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Chapter 1
 
   Charlene hurried out of the changing room, balled up her scrubs, and shoved them into the laundry basket in the hospital hallway, then turned the corner quickly, trying to sneak past the nurse’s station before anyone had a chance to say anything to her. She had two full days off for the first time in months and there was no way she was going to cover for anyone, work an extra shift, or do any volunteer work. This was her weekend and she was going to enjoy it.
 
   No luck. Becca caught her easily, even though she partially hid herself behind a cart an aide pushed briskly past. “Charlene, Charlene, wait!”
 
   Charlene stood up straight and turned towards Becca, trying to force a smile on her face. “I was supposed to be off over four hours ago, Becca. I pulled a double the last three nights. I haven’t had a day off in over two weeks. I can’t do another shift. It’s the law.”
 
   Becca giggled and waved a limp-wristed hand at her. “No, silly, I don’t want you to work anymore. These came for you.”
 
   Charlene’s stomach dropped. Next to Becca on the desk was a vase filled with white roses. She hurried over and grabbed them. “Thanks,” she mumbled, turning on her heel and trying to escape.
 
   “Who are they from? The card doesn’t say.”
 
   Charlene only shook her head and hurried to the elevators.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Down in the lobby of the hospital, Charlene took the flowers out of the vase and walked into the gift shop. The stick-thin, older volunteer behind the counter crossed her arms and eyed the flowers. “More flowers? You’re one lucky lady.”
 
   Charlene smiled weakly. “Thanks. I don’t need this vase either though. You want it?”
 
   “Of course, thank you for your generosity.”
 
   Charlene dropped the vase on the counter and turned to go, as her cell phone buzzed. She pulled it out of her purse, cradling the flowers in the crook of her elbow. It was a text from Kerry.
 
   Another flower delivery.
 
   Charlene bit the inside of her lip. More at home too. Great.
 
   No name still? she sent back.
 
   No. That makes six times you’ve gotten flowers in two weeks. This dude has flown straight past sweet secret admirer straight into creepy stalker territory. 
 
   Charlene sighed and shoved her phone back in her purse. Her sister didn’t even know about the flowers she’d gotten at work. 
 
   She walked quickly through the lobby, waving at nurses, smiling at doctors, but happy when she pushed her way out through the front doors and she could just stare at the ground and think. She wouldn’t throw the flowers away until she was away from hospital grounds. She didn’t want to invite any questions from someone who knew her about why she didn’t want them.
 
   She walked around the back of the hospital to the parking lot, feeling a bit lighter with each step. The moon had just begun to rise in the sky and she stared at it as she walked, wondering if it was full. It looked large, and almost a complete circle but not quite. Maybe tomorrow, or had it been last night? The weather was warm, as spring in California always was. 
 
   Footsteps behind her caught her attention and she swung around, Relic’s words from the Defense against Rape and Aggression class she had taken two years before playing inside her head. 
 
   Not being afraid to stand up for yourself verbally may be more important than anything we can teach you physically. You can head off many physical attacks just by being loud and taking the offense. Just start screaming. Don’t worry about being embarrassed. It’s always better to be alive and embarrassed than the alternative.
 
    She could see his face in her mind and hear his voice in her head and that hurt her heart but she didn’t pay it any attention at that moment. She couldn’t afford to. Women had been attacked in this parking lot before, in fact, all female employees were supposed to request a security guard to walk them to their cars. Charlene had done so faithfully until one of the security guards had been discovered to be behind two of the attacks. 
 
   She clutched her purse to her side, squeezed the flowers hard against her elbow, and opened her eyes wide as she turned to see who was behind her. 
 
   Adrenaline dumped into her system. Wayne held up his hands immediately, a puppy-dog look on his face. “I’m not here to hurt you Charlene, I just─well, you’re hard to get ahold of. You’re always working and I didn’t want to go to your house. I figured Kerry would call the cops on me as soon as she saw me.”
 
   Charlene stared at him, wanting to believe him. He looked good at least, and she could tell he wasn’t drinking. His face was clear, he’d lost his beer belly, his clothes were clean and pressed, and his hair neat. “Wayne, I didn’t even know you were out of jail.”
 
   He smiled sheepishly. “I got early release.”
 
   Charlene’s face got hot and she held back the urge to bug out her eyes. “Wait a minute. Let me get this straight. You cheat on me with my friend, hit her, then choke me when I ask you for a divorce. You aren’t sentenced for over a year and a half, you only get two months because it was your first offense, and they still let you out early?”
 
   Wayne’s puppy-dog look stayed put through Charlene’s tirade, and he had the good sense to drop his eyes and look embarrassed. “You aren’t the Charlene I remember.”
 
   “No, Wayne, I’m not. And most of that is your fault.”
 
   “I can acknowledge that. I can own up to my faults.” He took a step forward, then backed up again when he saw her stiffen. “Baby, I’ve changed. Didn’t you get my apology letter?”
 
   “I did. It said you wouldn’t try to contact me again.”
 
   He tried to force out a laugh. “Well, yeah, about that. They had us write repentance letters in AA. But this is about something else, entirely.”
 
   Charlene looked at the flowers under her arm. “You’ve been sending me the flowers, haven’t you?”
 
   His face looked hopeful, and it made her want to vomit. “Yeah, baby, it was me. I want you back.”
 
   She didn’t hesitate. “That will never happen.”
 
   He held his hands up. “I’m a different person, Charlene. I went to AA. I’m volunteering my time to help underprivileged kids. I did my time. I got a new job. Ask me anything. I’m changed.”
 
   Charlene shook her head. “You don’t understand. It doesn’t matter how much you’ve changed.”
 
   Wayne’s tone turned needling. “Why, baby? I know you aren’t with anyone.”
 
   “You’ve been watching me?”
 
   “No, not watching, but I know how much you work. There’s no way you are with someone. You don’t have time.” 
 
   Wayne looked around, then got down on his knees in the parking lot. “I’ll beg if you want me to. I’m a changed man. Can you at least consider giving me a chance? Maybe talking to me. So you can see I’m telling you the truth?”
 
   Charlene hardened her heart and her eyes and shook her head. 
 
   Wayne stood up and brushed himself off, his head down. “Why?” he asked without looking up at her.
 
   Charlene considered answering, but knew it would do no good to explain the dozens of reasons she would never be with him again. He broke their marriage and any relationship they ever could have had the moment he put his fingers around her throat ─ no before that. The moment he’d punched Marie in the face. Add to that the fact that she’d married him for all the wrong reasons, maybe that she’d never loved him at all, but rather the security he had seemed to represent? Then pile on top of that the fact that she was in love with a man who seemed to have disappeared off the planet? Too much. It was all too much. 
 
   “More reasons than you can count,” she said firmly. “Find someone new Wayne. Treat her right from the first word. Never drink again. And never, ever let yourself get mad at anything she does or says.”
 
   She took the flowers from under her arm and threw them at him. “And give these to her.”
 
   She turned in the parking lot and strode towards her car, hoping he wouldn’t follow. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Charlene sat on the floor of her bedroom, sick at choosing to spend so much of her first day off doing what she was doing, but unable to help herself. She shuffled through the pile of one hundred and eighty-two letters in front of her. It was something she did often, picking out her favorites, reading them from greeting to sign-off, remembering how each letter had made her feel, following the growing love between her and Relic like a spectator.
 
   She separated the first letter from the pile and put the rest down, then leaned against the wall and settled in to read.
 
    
 
   Dear Charlene, 
 
   Thank you for the letter. I thought of you the whole way here, the time we spent together, the feel of your skin and your body. And of course, your incredible bravery at leaving a man who didn’t deserve you, or any woman.
 
   Thank you for giving me the credit, but it was all you. All I did was shine a tiny penlight on what you knew to be true. It takes a lot of courage to change your life the way you did. You are the one who will have to deal with any consequences, any fallout. That reminds me, I’ve enclosed my brother’s number and he has said he will help you if Wayne gives you any problems. In fact, I’ve asked him to check on you. I hope you don’t mind. He’s a nice guy, and until Wayne is behind bars, I won’t feel safe without someone looking after you. Not that you can’t look after yourself, I know you can.
 
   You asked what it’s like in Afghanistan. Please tell me if I ever bore you, but I’ll answer any questions you have, anytime.
 
   I’m part of the 173rd Airborne Brigade Combat Team. I’m a squad leader, stationed at a FOB, a forward operating base, in the Paktika province, which sits right on the border of Afghanistan and Pakistan. We are relatively safe inside the FOB. The Taliban, actually they are all Haqqani out here — same goal, different name — do rocket us frequently, maybe five days a week, but they rarely hit us. When night falls, we can see them and hit them with much greater accuracy than they can hit us, so those of us not on-duty sleep fairly deeply and well.
 
   It’s the patrols that are scary, and we have so many reasons to patrol.
 
   More soon, I promise. I would love a care package, thank you for thinking of me. My favorite candy is Snickers bars, but they melt in the heat. Mustard would be great. Maybe cookies or flavored pretzels? I would love books. Surprise me. Send me your favorite and I promise I’ll read it.
 
   With so much affection, 
 
   Relic
 
    
 
   Charlene ran her fingers over his name. She remembered receiving that letter. Remembered how they’d come together a few days before and she’d given him her body without knowing much about him. Only that he was strong and handsome and sweet and that he respected women. She’d considered him a one-afternoon stand of sorts, thinking she would regret it forever if she hadn’t done what she did, taking him into her bed a few hours before he left to go back to Afghanistan, and an even shorter time after she’d officially separated from Wayne. 
 
   But then she’d received his first letter, and she discovered he was intelligent, kind, and liked to read. She’d thought about that letter for days, and it marked the beginning of her falling in love with him. 
 
   She put the letter back in its spot at the top of the stack and cut the pile in the middle, the same way she would cut a deck of cards.
 
   She knew immediately this letter was the first he had written her after his next leave to the states, during which they’d spent two weeks together, after approximately eight months of writing letters back and forth.
 
    
 
   Dearest Charlene,
 
   I’m on the plane leaving California and I couldn’t wait to write you. I love you, I love you, I love you.
 
   I still can’t believe we said that to each other, but I am so glad. I’ve been thinking it for months but I never had the courage to say so. You are so much braver than I’ll ever be for saying it first. 
 
   I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed our two weeks together. I still can’t believe we never left the hotel. Actually I can, but does it seem strange to you? Do you wish we would’ve done anything else? Did I disappoint you at all? Please tell me in detail, so I know for next time. If there is a next time. You have me thinking about getting out of the Army for the first time in seven years. My ETS date comes up around the same time our unit transfers out of the sandbox. Maybe I won’t re-up. I wonder what kind of jobs airborne soldiers are good at in the civilian world.
 
   Back to our two weeks of bliss. It could not have been more perfect. I especially loved all the naked time and all of the sex. You have the most beautiful body I’ve ever seen and I can’t help but close my eyes and imagine it every chance I get. I have to be careful, though, because hard-ons are noticeable in uniform, and there is little to no chance to take care of it, if you know what I mean. Close quarters with a dozen other men all the time. But I’ll gladly deal with blue balls to keep your image fresh in my mind.
 
   We land soon. I’ll write more tomorrow. Until we meet again, with all the love available in my heart, I love you, 
 
   Relic
 
   PS I can’t believe Wayne is still not in prison, but I’m glad he is leaving you alone. As always, be sure to call my brother if that changes.
 
    
 
   Chills went through Charlene as she remembered those two weeks. More sex than she’d ever had in her life, including all the years she was married, and incredible closeness with a man she loved─ closeness she’d never experienced with Wayne. She and Relic could have lived off of love, water, and sex alone, sunshine and food not needed. 
 
   She put the letter back, and turned to the one at the back of the pile, the last one she had ever received.
 
    
 
   Dearest Charlene,
 
   Your letters and packages always bring such a smile to my face. You shouldn’t send packages so often, though. It’s got to be expensive. Reading your words warms my heart a dozen times more than Pepperidge Farm ever could, anyway. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the packages so much, and so does my squad, especially the guys who get nothing from home, but I don’t want you to spend your life at the post office. You work so hard at the hospital already, Char.
 
   I’m so excited about our joint reading of The Girl on the Train. Here in Afghanistan, we are building a new COP, a combat and patrols outpost, which requires a lot of security detail so I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to read. Let’s try twenty pages a week for now. I’m sorry that is so slow. It will pick up when the COP is done. After this, let’s do some nonfiction if you want. Something heavy like Chasing the Scream, or more fun and creative, like Big Magic. You pick.
 
   You asked a couple of questions in your last letter and I wanted to answer them. Here goes:
 
   Yes, I do want to get married someday. I’m embarrassed to say I want the whole thing. The white picket fence, the dog and cat, the two kids, the woman to spend my life with. I’m scared to say so because I’m not sure how you feel about marriage after Wayne. I know you know all men aren’t like that, so I’ll just chew off all my fingernails until I hear back from you. Even if you say you never want to marry again, it’s okay with me. I’ll understand. What I really care about is that you won’t be scared off by me admitting what I want. I would never pressure you, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t dream of putting a ring on your finger someday. Of course in the most romantic way possible.
 
   Okay, let’s get past that for now.
 
   How do I feel about what we are doing in Afghanistan these days? That reminds me. I almost forgot to tell you that I’ve been promoted. It’s no big deal. I’ve been doing a staff sergeant job for months now and they finally pinned the rocker on and gave me the extra pay. It doesn’t mean much else.
 
   I thought long and hard about how to answer your question. I joined the Army because I thought we were doing the right thing over here, and I did think it would prevent terrorism on our soil. It has seemed to do that to some degree — if the Taliban want to kill someone, I’d rather it be soldiers who signed up for it, than civilians just trying to live their lives back home.
 
   We are also drawing fire away from women here, and seeing new freedoms pop up in Kabul and Kandahar that haven’t existed in years. That makes me happy. If my presence on this mountain keeps extremists from brutalizing Afghan women, even if solely by distracting them, then I’ll eat my MRE’s, duck when the rockets come through, and march out for another thousand patrols gladly.
 
   That being said I can’t help but think what we are trying to do here is doomed to fail eventually. I hate the thought of that, but for now all I can do is my job. I will tell you the greatest battle out here is not between the American and the Taliban, but instead, between the individual and depression. That’s one I will fight until my dying breath, don’t worry.
 
   I love you more than I can say, 
 
   Relic
 
    
 
   Charlene sensed, rather than heard, movement outside her door. Kerry walked in, a smile on her face, which faded immediately.
 
   “Charlene, you aren’t,” she said, her voice heavy with disappointment.
 
   Charlene stared at her sister for a long time, trying to decide how to proceed. “So what if I am? They bring me comfort.”
 
   Kerry crossed her arms and leaned against the door frame, almost, but not quite, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, you look great. Super happy.”
 
   “Kerry, what if he’s dead? What if the army lied to me when they said he wasn’t? There has to be a reason he disappeared.” Charlene felt the tears threaten, but she bit them back. 
 
   Kerry shrugged. “How should I know? Maybe he found a girlfriend in Afghanistan. Got some local pregnant.”
 
   “He wouldn’t do that,” Charlene nearly growled. Her sister had never put that theory out in the open before, and Charlene was glad to finally be able to refute it. “He’s not like that. He would have told me. He respects me.”
 
   Kerry scoffed. “He respects you so much that you haven’t heard a word from him in a year. So much that supposedly he’s back in the states somewhere, but you don’t know where because the letters just dried up.”
 
   Charlene stared at her sister, torn between what her sister wanted, Charlene to get over Relic and move on with her life, and what she wanted, to never give up without proof, and never believe that Relic didn’t have a good reason. 
 
   Kerry’s face turned wondering for a moment. “Maybe you should…”
 
   “What? Should what?” Charlene scrambled to her feet. She was willing to try absolutely anything at this point. She would never give up until she knew for sure one way or the other.
 
   Kerry’s eyes turned distant. “Nothing, Charlene, sorry I mentioned it.” 
 
   She hurried out of the room, leaving Charlene to watch her go, pain in her heart.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Relic stood at the bar of Club Privé, dressed all in black, feeling female eyes on him. He rubbed his right cheek with his light right hand and scanned the crowd, looking for signs of trouble, or could-be trouble. The female would find him. They always did.
 
   From the other side of the pool, his friend and boss, Gavin Manning, caught his eye. Relic focused intently on him, waiting for the message. Gavin raised a finger and lifted his chin. Wait right there. Got it.
 
   Gavin took a few moments to get to the bar because everyone wanted to talk to him, shake his hand, yell congratulations to him over the beat of the music. 
 
   Finally, he arrived and stood close to Relic, dropping his mouth close to Relic’s ear. “The room’s been double-booked. I had to tell Walter he can’t have it tonight. I’ll need you to keep an eye on him. You know how he gets when he drinks too much. Add on angry and sexually-frustrated and he might cause trouble.” 
 
   Relic nodded. “I got him.”
 
   “He’s a valued member, though, so don’t be too heavy-handed on him.”
 
   “No problem, boss.”
 
   Gavin smiled. “I know you’ve got it under control, Relic. That’s why I’m taking off. Heading home.”
 
   Relic felt a pang of something go through him. Not jealousy. He liked and respected Gavin too much for that. Loss? Desire? He wasn’t going to examine it. “Thanks, boss. How’s Carrie?”
 
   “Good. Happy. About to kick my ass if I don’t make it home soon.”
 
   “Go, go,” Relic said. 
 
   Gavin shook his hand, then headed for the exit in a hurry and Relic turned his attention back to the crowd. Now to find Walter.
 
   Before he could take a step, though, the female who’d been watching him made her move. She was tall, as tall as him in her 6-inch heels. Her fishnet dress would have been better left in the bedroom, but anything was ok inside Club Privé. Relic could see every man in the place try to figure out what to watch, her clearly-visible nipples, or her barely-hidden pussy.
 
   “I didn’t do it,” she purred as she reached him, “but you can still frisk me if you want.”
 
   “No need, ma’am, I can tell you’re not hiding anything.”
 
   “Oh,” she pouted. “Not in the mood for a cavity search?”
 
   Relic resisted rolling his eyes. What he wasn’t in the mood for was being pursued by a woman who so obviously had nothing but sex and conquest on her mind. He liked sex. A lot. But he liked it better when it was with someone he knew and cared about. A name flashed through his mind and he tore his thoughts away from it. 
 
   “I’m Kitty,” she said, and held out her fingers for him to shake.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Kitty, now excuse me please, I am on the clock.”
 
   She lifted her hand to his face and ran her fingers down the scarred mess that was his right cheek. He jerked away. “Don’t touch me without my permission,” he growled, his decorum destroyed at her presumption and rudeness.
 
   Her eyes went wide and innocent. “I’m sorry. I’m just so curious? How did it happen? Were you in the war? You were a soldier, weren’t you? Or a Marine? I can tell from your haircut and your body. You have the body of a Marine.”
 
   Relic bit his lip to keep from snapping at her. They always wanted to touch, and they always asked how it happened. Like they saw him as some sort of freak show they paid good money to see, fondle, maybe fuck. God, he hated women like her.
 
   “Relic,” a voice said behind him and he turned, glad to be pulled away from Kitty. He didn’t trust himself not to call her out on her bullshit, but he couldn’t. Not if he wanted to keep his job.
 
   It was the club’s secretary, holding a large box in her hands. “You got a package.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said absently, taking the package and walking it through the crowd to the camera room, a place where he could have relative quiet and still do his job. He shut the door behind him and watched all the cameras for a moment before he turned his attention to the box. He shook the box and frowned at it. It felt empty.
 
   It had his name and Club Privé on it, and no return address. He bent to examine the postmark. Westwood Harbor, California. Relic’s heart double-beat in his chest and he caught his breath. Only one person in Westwood Harbor knew where he was, and that person would not have sent him a box.
 
   He ripped it open and stared at the nothing inside. No, not nothing. A rigid piece of white paper stood up along one side. He plucked it out.
 
   Found you. Call me, you lying bastard, or I’ll tell her everything.
 
   No name. Only a phone number. 
 
   Relic’s fingers shook as he stared at the phone number. Oh how he’d longed for something like this to happen, and dreaded it also. His waiting and agonizing was over. His hand was now forced. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed the number, making himself do it. 
 
   Even though she only spoke one word, he recognized Kerry’s voice.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “I never lied to her.” 
 
   “Wha? Who?”
 
   Relic could tell immediately when Kerry figured out who he was, even though she didn’t recognize his new, raspy voice that went along well with his new, scarred body. Her tone changed to guarded and hostile. “Bullshit. You said you cared about her. You said you loved her.”
 
   Relic swallowed his pride and his soul and forced the words out. “You found me, but have you seen a picture of me?”
 
   She hesitated before answering. “Yeah.”
 
   Relic shook his head and stared at the ceiling. “You got some private dickwad following me?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “You know then. I didn’t want to inflict that on her. I didn’t want her to have to make that choice.”
 
   “She loves you.”
 
   “She loves someone I used to be.”
 
   Kerry didn’t speak for several moments. “Fine. Fuck. Don’t you think she should get to choose? We’ll just keep playing this game if you insist. You disappeared, but I think Charlene deserves to know what actually happened to you. She still reads your fucking letters, you know. It’s been a year and two months and she still thinks she’s going to get another one any day.”
 
   Relic’s heart broke. That wasn’t what he had wanted at all. When he could speak again, he did. “Kerry, that’s not all. I came back… different. Changed, and not only my face and body. I was bitter, you could say. Angry, for sure. I couldn’t expose her to that. Not after what she’s been through. I didn’t want her to know me like that.”
 
   The line seemed to go dead, but Relic knew Kerry was there still. She loved her sister, as much as Relic did, and she didn’t want her exposed to that either. Not after Wayne.
 
   “What about now?” she finally said.
 
   Relic took a step backwards and leaned against the wall, seeing the year’s worth of counseling, rehabilitation, survivor’s meetings, surgeries, and veteran’s groups march through his mind. It was all he did anymore. Work, and try to recover from the hell that had been Afghanistan. As for experience with living, breathing humans? He didn’t have a ton of that these days. “I’m trying.”
 
   Kerry was silent for even longer this time, as if considering something deeply. When she finally spoke Relic’s throat tried to close. “We’re coming to New York next week, for my birthday. Me and Charlene. We might even check out that club you work at─”
 
   “Don’t bring her here! It’s…”
 
   “I know all about Club Privé, Relic. It sounds like the kind of place I would love. As for Charlene? I suspect she could be convinced to enjoy it too, find what she’s looking for, one way or another.”
 
   Relic stared at the monitors showing the barely-dressed women writhing on the dance floor with handsy men, the bold unions in the corners and who-knew-what happening in the private room and temporary but immensely-popular semi-private rooms. “What days are you going to be here? When exactly will you come to the club?”
 
   “I’ll tell you if you give us VIP access, Relic. It’s up to you whether you’re there or not. But if you’re not, I’ll know what that means. If you don’t show up, I better not ever see you again or I’ll hurt you as much as you hurt her.”
 
   Relic knew that. He took down the information and hung up the phone. He had to talk to Gavin. Had to have a plan, a strategy. 
 
   He only had five days until his heart was restored … or ripped out of his chest and destroyed. If it was the latter, he didn’t know how he was going to survive it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Charlene sat on the balcony of the hotel room, sipping her drink and staring out at the city. Even from the thirty-second floor, the traffic noise in New York City was greater than what she was used to. It didn’t matter though, she was enjoying herself. Thank goodness she’d let Kerry talk her into going on this trip. She’d needed a vacation, hadn’t taken one in years. It was almost criminal the way the hospital let her do it, even as she worked daily double shifts to cover for others who were using their vacation days. She had seventy-two days saved up and using seven of them to accompany her sister to New York City on a birthday trip had been a smart move. She sighed and put her feet up on the tiny glass coffee table in front of her, idly watching the people in the building opposite of them move inside their rooms and out onto their balconies.
 
   Susan, Kerry’s best friend and their traveling companion for the trip, breezed out the door onto the balcony and sank into the chair next to her. “You only have a few more minutes, and then Kerry’s going to start chirping at you to get ready.”
 
   Charlene lifted her drink and smiled at Sue, the only one of Kerry’s friends she could ever stand. “Let her chirp. I’m happy right here.”
 
   Sue laughed and took a sip of her own drink. “So do you think we will see any sex?”
 
   Charlene choked and had to wipe Midori off of her chin and chest. “What? When?”
 
   Sue watched her, nonplussed. “Tonight, because we are going to a sex club.”
 
   Charlene put her drink down and dropped her feet to the floor. “What?” She stood and ran into the room screaming for her sister.
 
   Kerry knew exactly what Charlene was upset about. She emerged from the bathroom, eyeliner in hand, shushing Charlene and pushing her back out onto the balcony and into her chair. “Relax, you’ve got to be able to say you did it once in your life. You don’t have to do anything. The club has very strict rules and they are all to protect the women that go.” She twirled her dark hair around her finger. “Oh, and we’re meeting some friends of mine there too.”
 
   “Friends?” Charlene said accusingly. “You only know one person in New York. Your ex, Raymond.”
 
   Kerry smiled. “And he’s bringing a friend. Danny or Donnie or something.” Kerry disappeared and Charlene sighed. Typical Kerry.
 
   Charlene leaned toward Susan. “Do you think she’s going to try to fix one of us up with him?”
 
   “You probably. She likes me single.”
 
   Charlene eyed Susan. “What does that mean?”
 
   Susan only shrugged. Charlene watched the neighboring building for a few moments and then stood up, running back into the room, yelling at her sister. “Kerry, is it a fancy place? I don’t have anything to wear!”
 
   Kerry’s voice drifted out from the bathroom. “Remember the dress I bought earlier while we were shopping? I got it for you.”
 
   Charlene stopped in front of the closet and slid open the doors with dread. The dress Kerry had bought hung there, if you could call it a dress. It was short, a gorgeous peach color, and with a plunging neckline that went all the way past boobs to bellybutton. “I can’t wear that,” she yelled to her sister.
 
   Kerry came out of the bathroom with mascara in her hand. “It’s a fancy place. You’re going to look awfully underdressed in your jeans and tank top, if they even let you in.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A taxi dropped them off in front of the club and Charlene smiled to herself even as she pulled her dress down at the hem and up at the boobs. There were at least three hundred people standing in line outside. Kerry hated lines and would never stand in one like that.
 
   Charlene’s happiness faded though when Kerry did not turn around to stop their taxi from leaving, or even consult with the two of them. Instead, she marched directly to the front of the line without even looking to see if they were following. Charlene and Susan both hurried after her as best as they could on their high heels. 
 
   Charlene arrived at the front of the line just in time to hear Kerry give her name, nod at the doorman’s clipboard, and say, “I should be on your VIP list, me, plus two.” 
 
   The large man dressed all in black looked at her dispassionately and checked his board. He unhooked the rope separating him from the crowd and moved back slightly so the girls could get past him. “The theme tonight is Mardi Gras. Please pick a mask. You aren’t required to keep it on all night, but it is encouraged. Enjoy your evening, ladies.”
 
   Charlene swallowed hard and stepped past the doorman, eyes wide, feeling the glares of the people in line. Kerry and Susan were both dressed even more provocatively than her, Kerry in a skin-tight little black dress with a back that plunged an inch below her ass crack, and Susan in a violet skirt and what could only be described as pasties that covered at least a good quarter of her breasts. Still their outfits were modest compared to what she was seeing on the women in the line. 
 
   You’re not in Kansas anymore, she told herself, even though she’d never been to Kansas in her life. But nightclubs like this didn’t exist in her hometown. Still, she felt a thrill go through her as they walked to the door of what was arguably one of the nicest and most-sought after entertainment venues in all of New York city. When she was with Kerry, she lived more life in a few minutes than she’d ever find her way into on her own.
 
   Against the entrance were racks and racks of masks, some small enough to only cover a person’s eyes, some full-face. Kerry shrieked and looked back at Charlene and Susan. “Mardi Gras night, how exciting!” She picked out a cat’s eye mask easily and put it on her face, turning around. “Charlene, tie me.”
 
   Charlene pulled the ribbons tight and tied a bow for her sister, then tried to pick out her own mask. Susan had also picked one and Kerry helped her put it on. They both looked sexy and mysterious. Charlene smiled, excited suddenly. It would be a fun night. She knew it.
 
   She picked a delicate butterfly mask with black curlicues that covered much of her forehead and cheeks and her sister tied it on for her.
 
   The doorman was watching them. “Hot,” he said with a gruff smile. Charlene curtsied to him. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
   Kerry laughed and pulled on her arm. The three of them entered the club together, and they stopped as they stepped over the threshold to take it all in. The place was gorgeous, with marble floors and a large dance area. Kerry caught her breath first and pulled them to the bar. “Three long island iced teas,” she ordered. Charlene’s favorite drink.
 
   Charlene took her drink and sipped it, checking out the crowd as Kerry and Susan giggled together. Probably casing out men already. Next to them, an elegant couple kissed and spoke softly to each other, stomach to stomach, the woman’s hands on the man’s waist and the man’s hands in the woman’s hair. Charlene watched them, not wanting to feel the jealousy that spread through her at their closeness. The man was tall and dark with blue eyes that reminded Charlene of Rel─ she cut off her thoughts with a vengeance and turned her attention to the woman. She was shorter, maybe a bit over five foot, with long blonde curls and brown eyes. 
 
   Kerry pushed next to her and spoke in her ear. “Those are the owners. Gavin and Carrie Manning.”
 
   Charlene turned to her. “A husband and wife owning a sex club? How do you know?”
 
   Kerry giggled. “See, that’s why you have to do stuff with me, Charlene. I’ll show you the world. You may be the big sister but you are way too sheltered.” 
 
   Charlene rolled her eyes and looked at the crowd, giving Kerry the silent treatment that worked best on her. Women and men mingled in much the same way as she would expect to see in any other club. No one was having sex on the floor, no blowjobs in the corners. Charlene didn’t know whether to be disappointed, or relieved.
 
   Kerry sighed theatrically. “Okay. Yeah, lots of times a husband and wife own clubs together, especially if they are in the lifestyle.”
 
   “Are they?”
 
   Kerry shrugged. “The website didn’t say, but I doubt it. See how he’s got his arm around her and they only have eyes for each other? They are all about themselves.”
 
   That unwelcome green-eyed emotion hit Charlene again and she faced the crowd to head it off. The crowd shifted and Charlene gasped. “Is that a pool?”
 
   “I know, right? Amazing.”
 
   Charlene motioned to the back wall. “And what about those?”
 
   “Something new the club is trying. Semi-private rooms. There is a private apartment upstairs for members, too.”
 
   Charlene tried not to look surprised. “For…?” 
 
   Kerry nodded smugly. “Yes, for sex. And experimentation. I heard they have whips and chains and even a spanking bench up there.”
 
   Charlene shivered, and she could not tell if it was in fear, antipathy, or excitement. Across the room, approximately 20 feet away, a man caught her eye. He was tall, as tall as Relic, but seemed broader through the chest and arms. He was dressed well, in a dark-blue, pinstripe suit. The mask he wore covered the entire right side of his face and both eyes, plus a good portion of his left cheek. He held his right hand behind his back, but in his left was a bottle of beer.
 
   Charlene didn’t need to see the label to know it was a bottle of Corona. Her heart hurt and she tried to brush it away. Relic’s favorite beer.
 
   She snuck tiny glances at the man, hoping he wouldn’t catch her. She just knew he was handsome under that mask, and she loved his hair cut. A high and tight, just like Relic wore.
 
   Before she could even berate herself for thinking of Relic constantly, the man caught her eye, smiled and started towards her.
 
   Charlene watched him come, scared, nervous, and thrilled. Maybe she could do it. Maybe she could get over Relic. Or at least stop thinking about him every waking moment.
 
   Kerry bumped into her, making her stumble, then pulled her around towards the door, shrieking excitedly. “Look, it’s Ray and Danny! They made it and they got inside!”
 
   Charlene pulled her hand out of her sister’s grasp and turned back to the man approaching her.
 
   He was gone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Charlene downed the rest of her drink and watched her sister on the dance floor with Ray. To her left, Susan was giggling and touching the arm of a nice-looking man with olive-toned skin and dark hair next to her at the bar.
 
   Charlene giggled at nothing and sought Danny’s attention again. He smiled at her and Charlene thought something was off about  the smile but she couldn’t seem to care what it was. She had a story to tell him. “He wrote me every day, if he could, but he was in rough territory sometimes— secret missions, you know.” 
 
   She giggled again, then felt drunk tears threaten. No, back to giggling. “Sometimes he couldn’t but I didn’t care. I was grateful for every word. He was the one who gave me the courage to leave Wayne.” She laughed again, the laughter rising up from deep inside her. She pushed Danny’s shoulder. “You don’t know Wayne, do you? He’s my ex-husband. He was not a nice guy.” She leaned forward and fell onto Danny, and he caught her and placed her back on her feet.
 
   He looked out at the crowd on the dance floor and seemed like maybe he wanted to head out there. Charlene grabbed his arm. “Oh no, there’s so much more to the story. You have to hear it. The last letter I got was schlong ago, I mean so long ago. Over a year. I don’t know where he is. The Army won’t tell me anything about him. He’s got two brothers in Westwood Harbor,” she squeezed Danny’s arm again and almost tripped even though she was standing still. Danny held up his hands to catch her again but she caught herself and held up a finger to let him know she was good. “Westwood Harbor. That’s in California. Where we live.” She giggled. “You know that.” She caught Danny’s face in her hands and stared into his eyes. “One of them wouldn’t even talk to me. He slammed the door my face. I don’t know why! The other one said he hadn’t talked to Relic in years and didn’t know where he was. He has two more brothers but they are both in the Army too. One in Germany and the other in Afghanistan. The Army won’t tell me where they are either.” She pouted. “Damn rules.”
 
   Danny took a step backwards and Charlene grabbed for him again. “Kerry told me a long time ago I should’ve hired a private detective, and I did and he didn’t find anything except he assured me that Relic wasn’t dead. Several soldiers from his unit had died around the time he stopped writing to me, but not him. I had him check with a few army hospitals, but the going was very slow, and I just,” Charlene looked at the floor and it made her feel like puking so she looked back up quickly. “I don’t know. I gave up, I guess.”
 
   Danny pointed to the dance floor. “You want to dance?”
 
   Charlene shook her head. “No.”
 
   Danny pulled away from her. “I’m going to.” He practically ran to the dance floor, right up to Kerry and Ray and began to dance with them. Kerry loved it, pulling him forward to grind on her even as she grinded on Ray. 
 
   Charlene watched them, wishing she could be more like her sister.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A half hour later, Charlene was still tipsy, but feeling less woozy, and a bit more in control. Kerry walked up, looking like she’d just rolled out of bed, her hair crazy. 
 
   “Where’s Ray?” Charlene asked. 
 
   “He and Danny went to the bathroom. They’ll be right back.” Kerry sighed. “I could marry that man.”
 
   Charlene startled. “Who? Ray? I thought you were never going to get married?”
 
   “I’m not. But if I did I could marry Raymond. I mean, a man who will let you suck off his best friend in front of him is pretty mellow, right? It’s got to extend to other areas.”
 
   Charlene’s eyes widened and she dropped her voice. “Kerry, you didn’t.”
 
   Kerry smiled and clasped her hands in front of her. “I’ll never say.”
 
   Charlene couldn’t tell if Kerry had been joking or not. Kerry always talked about how she wanted to try a threesome, and maybe the environment had provided her with the motivation to finally do it? Or maybe she was just trying to get Charlene riled up. Charlene had enough presence of mind to try to stay calm. She eyed Kerry’s hairdo with distaste. She could just imagine Danny, or maybe Ray’s hand there, on the crown of her head, forcing her mouth farther down─
 
   Charlene looked around for Susan, wanting to see if she had caught the conversation. 
 
   Kerry grabbed her arm. “Come on, I got a private room.”
 
   “How?” 
 
   Kerry ignored her and grabbed Susan who latched onto the man she was talking to and pulled him with. They walked across the club, through the throngs of people, to one of the partitions in the back. A gauzy fabric served as a door.
 
   Kerry pushed inside and directed them all to the comfortable chairs along the back wall. She stood near the door. “When the boys get here, tell them we’re going to play a game.” Before anyone could answer, she disappeared. 
 
   Charlene sat on the couch and tried to make the room stop spinning. As long as she breathed deeply, she was successful. A waitress in a skimpy bikini and a mask entered the room with drinks for all of them and what looked to be an empty bottle. She put everything down on a table and left. Charlene did not touch her drink but Susan and the guy she was with both grabbed theirs. 
 
   After a few moments, Kerry came back, a man on her arm. Charlene felt irritation rise in her when she saw it was Mr. tall, blonde, and mysterious with the almost full-face mask. Probably the only man in the club she herself might be interested in, and Kerry had gotten to him first.
 
   Kerry stared at her, as if daring her to say anything. Charlene looked away.
 
   Ray and Danny pushed in the door. “Cool,” Ray said and sat in the chair next to Charlene, not seeming to care that Kerry had ahold of another man.
 
   Kerry looked around the room. “Okay, perfect. Now we’re even.”
 
   Charlene didn’t think so, if she meant an even number of men and women. Three women and four men was not even, unless Kerry was counting two for herself. 
 
   “Everybody, this is Ronald,” Kerry announced. In a loud stage whisper, she said, “that’s his Mardi Gras name, not his real one. Were all using Mardi Gras names now.” She pointed at Charlene. “You are Chantel,” then she went around the room. “You are Selena, you are Damien, you are Raymundo, I am Caitlin, and you,” she said pointing to Susan’s guy. “I don’t know you.”
 
   “I’m Andre,” he said, rolling his R deeply.
 
   Kerry gave him a look. “Is that your real name or your Mardi Gras name?”
 
   “Mardi Gras,” he said winking.
 
   Kerry giggled. “I like him,” she told Susan.
 
   “Yeah, well he’s mine, so back off, bitch.”
 
   Kerry laughed merrily. “I knew you would have a good time, Selena, now we just need to work on Chantel.” She clapped and stood in the center of the room. “Okay everyone. Get in a big circle on the floor. This game is called Forty-Seven Minutes in Heaven.”
 
   Charlene rolled her eyes. “High school games?”
 
   Kerry glared at her. “Chantel, maybe you should put on your Mardi Gras personality. High school was fun. Besides, it’s either this or Naked Twister.”
 
   Charlene saw that Ronald was watching her and she averted her eyes and quickly scrambled down to the floor, trying to keep her dress in place. Anything had to be better than Naked Twister. The rest of them knelt also and Charlene could clearly see that Kerry didn’t have any underwear on. She looked away quickly, not wanting to see that again.
 
   Her eyes found Ronald and he smiled at her. Her heart stopped for a beat. His smile was gorgeous, but maybe distorted slightly on the right side?. His blue eyes glittered out of his mask but the right one looked different than the left in some fundamental way she couldn’t pin down with the mask in place. In some way, he reminded her of Relic.  She clamped the lid on that feeling, even as she felt like she had been punched in the gut.
 
   Kerry leaned over and whispered something in Ray’s ear and then leaned to the other side of her and whispered to Danny, then she addressed the group. “As I was saying, Ronald is a member here and he gets use of the room upstairs. He says we can all use it if we want. I say we do, for forty-seven minutes each, paired off boy-girl, boy-girl, or maybe even boy-girl-boy. She winked at Ray. “Nobody has to do anything they don’t want to, but it will be nice to get away from the music for a bit, and supposedly there is a kitchen up there with food and everything. So we are spinning the bottle to see who goes first.” She stared at Susan. “Agreed, Selena?”
 
   Susan’s eyes narrowed, but Charlene could tell she was having fun and she wasn’t really mad at Kerry. This was a game they played often. 
 
   “Maybe, whore,” Susan said, smiling, but with narrowed eyes.
 
   Kerry laughed. “Hey, people can pass if they want. Maybe you will get lucky and Andre won’t be enticed by anyone but you. Come on, where is your sense of adventure? Are you in?” Susan nodded and Kerry went around the circle checking with everyone. She saved Charlene till last. “Are you in, Chantel?”
 
   Charlene nodded too.
 
   “Good, then you’re first.”
 
   Charlene leaned forward, knowing she was giving the men quite the show, but also knowing hers were probably the least interesting boobs in the club. Why would anyone even look? She spun the bottle and held her breath when it landed on Andre.
 
   “Pass,” Andre said, reaching out to take Susan’s hand.
 
   Kerry clapped. “Next person to your right then! Ronald and Chantel, we’ll see you in forty-seven minutes!”
 
   Charlene stared straight ahead as her cheeks flooded with heat. Kerry had set her up as neatly and easily as she always did.
 
   And for once, she didn’t mind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Charlene walked down the long hallway of the upper floor of the club, feeling the beat of the music downstairs through her high heels. Ronald walked in front of her and she took the opportunity to watch his ass. She wondered what he looked like under that suit. She bet he looked amazing, with a body to rival even that of Relic’s. Argh. She grimaced and hit herself on the forehead with the heel of her hand, wishing she could stop thinking of him just for a few moments. 
 
   Ronald turned to look at her inquisitively. She smiled and dropped her hand to her side. She still hadn’t even heard the man speak, and she was going into a private room with him at a sex club? Her heart beat like mad, but her body tingled in anticipation at the same time. She wanted to be there, and he struck her as a good man, even though she knew nothing about him. She hadn’t felt excitement like what was tingling through her at that moment since Relic had come home on leave for two too-short weeks, more than a year before. She missed feeling like that so badly. She craved excitement, closeness, a man’s body next to hers.
 
   Ronald stopped at the door at the end of the hall and pulled a key card out of his pocket, swiping it to open the door. He pushed the door all the way open and quickly turned on a light. As she stepped over the threshold, she saw him wrestle with a large vase, moving it in front of the door to block it open.
 
   She looked around at the large suite with a small kitchen on one end and the glass shower on the other. The back wall was lined with armoires and chests and the other side of the room with a couch and chairs. Everything was pointed at the massive bed that took up most of the space. Charlene half-expected to see restraints on the four posts that rose above the bed to curve in and meet at the center.
 
   It was huge. Big enough to hold several people and Charlene had to wonder if it ever did. As she approached it, she saw there were indeed leather straps with buckles at the head of the bed. She swallowed hard and looked around for the rumored spanking bench, but didn’t see it, not that she knew what one looked like.
 
   Ronald finished propping open the door and turned to look at her. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable. You don’t know me, but I promise I’m not a bad guy.” His voice was raspy, thick and deep, delicious in its own way but she could tell it wasn’t natural. Something about it told a story of some sort of damage.
 
   She smiled at him. “I can tell.” 
 
   He smiled back and walked to the refrigerator, opening it and rummaging around inside. Charlene watched him, again struck by the thought that maybe she could get over Relic after all. She froze and clutched her fingers into her palms anxiously. She couldn’t believe she was thinking that. She didn’t even know if he was alive or dead. Panic filled her.
 
   Ronald turned to her. “Would you like a drink? Or some strawberries?”
 
   His voice soothed her and she walked to one of the high-backed chairs to sit down. “Yes.”
 
   He laughed. “Both then? You were drinking long island iced tea?”
 
   Charlene nodded.
 
   Ronald opened the cabinets for glasses and silverware like he knew where everything was and began to mix the drink. He made one for her quickly. She noticed that the ingredients for a long island iced tea were all sitting in a row on the counter, like someone had known she would be there. Her brow furrowed.
 
   He brought the drink to her, holding it in his left hand, but for once his right hand was not hidden behind his back. She noticed the scars on his wrist first and then saw that his thumb and pointer finger were gone. She gasped.
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbled and shoved his hand in his pocket, looking away.
 
   Charlene felt horrible. “No, I’m sorry. I feel embarrassed at my reaction, but I didn’t realize you were missing two fingers.” She froze and tried again, grateful that some of the alcohol had worn off and she was able to choose her words. She stared at him hard. “That didn’t sound right. I guess I gasped because any accident that caused that much damage must’ve been awful.” 
 
   She couldn’t help examining him more. She saw scars more scars on the right side of his neck, but none on the left.
 
   “It was,” he said, his voice thick with emotion, but he brought the hand back out of his pocket.
 
   “So,” Charlene said, trying to cover the awkwardness of the moment. “What do you do?”
 
   “I work here.”
 
   “Here at the club?”
 
   He nodded and Charlene thought she saw pain in his eyes. She wondered if he even wanted to be up there with her. She smiled gently at him. “Sorry about my sister. She’s pushy.” He smiled at that and Charlene thought it turned him from intriguing to gorgeous, even though she could see so little of his face around the mask.
 
   “I imagine it can be a blessing and a curse, to have a sister like that.” 
 
   “Exactly,” she said smiling, feeling like he knew somehow, like maybe he had a sister or a friend like that, too.
 
   On that feeling, she made a decision. She would not leave New York regretting anything, especially this. She was going to take a chance, see where it lead. She ate a strawberry, took a drink, and put both down on the counter. She stood and looked at the huge bed, decided that was too much, and headed for the couch. She sat in the middle of the couch, first tugging her dress down, then crossing her legs at the ankle and smiling at him. 
 
   She patted the seat next to her, and held her breath to see what he would do, if he liked her or not. She felt something between them, and she refused to pretend it wasn’t there.
 
   Ronald smiled slowly as he watched her. The heat in the room increased 20° in an instant. She felt her breathing thicken as if the air itself became heated. Instead of crossing the room, he picked up a remote off the counter and pressed the buttons on it. The lights dropped, and music started. Something soft and instrumental. Ronald pressed the button several times until the music settled on a song he was happy with. Earned it, by The Weeknd.
 
   Chills shot up and down her spine. She loved The Weeknd. Earned it had become her favorite since Relic had disappeared. She would listen to it and cry, imagining him singing it to her. She had no idea if he could sing, or even dance, and suddenly the thought of that was unbearable to her.
 
   Charlene bit her lip and pushed Relic out of her mind. She focused on the man in front of her. He walked to her, blue eyes sultry, honing in on her, passion shining out of them.
 
   He offered her his hand, his right. She took it without hesitation, noting the doubt on his face, even as she twined her five fingers with his three. He pulled her up against his body slowly, deliberately. They fit together beautifully, as if they were made for each other. They danced to the melody slowly, his body pressed against hers.
 
   Some unidentifiable emotion overtook her. It felt good, right. He turned her slowly around the room, one hand on her hip, the remaining fingers on his right hand wrapped around hers. She stared into his eyes and smiled, then ran her thumb over the scars where his thumb and finger used to be. He shuddered, his whole body jerking, as his eyes drifted close.
 
   “Did I hurt you?” she asked. 
 
   “Never.”
 
   She licked her lips at the intensity of his word. His eyes opened and tracked the movement of her tongue. She felt something grow between them. His erect cock pressed against her belly for just a moment before he moved away from her.
 
   She chased him, surprised at herself, but loving his reaction, refusing to let him hide it. She pushed her hips against his, and smiled as he sucked in a breath.
 
   “Cha─Chantel, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”
 
   “There’s nowhere I’d rather be,” she whispered to him.
 
   Ronald leaned in close, taking hours to get where she wanted him. She closed her eyes, letting him come to her, memorizing the moment, the sensations, her lips anticipating his touch.
 
   His scent invaded her nostrils, and she breathed in deeply. Clean male, a strong sandalwood soap, and the lightest touch of beer. Charlene’s mind stuttered for a moment, as she almost recognized the soothing and oh so masculine smell as important – but then his lips touched hers. She tensed as delicious electricity shot up her spine, making her sigh into his mouth. He felt it too, she could tell, as a soft moan escaped his chest. The kiss intensified, making her gasp for breath.
 
   Relic! Relic! Relic! her mind screamed at her and she pulled away, confused, hurt, saddened beyond belief. 
 
   “I-I can’t,” she told him. “I want to so much, but I can’t.”
 
   He gazed deeply in her eyes, his own sadness spearing her, confusing her more. “I understand.”
 
   She stepped backwards, separating their bodies. “No, I’m sorry.” She ran for the door, turning around for only a moment. “Please tell my sister I took a cab home. It’s not you. It’s─ I’m in love with someone else.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Relic walked down Fifth Avenue, dodging crowds of people, women mostly. He looked in every store window, desperate to find something good enough, special enough, awesome enough to express the remorse, hope, and love in his heart. She hadn’t run from him when she’d seen his missing fingers. She’d touched the scars, with none of the fascination the freak-chasers displayed. No, her touch had been soothing, accepting, a welcome balm that reminded him of exactly how sweet she was, how good and loving. He couldn’t fuck this up. He had to get her back. 
 
   A solid gold birdcage in one store window caught his eye. He would’ve laughed if he weren’t so desperate. Charlene would not want anything from Fifth Avenue. She would want a trip, or something practical, or nothing at all. But she deserved something. Something beautiful and delicate and sweet like her. Something that she could look at and see how he felt about her. 
 
   His eye fell on the largest geode he had ever seen, just inside a store window. The Astro Gallery of Gems. He pushed his way inside, praying he would find something that would appeal to her, be worthy of her. The store was filled with fascinating items, more geodes, racks of perfectly preserved coral in every color, a t-rex thigh bone, and more jewelry than he had ever seen in one place.
 
   Did he dare buy her jewelry? He wanted to, but he had fucked up so badly, would jewelry send the wrong message?
 
   He had no idea. Maybe as long as he didn’t buy her a ring, he was safe.
 
   After an hour of wandering and turning down three salespeople trying to help him, he stopped in front of a headless mannequin displaying a brilliantly purple gem surrounded by glittering silver. It was gorgeous, and he knew from her letters that purple was her favorite color. He read the card: Amethyst and White Topaz Halo Necklace in Sterling Silver. 
 
   It cost six hundred dollars. If money could buy forgiveness, he would have spent every cent he had on her, but he knew Charlene wasn’t like that. She would not be swayed by anything but true love and forgiveness coming from her heart, and if he spent too much on her she would refuse to take it at all. 
 
   He picked the necklace off the mannequin and held it in his hand, remembering how she had looked the night before. This necklace would have looked amazing on her. No matter what she decided about him, he wanted her to have it. 
 
   He nodded at the saleswoman buzzing around him and let her ring up his package. While he was waiting, his phone buzzed in his pocket. A text from Kerry. 
 
   She wants to go back to the club tonight. She wants to see you again.
 
   Relic’s heart soared in his chest, until he remembered she didn’t know who he was. She wanted to see Ronald, not him.
 
   I can work with that, he told himself, determined to do whatever it took. 
 
   I’ll be there, he sent back.
 
   He texted Gavin. 
 
   I need another favor. A big one.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Charlene pulled the covers off Kerry. “Get up. You have ten minutes, or I’m going by myself.”
 
   Kerry turned in the bed and stretched, wincing at the bright light of the afternoon flooding through the patio doors. “You won’t get in without me,” she said, cradling her head in her hands.
 
   Charlene threw her a look. “Then unless you want your favorite sister standing in a three-hour-long line, I guess you’ll haul your ass out of bed.”
 
   Kerry dragged herself out of the bed as Charlene eyed her distastefully. “Do I even want to know what you two did last night after I left?”
 
   Kerry stared her straight in the eye. “You don’t. But it was hot.”
 
   Charlene blushed involuntarily. How could two sisters be so different? Kerry smirked at her then walked to the other bed, pulling the covers off Susan. “You coming?”
 
   Susan covered her face with her pillow and moaned. “Leave me alone.”
 
   Kerry faced her sister and motioned toward Susan. “I guess she’s staying here.”
 
   Charlene was already heading for the closet. Kerry watched her and asked, “What are you wearing?”
 
   Charlene pulled her new little black dress out of the closet, simple and not low-cut, it hugged her curves in all the right places but was not too revealing. She also grabbed the low silver heels she had picked up with the dress earlier that day while Kerry and Susan had slept off their hangovers.
 
   She held the dress in front of her body and posed for her sister. “Do you like it? I bought it on Fifth Avenue this morning.”
 
   Kerry grunted. “It’s boring.”
 
   “Better boring than so small everyone can see my panooza,” Charlene said, raising her eyebrows.
 
   “Next time don’t look,” Kerry said, pawing through her clothes. “Okay, I’ll wear this.” She pulled out a latex slip dress that was smaller than what she had worn the night before.
 
   Charlene didn’t care what she wore, as long as they made it to Club Privé sometime soon. 
 
   Charlene hurried to get into her dress, nervous fingers brushing at her throat. What if he wasn’t there? If not, at least she would have tried, and maybe she could talk to someone else who worked there. Get his real name. Maybe his number? She felt sick at the prospect of leaving New York without at least that much. The man had touched her in a way no one had since Relic.
 
   Just over an hour later, hair done, makeup perfect, they pulled up in front of Club Privé.
 
   “Wait,” Charlene breathed as they got out of the cab, more nervous than ever. “How did you get VIP yesterday? You don’t have it again tonight, do you?”
 
   Kerry waved her hand. “Don’t worry, chickie. When have I ever failed you?” She strutted to the doorman, and Charlene breathed a sigh of relief when they were again let in without having to wait in the line.
 
   Charlene eyed the shelves of masks in front of the club. “Mardi Gras night again?” she said to no one in particular. 
 
   “That’s right,” the hulking doorman said.
 
   “Okay then.” She took more time choosing a mask than she had the night before, finally picking a pink cat’s-eye mask she thought would contrast nicely with her black dress.
 
   They moved inside the club, taken aback again by the opulence, but Charlene dismissed it quickly and searched for Ronald. She kept her disappointment at bay when she didn’t see him by telling herself that it was still early. He could show up later, or be somewhere else in the club. The blaring dance music picked her spirits up immediately, getting her in the mood for fun, while the gorgeous, masked people standing in small groups or dancing or flirting made her think of what they all seemed to have on their mind, sex.
 
   Charlene turned to her sister and found that she already had her eyes on someone. Kerry pointed Charlene to the bar, then made her move. “Mmmm, I’m gonna go say hi to him, if that’s okay,” she said, pointing her body at someone near the edge of the dance floor.
 
   Charlene barely looked at who she was talking about. “Go, go. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Kerry kissed her on the cheek and took off. Charlene made her way to the bar and ordered a long island iced tea.
 
   “Let me get that for you,” a male voice to her left said.
 
   “No thank you,” Charlene replied over the music, without looking up.
 
   “I insist,” the man said, and his money was on the bar before Charlene could react. She snuck a look at him. He was handsome, in a lumberjack kind of way. Big. His energy was a bit domineering, but nothing that set off her alarms too much. 
 
   “Thank you, but I’m waiting for someone. I wish you would have let me pay my own drink.”
 
   He smiled at her over what looked like a scotch. “Beautiful women should never pay for drinks,” he said, his eyes glittering.
 
   The bartender returned with her drink and she took it, sipping it lightly. “Thank you,” she murmured again. She pushed off from the bar, moving several paces to the right. She felt, rather than saw him follow her. She turned away, not wanting to deal with him, but he walked purposefully around her, so she had to face him.
 
   Charlene set her shoulders. “I don’t owe you anything,” she told him, “and I don’t want to talk to you.”
 
   His face became hard immediately. “So you’re just a bitch, then. Maybe you should wear a sign.”
 
   A large hand fell on the man’s neck and he winced. Charlene looked up to see Ronald there, wearing the same large mask as the night before, but a dark-gray suit this time.
 
   Ronald pulled the man’s face close to his and spoke intently, just loud enough to be heard over the music, the intensity in his voice clear. “Just because a woman doesn’t want to talk to you doesn’t make her a bitch. Time for you to go. You can come back if you want, but not for twenty-four hours. If you ever talk to a woman in this club with anything but the utmost respect again, it will be a lifetime ban.”
 
   Ronald nodded at a behemoth of a man dressed all in black behind him, and the man stepped in, replacing Ronald’s hand on the guy’s neck, then maneuvering him to the door.
 
   Charlene almost felt sorry for him, but quickly forgot all about it as her eyes fell on Ronald. “You’re here,” she yelled over the music. “Are you working?”
 
   “No.” He stared at her intently. “I came back because I hoped to see you again.”
 
   Heat and gladness flooded through Charlene. “I’m sorry about last night,” she said. “I –“
 
   “Don’t be sorry. Ever.”
 
   She wanted to take his hand, but she didn’t. She wanted to ask him if they could go back upstairs, but she couldn’t. She smiled and sipped her drink instead.
 
   “Would you like to dance?” he asked, motioning to the dance floor, his raspy voice drawing her in.
 
   “Yes,” she breathed. “Somewhere more quiet?” Her heart sped up in her chest as she waited for his answer. She wanted nothing more than to get to know him.
 
   “Of course,” he told her, holding out his arm. She threaded her own through it, thrilled at his touch. Heat rolled off his body, warming her from the outside in, a promise of searing things to come.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Charlene followed Ronald down the same hallway as she had the night before, with the same anticipation and eagerness but without any trepidation at all. Who knew what would happen inside that suite, but she knew whatever it was, she wanted it. She would tell him not to block the door open this time. Privacy worked for her.
 
   He stopped at the door and swiped his keycard, then pushed inside, his head down, holding the door open for her.
 
   Charlene stepped inside and her breath caught between her teeth. Two dozen candles burned on the counter, providing enough soft, moving light for her to see the two towering flower arrangements on either side of the bed, like what she might see at a wedding.
 
   She stared, wondering at the unexpected romance, almost scared for a moment, until Ronald spoke from behind her.
 
   “I have to tell you a story. A story about a soldier who made a huge mistake and now wishes he could change it more than anything.”
 
   Charlene froze, unable to think, unable to breathe, chill bumps dancing across her skin, making every hair on her body try to stand up. 
 
   She knew.
 
   She turned slowly, tiny steps, so tiny it seemed to take her an hour to get there, her eyes firmly on the floor.
 
   She lifted her gaze slowly, and when she reached his face, the mask was gone. Relic stood there, his back against the door, the left side of his face looking fairly normal, but the right side scarred, pitted, and deformed from chin to forehead, the vertical scar she remembered him having still there, but twisted and overtaken by the new scars. He was still essentially Relic, but his looks had changed. He reached a hand to his ear, and pulled. “This is fake,” he said. “Just a prosthesis.” When he moved his hand, she could see that much of his ear was gone and his hairline on that side was crooked, jagged.
 
   She bit her lip and tried not to crumble, uncertain which emotion was hitting her the hardest. Relief? Love? Anger? Confusion? Distress? Sadness? Anguish?
 
   She walked to him, watching his eyes, seeing only defeat in them. He thought she had already checked out, thrown him away, and she hated him for that.
 
   But no. He had some hope, some belief in her, or the candles and flowers would not be there. 
 
   “Please don’t be mad,” he told her, his eyes begging. “I know what I did was horrible, but I’d like to tell my side.”
 
   She stopped a foot in front of him, taking him in as a whole, not looking at his injuries. She nodded, swallowing everything inside her long enough for him to get his story out.
 
   “I love you Charlene. I have since almost the moment I met you. Your last letter to me had me celebrating and feeling like I never imagined I would feel. Remember?” he asked, inclining his head. “You said you wanted to get married again, and that you also wanted two children and the white-picket fence and a dog and a cat. When I read that I just knew our future would include that. I started a letter to you that night that asked you if you wanted me to get out of the Army, or be a career soldier. I wrote long lists of the pros and cons to each. I was ready to do exactly what you wanted. On the back, I sketched a copy of the engagement ring I was going to have created for you.”
 
   He rubbed the side of his face, the scarred side, which made that eyelid droop. He pushed it back up with his fingers. “Before I could send the letter, we had to head out on a patrol. We were meeting a supply convoy halfway, escorting them to the base.” He shook his head. “It was bad. We met the convoy, traded off with the unit who had been escorting them, then went on our way. We were ambushed as we passed by a wadi, a kind of valley that holds water in the rainy season. The first vehicle ran over an IED and when the rest of us stopped, blocked by the explosion, they hit us hard on both sides with rockets and AKs. We called in air support but we were on the ground, fighting from an indefensible position, for almost an hour before they showed up.”
 
   His raspy voice hitched and broke. “I pulled my friends from burning and twisted boxes of metal with one hand as I shot back at the Taliban with the other. At one point, a dozen of us sheltered under a burning deuce and a half. It was either stay there and smell our skin fry, or pull out and get shot. It was a horrible decision to make, and I never was so happy as when the helicopters finally showed up to clean house.”
 
   His voice dropped and Charlene’s heart wrenched and her stomach coiled. She knew the worst was coming. She didn’t look away from him, as much as she wanted to. His pain seared right through her.
 
   “I ended up at Bagram Air Force base, shot through the right lung, two fingers short, burnt over thirty percent of my body, and completely unable to speak, my lungs and vocal cords damaged from breathing in so much burning fuel. But worse than that, I’d lost seven friends.” A tear tracked down his cheek, making Charlene’s throat close as she watched it.
 
   “I was flown to Walter Reed Army Medical Center for surgery after surgery and treatment for my burns. I wanted to call you, I wanted to have someone notify you, but at night, I would look at my blackened skin, the holes where my fingers had been, my ruined face, and my missing ear, and ask myself what I could offer you. Tell myself that you were better off without me.” 
 
   He held up a hand. “I know that was awful of me, selfish of me, and assumed many things about you that aren’t true, but if there’s one thing I know you can understand, it’s that an experience like that changes you.” His eyes twisted to the left and his expression grew pained, even as the scars on his face stood out in the dim light. “In truth, I have to admit that I was scared. I saw the pity on the faces of the nurses who took care of me, and I thought if I saw that pity on your face and watched you turn away from me, I might as well hold a gun to my head. I checked out mentally for many weeks.”
 
   Relic stood straight and tall, and Charlene could see his military discipline still alive and well in him. She chewed on her tongue in an effort to keep quiet, to let him say his piece.
 
   “I found out that it was a soldier who told the Taliban where we would be and when, and even sent our air support off on a wild goose chase so it would take them longer to get to us. A soldier who was ‘disenchanted with the war effort’. Who had decided the government was wrong for being there in the first place so he tried to use our very lives like poker chips. The botched missions this guy had a hand in are still being discovered and his body count is still rising.”
 
   Relic curled his fingers into his palms and clenched them, trying to keep his voice under control. Charlene ached for him.
 
   “After that, it wasn’t even about me and you anymore, but for a while it became about that guy, and the Army, and the government, and the President, and the President before him. I forgot why I was there in the first place and some seed of hate and bitterness began to grow in my itching and painful body as I was laid up in that hospital bed for months at a time.”
 
   He dropped his eyes, then brought them straight back up to hers. “I’m ashamed to admit that I was reduced to a black pit of loathing for a while. Lieutenant Dan after he lost his legs, even though I’d only lost one finger, one thumb, and some skin. The doctors assured me my lung would heal as good as new, and when my chance of infection was over, I could be up and around, moving, working out, recovering, but I didn’t care. In my mind, I carried out elaborate murder/suicide missions where I found the soldier who set us up and made sure he never, ever did it again.”
 
   Charlene winced and Relic nodded. “It was that bad. Worse. I knew I had to get help. I did get help. I spent a lot of time screaming my throat raw at my counselor, at God, at the Army, but over time, things got better.”
 
   He stared at her. “And still I didn’t call you. I was a coward, Charlene, and I don’t deserve you. I won’t blame you if you are mad at me. I’ll follow your lead here, I’m just glad to be able to see you even if it’s only for a few minutes.”
 
   Charlene waited to see if there was more. When he let his hands dangle at his sides and stared at her, his eyes full of pain, she took one tiny step forward, until their chests were almost touching. “You are the bravest man I know,” she whispered. “I was never mad. I was devastated.”
 
   “You knew?” he choked out.
 
   “I suspected. I never knew. But what else could have happened? I didn’t want to find you and force you to talk to me if you weren’t ready.”
 
   He swallowed and she tracked his adam’s apple as it moved up and down, unable to look in his eyes. He swallowed again and Charlene could tell he had more to say. 
 
   “I knew in my heart you wouldn’t reject me, but I still couldn’t bring myself to contact you, because, in the state I was in, if I even misinterpreted something as rejection, it would have been the end of me.”
 
   Charlene knew right then that she forgave him all of it. The pain of every second of the last year of not knowing was gone from her heart and her mind, scrubbed paper-white by his pain. It didn’t matter what he had done or why he had done it. She could forgive him anything, and she did. She bit her lip harder as her own tears fell and she waited to see if he had anything more to say. He had to get through this for himself, more than for her. She knew a little bit about the after-effects of war and traumatic injury, having done a lot of reading in the last year while he’d been missing from her life. In her heart, she’d always known it had been something like this, and she had wanted to be ready. He needed to say what he had to say─ give it to her in his own way.
 
   He licked his lips and looked right in her eyes. “I’m stronger now, though. I know I did a horrible thing, putting you through not knowing for the last year. I’ll understand if you can’t forgive me for it.”
 
   He stopped talking and stared at her. Charlene didn’t want to make him wait. “I can forgive you, Relic. I have. You’re as gorgeous as you ever were, but your heart is way more important to me than your face.”
 
   Relic shifted forward, like someone had shoved him in the back, and tears fell from his eyes, wetting his scars. She lifted her hand to catch some but he pulled back.
 
   “Wait. Before you say another word. You have to see more. You have to see all of it.”
 
   Charlene nodded and waited, her face drawn, as Relic began to remove his suit jacket.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Relic stripped, but there was nothing sexy about it. The dejection on his face and the trembling in his fingers ensured that. First the suit jacket, then the tie, then the pants. Charlene watched the clothing fall to the floor, holding back her emotions as best she could.
 
   When he stood there naked before her, except for his dark boxer briefs, she saw it all. The round, dimpled scar just under his right armpit was the worst, she thought, until he turned and she saw he had a bigger one on the other side, a depression of sorts, where the skin was darkened and pitted. From his forehead to just above his ankle, the entire right side of his body was a mass of jagged lines and twisted skin that was painful to look at, including all the tattoos on his right arm. The words and crests that she remembered were gone or horribly distorted. By contrast, his left side looked relatively untouched from face to foot, with only a few small burns around his elbow and his knee.
 
   Charlene stepped to him and raised her hand to his face. He did not pull back this time, but watched her solemnly. She put her fingers on the thickest line on his cheek and followed it to what was left of his ear. His body jerked when she touched him and his eyes fell closed.
 
   “Does it hurt?” she whispered.
 
   “No,” came the soft reply.
 
   With her fingers, she marked each buckle and contortion of the pink and white skin, tracing it from ear to neck, neck to shoulder, shoulder to chest, chest to stomach and hip. Relic’s body bucked again and she lifted her fingers.
 
   “Am I hurting you?”
 
   “No, never.”
 
   “Then why are you shaking?”
 
   “Your touch, Charlene, I-It does things to me. I can feel love in it.”
 
   “So much love,” she sighed.
 
   “You’re not-not repulsed? You don’t see a freak?” He opened his eyes and watched her with an intensity that scared her.
 
   Charlene dropped her hand and stepped back, looking him up and down. “I see a hero. I see scars that tell me a story of what you went through to gain that title.”
 
   “You aren’t repulsed even a little?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Relic’s eyes dropped to the floor. “Liar,” he said, his voice thick and apologetic.
 
   Charlene shook her head and stepped forward, catching his chin. “Don’t confuse what you feel with what I feel. And don’t ever call me a liar again. You could never repulse me.”
 
   His eyes met hers and he frowned. “I’m sorry,” he said and she could tell he meant it.
 
   She stood on tiptoe and kissed him on his mangled cheek, then dropped to his neck, swirling her tongue over the healed skin there, hearing his quick intake of breath. She made her way to his gunshot scar and kissed it deliberately, then slowly dropped to her knees, kissing every inch of exposed disfigured skin. 
 
   She pulled at his boxer briefs, wanting to see the skin underneath them. They hung up and she realized he had an erection. She touched it softly. “This still works then?” she asked.
 
   “I wasn’t sure until just now.”
 
   She looked up at him, noting something new in his eyes. Something dark and hungry. “Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “No hot-nurse sponge baths in the hospital?”
 
   “Most of my nurses were male soldiers.”
 
   “Mm. That would have done it for me.”
 
   Relic barked out a surprised laugh. “You sound like your sister.”
 
   She didn’t want to answer that. She wrapped her hand around his cock and kissed the plump head of it. Relic moaned and fell against the door. “Oh my God, Charlene.”
 
   Her hand moved over his shaft and her mouth worked quickly suckling at the head. His hips pumped and before she knew it he dropped a hand to her head, trying to pull her away. “I’m going to come.”
 
   She ignored him and kept ahold of her prize, relishing every moan that came out of his mouth and every drop of salty cum he spilled into her mouth. She only stopped when he shuddered and pulled back instead of pressing forward. 
 
   She stood, pressing her body against his and looking into his face. “Oops,” she said, licking her lips. Heat flared in his eyes and he kissed her hard, one hand dropping to her ass and kneading it, the other pressing her head forward, grinding their mouths together. 
 
   He broke their kiss and plunged both hands into her hair, quickly pulling off her soft mask. “I came so fast. That was embarrassing.”
 
   “It was just a warm-up.” 
 
   “Yes, a warm-up. Your turn.” He spun her around until her back was against the wall then pressed her into the cold surface, kissing her again, hard, stealing her breath and any will she had to stay separate from him in any way. He owned her completely. She would do whatever he wanted. Her body throbbed for him, for his touch.
 
   He kissed her cheek, blazing a hot trail to her ear, then her collarbone, even as his hands found her breasts. He knelt then, like she had, and watched her face as he pushed her dress up her body, exposing her white panties and her belly. He kissed her once, just below her navel. “You’re so beautiful, Charlene, I know I don’t have any right to ask you, but I have to know. Have you had any boyfriends?”
 
   “Just my memory of you.”
 
   “Thank God,” he said and hooked his fingers around her panties, pulling them down her legs. He threw one of her legs over his right shoulder and buried his face in her pussy, with none of his usual tenderness, and build-up. Charlene didn’t care. She felt ready to split open. Her fingers scrabbled against his head looking for purchase, as he latched on her clit and sucked. She threw her head back and cried out as an orgasm bigger than she’d ever had in her life built inside her, the pre-pulses feeling like earthquakes.
 
   “Don’t stop, don’t stop,” she urged him, only able to think of herself and her immense pleasure. The waves overtook her and she lost everything.
 
   When she came back to him he looked up at her, a tiny smile playing on his face. She pulled at him, wanting to feel his lips on hers, wanting to connect with him again and again.
 
   She pulled his mouth to hers. “Don’t you ever leave me again, Relic. Don’t you ever make my decisions for me again, do you hear me?”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he breathed inside her mouth. “Never.”
 
   “Good.” She reached down between their bodies and found his cock, heavy and stiff. “Now take me.”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” he told her again. “Always.”
 
   Charlene felt tears threaten as she stared into his eyes and she pushed them away. Their re-connection did not have to be about sadness. She was done with sadness.
 
   He lifted her off the ground, positioning her exactly where he needed her as he kissed her neck and ground against her. 
 
   He froze and she startled, waiting for him to say something. “Ah shit, I don’t have a condom. I didn’t think you would─I haven’t─”
 
   She shook her head and reached between them. “Stupid, stupid boy,” she told him as she maneuvered his cock to her wet and swollen entrance. She wanted him. All of him, and she wasn’t going to wait for it. He grinned sheepishly at her. 
 
   He held her up, her back against the wall, not moving an inch, his forearms and neck muscles bulging, making her ache to bite him there. She wiggled, pushing herself down onto him.
 
   “Ahhh,” he moaned as he slowly lowered her onto his cock. She watched his face carefully, taking in every emotion, every sign and sigh of pleasure until he was buried inside her.
 
   “I’ll pull out,” he said. 
 
   “Don’t you dare.”
 
   He began to thrust into her then, lust flaring in his face, and she met his body each time, holding his shoulders and marveling at his strength. God, he was gorgeous. God she loved him. She had him back, and she was never going to let him go again.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered, echoing her thoughts, then pulling her dress over her head. 
 
   She smiled and kissed him hard as their bodies remembered each other, the friction of his cock inside her driving her to higher and deeper pleasures.  
 
   “Then show me.”
 
   He did, thrusting into her until she came again, then growling into her ear as his own body released into her.
 
   Charlene relaxed against the wall, feeling good, complete, whole, for the first time in over a year.
 
   Relic carried her to the bed and set her down gently, then ran to the shower to grab a white washcloth so she could clean up.
 
   He sat down on the bed next to her and kissed her tenderly.
 
   “How long do you have this room for?”
 
   “All night.”
 
   “Good. Maybe we can try those restraints later?” She said, indicating the leather straps and buckles at the head of the large bed.
 
   His eyes glowed. “Really?”
 
   She nodded and laughed as she noticed his fading cock begin to grow again.
 
   A buzzing sounded somewhere in the room and she looked towards the door, noticing her purse that she had dropped on the floor. “That’s my phone.”
 
   Relic jumped up and walked to her purse, bending to grab it and she watched his muscles move, feeling her own body respond again.
 
   He handed her purse to her and she fished her phone out of it. A text message from Kerry.
 
   Susan called from the room. The boys are there. Is it okay if I take off?
 
   Charlene thought for a long time before she sent her own message back.
 
   Yeah. I might stay the night.
 
   So… Everything is good?
 
   Charlene frowned. Kerry would normally never be okay with her spending the night with a stranger. She was very protective of Charlene even though she was the little sister. She looked at Relic. “Does my sister know who you really are?”
 
   Relic dipped his head. “She knows. She found me. She set this all up from the word go.”
 
   Charlene felt her insides churn, but she had to admit that Kerry had made it work. She texted back.
 
   Yes. Thank you. I love you.
 
   A flood of hearts and smileys came through. Call me tomorrow!!!!!!!! I want to hear everything!!!!!!
 
   I will.
 
   When she turned back to Relic he had something in his hands. A beautiful necklace more special than anything she’d ever owned. 
 
   A lump formed in her throat. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “Not as beautiful as you. May I?” She nodded and waited as he put it around her neck. “I saw it and thought of you. I wanted to say I was sorry.”
 
   He pushed her back against the pillows, a glint in his eye, kissing her all around the necklace, above and below, teasing the edges of her breasts with his lips and his hot breath.
 
   He nodded at the chests along the wall. “Want me to see what kinds of toys they have here?”
 
   Charlene arched her back into him. “Next time. For now, I just want you.”
 
   He stared at her, some of the old insecurity showing in his face. “So this isn’t a one-time thing? A pity-fuck? This isn’t good-bye?”
 
   Charlene pulled him to her and spoke softly in his ear. “This is forever.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Charlene awoke slowly, blinking her eyes and looking around. Relic was in the kitchen, turned away from her, talking softly on his phone. He said his good-bye, turning to her and smiling when he saw she was awake. “I just arranged to have the next two days off. You don’t fly home until Saturday right?”
 
   Early-morning reality crashed in on Charlene. How could she ever leave him?
 
   Relic crossed the room to join her on the bed. “Hey, chin up. Don’t think about leaving. We’ll deal with that when it gets here.”
 
   She smiled at him and tried to take his advice, but it was hard. They ate a light breakfast and showered in the room, then got dressed and headed out of the suite. 
 
   “Who cleans up?” 
 
   “They have a staff, don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Ok.”
 
   Relic bundled her into a cab and they rode across town to his apartment. Charlene couldn’t help but be impressed as she walked in the door. “Wow, I thought rents were exorbitant here. I wouldn’t have expected you to have this much space.”
 
   “You wouldn’t believe what people will do for injured vets, and what kind of perks the government gives them to do it.”
 
   She held his hand and looked around at his tidy and cute apartment. “That’s good right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   She walked through the decent-sized living room, the small kitchen, and down the hallway. “Is this a bedroom?”
 
   He nodded and opened the door for her. “I don’t sleep here though. The couch pulls out to a comfortable bed. I need this space.”
 
   One wall of the room was packed with boxes from floor almost to ceiling. Another held a desk piled high with letters and pictures. She walked over and looked at them. They were all headshots of Relic in uniform, in front of the American flag, but they were recent. Since his accident. He wasn’t smiling.
 
   Relic motioned to the boxes. “Those are care packages I send to Afghanistan, to the injured soldiers in the hospital there.” He motioned to more boxes she hadn’t seen in the open closet. “Those are for my old division. I send out the kind of stuff it’s hard to get there. Deodorant, cookies, that kind of thing.” He nodded at the desk and all the letters and pictures. “And these are for Operation Wounded Vet. I volunteer with them and try to send a letter to all the new soldiers coming home with new injuries and changed lives. I try to convince them that things will get better. That they will survive and even thrive. I know because I did it. Sometimes they ask for pictures. Proof, you know?”
 
   Charlene looked around at the pieces of his life in New York. “Are you ever moving back to Westwood Harbor?”
 
   He took her hand. “That’s where you are.”
 
   “But this is where the wounded vets are,” she said, feeling the power of what he was doing and unsure if she could compete with it.
 
   He shrugged. “I’m sure there’s wounded vets in California.”
 
   “But they all start here, right? On the east coast? This is where they filter back to the states while they get their treatment.”
 
   He pressed his lips together. “Most do,” he admitted.
 
   “How did you get your job at Club Privé?”
 
   He smiled broadly. “Ah, that was all Carrie Manning. She was visiting a vet in the hospital. She volunteers with Operation Wounded Vet too. This was while I was still being treated, but she opened my eyes to the good they were doing. We got to talking and she offered me a job on the spot. Her and her husband are great people.”
 
   Charlene watched him, realizing he really had built a full and complete life there. Without her. 
 
   His phone rang again. “Sorry. Gavin needs something.” He walked back out into the main area of his apartment to talk to Gavin. Charlene wandered around the room for a few moments, picking up the pictures, reading a bit of the letters, peeking inside the boxes, then pulled out her own phone. 
 
   She had a decision to make.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   On Saturday morning, after two days of nothing but sex, cuddling, and making plans, Charlene and Relic made their way up to the hotel room Kerry and Susan were still staying in. 
 
   Charlene knocked on the door and Kerry pulled it open. “Charlene, you’re so late, you’re never gonna have time to pack before we have to leave for the airport.”
 
   “I’m not going home, Kerry. I called the hospital and got another two weeks vacation.”
 
   Kerry stared at her, then broke into a smile and hugged her. “Good for you.” She looked past Charlene to Relic, who stood stick-straight in the hallway. 
 
   She marched to him and pulled him into a hug too, then kissed his cheek. “You did good.”
 
   Relic relaxed and smiled. “I never thanked you,” he murmured. Kerry waved him away and invited them into the hotel room.
 
   Susan looked up when they entered the room. “Hey, bitch,” she told Charlene, then saw Relic She stared, her mouth opening in surprise.
 
   Relic lifted his chin and let her stare. 
 
   “Susan,” Charlene snapped. 
 
   “Sorry, it’s just, well, you’re so hot. I love me a military haircut and a strong jaw.”
 
   Charlene shook her head and relaxed just a bit, but knew she couldn’t let Susan get away with too much.
 
   “Paws off, I swear Susan, I am not fucking with you or playing any games like you play with Kerry. He’s mine and I don’t share my men.”
 
   “Sorry,” Susan said, but she threw one more smile at Relic before she slowly and deliberately turned on the TV, lifting her legs to the bed and leaning back so she could hike up her skirt just a little. 
 
   Relic blushed and turned away and Charlene only shook her head, glad Susan would be on a plane out of New York in an hour.
 
   They packed Kerry and Susan into a cab, then Relic called a driver to take Charlene’s bags back to his apartment. They strolled down the busy New York sidewalk hand in hand. Charlene stared up at the skyscrapers and wondered what it was like to live in the city. She would find out over the next two weeks, and if she liked it, maybe Relic would invite her to live with him. She could find a job at a hospital in New York easily. Nurses were in short supply everywhere.
 
   The thought made her glad and excited, like a new part of her life was starting at that moment. She swung Relic’s hand, ignored the few people who stared at Relic, and tried not to skip. “So what now?”
 
   Relic smiled at her. “Want to do the touristy thing?” 
 
   “Yes, I want to do everything.”
 
   “Ok, let’s start off here,” he said, turning down a back alley. “There’s a caricaturist in the park that you’ll love.”
 
   Charlene giggled. “A caricaturist? Is that the quintessential New York tourist activity?”
 
   “Yep. You can’t leave till you do it.”
 
   “In that case, let’s not,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him. “Ever.”
 
   Relic pulled her against a wall and kissed her deeply. “You can stay with me as long as you want.”
 
   “How about we go back to your apartment right now, pick me out a bed.”
 
   He laughed and tugged her back out onto the sidewalk. “Ok. After. You’re going to love this.”
 
   He pulled her into a small park with concrete benches and trees surrounded by little fences. In the corner, sure enough, an older woman with long, beautiful white hair and a lined face sat with dozens of pictures around her. Big heads, strong features, and little tiny bodies doing funny stuff. Charlene giggled in spite of herself. Caricatures by Julie, a sign read.
 
   “Hello, Julie, my name is Relic and this is my girlfriend, Charlene. Do you have time for a caricature?”
 
   “Of course I do,” Julie said, motioning for them both to sit and winking at Charlene. She turned her easel so that Charlene couldn’t see it. Charlene smiled at her and wondered which of her features would be made monstrous. Her nose? Her teeth? Not her chin, she hoped.
 
   Julie made broad strokes with her pen, stopping to look at Charlene and Relic occasionally. “What do you do Relic?” she asked.
 
   “I work security.”
 
   Charlene wanted to lean forward and tell Julie that Relic was a veteran who had been in Afghanistan but she caught herself. Maybe he didn’t want that in the picture. Maybe he wanted to forget about that time. She still had so much to learn about the new him. 
 
   “And you Charlene?”
 
   “I’m a nurse.”
 
   “Ah, wonderful. What do you two like to do for fun?”
 
   Charlene felt her cheeks heat. She couldn’t tell Julie what they’d been doing non-stop for the past two days. 
 
   Relic laughed as if reading her thoughts. “Fun, what’s that?” 
 
   “Say no more, say no more,” Julie said, exaggerating her strokes wildly, then stopping to stare hard at both of them as if trying to make decisions. After a few moments, she stood. “Ok, I’m almost done, but I just need to know one thing before I can finish. Charlene, I need to know your answer.”
 
   “My answer?”
 
   Julie flipped the easel around so Charlene could see it. Julie had been generous with her, giving her flowing hair and no huge features, but when she saw what the picture depicted she felt her lip tremble and her eyes water. 
 
   It was Relic, down on one knee, his clear left side showing, holding up a monster ring to Charlene who had her hands up to her mouth. A word bubble over Relic’s head said Will you Marry Me, Charlene?
 
   Julie tapped the empty word bubble over Charlene’s head. “See, I just need to know what to put here.”
 
   Charlene bit down on her lower lip and put her hands to her mouth, exactly like the Charlene in the picture was doing. She turned to Relic and found him down on one knee, a beautiful diamond ring in his hand, holding it up for her.
 
   Tears leaked from Charlene’s eyes. “How did you arrange this? When did you get the ring? We haven’t left your place for two days.”
 
   “I got it for you almost a year ago. As soon as I got out of the hospital. I knew if I ever saw you again I was going to ask you.”
 
   Charlene sobbed openly, and held out her left hand.
 
   Julie flipped the easel back around. “Yes it is then. Good choice.”
 
   “Yes,” Charlene said, to both of them. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   One month later
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you are moving to New York permanently,” Kerry sighed, peeking out the door of the tiny room the church had given them to get ready in. “I can’t believe your last day at Westwood General was last week and we won’t be living together anymore.”
 
   Charlene, dressed in a simple but beautiful white dress, waved her hands in front of her face. “Don’t make me cry. My makeup is perfect.”
 
   Kerry turned to her and smiled. “No crying! This is a happy day. All thanks to me.”
 
   Charlene huffed a laugh. “Yes, and thank you for getting everything together for this on such short notice. I owe you big time.”
 
   “You do. You can plan my wedding in New York.”
 
   Charlene glared at her. “If you ever get married.”
 
   “That’s right, if I ever get married.”
 
   She peeked out the door again. “Ok, Relic’s up there. His brother is standing behind him.” 
 
   “Oooh, let me see.”
 
   Charlene put her eye to the crack in the door. “So that’s him huh? He looks a lot like Relic. The only other time I saw him was just part of his face when he slammed the door on me and wouldn’t talk to me after Relic disappeared. Besides that we only talked on the phone.”
 
   She turned to her sister. “Wait, how did you know that was him?”
 
   “He’s the one who told me how to find Relic.”
 
   Charlene put her hands on her hips. “How did you get him to tell you?”
 
   Kerry smiled and leaned back on her heels. “I fucked him.” She stared at Charlene, waiting for the admonishments she knew were sure to come.
 
   Charlene’s expression didn’t change. She watched her sister closely, trying to figure out if it was true. When she decided it was, she ran forward and hugged her sister. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. That’s your wedding gift by the way.”
 
   Charlene laughed and hugged her again. “Relic and I both thank you. That’s better than one hundred punch bowls.”
 
   “Yeah, or one punch bowl.” She grinned at her sister. “Besides, he was good. I’d fuck him again. Hey, maybe I’ll be your sister-in-law one day.”
 
   Charlene laughed. “It doesn’t work like that. We’d still be sisters.”
 
   Outside the door, the music started. Kerry fluffed Charlene’s hair. “It’s time. Let me go first, then you.”
 
   Charlene nodded tightly, holding back her tears. She was five minutes away from marrying Relic. Her prince. Her soldier.
 
   She would finally be the one who got the happily ever after.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   The plane touched down in Lihue, Kauai as light as a butterfly. Charlene held her stomach and tried to quell her queasiness. Relic held the air sickness bag open in front of her. “Flights to Hawaii are bumpier than flights to New York. Maybe that’s all it is.”
 
   She pressed against the back of the seat taking deep breaths, just wanting to get outside. “That or the shrimp at the reception.”
 
   Relic shook his head. “I still can’t believe Wayne sent a gift.”
 
   Charlene smiled weakly. “Me either. But I’m glad. He’s moved on with his life and he wanted to let me know.”
 
   Relic nodded, although his eyes were dark.
 
   They disembarked slower than Charlene would have liked, but once outside, she felt slightly better even though the air was hot and humid. The ocean breeze in her face helped. Getting their rental car took very little time, and within forty minutes, they were driving up the coast of Kauai, ready to start their honeymoon.
 
   Charlene looked around at the mountains to her right and the ocean to her left. “What a beautiful place. I can’t believe we are here.”
 
   “It is. Wait until you see the beach we are going to.”
 
   Charlene covered her mouth with her hand and stuck her face out the window, afraid she was about to throw up.
 
   Relic pulled over to the side of the road. “You ok?”
 
   “Yeah, just queasy still. Do you think there is a drug store around here?”
 
   Relic pulled out his phone and had Google directing them within a minute.
 
   As they pulled into the parking lot of Long’s Drugs, Charlene laughed. “Shouldn’t this be Kamahakahiliopiiulua’a Drugs?”
 
   Relic ran his finger down her cheek and tucked a blonde lock behind her ear. “Hey, my beautiful wife, just be happy we aren’t heading to a medicine man with a skull attached to a stick.”
 
   Relic’s phone rang. He looked at it and his brow furrowed. “It’s Operation Wounded Vet.” He hovered his finger over the end call button but Charlene stopped him. “Just take it. I’ll run in. You can remind them we are on our honeymoon.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   Charlene nodded and got out of the car, hurrying into the drug store. Interestingly enough, the anti-nausea medicines were next to the baby care aisle. She thought for a few moments, then made only one purchase and headed back out to her new husband.
 
   He was staring off into the blue sky, his face troubled. When he saw her he asked, “Did you get what you needed?”
 
   She held up a white bag and nodded. “What did Op Vet want?”
 
   “They fired Mr. Hayden because they found out he was skimming money from the operation. They are in flux and worried about who the new director should be. They said they need someone with absolute moral fortitude and a strong character, someone who is beyond reproach to make up for what Hayden did. They wanted to know if I had any ideas.”
 
   Charlene sank into the seat next to him. “What did you say?”
 
   “I asked them if they wanted a retired Colonel or something and they said yeah, former Army would be great. Someone who believed strongly in the cause would be better. I told them I would think about it, make some calls. My old CO might be a good choice.”
 
   Charlene nodded, letting him think, as he started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, headed out of Lihue. As they drove towards Kekaha, they saw nothing but gorgeous beach after gorgeous beach. Charlene began to feel relaxation spread through her. It was hard to look at scenery like that and believe that there could be anything wrong in the world.
 
   It took them an hour to get to the Pacific Missile Range Facility and pass through the guard gate, then another thirty minutes to get the key to their cabin on Barking Sands Beach. Relic was uncharacteristically quiet, but Charlene didn’t mind. She was breathing in and out, trying to settle her stomach with her mind.
 
   When they finally drove down the tiny, sandy road to the cabins, and the area opened up before them, Charlene gasped, her stomach forgotten. “It’s so beautiful. We are staying here?” The cabins were adorable, and only twenty feet back from the widest beach she had ever seen, bordering the bluest water on the planet.
 
   Relic pointed to the last cabin on the left. “That one’s ours. All week.”
 
   She leaned forward to look out his window. “There’s not one person on the beach!” 
 
   He grinned. “This isn’t a heavily-used place. There’s only one other couple here for a few more days, then they leave and we have the place to ourselves.”
 
   “That’s crazy!” she gushed. 
 
   “You’d think no one knew about this place. The military does a crappy job of advertising.”
 
   They parked the car and Relic carried their bags inside. Charlene tried to help but he insisted she stay on the porch and watch the waves. The sun would be setting in a few hours and he wanted her to see all of it, to watch for the ‘green flash’.
 
   After Relic carried the last bag in, Charlene followed him. She had to pee. She took her bag from the drug store with her.
 
   She could hear him moving around outside the bathroom door, and then she heard his phone ring and his low voice as he answered it. She waited until he said goodbye, then slipped something into her pocket and headed out of the bathroom.
 
   He looked stunned, just staring at the window. She didn’t even think he noticed the gecko eating bugs on the outside of it. “That was Diane again,” he said. He dropped onto the couch. “They want me to be the new director. If I take it, the job starts when I get back. They said I can work part-time until I give my two weeks’ notice at Club Privé.”
 
   Charlene rushed to him. “What did you say?” 
 
   “I said I would think about it.”
 
   Charlene sat next to him. “How much would it pay?”
 
   Relic’s voice was soft, wondering. “Almost $200,000 a year.”
 
   “For a charity?”
 
   “The director is one of only two high-paying positions and they are partially self-funded. They actually just increased it because they don’t want to deal with skimming again. The former salary wasn’t much for New York City.”
 
   “True,” Charlene said, putting her hand on his leg. He didn’t seem to quite believe it yet.
 
   “Relic, ah, would that be enough for me to not work?”
 
   He looked at her then. “You don’t want to work?”
 
   “I-ah, I thought I could stay home to take care of the baby, at least for a couple of years.”
 
   “Whatever you want Cha─ wait. Baby?”
 
   She pulled the pregnancy test out of her pocket and showed it to him, watching him closely, praying that he would be ok with it. Praying he would be happy. They’d only gotten married the day before and hadn’t even talked about kids yet.
 
   Relic shot off the couch and pulled her up, too, whooping with joy. He whirled her around, then set her on her feet and ran straight out the door, leaving her laughing. From outside she could hear him screaming into the surf, “A baby! I’m going to be a father!”
 
   He ran back inside. “Charlene, are you ok? What can I get you? Sit down, please.”
 
   She laughed at him but sat and watched to see what he would do next. He knelt in front of her. “You weren’t on the pill?”
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   “So it could have happened that first night we were together?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   His face hardened. “I hope it was. I hope it was that first time when you were against the wall. That was the moment I got my entire life back. It would be awesome if it was the moment I became a father too.”
 
   Charlene smiled at him and ran her palm down his face. “Sweet Relic.”
 
   He took her hand and his expression turned scared. “Wait. Will the baby be, you know, scared of me? Because I look like this?”
 
   Charlene smiled at him. “Do you know anything about babies?”
 
   “Not much. They’re cute. They smell good. I like to see them smile and hear them laugh.” 
 
   Charlene giggled. “That’s enough. Your baby is going to love you so much, and when he or she is old enough to notice and they ask about it, you’ll explain in simple terms what happened and she’ll say, oh, and go back to playing. And you’ll cry. And I’ll cry. And we’ll hold hands just like this and gaze at our brilliant and resilient child.”
 
   Relic wiped his eyes. “What if I don’t want to cry?”
 
   Charlene shrugged. “Okay. You don’t have to cry, but when he or she graduates boot camp, then you do have to.”
 
   His face grew hard. “She is not going to join the military. Oh no. I don’t care if it’s a boy or a girl.” 
 
   Charlene gazed at her new husband. “But don’t you see? It’s not up to you, honey. Your child will have a hero for a father. That may inspire them to do heroic things. Maybe pursue a military career whether you approve or not. No matter what, he or she will change the world in some way. Maybe he’ll be president, or a great statesman, or maybe a good parent and hard worker.”
 
   Relic’s gaze softened and he pulled his wife close. “And what will we be?”
 
   Charlene kissed the tips of his fingers, staring into his eyes, not seeing his scars, only his soul.
 
   “Happy. We will be happy.”
 
    
 
   <<<<<<<<<<<< >>>>>>>>>>
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