said. “Made by the retreating tides. Water giving over to dry land.”

Miles gave my hand a squeeze and I squeezed back, softly at first, then more urgently. Did we feel the tidal pull of our own lives then? Or were we content to simply lean into each other and let the heat of our bodies build in that cold space?



The parking lot emptied quickly after the tour. By the time we arrived at the car, the other visitors had gone. Miles unlocked the passenger side door and held it open for me as I climbed in. I sifted through the glove compartment and retrieved a folded map, and Miles perched on the edge of my seat as I pored over it.

“There’s a lake not far from here,” I said. “We could go for a swim.”

Miles moved his head close to mine to peer at the map. He looked up to see me looking at him and he leaned forward to kiss me, a slow kiss that deepened and lengthened. I reached up and circled his neck with my arms. He pulled back and looked at me, and I smiled at him as he surveyed the parking lot through the windshield.

“Nobody’s around,” he said. “Parking lot’s empty.”

“Do you think . . . ?”

“Do you?”

He raised an eyebrow, a question, and I raised mine, an answer.

“I’ve never—” I said.

“Me neither.”

“But maybe we could . . . ?”

The passenger door stood open to the afternoon and the air was hot and damp, an exhaled breath.

“If we were quick,” he said.

“If we were quick.”

“But how would we—”

“Like this?” I said.

Miles whispered, “Is that—”

“Just like that.”

We were all talk until suddenly we stopped talking. The day stilled except for a light breeze at the tops of the trees. They leaned together, talking in whispers. A bird called out. Then silence. Miles’s breath echoed in my ear, and I watched a droplet of sweat bead on his forehead and run down to his ear. It hung there for a second before falling to my chest and sliding beneath my shirt. I kissed him and his mouth tasted like salt water. Beneath us the caves reached down to the earth’s molten center, the place where the planet is hottest, and the ground heaved up and collapsed onto itself with a shudder that left fissures in the pavement.

Afterward we drove twenty miles west. I navigated on the folded map and Miles held my hand as he drove. He looked over at me from time to time and smiled. I smiled back. We were like cats licking our paws, slow and content. We found the lake tucked back behind a stand of pines, three hundred yards off the main road. By then the sky had clouded over and a cold wind coursed over the surface of the water. A single family gathered on the man-made beach at the water’s edge. In a folding camp chair a heavy woman with oily skin and red splotches high on her cheeks sat surveying the lake. Her hair was short and wispy, the color of old copper. I walked to the edge of the brown water and stood with my hands on my hips. I looked over my shoulder at Miles.

“Do we go in?” I said.

He scanned the dark lake. “I don’t know, babe.”

The woman in the camp chair leaned forward.

“You all thinking about going swimming?”

“Thinking about it,” Miles said.

“Might better wait awhile,” the woman said. “My boys seen a water moccasin just a few minutes ago.”

I took a step back.

“Here?”

The woman pointed to a spot by my feet.

“Right over there.”

I backed out of the water and ducked beneath the sheltering beam of Miles’s arm.

“Should we go back?” I said.

Miles surveyed the water and the almost deserted beach. My skin pricked with goose bumps.

“Let’s go home,” he said.

That was how life felt then, danger lurking in the sweetest days.



On a Friday afternoon a few weeks later I left work early and drove west through Tallahassee and north into Alabama to the outskirts of Fort Rucker. Outside Miles’s apartment in the late afternoon I stood on the tips of my toes and felt above the light for his spare key. My fingers came back covered with dust but otherwise empty. I lifted the rug in front of the door and hunted beneath the lip of the step and in the corners, but no key. I checked my watch. Miles wouldn’t be home for another hour. I thought about sitting in my car and cranking the AC, but I hated to waste the gas. Instead I fetched a book from the backseat and settled myself on the staircase beside Miles’s door. Before long, gravel crunched under tires and gave off the sound of rubber rolling in. I looked up to see not Miles’s pickup but another, smaller truck. Jimmy Hyde. He climbed out of the cab of his truck and hoisted a pack over one shoulder, and as he moved up the walkway toward the building I turned back to my book.

“Hey, there,” he said.

He stopped in front of me and pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head.

“Hey, Hyde.”

“Jimmy,” he said. “I hear ‘Hyde’ all day. You locked out?”

I raised my hands in front of me, palms open.

“Locked out,” I said. “Am I in your way?”

“You’re fine.” He dropped his pack to the ground. “Miles forget to leave you the key?”

I held my place in my book with one finger and closed the front flap.

“Looks like it. He normally hides the key over the light there”—I pointed—“but I can’t find it.”

Jimmy reached above the light and felt across the flat strip of metal.

“Anything?”

“Nothing.” He bent down to the doormat. “Did you check under the rug?”

He lifted the mat by the corners and glanced to the left and right, then lowered it back in place.

“Guess you’re stuck,” he said.

I shrugged. “Miles’ll be here in an hour.”

Jimmy leaned one shoulder against the side of the building. Sticky heat draped over the apartment complex and shimmered in pools above the pavement.

“How was your drive up?” he said. “Hit traffic on I–10?”

“Just the usual.”

I marked the page in my book and set it on the step beside me.

“How’s flight school?” I said.

“They work us hard.”

“That’s what Miles tells me. You’re flying Black Hawks?”

He nodded. “UH–60s.”

“How do you like it?”

“They’re good aircraft.”

As a car pulled into the parking lot I looked past Jimmy, hoping to see Miles.. But a woman in cutoff shorts stepped out of a faded El Camino. She hoisted a toddler on her hip and headed for the stairs at the far end of the building.

“How’s Tallahassee?” Jimmy said. “Miles told me—you’re working for a senator down there? Is that right?”

I nodded.

“How’s that going?”

“It’s okay.”

Heat rolled off the pavement in waves and in the distance rotor blades chopped the air with a steady thwack-thwack-thwack. Jimmy stopped leaning against the brick wall and took a seat on the bottom step, near enough that I could smell his end-of-the-day mix of sweat and hydraulic fluid.

“So, how long have you and Miles been dating?”

“About six months now.”

“Is that all?”

I laughed. “Seems like a lot to me.”

“I shouldn’t be talking.” Jimmy shook his head. “My longest relationship lasted three months.”

“You’re kidding. Three months?”

He smirked. “Guess I haven’t met the right girl.”

I kicked at the dirt under my heel and looked over the empty parking lot. Jimmy watched me from the corners of his eyes.

“Think you’ll have to go overseas?” I said after a while. “To Iraq?”

“Or Afghanistan. Looks like I’ll be headed that way once I get done here and they assign me to a unit.”

I heard tires ground the pavement in the parking lot and saw Miles’s truck pull in. Jimmy stood and dusted his hands on his pants.

“Guess I’ll be leaving you,” he said.

Miles stepped out of his Chevy and waved. I waved back. He came up the concrete pathway with his pack hefted over one shoulder.

“Hey, man,” he said. He tapped Jimmy on the back. “How you doing?”

“Good, good,” Jimmy said. “Just got home from class.”

I stood, smiling.

“Hey, babe,” I said.

“Hey.” Miles leaned forward to kiss me.

“What are you doing out here?” he said when he stepped back.

“I’m locked out.”

“Did I forget to leave you the key?”

“No big deal,” I said. “Hyde kept an eye on me.”

Miles turned to Jimmy.

“Were you watching her for me?”

“Yes, sir,” Jimmy said.

“Well, thanks, man.”

“Anytime.”

Miles unlocked the front door and I picked my book up off the stoop. Jimmy hoisted his pack and headed up the stairs.

“Dude,” he called over his shoulder to Miles, “I love your girlfriend.”

That Sunday morning we drove to church on base. At the security checkpoint I handed my driver’s license to Miles and he passed it with his military ID through the window. The guard inspected both cards, looked at the military decal on the windshield, and waved us through. The base was deserted, the brisk hum of weekday activity ceased. Normally there were soldiers everywhere, crisscrossing streets in their smart uniforms, hurrying down sidewalks on important errands. I straightened the hem of my skirt and stared anxiously out the truck window.

“Can’t you drive any faster?” I said. “We’re going to be late.”

Miles pointed to a speed limit sign as we passed. “That’s as fast as I can go. If I get a ticket and it gets back to my instructors, I’m in big trouble.”

“Seriously?” I said.

“Oh, yeah. And you better not get a ticket on base, either.”

I looked across the seat at him. “Or what? Don’t tell me you’d get in trouble for that, too.”

“That’s what I’ve heard. If a wife or girlfriend is caught speeding and it gets back to your commanding officer, then you get a stern talking-to.”

“What would they say? ‘Control your wife’?”

“Something like that.”

“Jesus.”

Miles gave me a sharp look, and I clapped a hand over my mouth.

“Sorry,” I said as he turned into the church parking lot.

During the service a slick preacher spoke in front of the crowded church while his done-up wife sat in the first pew, holding a baby in her lap. She laughed indulgently when he made jokes at her expense. The praise band took the stage, a mix of boys in their late teens who held their guitars with stiff arms. They were mostly the kind of young men who let the hair on their upper lips grow in thick and dark, whose palms are always clammy, who take on a wistful faraway look when they talk about doing missionary work overseas. The lead singer, though, was pure rock star. He wore a microphone headpiece and ran down the aisle during sets high-fiving parishioners. When the band wasn’t playing he sipped water from a bottle and dabbed his forehead with a towel. I made paper airplanes with the church program. When a man came around with plates of wafers and wine for Communion, I declined, and on the church steps afterward I carefully avoided taking the preacher’s hand.
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