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CHAPTER 1

1971, Petty’s Mill, Pennsylvania
“Good morning, ladies!”
The girls around the table leap to their feet. Carol has a half-chewed bite of donut in her mouth, and Barb is holding a dripping spoon.
“Everyone decent?” Dr. Parrish sings out as he strides in, smiling like a car salesman.
It’s a break room, not a hooch. My eyes fly wide open. Shit. Did I say that out loud?
I sneak a glance around. No one’s staring at me. Thank the Lord.
I force a polite smile and remind myself for the millionth time that I’m not at the 62nd Evac hospital in Pleiku, Vietnam. I’m back in my hometown. The land that time forgot.
Holy hell, nurses are still expected to stand for doctors here.
And oh, shit.
Carol clears her throat and jerks her chin upward while I scramble to my feet, sending my chair screeching across the linoleum. Dr. Parrish winces.
I force my smile wider. Nothing to see here folks. This woman is fully in control of herself.
“Miss Grant! There you are.” Dr. Parrish beams, and I stifle the urge to look behind me.
Well, double shit. I’m definitely in trouble if he’s calling me out by name. He hasn’t done that in the five months I’ve worked at Petty’s Mill General.
“Yes, sir,” I say. “Here I am.”
I glance desperately at Barb and Carol, but there’s no help from that quarter. They beat feet for the door. They must figure I’m in trouble, too, and no one wants to get on Dr. Parrish’s bad side. There’s talk he’s next in line for chief of staff, and besides, he’s a bachelor. The girls think he’s a catch.
“Will you join me?” Dr. Parrish gestures at the seat Carol vacated. I smile and hope it doesn’t look how it feels. Fake and painful.
I ease into the chair across from him, remembering to cross my feet at the ankles. I’m still getting used to wearing skirts again. Dr. Parrish takes his time, looks me up and down. My uniform is ironed and my hose doesn’t have a single run. Mother saw to that. Still, I shift, uncomfortable with the scrutiny.
He flashes a smile, the way he does when he talks to Annette or one of the pretty nurses. “Now Miss Grant. Shirlene. May I call you Shirlene?”
He has a deep voice. Very confident. It matches his perfect hair with the dusting of gray at his temples. He’s like a doctor from television.
I nod. He’s called me “Nurse” to this point. Now this whole thing makes more sense. I suppose someone finally told him who my father is.
“You’re Dr. Arthur Grant’s daughter.”  
“Yes, sir.”
Well, damn. Guess my days of being just another second shift nurse are behind me. The last thing I need is added attention. Anyone looks too close and all my cracks are gonna start to show.
Dr. Parrish eases back in his chair, unbuttons his coat, and shakes a smoke loose from the pack in his pocket. He offers me one, but I shake my head. My father would kill me.
“Your father’s a bit of a local legend, isn’t he? The number of times I’ve had a patient say, ‘According to Dr. Grant…’ Well, if I had a nickel each time, I’d be rich.” 
Dr. Parrish flashes that killer smile once again. Waits.
Oh, Lord. I’m supposed to say something.
I’m so terrible at this. I never was any good at chit chat, but after coming home, I’m absolute garbage at talking. A cat permanently has my tongue.
“Thank you, sir,” I finally sputter.
What am I thanking him for?
Oh, Lord, this is just the worst. This time last year I was elbow deep in guts, shouting directions to a new girl on how to soak a phosphorus burn. I never felt awkward then. I was too busy being scared out of my mind.
Now I’m mad all the time. Mad at my stupid cap that keeps falling loose if I don’t use a hundred bobby pins. Mad I have to sit with my ankles crossed. Mad I can’t remember how to have a simple conversation. It’s as if nothing fits right, and I’ve forgotten how to be normal.
“Miss Grant?”
Oh, crud. He kept talking while I was lost in my thoughts. Now I’m going to really sound like a blockhead. “Pardon, Dr. Parrish?”
“I was asking whether you think he’ll accept the seat on the Board.”
The Board? Oh, yes. Father has been going on about something like that at the dinner table. I drift off a lot, but that sounds familiar.
“I’m not sure, Dr. Parrish.”
“Well.” Dr. Parrish keeps smiling at me, letting the moment get long and truly awkward, and when I say nothing—because my brain is short-circuited from the effort of holding myself together—he eventually slaps his thighs and rises.
I remember myself this time and stand, too.
“You must keep me posted, Miss Grant. You can be my man on the inside.”
His man? Heat creeps up my neck. I’m sure he doesn’t mean it in any kind of way…still. I cut off my hair in Pleiku, and since I’ve been back, I’ve gotten self-conscious about it. All the women in Petty’s Mill have long hair, the hippies and the housewives.
“Oh, and Miss Grant?”
I nod, flustered. This chat is already longer than any I’ve had in a long time.
“I see you gave Mrs. Applebaum an aspirin?”
I exhale. Now I’m on surer footing. Patient care is the one thing I still feel confident about.
“Yes, sir. We couldn’t find you, and she was due for another.”
That megawatt smile drops, replaced by thin, pressed lips.
Huh?
“Ah. Now, Miss Grant. I understand your last job was—” He searches for a word. “Overseas. I’m sure you became used to a certain, uh, informality. Blurred lines. But it is the practice here at Petty’s Mill General that the doctors make the prescribing decisions. I’m sure you understand.”
I don’t. Not at all.
Does he understand that in Pleiku, I decided who got prepped for surgery and who got rolled behind a fabric screen to wait for help that would come too late?
That I made that decision, time after time after time. I did.
I can hear my pulse start pounding in my ears, and my nails bite into my palms. I can’t say that, those words would only come out as a scream, and I if I started, would I ever stop?
Oh, shit, what do I say?
“Yes, of course,” I bite out, forcing my head down so he doesn’t see the rage in my eyes, and I stare at my ugly white shoes.
Dr. Parrish pats my hand as he leaves. “Good. We’re on the same page.”
We are not. We’re not even in the same century. The same planet.
The longer I’m home, the more I feel like Dr. Parrish and this hospital and the whole of Petty’s Mill is just ambling along in this other timeline where nurses can wear white shoes and doctors have time to give a shit about a damn aspirin, and I’m supposed to be the same as I was, the same as Barb and Carol, but I’m not, not anymore, and I want to scream, but I can’t.
So instead of losing my mind, I autoclave the bedpans and restock the gowns in station two.
I keep my mouth shut, and I pull myself together.




CHAPTER 2

The next day, I remember to stand when Dr. Akerman and Dr. Parrish walk in the breakroom. Dr. Akerman ignores us nurses as usual, but Dr. Parrish says, “Good morning, Shirlene.”
Barb narrows her eyes. This is going to make me even less popular with the other girls. I’ve already overheard Barb saying I’m “too much” and I “put myself forward.” I don’t mean to, but it’s hard. Sometimes the quiet here makes me jumpy. I have to keep busy, or I’ll leap out of my own skin. Besides, it’s hard to stand around idle when there’s work you know how to do.
I manage to stay under the radar until the end of my shift.
It’s quiet, oppressively so, and I’m so in my head that when the emergency room doors burst open, slamming the walls, and they come in, loud as a freight train, shouting for a doctor, I nearly choke on my heart.
Four bikers in leather jackets and beat-up blue jeans come barreling toward the nurse’s station. Long beards, long hair, reeking of cigarettes and booze. Barb gives a little yip and clutches her cross. I step out from behind the station.
Two men are arm-carrying an unconscious man. A fourth stumbles in after, blood streaming down his forehead. The arm of his jacket has been torn off, and road burn goes from his shoulder to wrist.
“Medic!” the bleeding man shouts, wild-eyed. “Medic! Medic!”
Dr. Parrish and Dr. Akerman rush in, shoo Barb away, tell her to get Dan and Joe, the orderlies.
I don’t know what to do.
I mean, I know what to do. I lift on my toes, ready to rush in. I’ve done this a hundred times.
But not in this place.
Here I wash and scrub. Fold and rinse. I do what I’m told.
There’s a lot of activity, and I wait to the side, feeling stupid and useless, listening for a doctor to give me orders. The unconscious man is prepped and taken for x-rays. They suspect a head injury. Maybe pressure on the brain. Dr. Akerman takes his case.
Dr. Parrish has Dan escort the bleeding man into triage, and then he calls for me to get a bag of IV antibiotics.
Finally. I’m so grateful to be useful, I bolt like a race horse out of the gate.
It only takes me a minute, but as I join them in the room, I realize that we have trouble.
The wild-eyed man is behind the gurney, and he’s wielding the IV pole like a spear. Dr. Parrish has slipped behind the exam table to the far corner. His white jacket is ripped. He’s eying the curtain, but it’s a few steps too far.
“Back off!” the man shouts, lunging at the doctor. It’s a fake lunge, I can tell, but Dr. Parrish can’t. He steps back hard and hits the wall.
“Calm down, sir.” Dr. Parrish raises his hands. There’s no way the man with the pole can hear him. Not with those blown-out eyes.
Somehow, while I was scrambling for the IV bag and before the man went total apeshit, someone removed the remnants of his jacket. He’s in his undershirt now. It’s tight, and it’s clear that this man out-muscles Dr. Parrish. And Dan. And Joe. All three together.
“Nurse, go get security!” Dr. Parrish raps out.
The man jerks and turns my way.
One minute he’s feral, menacing. The next, he’s still. He has the pole raised, but he’s not jabbing the air all frantic anymore. The only thing about him in motion is his chest, rising and falling as if he’s just come up from drowning.
His eyes drill into mine. They’re gray, and despite the strong scent of spirits, they track me while I slowly raise my hands.
He swallows, and his Adam’s apple bobs under the skin. His beard is shorter than the other men’s. His hair is shaggy, but hangs not even past his ears. He reminds me of someone.
“There you are,” he says, his voice rough as sandpaper. A chill runs down my spine. Oh Lord, I think I know this man. I’m not sure from where or when, but I do. It sounds bonkers, but he feels like a place I’ve been before.
“Put that down now,” I say.
He does.
“Sit.” I point to a stool.
He stares at me.
Oh, no. What if he doesn’t listen? I’m no coward, but he has an easy sixty pounds on me.
I hold my breath, but then he shakes his head a little, like he’s clearing it, and he sinks down, stretching one long leg out, letting his shoulders slump. He’s wearing black boots. His feet are huge.
He dominates the small room.
I step forward.
“Nurse,” Dr. Parrish warns. I shake my head at him and nod toward the door. He takes his opportunity and ducks out. I can hear him calling for security, but I’m not worried about that now.
My patient has a head wound and severe lacerations not only on his arm, but on his torso. Blood is soaking through the white t-shirt. I need to finish what Dr. Parrish tried to start, and get him set up with IV antibiotics.
I sidle up to him. I make my movements slow and exaggerated, like I learned to do in Pleiku.
He eyes me warily, but stays still.
“I’m going to check out this arm now,” I say, and when he doesn’t bolt, I cradle his torn-up forearm and gently guide it to rest on the table.
He lets me, blinking up, the gray of his irises expanding and banishing the black, softening his gaze.
“Make a fist,” I say. I tap his uninjured arm. He complies.
He’s very muscular, so it’s easy to find a vein.
“Just a little prick,” I say.
“Yeah, I’ve heard that from the ladies before,” he croaks.
Huh?
Was that a penis joke?
I snort. Almost miss the stick. My gaze darts up, and that wild, desperate look he had has totally receded. He’s grinning. An earnest, lop-sided grin.
I can’t help it. The corner of my mouth tugs up.
“You’re so pretty,” he says.
I roll my eyes. In Pleiku, there were a hundred men to every American woman. You got used to pick-up lines real quick. I’m not a looker—never have been—but goodness knows I’ve heard them all.
“And you’re pretty banged up.” I tape the cannula to his forearm and go about hanging up the IVF bottle.
He snorts. Oh, crud. I just lobbed him a real softball.
I expect him to run with it, but he doesn’t. Instead he stretches out his other leg and leans back against a cabinet.
“This would be easier in the bed,” I say, and the instant the words are out, I slam my mouth shut. What is wrong with me tonight?
My patient grins ear-to-ear, although the way he’s lifted his injured arm from the bed and tucked it close to his chest, putting pressure on his side, he must be in considerable pain.
“Would be hard,” he wheezes.
“Pardon?” Now that I’m looking, I see there’s blood on his teeth. Internal injuries? My stomach sinks.
I really need Dr. Parrish to come back.
“Hold up. Lemme try that one again.” He draws in a breath and hisses. I’m guessing bruised ribs at the very least. “In bed. It’d be harder.” He shakes his shaggy head, shoots me a sheepish look. “I swear I got a good dirty joke in there somewhere. Brain’s bein’ a bit glitchy.”
“It’s just not coming,” I sympathize. Then my hand flies up to my lips.
A bark of laughter fills the room, husky and rich, and I can’t help it. I giggle. His dancing gray eyes meet mine, and I’m struck by that feeling again. I know this man.
And that’s when Dr. Parrish returns with Dan, Joe, and two men from security.
“You’re not needed here anymore,” Dr. Parrish says, coupling his words with a condescending glare. I suppose I’ll be getting an earful about overstepping again.
I glance back one time before Dan tugs the curtain closed. My patient is ignoring the men surrounding him. Instead he’s taking me in like I’m a magic trick, a bemused smile still lingering under his thick beard.
My stomach does a little flip, and I press my hand to my belly in surprise.
“I guess you aren’t an angel after all,” he says.
After what just came out of my mouth? I guess I’m not. I shrug. Smile back.
Then the curtain closes, and time starts again.




CHAPTER 3

After I finish my rotation, cleaning and polishing all the instruments and storing them neatly, I drive home. To my parents’ house.
They assumed I’d move back home when I was discharged, and I didn’t have it in me to break my mother’s heart. She’d been half insane with worry for me the entire time I was overseas. I’ve been making do bunking with my sister Deb since Jean, the youngest, stole my room as soon as I left for basic training. It’s okay for now, but I keep my eye on the apartment listings in the back of the Petty’s Mill Gazette.
At the dinner table, I can’t stop my brain from trying to place the biker with the gray eyes. Did we go to school together? We might have. I certainly steered clear of the juvenile delinquents back then. I had some idea about keeping myself on the path of righteousness. Or at least not letting a boy feel me up until we were engaged.
A week in Pleiku cured me of thinking there was anything sacred in this world. Bodies, minds. All could be blown to hell in a second, and God didn’t seem to be keeping tabs at all.
I try to distract myself, focus on the conversation, but it’s hopeless. I can’t even make myself take a bite of my mother’s chicken a la king. Gosh, how I longed for it in Pleiku. Now it’s in front of me, and I can’t eat.
Nothing feels right.
“Shirlene?”
I jump in my seat.
Father’s voice is impatient. He must have had to repeat himself.
“Yes, Father?” I set down the fork I’ve been holding midair and force myself to pay attention.
“I asked how you’ve been settling in at Petty’s Mill?”
“Very well, Father. Everyone has been very welcoming.”
I know this is what I’m supposed to say. In our family, no one ever makes mistakes or forgets their manners or oversteps.
The Grants are about service to God and country. Hard work and dedication. Being capable and unflappable.
“I had a call today from a doctor you work with. Gerald Parrish.”
Did Dr. Parrish call my father to tell him about my blunder with the aspirin? How I failed to follow his orders in the ER today? My temper flares, and every inch of my skin heats from my shoulders on up.
“Oh?” It’s all I can do not to add, “That pompous ass?”
“She’s red as a tomato!” Jean giggles from her seat at the foot of the table. “She’s got a crush!”
Mother hushes Jean, and Father frowns at her and clears his throat. “He wanted my advice on a patient of mine who was admitted for chest pains. He mentioned you work together.”
I nod.
“I’ve invited him to dinner next weekend. To discuss the case. His name keeps coming up around the club. I’d like to meet him.”
“Your father tells me he’s quite the go-getter,” my mother chimes in from the kitchen where she’s refilling a serving plate with potatoes. “Very accomplished.”
Jean and Deb snicker. I ignore them.
“He did pay you quite a compliment.” My father gifts me with one of his rare smiles. “He said you’re aces at hospital corners. Must be the Army, he said, because the other girls could use a lesson or two.”
And then he laughs, gesturing for my mother to top off his glass. She does with a smile, and I’m off the hook while he launches into a story about his days as an Army medic. I drift off again. It’s easier than forcing a smile or thinking too hard about Dr. Parrish or work or war stories from thirty years ago.
Later that night, as I lay under the covers next to Deb, I force myself to be still. Unlike at the dinner table, at night, the near constant irritation of the day dissipates, and I can’t drift off. Instead, I my mind skits from the biker with the gray eyes to Dr. Parrish’s patronizing smile to his parting shot tonight.
“You’re not needed here anymore,” he’d said.
A heat—blazing white and shocking in its intensity—rises in my chest.
Maybe I’m not now, but I was, a soundless voice inside me screams.
Two years ago, I got off an airplane with three other women, none of us over twenty-one, none of us with much experience besides school, and in less than five months, I was head nurse in the ICU at the 62nd Evac Hospital.
I started IV antibiotics and suction chest tubes.
I tied off blood vessels when the surgeon had his hands elsewhere.
I sat with the expectants behind fabric screens. I told them what had happened. What was going to happen. I held their hands and a bucket for their puke and the thin gold chains and letters and coins they dug from their pockets, asking me to make sure Sarge got them. Sarge would know who to send it to. 
I closed the eyelids of boys my age, boys I could have danced with at homecoming. Sat next to in French class.
I cleaned their bodies when it was done and helped wrestle them into bags I got from a cardboard box on a supply cart.
The fury and the sadness, the helplessness and the terror, drag me under. I can’t stop it, can’t even get my legs untangled from the sheets to run to the bathroom. A furious sob bursts from my chest, ugly and too loud, followed by another and another.
My body freezes, and the room that did smell like linens dried in sunshine begins to carry the reek of pseudomonas.
Deb startles awake. “Shirl?” She gets a good look at me and sighs. “Again?”
Then she curls her body around mine, like she has most nights since I came back, and tucks an arm across my waist. I shake—violent in my despair—and she holds on for dear life.
Eventually, I calm while she strokes my short hair. “Oh, Shirl. What happened over there?” She doesn’t expect an answer, and I don’t have one. Or I have too many, and there’s no one here who really wants to know.
Hell, sometimes I don’t know how my brain can hold all the things it knows now.
The only thing I know for sure is that I left part of me behind, in Pleiku, and I am so, so scared that it’s a part of me I can’t go on without. And that what’s left of me is so twisted, so goddamn angry, that I’ll never fit right into this world again.




CHAPTER 4

Dr. Parrish calls me into his office the next day. Asks me to shut the door. He’s behind his big desk, reclining in his big chair.
“So you took quite the risk yesterday in the ER.” He raises an eyebrow. It’s strange how even though he’s sitting and I’m standing, he still manages to look down on me.
“I’m sorry, sir.”
I don’t know what else to say. I didn’t follow orders, but I knew what I was doing. The biker was shell-shocked. If you didn’t boss the boys in Pleiku, they sure as hell wouldn’t listen to you. But how can I explain that? He’d just point out we’re not in Pleiku which is true enough.
“You put yourself in danger.”
Danger? I have to hold in a snort. “I won’t do it again, sir.”
Dr. Parrish gives me a long stare, and then he drops the pretense of being truly cross with me.
“You’re developing quite the habit of insubordination,” he clucks as he unbuttons his white coat and leans further back in his rolling chair. “We have to nip this habit in the bud. Discipline you. Officially.”
I blink. What kind of crap is this? I’ve never been disciplined. Not even at school.
Dr. Parrish snaps his fingers. “I have an idea.” He crooks his finger. “Come here, Miss Grant.” His smile is too wide. It doesn’t match his eyes.
My palms start to sweat, and my shoulders tense. What’s happening here?
“Right here.” He taps some papers on his desk.
I stand on shaking legs and force myself to walk forward. Maybe he’s going to show me the letter that’s going into my file. Oh, shit. I don’t want a letter in my file.
I stop at the edge of the desk. There’s nothing there. A copy of JAMA and a paper clip, that’s all.
“Turn to face the door, Miss Grant.”
I frown. What is he doing?
I want to ask, but I’m so used to doing as I’m told, I turn before I really think, and as I do, he picks up the copy of JAMA and swats my bottom. Thwack. Thwack.
“There,” he says. “Consider yourself disciplined.” He laughs, like this is some private joke. “And can you freshen this up on your way out?” He edges an empty tumbler toward me and picks up a file from a basket on his credenza.
My face is burning, my mouth opening and shutting on air like a fish, my feet stuck to the floor.
I can’t speak because if I do, I’ll scream and never stop.  I can’t move because if I do, I’ll take that glass and slam it into his face.
“Off you go, Miss Grant. Sin no more.” He chuckles and shoos me to the door. “Tell your father I’m looking forward to dinner this weekend. I’ll bring a bottle of Paul Masson.”
His words break the horrible spell I’m under, and I dash for the door, leaving his stupid glass on his desk. My palms are so sweaty, the handle slips through my fingers. Once. Again.
I can’t breathe, and it feels like I fumble forever before I’m in the hall, so furious that my teeth clatter.
That asshole.
Tears are streaming down my face, angry and hot, and I dash for the supply closet by the east stairs, the one no one ever uses. I force myself not to break into a run, to not draw any attention as I melt down and fly apart.
It takes an eternity to get there, and then I barricade myself in, leaning against the door, livid sobs wracking my chest, as I force myself not to make a single sound.
That did not happen.
I’m Arthur Grant’s daughter.
I’m a nurse, first in my class at Emery Ford School of Nursing.
A veteran of the U. S. Army. I was an officer, goddamn it. Honorably discharged after serving a tour in Vietnam.
The force of my sobs shakes my shoulders. It’s too much. I can’t hold it in.
I should go home. Never come back. Crawl into bed until the rage burns out and the humiliation lodged in my throat subsides.
I don’t think that will ever happen.
Besides, if I went home, Mother and Father would want to know why, and I’m never mentioning this to anyone.
I decide right then. This goes where all of it goes. The deep hole I’ve got drilled into my core.
I force myself to breathe. After a few minutes, I smooth my hands down my dress. I stand upright, grab a folded gown from a shelf, and wipe my face.
This was no big deal. Embarrassing, backwards Petty’s Mill bullshit. That’s all. I can handle it. It’s not as if I’m hurt. I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong.
Nothing happened.
I force myself to open the door. Put one foot in front of another. Make my way back to my post. I’m so preoccupied with holding the lid on that when a hand grips my wrist, I don’t even see it coming. I shriek as I’m tugged through a door, and my fist flies.
A huge palm catches it, a ball in a mitt.
“Whoa, there. Don’t mean no harm.”
It takes me a moment to see past the haze of panic and realize he’s dropped my hand. No one is touching me anymore.
I’m in a patient’s room.
There’s a man hooked up to a ventilator, lying still as death on the bed. His head is wrapped in gauze.
“What’s going on?” My voice is too loud, too teary.
“Hush, Angel. Don’t wanna bring the goon squad down on me again, do you?”
I blink, press a hand hard against my chest to calm my thudding heart. And then I look up. And up. It’s the gray-eyed biker from the ER.
I scan the small room. There’s another biker sitting with one leg crossed over the other, a copy of Popular Mechanics in his hand.
“Slip, this is Angel,” my biker says.
“Peace.” His friend nods a greeting and then goes back to reading his magazine.
“My name is Shirlene.” I try to make my voice firm, but it’s still too high-pitched. Off kilter.
“I’m Twitch.” He guides me further into the room by the wrist he’s grabbed again. His gaze is raking up and down, taking me in, and from his frown, I guess he doesn’t like what he sees. I can only imagine.
His dopey grin disappears, and his gray eyes darken. “What’s wrong?”
I set my jaw, shake my head. Nothing. Everything. 
“You say his name, he’s dead.”
My gaze flies up and meets his. Is he serious? His eyes are crinkled with worry, but calm, so warm and open I could swim in them. There is an edge there, though. A darkness. I think he means it.
“You shouldn’t say you’ll kill people.”
“Why not? Uncle Sam’s payin’ folks to do it. It’s a—what do you call it, Slip?”
“An American enterprise,” the man from the seat by the window says, not looking up from his magazine.
“It’s that. An American enterprise.”
“You’re full of sh—stuff.”
My voice sounds too breathy to my ears. Maybe because this man—Twitch—is tucking a curl behind my ear. His finger grazes the shell of my ear and a shiver darts down my spine.
This makes no sense. This is a scary man. His friend is scary.
I should be scared. I should definitely not be holding still while his calloused thumb ghosts down the side of my neck.
“Tell me who made your eyes all puffy and red, Angel.” Twitch’s easy smile can’t hide the steel in his eyes. “You can whisper it in my ear. I won’t tell a soul.”
I am never going to tell anyone I got smacked on my ass with a magazine like a bad dog. Not even Deb. Definitely not this man who—despite the grungy clothes and unkempt beard—is the prettiest man I’ve ever seen.
I need to remember who he is. Who I am. He’s a patient. A stranger. A biker, for goodness sakes.
I need to remember my good sense.
“How are your ribs?” I ask. Change the subject. Remind him—and me—that I’m a nurse.
“Ain’t barbecued, so that’s somethin’.”
My lips soften, and I snort. A tiny one. That seems to stop him from searching me head to toes for clues to why I’m upset. He relaxes a little, grins wide, and Lord, but he’s so handsome happy. Like Robert Redford. 
I’m mesmerized. And also a little raw from my supply closet break down.
Twitch seems to notice, and he eases back, giving me space like you do a hissing kitten, enough to calm, not enough to let it run.
“So you not gonna tell me who stole your smile?” he says. “I ain’t no thief, but I might could get it back for you.”
I roll my eyes. “I’m smiling just fine.” I do, baring all my teeth.
He laughs. “That ain’t no smile. That’s what the racoon on my back porch does before he fights me over the garbage.”
“Racoons attack you? On your own back porch?”
“They are bold little fuckers.”
I snicker. His language doesn’t offend me. Far from it. It makes me feel at home. GIs in pain don’t watch their mouths, and if a CO wasn’t around, neither did we gals.
Instead of acting prim when I’m not, I ask, “How’s your friend?”
We both look over at the young man on the bed. I can see his vitals are stable, but his skin has a pallor that doesn’t bode well.
Now he gets serious. “Doc says it’s fifty-fifty if he wakes up. He hit the road hard.”
“He’s young and strong.”
So were all the boys who never woke up in Pleiku, but I don’t say that.
“He’s got a damn thick head. He left a dent in the road went six inches deep.”
“First time the bastard went six inches deep in anything,” Slip quips from his seat at the window, still not looking up from his reading.
Twitch snorts, and I have to try hard not to crack a smile. Something in me has missed gallows humor.
“Oh, he’ll be all right. I owe him twenty bucks.” Twitch steps closer again, and while he was looming before, now he’s nearly covering me like a shade tree. “Serious, though. Last time I’m gonna ask.” He says this like it’s a warning. “Who’s messin’ with my angel?”
My neck is crooked back, and the smell of leather and man surrounds me. It’s different. Not the Aqua Velva and mints of the doctors, but something closer to the sweat and metal and smoke of the GIs.
And like the look of him, the smell takes me back somewhere I can’t quite remember.
“I’m not an angel.”
“I think you are,” he says, his voice low, just for me. “And I think someone in this square shithole has misjudged you. Maybe thinks cause you a little lost, fallen from heaven like you are, that you ain’t strong as God damn nails.”
“Oh yeah?” He’s bullshitting me, I know this, but I can’t stop listening. I crave these words, words that aren’t polite or condescending.
“Yeah. I think you’re one of those angels from those myths. The warrior ones with wings.”
“Valkyries,” Slip supplies, turning a page in his magazine.
“A Valkyrie. That’s what I think you are.”
I listen, breathless, and I don’t care if it’s flirting and lies because it feels too good to my heart. It’s like all I’ve been hearing is static for months, and a signal comes through, clear as day, and I hear my name.
“Is that all?” I’m fishing for it now, shameless, and I don’t care.
Twitch leans closer, and traces a thumb ever so gently across my lower lip. I swallow hard.
“I think when my ribs are healed up, and I’m back on my bike, I’m gonna pick you up, take you on a ride up to the bluffs, and dirty up that white gown you wear.”
My breath comes shallow, his closeness pressing on my chest.
His bossiness should put me off, but it doesn’t. Maybe because he’s tracking my expressions with his mellow gray eyes, searching my face, reading me closer than his friend is reading that magazine.
I think if I step forward, he’ll go back.
So I do.
And he does.
“I couldn’t ride a bike wearing a dress.” I take another step and maneuver him back into the dresser. He lowers himself to sit on the edge, and now he’s down to almost eye level.
“You ride on a bike before?”
I shake my head. I’ve ridden in buses with black out curtains and barbed wire over the windows and once in a Huey, but never on a motorcycle.
“You want to, Angel?”
And oh goodness, the way he asks, the gravel in his voice…my belly flips and my skin heats all over. I usually hate that I blush so easy, but this feels different. Prickly and warm in the best way.
I do want to go for a ride with him. Right now. I want to ride so far away from here that it’s a dot on a map. There’s nothing I want more in the whole world.
My parents would lose their minds. Barb and Carol and the other girls would give me an even colder shoulder. Dr. Parrish or Dr. Akerman might go ahead and give me a pink slip.
“I can’t. You’re a patient.”
Besides, this is not the end of the world. Not Pleiku. This is reality, the ordinary world, and I’m Shirlene Grant, credit to her family. Not some wild hippie woman.
“I ain’t gonna be your patient when I’m all healed up. Then I’m gonna be your old man. You gonna ride behind me, and my name is gonna be sewn across the back of your jacket.”
My jaw drops. I don’t know what to say. Is he on drugs? Barb gossiped that when they came in the other night, the unconscious one had marijuana cigarettes in his pocket.
“I don’t own any jackets with words sewn on them.” My mind is muzzy. I should have said I’m not the type. But instead I came up with that?
Twitch chuckles, smoothing his hands lightly down my shoulders. “We’ll work out the details.”
And suddenly, it all becomes too much for me. The lingering humiliation, traces of rage, the uncanny but persistent feeling that the strange man in front of me is somehow mine: my responsibility, my lifeline, my map home.
The insane urge to grab his hand and run, leave all this clean and white behind…it messes with my mind.
I need a minute. I need to sit down.
“I—I have to go.” I draw back toward the door and half expect him to grab my wrist again, but he doesn’t. He smiles and winks as I scurry for the door.
“Angel?”
I pause a few steps down the hall. He’s come to lean in the entranceway.
“I ain’t forgettin’ about those tears. Ain’t gonna be no more of those when we’re together.”
My cheeks blaze. He must be on drugs. Or crazy.
I hurry off, and oh Lord, but I can feel him watch me as I go.




CHAPTER 5

Friday is my day off. I hate days off.
Usually I take a long walk along the Luckahannock, do the ironing, anything mindless.
Today, though, Mother has pressed Jean, Deb, and me into service. Tomorrow is the dinner party. Dr. Parrish is coming, and so is my father’s partner and his wife. I’m expected to attend, and Jean and Deb are expected to make themselves scarce.
Jean thinks this is dreadfully unfair, but Deb’s old enough to know she’s lucky.
Anyway, today we’re getting the house ready for company. My mother likes us all to tackle a room together, mostly so she can chat while we work and nag us when we cut corners.
We finish the dining room and we’re in the parlor when Mother sinks on the divan and says, “Tell us more about this Dr. Parrish.”
I’m dusting, so no one remarks when I hack, my breath sticking in my throat.
My stomach knots, and I jab the cloth harder into the corners of the mantle. I don’t like to think about Dr. Parrish. I’ve spent all week avoiding him, digging my nails into my palms and flushing beet red when I fail. He’s said nothing, but he makes a point of catching my eye and shooting me a knowing smirk.
“He’s old.” I snap out the dust cloth.
“Thirty-five is old? Heaven forbid!” Mother drops her feather duster on the carpet and props up her feet. “George Dawson was nearly forty when Greta married him. And she was only twenty-three.”
“Your age,” Jean points out. Not helpfully.
“I’m not chasing after Dr. Parrish.” Just saying his name makes me want to retch. 
“You’re not chasing after anyone,” Jean says, taking a cue from Mother and sinking onto an ottoman. “I mean, how many boys did you meet overseas? There must’ve been hundreds. Mother and I were sure you’d come home with a ring.”
A sour taste fills my mouth. Deb casts me a questioning glance, but I focus on the mantle.
“I had a job to do,” I say. My voice is so low, I think no one hears.
“I think you should go for this Dr. Parrish,” Jean plows on. “You don’t want to share a room with Deb forever, do you?”
“Did you meet no one? Over there?” Mother never says the word Vietnam out loud. I can’t blame her really. Neither do I.
“I met lots of people. But they were doctors or patients.”
This isn’t entirely true. There was Elias, the driver who took us from the landing pad to the hospital. He wore an Ace of Spades in his helmet. When I asked him why, he said, “Irony.”
There were the MPs—Franklin and Ruiz—who’d walk us to our hooch after our shifts. They’d sneak us girls bottles of schnapps they lifted from the commissary.
There were patients, too. Dan from Columbus. Red-haired Pete who’d caught shrapnel three times, and each time, we’d send him back with pieces still in him. He’d called them his freckles, and we’d all laughed.
I learned names, and I’d try so hard to remember them all, lying in my bunk after a shift. I’d pray for them. All the names in order like I was a Catholic.
Until John O’Leary.
John was from home, from Petty’s Mill. We’d gone to school together. He was Deb’s age, but I knew him. He came in with two other men from his unit. A landmine.
He’d recognized me, too, and I stayed after my shift to keep him company. We talked about fishing on Lake Patonquin and the steaks at Broyce’s. I remember sitting on a folding chair, knees tucked to my chest, in the dark. Cries and moans all around us, but we whispered for hours about people we knew in common and music and missing home. We talked until the sirens blared, and the thin metal walls shook with incoming.
I dragged him to the floor—he was missing chunks of one calf and a foot—and I shoved him under his gurney, piling his mattress on top of him. I went down the row, as I’d done a couple times before, doing the same with each soldier, awake or unconscious, until I reached the end of the line and ducked under the doctor’s desk.
The booms were deafening, and the ward swayed, raising so much dust I was certain it would collapse. But then, as sudden as it started, the all-clear sounded. Another nurse and I went up the row again, hoisting mattresses and men, one after another, until I reached John O’Leary.
I pulled off the mattress, and he was half gone.
From his ribs to his hips.
An explosive had blasted through the revetment, punctured the wall, and took a jagged bite from his body.
I didn’t pay any attention to names after that. I cut my hair, stopped drinking schnapps, and I finished my time.
“Shirlene? Shirlene?”
Deb takes the dust cloth from my hand. I realize I’ve laid my head on the mantle, and tears are dribbling over the bridge of my nose and pooling on the marble.
“That’s enough,” she says, to whom I’m not sure, and she wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Come on.” She leads me toward our room.
No. I don’t want to be stuck inside, hearing Mother and Jean’s worried murmurs. Their soft-on-purpose steps. Their concern is like nails on a chalkboard. I stop at the front door and grab my coat from the hall tree. Deb goes for her jacket, too, but I grab her hand.
“I just want to be alone for a while. I’ll be back.”
“Shirlene. You need to talk to someone. Keeping it all in can’t be good for you. You can talk to me, you know?”
“I know, little sis.” I give her a wry smile, and I crack the door. “I’ll only be a while.”
Deb sighs, worry shining in her brown eyes. And then she nods for me to go.
Outside, there’s a chill in the air, and leaves thick on the ground. I breathe deep, burning my lungs, and I force myself to focus on the scrape of my boots on the sidewalk and the afternoon sun, mellow and distant. I swing my arms, shaking the tension from my shoulders.
This is not Pleiku.
I’m home.
Tears of frustration threaten again. Why doesn’t this feel like home?
I walk and breathe and the silence bears down on me like fathoms and fathoms of water, suffocating and omnipresent, until the growl of an engine invades the quiet. A motorcycle. Going slow, coming up the road behind me. I stop, turn, somehow, knowing. My heart kicks.
It’s Twitch.
The first thing I make out is his mile-wide grin and then his shaggy hair, wild from the wind. He duck walks his bike to me and then rolls to a stop, leaning back from the handle bars.
He’s wearing a beat-up leather jacket with patches. A skull with hammers crossed underneath. An American flag. A rectangle with red, green, and yellow stripes.
He was there. I guess I figured right.
“How come you always look like you been through the wringer, woman?”
I shove my hands, grown suddenly clammy, deep in my pockets. Shrug and twirl my finger by my temple. “You know. Dinky dau.”
He cocks his head. “I don’t know. Maybe crazy like a stone-cold fox.”
A weak giggle spills from my mouth. “You’re too much.” Then it sinks in that he’s on his bike. “Should you be riding with those ribs?”
And what is he doing on my street?
“Had to come find my angel. Got restless. Swung by the hospital, but you weren’t there.”
“How do you know where I live?”
“Your friend. Babs?”
“Barb? She’s not really a friend.”
“Figured. She sent me to your house.”
“And you’re bad news?”
This whole time, he’s grinning at me, and I’m smiling at him like a big dope. My heart’s beating faster, and my feet want to close the ground between where I stand and where he sits astride his bike, his muscled thighs straining against faded and ripped blue jeans.
“You know I am.” He winks. “Now get on the back of my bike. There’s a bonfire up the clubhouse tonight.” He scoots forward to make room. I don’t miss the wince as he does.
There’s no way I’m riding on a bike with a man who has taped ribs.
Or going to a biker bonfire with a man I hardly know.
That’s crazy.
But then again…maybe so am I.
And I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to take a long walk. I want to go for a ride.
I take the first step slow, and then I nearly trip over my feet.
“Careful, Angel.”
Twitch steadies me with a big, gloved hand. “You gonna have to hold the sides. I’d love your arms around me, but it ain’t in the cards today.”
I eye up the seat, grateful I’m wearing cigarette pants and not a skirt. I swing my leg wide, and with a little hop, I’m centered and ready to go.
“Hold on,” Twitch says and then with a roll of the engine, we’re off, the crisp air lashing my face, my short hair blown in all directions. Twitch accelerates when he turns onto Route 1, and it’s freezing cold, and terrifying, and I love it.
I bow so the wind doesn’t blind me and rest my forehead close to Twitch’s back, inhaling the smell of leather and smoke.
I don’t want the ride to end—not ever—but before the cold has a chance to really sink down to the bone, we arrive.
I guess this is the clubhouse?
It looks like a garage, with a curved roof and four bay doors. There’s a barrel out front where trash is burning, and a line of bikes backed up and facing the road. Twitch pulls into the line and says, “You first.”
I slide off, uncertain now. My hair must be a mess. And what am I going to say to a bunch of bikers? I can’t find enough to say to get me through lunch with Barb and Carol.
Twitch takes a deep breath, wraps an arm around his ribs, and slowly maneuvers off.
“Should you be riding?” I ask again.
“Most definitely not.” He grins, shakes his shaggy head, and offers me the hand not gripping his side.
My face burns, but I take it.
He leads me through an open bay door, past crates, a pool table, and a ripped sofa that has definitely seen better days. A few bearded, long-haired men are playing cards at a folding table, and they call a greeting to Twitch, consisting of his name and a kind of roar which reminds me of the Marine hoo-rah.
We keep going, out a back door and into a yard that stretches to a tree line. There’s a huge bonfire in the middle, and there’s rock-and-roll blaring from speakers hung from a tree. Dozens of people are dancing or hanging out, men with Steel Bones jackets and women in cut-off tops and bell bottoms.
A cloud of marijuana mingles with the smoke from the bonfire. It reminds me of the ever-present smog above the enlisted men’s privy in Pleiku.
Twitch throws an arm around my neck. “You want a drink, Angel?”
Yes. I think I do.
I nod, too aware how I must look next to Twitch. I’m so out of place here. I’m wearing a white sweater with a Peter Pan collar and turquoise slacks, for heaven’s sake.
Twitch scoops four beers from a cooler, and he leads us past the crowd to a smaller campfire near the tree line. Two younger guys are sitting around it, girls perched in their laps.
“Scat, prospects,” Twitch says, friendly but serious, and they all stumble up, cursing good-naturedly as they wander away.
We’re alone now. Really alone. A stiff breeze shakes the few leaves left in the trees, and I shiver.
“You ain’t gettin’ scared on me now, are you?” Twitch lowers himself down gingerly, his back to a wide oak tree, and he gestures for me to sit beside him. He opens a bottle on the edge of his boot, and presses a beer in my hand.
I take a deep swig.
He chuckles. “Guess you are.”
I flash a wry smile and lean back. Take it in. There’s hooting and hollering, and a shirtless woman dancing on a picnic table. She’s very top heavy and none too steady on her feet.
If she falls, I’m not rushing in to help. I’m off duty. I take another few sips, and I settle in a little, leaning back on my hands and stretching my legs.
The fire is close enough to keep us warm, but small enough that it doesn’t cast light too far. Twitch and I are in the shadows, and the sun is setting, turning the world smudgy gray.
It’s nothing but woods for acres around. Woods and a gang of outlaw bikers and their women. Maybe I should be more scared than I am. I think my danger meter is broken. Too many life-or-death situations over too short a time.
Twitch lifts an arm, scoots me next to him so I’m sharing the tree as a back rest. He leaves his arm around my shoulder, and although it’s heavy and new and strange, I leave it. It’s nice.
“When did you get back?” I ask, thumbing his patch with the red, green, and yellow stripes.
“About a year ago. You?”
I blink. Surprised, but not surprised. “Almost six months.” I think a minute. “How did you know?”
Twitch smiles down, his eyes twinkling in the firelight, and I’m so close I can see a drop of beer on his beard at the corner of his mouth. “When you gonna realize that I know you, woman?”
I duck my head. “No one knows me.”
As soon as I hear the words out loud, I realize how true they are.
My parents think I’m still the good little girl who said her prayers every night without being reminded. The young woman eager to follow in her father’s footsteps and serve her country. A little dragged through the mud, sure, but in essence, the same.
At the hospital? No one much cares who I am. Dr. Grant’s awkward daughter. A glorified maid in a white dress and white stockings.
I can’t talk to the friends I had before I left. They’re all obsessed with getting married or going out to San Francisco or whatever dream they’ve got going on that hasn’t been broken yet.
I don’t have dreams anymore. I have insomnia.
“Hey. Where’d you go?” Twitch lifts my chin with a knuckle. “Come back, Angel. They playin’ our song.”
My brow furrows. What is he talking about?
And then I tune in, and I hear it. The twanging guitar. Jimi Hendrix’s voice from beyond the grave, singing about an angel come down from heaven.
Twitch bends close and brushes a kiss across my lips, so soft I think he might have missed, except his scratchy beard tickles my nose.
Hendrix croons about a rescue, the guitar sad and sweet at the same time.
Twitch takes my mouth again, this time meaning business, urging my lips apart, slipping a tongue past my teeth. He tastes like Pabst, tobacco, and everything good. I moan. Press my legs tight together when heat blossoms there.
Twitch sings the words into my mouth between kisses, and I’m lost.
My stomach swirls, and my blood rushes in my veins, setting my skin on fire despite the cold. Twitch moves his lips to my neck, nibbling and biting, so gentle and slow, and I can’t keep from whimpering and squirming.
“Oh, Angel, yes,” he pants into my skin, his voice gone rough and deep. “I want to hear I’m makin’ you feel good. Don’t hold back.”
A breeze blows across a slice of my belly as he raises my sweater, and then, holy Lord!
“That’s freezing!” I yelp, wriggling back, smacking his icy hand away.
“But baby. I’m tryin’ to steal second.” Twitch chuckles, tugging me back, letting a little grunt of pain slip from the effort. Then he sips at my lips again until my brain is fuzzy and a pulse starts throbbing between my legs.
“You want to go inside?” Twitch whispers in my ear. “I got a room upstairs. Kerosene heater.”
“Oh, yeah?” I’m picking up this whole kissing and making out thing quickly, and now I’m tasting him, drawing his soft lips between my teeth, reveling in the deep groans that fill my mouth. “A kerosene heater?”
“Oh, hell yeah. And a twin bed with clean sheets.”
“Sounds like the lap of luxury.”
“Oh, it will be. Say yes, Angel.” Twitch runs calloused fingers along my temple and cups my neck. “It ain’t much, but it’ll be ours alone.”
I haven’t done this before. I know I shouldn’t. I wasn’t raised this way.
But somewhere along the line, I became something I wasn’t supposed to be. And I don’t think I fit into the life I was raised for anymore.
The thought makes my chest soar. It lifts some of the heavy hand that’s been grinding me down since I came back stateside. What am I waiting for?
“Yeah,” I say, hopping up. I offer Twitch a hand.
“This is so fuckin’ undignified,” he grunts as he maneuvers to standing. He winces plenty. His ribs must be aching.
“Can you even do it in your condition?” I’m joking, and also a little serious.
“Angel, I can do it in any and all conditions. Just give me a minute.”
He holds up a finger and takes a few breaths. The light of the fire flickers over his form, bent in discomfort at the moment, but so obviously strong, so filled with ease and energy that I’m mesmerized all over again.
Once he collects himself, he leads me back across the darkened yard, up the stairs to the second floor, to a room at the end of the hall, so small it hardly holds the twin bed he mentioned. There’s an Army duffle in a corner, a small chest of drawers, and a stack of weight plates with an ash tray sitting on top.
“Groovy,” I say. “Where’s the kerosene heater?”
“Right here.” Twitch grins and gracelessly unbuttons his flannel shirt, dropping it on the floor. He runs his good hand down his chest. His ribs are taped, but there’s no hiding the chiseled abs.
I snort, but my mouth still waters. “There’s no kerosene heater?”
“Nope. It was a bait and switch, babe.”
I giggle. Eye the room. Am I really going to do it for the first time here? In a biker clubhouse? This whole evening has an air of unreality to it. Gosh. I might really do this.
“What are you thinkin’, Angel?”
I draw in a deep breath, and I feel my cheeks heat. “I’ve never done this before.”
“No?” Twitch’s dopey grin grows wider, and he steps forward, edging me toward the chest of drawers. “How come?”
I shrug. Feel my cheeks burn. I tuck my chin, but I can’t hide. Twitch raises my face, his palms cupping my jaw, his pinky fingers grazing the side of my neck and zapping my nerves.
“You ain’t never had an old man? No boyfriend?”
“My father wouldn’t let us date until we graduated. Then I went to nursing school, did a few months at Fort Lee after basic, and then overseas…you know how it was. I could have, but I just wasn’t one of those girls.”
“God bless those girls.” Twitch’s tone is light, but I can tell he means it. I never judged the girls who took comfort where they could find it, but I did pity the ones who fell in love. I don’t know how they could risk that much. I was way too much of a coward for that.
“So I’m gonna be the first man in this sweet pussy?”
I gasp at the blunt word, and almost choke when Twitch slips his hand between my legs. I nod into the palm remaining pressed against my cheek, rough and warm.
“I don’t wanna hurt you, Angel.”
I don’t want him to hurt me, either, but I understand the physiology. I think it’s unavoidable.
“Just be careful, all right?”
Twitch chuckles and drops light kisses on my nose and forehead. “I’m gonna be so careful.”
He takes my mouth, deep and hard, and I hardly notice him tugging my sweater over my head. Then his rough hands are everywhere, unclasping my bra, peeling it from me, stroking down my back and up my sides, tickling. His kisses turn into smiles when I giggle, and then turn back to kisses again.
And then he slides fingers over my belly, sending shivers skittering, and cups my breasts, cradling them, thrumming my nipples with his thumbs. I gasp and my hips press forward on instinct.
I pull back and look down. His hands are so huge, my breasts don’t come near to filling them. He squeezes, gentle but intent, drawing my pink nipples between his calloused fingers. My chest flames bright, splotchy red, and heat prickles down my arms, behind my knees, between my legs.
I make needy little mewls, and Twitch’s breath goes more and more ragged.
“You gonna have to help me, baby. Okay?”
I nod. I can help. Anything he wants.
He unbuttons my pants, and I peel them down. My white cotton underwear goes with them. I gasp, think about bending over and tugging them back up, but Twitch is kissing me again, and so I lift one foot and then the other and let him kick my pants under the bed.
“So fuckin’ beautiful,” he breathes into the crook of my neck and then drop kisses behind my ear, down my neck, along my collar bone.
I’m not. I know that. But somehow, from his mouth, it doesn’t sound like bullshit at all.
He glances around the room, searching for something, until his eyes alight on the chest of drawers.
“That’ll do. Hop up on this dresser here.” He bends forward in a kind of lunge so I can use his thigh to boost myself up. I’m not sure what’s happening, but I trust this man. I hop up and perch on the edge. It’s cold on my ass.
Twitch snags my ankles, one in each hand, and urges my knees back, opening me up. Oh, Lord. He can see everything like this.
My skin flushes so hot even my feet are red.
“Oh, Angel. That’s it. That’s it.”
He takes a half-step back, and he can’t seem to tear his eyes from between my legs. His gray eyes are bright, and that silly, happy smile of his doesn’t fade, not even for a moment. “Look at that beautiful pussy. Look how wet you’re getting for me.”
I can’t help it. I look down, and I see what he sees: pink folds dusted with light brown hair, my clit peeking out, slick with cream.
I whimper.
“Keep these here.”
He places my feet on the edge of the dresser, and then he wrestles with his jeans, shucking them in record time, talking the whole while.
“If it weren’t for these damn ribs, I’d have you in the bed. Take you all sweet, face-to-face, like you deserve. But we’re gonna have to improvise, baby.”
“Twitch.” I can hardly get the word out, my throat is so tight. I never imagined my first time this way. I’m so exposed.
“Put your hands on my shoulders, Angel.” He steps close to me, so close that his…member bobs against my inner thigh and then my lower belly. It’s hot and smooth and—I glance down— huge. It’s really big. Red and veiny and curved up a little like a banana.
That’s not going to fit. Like I said, I know physiology, and there’s no way.
I scoot my butt backward, put some space between it and me. On instinct, I try to press my knees together, but I can’t. Twitch is there, a big hand wrapping around each of my ankles, pinning me there on the edge.
He takes my mouth, no tongue, just tugging my lips between his, whispering against them in between kisses.
“Don’t be scared, Angel. You ain’t got to be. Whatever hurt there is, I’ll make up a hundred times over. Close your eyes, baby. Come back to me. Scoot up.”
His voice is so calm. So patient. I do. I close my eyes, tipping my head back.
His hands move up from my ankles, cupping my calves, skimming over my thighs to rest on my waist.
“Giyyup,” he says, tugging me back to the very edge of the dresser, and then he uses his body to keep my thighs parted so wide I can feel the stretch in my hips.
And then it’s back again, hard and hot, sliding up my folds. My eyes fly open and down, and I can see. He has it in his hand, and he’s guiding it along my outer lips and then up to circle the bud that’s popped from under its hood.
My gaze is drawn to his face, to the intent stare that follows his hand and his cock, then flashes to my breasts, and then my eyes. When he sees I’m watching him, he grins.
“Look down, Angel. See how wet you are for me. This ain’t gonna hurt but a second. I swear.”
His muscles are so tense, his breathing so ragged, I don’t know why he’s waiting. For me to say yes?
“Okay, Twitch.” I look down. I can’t help it. I’m a nurse. I want to see it go inside me. Besides, just the idea of that hard length pushing between my slick lips sets off a clenching and swirl in my belly.
“I’ll take it slow, all right, baby?” He drags his cocks through my cream, making me gush again and again, grazing the nub that aches and pulses with need.
What is he waiting for?
“I said okay, Twitch.”
And then he cups my nape and leans down to rest his forehead on mine.
“Give me a sec to work up my courage, babe.”
What?
“Don’t want to hurt you, Angel. Not ever. Not even for a second.”
A warmth unfurls in me, starting in my middle and flowing out to my arms and legs, and my brain, which was working okay, goes on the fritz and turns eight kinds of lovey-dovey dopey.
“Okay,” I say. And I work my hand between us, push his away. I grasp his hot hardness, and I drag it down my slit until it’s notched right where it’s supposed to be. Twitch wraps his free hand around my bottom, sliding me closer.
“Now,” I say, and I hold him while he sinks in an inch, pressing that blunt head forward, so agonizingly tentative. It hurts, stings. I hiss, and he freezes, with only the tip in.
“Don’t stop there!” I yank him forward by his sides, my grasp landing right on his bandage.
“Damn it, woman. My ribs!” he barks, but he’s also laughing and pressing all the way into me, slow and steady, and I’m giggling too, even though little stabbing pains make my belly contract and my thighs spasm as he fills me to the hilt.
“I’m sorry, baby,” I gasp through the giggles. “It’ll only hurt this first time, I promise.”
“Oh, you think you’re funny?” Twitch mumbles back, but soon he’s totally distracted, stroking in and out of me, and I watch, shameless, my eyes darting between his beautiful face and the place where he’s stretching me with his cream-slick red cock.
His breathing speeds up, and his jaw clenches.
He drops kisses on my cheeks, my chin, my shoulder.
And then he grabs my hand where I’m bracing myself up, and he guides it between us, laying it at the line of hair above the bud that’s still throbbing and aching.
“Touch yourself, Angel. I want you to come.”
He wants me to—oh, no. Like when I touch myself in the bath?
I couldn’t do that.
“Come on, baby,” he grunts and takes my fingers and presses them to that nub. “Touch it the way you like it. Come on.”
I shake my head, but he captures my chin in his other hand, and he nips at my bottom lip. “I ain’t comin’ unless you do. That’s how it’s gonna be between us. Even Steven.”
“Even Steven?” My lips curve.
“Yeah. Come on, baby. I hurt.”
And so I take a deep breath, and I look down, and I circle the nub with my middle finger, slow, then tighter and tighter, and it feels so good and I want so much. Twitch is watching me with his gray eyes, and the sparkles say this is Christmas morning and the Second Coming and a brand-new bike all wrapped up in one.
“You got to pull out, okay?” I huff, and I’m so close, and I need this so, so much, I’m surprised I even remember to tell him.
“Yeah, Angel. Come now. Now!” He groans, long and deep, and he slips out of me, spraying a stream of hot cum across my swollen nub, triggering a wave to break in my belly, setting off swirls and pulses and the best feeling ever as my body is wrung from the inside out.
He gathers me to his chest, stroking my clammy back and resting his chin on the top of my head, as he murmurs in my ear.
“We made it, baby. Home. We’re home.”   




CHAPTER 6

I mean to call home, and I even ask Twitch where the phone is, but after he tells me, I can’t seem to drag myself from where he’s laid me in his narrow twin bed.  It’s warm, even with no kerosene heater, and his big body makes me feel tucked in the safest corner of the world. For the first time in months, I fall right away into a deep sleep.
He wakes me up in the wee hours when the light is only just turning gray, and he guides me up on my knees to ride him until we both come, laughing and breathless. It hurts, but only a little, and I know his ribs must ache a great deal more, so I’m not mad about it.
He wants me to stay, but I know everyone will be apoplectic with worry, and I can’t bring myself to call the house at five in the morning to say I’ve slept at a man’s house.
Well, clubhouse.
Twitch gamely gives me a ride home, and if he’s a lot stiffer than he was yesterday, the ride is as wonderful, bracing and thrilling.
I expect Twitch to pull up to the curb so I can hop off and dash inside, maybe even before everyone wakes up. It’s the weekend, after all. Father and Jean sleep in at least until nine.
I misjudged.
Twitch pulls into the driveway, and the instant he does, the front door flies opens. Mother steps out, still in her house dress from yesterday, only wearing slippers and no stockings. Father follows her in a tie and jacket.
Mother’s face is streaked red, and Father’s arms are so straight at his sides, his chest so far out, it’s like he’s standing at attention. He’s furious.
“Thank you. I’ll catch you later,” I whisper quietly as Twitch lowers the kickstand. I slide down and stride quickly up the front walk.
I expect to hear a roar as he backs up and drives off. I’m so distracted by Mother’s wobbling chin that I don’t notice right away that there’s no sound of an engine.
“Where were you?” Mother clutches her housecoat together. “Father was going to go to the police station and file a missing person’s report!”
“I’m so sorry.” I skip up the three steps to the porch, and I let her drag me into her arms, squeezing me so tight all my bones grind together.
“Don’t you ever do that again. Ever,” she admonishes while she sets me back, a tissue clenched in her fist.
“I won’t. I promise.” Mother and I aren’t the closest, but you’d have to have a heart of stone not to be done in by the desperate panic in her eyes.
“Was she with you?” Father’s cold, stern voice breaks through Mother’s sobs.
I’m confused for a moment until I hear a voice from the bottom of the porch steps.
“Yes, sir.”
Twitch. He didn’t ride off. I turn, and he’s standing at attention too, but leaning a good bit to port because of his ribs.
“What’s wrong with you, boy?”
I wince. Father is always imperious, stuffy, but usually he’s polite. His tone now drips with condescension and disdain.
“Father—” I start, but Twitch cuts me off.
“Bruised ribs. Laid down my ride.”
“That ride?” Father jerks his chin toward Twitch’s bike, saying ride like he means piece of shit.
“Yes, sir.”
“Shirlene, go inside.” Father pulls the door open further.
I shake my head. I’m not a child anymore.
“Twitch gave me a ride home,” I start, uncertain what words will smooth this over.
“On that?” Father’s jaw gets impossibly tighter, and the vein on his forehead begins to pulse. “With broken ribs?”
“Bruised. Sir.”
Twitch’s voice is calm, open. He’s not being disrespectful. He is how he always is, calm and genuine.
Father exhales, long and slow, and he takes a step forward. I’ve never seen him this angry. He carries it like a cannon ball, heavy inside him.
“I see you served.” Father nods at the patch on his vest.
“Yes, sir.”
“Army?”
“Marines.”
Father’s lips peel back from his teeth. “Is it now the habit of the Marine Corp to take advantage of young women?”
“Father—” I gasp. “You don’t—"
“No, sir,” Twitch interrupts. He’s not looking at me. He’s meeting my father’s eyes, fearless and sober. He doesn’t look like my Twitch. He looks like a soldier.
“Let me tell you something, boy.” Father’s forehead is bright red now, and his voice is cracking, crumbling. “This young lady—my daughter—she can’t sleep. She can’t hold a simple dinner time conversation anymore. She ran out of this house in hysterics yesterday.”
My mother sobs and then stifles it with her tissue. A cold, clammy sweat breaks over my skin.
Oh, Lord, he needs to shut his mouth.
It is true, and every word…every word is a blow to the gut. I’m not that bad. I’m not.
“Father,” I beg, but I can’t make my voice louder than a whisper. I stare at him, will him to stop talking.
“She wakes us up in the night screaming. And you were there?”
There’s a long silence, and I pray, I pray that Twitch has shrugged and walked off.
But his voice, when it comes, is still at my back. “Yes, sir. I was.”
“Then you know. I ask again. Is it now the habit of the Marine Corps to take advantage of shell-shocked young women?”
“No, sir.” His voice is low. There’s shame in it.
I turn to him. I search his slate gray eyes, hooded now, and wary. I want to shout no. That isn’t how it is. Last night was the most awake I’ve been since I’ve been home. I don’t regret anything; I’d have done it if I was whole and well and never even heard of a place called Pleiku.
But I’m frozen.
I reach for the words, and they aren’t there.
I thought I was holding it together, but I’m a mess, and I’m not fooling anyone.
My hands begin to shake, and I shove them into my pockets, praying no one notices. The trembles spread, though, quicker than I can brace myself, and my teeth clatter so loud it sounds like a room full of old ladies setting tea cups in saucers.
Pure pity fills Twitch’s eyes.
“I didn’t know, sir.” Twitch raises a hand—to reach for me?—but Mother tugs me into her arms.
“Just go,” Mother says. “Let her family, who loves her, take care of her.”
“Get,” Father adds.
“Shirlene?” Twitch stands, unsure, waiting for me.
But the words.
They won’t come.
There are too many of them, screaming to be heard, and if I let them out, I’ll sound how they think I am. Crazy. Damaged beyond repair.
Twitch takes a step back, and the moment breaks. Mother hustles me into the house, and I’m still searching desperately for my voice, for the words, when I hear the roar of an engine fill the air.




CHAPTER 7

Mother lectures me for an hour. She starts with my reputation and moves on to calling on the Lord. She says I need to think of others. Deb and Jean. What kind of example am I being for them?
She goes off on a tangent about the sin of giving in to despair, and then she circles back to how we women must be strong or men will take advantage.
She says I need to pull myself together. Count my blessings. Go back to church.
She’s so angry because she was so scared, but she can’t be angry at me because I’m broken so she can only talk and talk at me and cry.
Maybe before I came home I wouldn’t have understood, but I do now.
Fear twists you up. You grab onto anything that’ll push it back. Mother grabs onto everything and the kitchen sink. At one point, she makes Jean bring the Bible from the study and searches through John for a verse she can’t end up finding.
I sit on the edge of my bed, still in my white sweater and turquoise pants, sore between the legs and otherwise numb.
Twitch is gone.
Maybe he would have stayed if I’d spoken up, but what could I have said?
I still don’t know.
It’s all true, what Father said. The nightmares. The cat holding my tongue in a vise grip. The weeping spells and the rages. Father didn’t even say the worst. He might not even know. The shaking that comes on out of nowhere. The sounds no one else can hear—helicopter blades and screams and the crack of bones. The deep swigs I sneak from Father’s brandy decanter when I feel my chest start to seize and my blood pound in my ears.
I’m a disaster. I have no business bringing other people into it.
At the end of the lecture, Mother gives in to a really good cry, and when she’s down to hiccups, I scooch toward where she sits on my desk chair, and I grab her hand.
It feels thinner than it did when I was little.
“I’m sorry I worried you,” I say. And I can see in her eyes, lined more deeply in wrinkles than when I enlisted, that she understands that I don’t just mean for last night.
She sniffs and tugs down on her house coat.
“Well, for heaven’s sake Shirlene, get in the shower. You smell like beer and cigarettes. We have company coming over tonight, and you need to help me with the stuffed celery and the asparagus roll-ups.”
***
By the time seven o’clock rolls around, all our masks are back in place.
Father won’t look at me, but the vein in his forehead has receded. Mother is actually singing along with the radio as she sets up the fondue. Deb convinced Father to let her drive Jean to a double feature.
Everything is normal except the twinge I still feel between my legs when I sit down, and the big, gaping hole in my chest.
To keep calm, I keep busy, and recite a litany in my head of all the reasons it would never have worked anyway.
Twitch is a biker. I don’t even know if he has a job. It never came up. And what, he’s going to roll up on his hog, shake hands with Father, and take me to the bowling alley? Or are we going to shack up in his room at the clubhouse? In quarters that close, it wouldn’t take but a day for all my crazy to be clear as crystal.
It’s nuts.
Even for me.
Besides, he thinks I’m some kind of damaged goods.
I saw the pity. How he was ashamed of himself.
And that more than anything tells me how impossible it all is.
When the doorbell rings and Dr. Franklin, his wife Gail, and Dr. Parrish all arrive at the same time, I use the bustle to duck in to Father’s study and chug from his vodka decanter. I read in a magazine that you can’t smell it on your breath so easily.
Then I steel my nerves, rub my sweaty palms on the yellow sheath dress Mother picked for me to wear, and I enter the parlor.
“Hi, Dr. F.” I stand awkwardly as my father’s partner gives me a great bear hug.
“There’s our Shirl!” he booms, handing me to his wife who squeezes me tight and fusses with my hair.
“When will this grow out, child? I miss your long pony tails.” She tussles my hair, pursing her bright red lips. I duck my head, but I don’t pull back. Mrs. Gail smells of Arpege and coffee, like she always has, and I don’t mind the homey smell. Not today.
Mother is pressing a glass into Dr. Parrish’s hand, and he’s all the way by the record player. I raise a hand in a wave and don’t make a move toward him.
“Shirlene!” This is definitely not my day, because he crosses the room and wraps an arm around me, kissing my cheek.
He chuckles as if I’ve told a funny joke, but I haven’t said anything. I’ve frozen in place, his arm still resting on my waist.
“Good to see you away from the old office, eh?”
I’m supposed to say something. Something polite. Like We’re so glad you could make it.
I don’t want to, though. I want to slap away his arm. Take that drink out of his hand and dump it onto the carpet.
I want to wipe that smug smile off his face.
Maybe it shows because Mother calls out, “Shirlene, dear? Could you grab the pigs in a blanket from the oven?”
I leap at the opportunity, tugging myself free and nearly running to the kitchen.
“I don’t think they’re on fire yet!” Mother quips, her voice already breathy and jolly from a glass or two of “getting ready” wine.
I take my time, but even so, it’s too soon before I have to go back into the parlor. I set the tray of hors d’oeuvres on the coffee table, and I sit on the piano bench, as far from Dr. Parrish as I can manage.
He raises a thick eyebrow at me, his lip quirked up in amusement.
He must think it’s funny.
That I’m funny.
His ankle is propped on one knee, and his arm rests along the back of the couch. He swirls his drink while he carries on a conversation with Father and Dr. Marty. They laugh together, argue good-naturedly, offer each other cigars.
Mother purses her lips but says nothing. Dinner parties are the only times she allows smoking in the house. I try to act like I’m listening to Mrs. Gail, but I’m not. My mind is whirring a hundred miles a minute.
Twitch could never sit so at ease on my father’s couch, chortling with him about shenanigans “up at the club.”
I don’t think Twitch would fit on the couch, not with the way he fills up a space. He certainly wouldn’t fit in.
Neither do I.
The talk flies around me, and at first, Mother and Mrs. Gail make an effort to include me, but it’s hopeless, and eventually they leave me to sit there, alone in the middle of it all, feeling awkward and wrong. Every time I look at Dr. Parrish reclining on my couch, snarfing down the appetizers I made—I want to throw something at him. The vase. The decorative candelabra Father brought back from Europe after the war.
The knife lying next to the cheese board.
This is not where I want to be. I want to be next to a crackling fire. I want to watch twilight blanket the woods as reverb from Hendrix’s guitar echoes among leafless trees.
I want to grab Twitch’s hand and drag him to his room.
I want to see delight in his gray eyes—not pity, never again pity—as he tells me I’m home. A longing, a loss so strong it tastes like metal fills my mouth.
“What do you think, Shirlene? You were over there.”
Dr. Parrish’s shiny, waxed voice cuts through my dark thoughts.
The room has gone silent.
Dr. F and Mrs. Gail always follow my parents’ lead. They never bring up Vietnam. Their faces look carefully blank now. Mother is twisting her wedding ring; she’s trying to think of a way to change the subject.
“Pardon?” I say. “I wasn’t following…”
“About Nixon’s announcement. The deadline for withdrawal. How much that’s going to impact causalities, moving to solely defensive positions.”
My mouth gapes like a fish.
Dr. Parrish plunges on, oblivious to the smothering quiet that’s descended over the cigar cloud and hors d’oeuvres.
“I mean, to the lay person, ten casualties sounds like an investment, you know? If we’re in for a penny, we should be in for a pound, right?”
My throat sticks shut. I blink, but my eyes are too dry, and the parlor goes blurry. A thudding starts in my ears.
He said what? An investment? In for a penny, in for a pound?
The ass.
The pompous piece of shit.
I stand, pure fury lifting me to my feet.
Mother lets out a nervous titter. “You gentleman will have to excuse us. We must plate the roast before it gets too dry.”
That man has no idea what ten casualties means. The weight and heft. The names. The bodies. Torn through as if God and physics and right and good doesn’t matter at all, not in the slightest bit.
“Dear?” Mother eyes me, worry in the downward cast of her mouth.
I’m speechless. Again. Still.
Until I’m not.
“You know nothing.” The words say themselves.
“Shirlene.” Mother grabs my elbow.
A red roar fills my ears, and the names break through the wall of my memory like bullets. Dean Daly. Luis Diaz. Allan Rafferty. Michael Washington.
John O’Leary.
“Not t-ten causalities. Ten men. Ten boys.” Mother pinches harder and yanks, but I’m not moving. “Not pennies. Pounds. You ignorant p-piece of shit.”
Dr. Parrish’s thick eyebrows have flown up in surprise. He glances from my father to Dr. F as if to say, Are you hearing this?
“Your fellow Americans,” I spit. “Not a fucking investment, you cavalier bastard.”
“Enough.” Mother shoves me toward the kitchen, and my mind is so busy churning through names and faces and the worst words I know that my feet obey, and then I’m through the swinging door, and I want to go back because I have so much more to say, but Mother shoves a plate in my shaking hand.
“You do the potatoes and succotash. I’ll do the roast and gravy.”
I stare at her.
She sighs, her eyes tired. “You told that idiot, Shirlene. He’s down. You don’t have to kick him.”
I don’t know how I can hold it in now, but somehow I do, heaping mounds of potatoes and corn and lima beans onto plates, while Mother carves the roast, making me hold the plates while she piles the meat just so.
The shaking in my hands doesn’t stop, but it doesn’t get worse. My face is still on fire. How am I going to go back out there? Get through dinner? And the rest of this bullshit, phony life?
Mother sighs when she finishes the sixth plate.
“I’ll take these out. You thin the gravy and bring it out in the small boat. Not the big one. That’s chipped.” She flashes me a look, so firm and full of stubborn love. “It’ll be okay. I’ll smooth it over.”
In this moment, she looks so much like the woman in my favorite picture in the family photo album. The one where I’m a baby, and she’s holding me by the hands, coaxing me to walk on my own, but I’m dangling with my back bowed. She’s propping me up, but she’s still so damn proud.
I nod. Sniff. Force a smile.
I stand at the stove, staring at the pan of juices and drippings and the flour sitting in a mustard yellow Tupperware container on the counter.
When Mother comes back for the final three plates, she calls, “Almost done?”
I nod. Raise a trembling hand to the measuring cup buried in the flour. Then she leaves and the kitchen door swings shut. My lungs expand like I’m coming up from a dive. Fuzzy edges come into sharp focus.
The clinking of glass and polite, murmured voices from the other room sound like a threat, churning my stomach.
I don’t want this anymore. I don’t want to fake it anymore.
And there is the phone. On the wall by the fridge.
I’m picking it up from the cradle before I’m fully aware of what I’m doing, dialing 4-1-1.
“City and state,” the operator says.
“Petty’s Mill, Pennsylvania.”
“What listing please?”
What listing?
Oh, Lord. Crap. I didn’t think this through. What am I supposed to say? Twitch?
I force in a deep breath. Make myself think.
“Steel Bones,” I say. “Steel Bones Clubhouse.”
There is a long pause. Long enough that the easing up in my chest and calming in my nerves from doing something disappears.
“I have a Steel Bones Construction on Rural Route 9?” a woman’s voice asks, impatient.
“Yes,” I gulp out.
I don’t know. I hope so.
And then the phone is ringing. And ringing. I have such a tight grip that the plastic gets slick from my sweating palms.
“Ayup,” a chipper man’s voice echoes through the line. Not Twitch.
My mouth is dry, and I swallow hard.
“Hellooo. Who’s there?” I can hear shouts and music in the background.
“Shirlene,” I get out. It’s a whisper. There’s no way he could have heard me.
“Git Twitch!” the man hollers, and then he laughs so jolly, I can’t imagine a biker at the other end, but a round, Buddha-bellied guy with red cheeks and a gap-toothed smile. “Well, sweetheart. He’s gonna be a happy man you called. Been mopin’ around all day like his dog died.”
I want to reply, I want to be warm-and-friendly with this warm-and-friendly man, but I’m holding the receiver like it’s a life ring, and my stomach is flipping as if it’s filled with eels. I’ve lost my words again.
“Twitch says you was one of us few good men.”
“Army,” I croak. “I was Army.”
“You ever at 85th Evac?”
“No. I was only ever at the 62nd.”
“Lost my leg at the 85th. Buried it out back of the latrines, my CO said. Still don’t know if he was shittin’ me.”
The man cackles, and it’s some kind of miracle, but I feel a lip twitch. “Git it, sweetheart? Don’t know if he was shittin’ me?”
“Christ, Boots. Shut the fuck up.” I hear Twitch’s voice from a distance, and then it’s in my ear, crooning and soft and deep. “Baby, that you? Where you at? Are you okay?”
I am now. All my muscles ease at once, as if my entire body exhaled.
It’s going to be okay.
“I have to get out of here,” I say.
“Twenty minutes,” he answers. No hesitation. “You can hold on till then?”
I nod.
I’m so stupid. He can’t see a nod through the phone. “Yes,” I say. “I can hold on.”
“I’m comin’.”
“I’ll be where I was yesterday. When you picked me up.”
“You—no, baby. It’s dark. Stay inside. I’ll be there in twenty.”
I shake my head, and before I can say anything, the phone slips from my sweaty hands and the cord comes loose. Oh, crap. Should I phone back? I panic a second, but only a second.
Twitch is coming to get me.
I know nothing in this mixed-up, shitty world, but I know that.
I turn the knob on the stove so the gravy base won’t burn, and I take off through the door to the front hall. I snatch my coat, and scoop up my galoshes—how can I ride on a bike in pumps?—and I’m out the door and on the porch when I hear a car in pull into the drive.
Deb and Jean. Home early from the movies.
There’s no dashing off. I’m caught in the headlights.
“Shirl?” Deb jumps out of the car, rushing to me. “What’s wrong?”
My chest is heaving, I have a rubber boot in each hand, and I’m just now realizing I don’t have my purse.
The familiar wordless panic swells my throat and tears spring to my eyes.
I want to say I’m running away, but that’s stupid because I’m a grown woman.
Still. I am running away.
“You making a run for it, big sister? And here we came home early as a show of support.” Deb’s brown eyes are warm in the porch light. A smile dances at her lips. There’s an odd smell underneath her Jean Naté.
Cigarettes?
Jean comes tromping up the drive after seeming to struggle with shutting the car door. She reeks even more. Cigarettes and beer.
I don’t think they were at the movies.
“Can you take us with you?” Jean slurs.
I’m so bemused, I forget to panic.
“I’m going with Twitch. A friend. Tell Mother and Father…tell them I’ll call. Tell them not to worry.”
“Is this the biker that dropped you off this morning?” Deb feigns shock, pressing her palm to her chest.
“They’re going to lose their ever lovin’ square minds!” Jean hoots, slapping her thigh.
Deb shushes her, pressing a hand over her mouth. “Well, where you meeting the fella?”
“Down the road.”
“We’ll walk you.” She wraps an arm around my waist. Jean lurches to my other side, wrapping her arm around me too, and we walk, half dragging Jean, just like we used to do on the boardwalk at Seaside Heights when we were younger.
“You going to tell us what pushed you over the edge, tough cookie?” Deb asks as we near the top of the cul de sac. “You’ve been shoving it down a while now. Jean and I kind of figured you were going to eat it forever.”
I think a minute, and then I spill. “Dr. Parrish.”
“You mean Dr. Kildare in there?”
I roll my eyes.
“He’s an ass at work.” It’s an understatement, but I don’t want to explain. “I don’t want to feed him a roast.”
“You should feed him a fist,” Jean slurs.
You know, I really should.
When we get to the stop sign, Jean pulls a pack of cigarettes out of her purse, offering me one.
I shake my head. “Father will kill you.”
“Father is too busy worrying about you and pretending he isn’t. He’s not gonna notice.”
“Yeah.” Deb snags a cigarette from the proffered pack. “What are we going to do when you shack up with this biker, and Father has time for us again?” She shudders.
“Father is oblivious,” I say, tugging my coat closed against the frigid gusts of night air.
Deb sniffs and gloms the cigarette from Jean’s hand to light her own. “You know he comes in?”
Huh?
“At night. After you finally settle down. He comes in, and he tucks you in. Wakes me up every damn time.”
He does?
Deb’s lips curve in a sad smile, and she looks older somehow. Grown. “All I’m saying is go crazy. Lord knows everyone else is. But don’t go too far. We miss you when you’re gone.” Deb grabs the nape of my neck, pulling me forward to rest her forehead on mine.
“You smell like an ashtray,” I say.
“Well, you smell like pot roast. Hope your badass biker likes his women smelling like onions.”
As if on cue, a single headlight pierces the darkness, and a low growl swells until we can’t hear ourselves anymore.
Twitch thumbs the engine cut off and toes down the kickstand.
“Sweet!” he calls out. “Three chicks. Thought I was comin’ for just the one.”
“Hot biker! Hi!” Jean waves and stumbles forward, but I cut her off. Suddenly, I can’t wait another second. I want the wind in my hair. I want the thrum between my legs.
I want real.
“Scoot up,” I say while I hop on, the dress bunched at my waist hidden by my unbuttoned coat. Twitch grumbles but he laughs, too.
“You gonna mount up with that kind of enthusiasm when I get you home?” he teases.
Home. The word warms my middle.
“Maybe. You gonna give me a ride as good as this bike?”
Twitch doesn’t answer; instead he kicks the bike in gear and pulls out, fast like I need, and I raise a hand to Deb and Jean who hoot and holler until I can’t hear them anymore for the wind in my ears.
The cold bites, but again, there’s a few inches of shelter at Twitch’s back, and I take turns huddling in and leaning back to take in the crazy big moon and the ghostly wispy clouds that hover in front of it, somehow motionless despite the wind.
Again, the ride is over too soon.
Like yesterday, there’s a party going on at the clubhouse. This one’s wilder, though. The music is louder. Zeppelin. There’s a couple in the corner by a stack of tires, and the girl’s on her knees while the guy fists her hair.
I gasp before I can stop myself.
Twitch follows my gaze and grimaces. “Come on, Angel. It’s quiet in my room.” There’s concern in his voice and his eyes that wasn’t there when he picked me up, shadows of earlier on the front porch when he looked at me ashamed.
It turns my stomach, and I fall back on my heels. Twitch, who’s got my hand in his monster paw, is a little too slow to notice, and he yanks my arm when I stop. Not hard, but you’d think he’d ripped it out of the socket from the look of horror in his sparkly, gray eyes. He drops me and takes a step back.
“Baby?”
“I don’t need quiet.”
I close the space between us, grabbing his hand back and taking the other one, too. He’s staring down at me in the way he does, like I’m magical and miraculous, and I squeeze his hands, hard.
I need him to know I mean this. “I’m not broken. I’m not a mess, and you do not ever feel sorry for me. Do you understand?”
He opens his mouth, but I’m not done.
“And don’t you ever dare give up and drive off on me again.”
His eyes crinkle, and he pulls me closer until he can cradle me, his arms around my waist like we’re at a school dance. A smile flirts at the corner of his lips.
“Didn’t give up, baby. Strategic retreat. I found you again, and I ain’t never lettin’ you go. But I ain’t pushin’ you neither.”
The screaming guitar and mad drumming of “Black Dog” fades out, and the mellow chords of “Going to California” fills the clubhouse, turning the mood. The couple by the tires have gone their separate ways, and the lady, a willowy blonde in a beaded headband, is now dancing, eyes closed, in front of a grinning, gap-toothed man with a cane.
Twitch sways with me, and I can’t help but melt into him, inhale the leather and beer and man as I listen to his heart beat underneath the music.
The lights are low, and the smoke, the hum of talk, the peels of wild laughter all wrap around me until I’m floating. I’m right where I’m supposed to be.
Alive.
Home.
And then Twitch’s words repeat in my deliciously foggy mind.
I found you again, and I ain’t never lettin’ you go.
My eyes, which had been drifting shut, open. I crane my neck, take in that shaggy beard and those gray eyes beaming down at me.
“Found me again?”
He flashes his wide, white grin. “You really don’t remember, do you? Didn’t think you did.”
I shake my head.
“You saved my life. Over there.”
What? My knees go weak, but his big arms hold me up. He guides me to a couch, and he sinks down, pulling me onto his lap. He’s so huge that if I tuck my legs underneath me, I’m entirely surrounded by his hard body.
“That’s better,” he says, cupping my jaw, urging me closer for a kiss. It’s soft. A taste. A whisper.
His other arm supports my back, his fingers stroking down my spine. 
“I don’t remember.” And I don’t. Mostly.
“Almost a year and a half ago now. I come in to the 62nd Evac with two other guys from my unit. A landmine. Shrapnel. My guts were all fucked up. Felt like I was gonna die, I was so fuckin’ weak.”
I nod. Shock. His words summon image after image, but none of him. I try to imagine Twitch clean shaven with a buzz cut, and I can’t.
“All I wanted to do was sleep, right?” He grins wider. How can he be smiling? My heart is slamming in my chest. “But there was this girl sittin’ with my buddy, and she wouldn’t shut up.”
My chest tightens, and my eyes burn. I know what he’s going to say.
“She goes on and on about Petty’s Mill fuckin’ Pennsylvannia. The bowling alley and the high school basketball team and did you know they were the division finalists? On and on. All fuckin’ night long.”
Tears are streaming down my cheeks, and Twitch doesn’t move to wipe them away. We both let them flow, and he snuggles me closer.
“And when I figured it couldn’t get worse, we got caught in some incoming. And this little thing with the big mouth starts draggin’ us one-by-one off our beds and rollin’ us underneath, smashin’ mattresses on top of our broken shit for good measure. She weren’t none too gentle, either.”
“You were all so heavy.” I remember that. I remember levering huge men off the gurneys, trying to take the weight so they didn’t reopen their wounds, forcing myself to move quicker, so scared I wouldn’t make it under the doctor’s desk in time.
Knowing that if it came down to it, that desk wouldn’t be doing shit for me anyway.
Twitch changes his stroke to circles on the small of my back. “If this girl had asked, I’d have told her leave me in peace.”
“I wouldn’t have listened. It was my job.”
“She was a good soldier.” Twitch takes my chin between his thumb and forefinger and gently draws my eyes to his.
“I was a good soldier,” I echo on a jagged exhale.
Twitch sniffs, and his body tightens underneath me. “A Grail missile goes astray, takes out a chunk of wall. A chunk of the mattress sittin’ on top of me.”
And I remember.
I’m half blind from the tears and snot, but I don’t need to see, because I remember.
“Took too big a chunk out of my buddy.”
“John O’Leary.” His name is a prayer on my lips.
“From bum-fuck Petty’s Mill, Pennsylvania.”
We’re both quiet a minute. Remembering. How is it he seems so young in my memory? How is it that it seems so long ago?
Eventually, I shift. Wipe my face with my sleeve. “So you came here? When you got out?”
Twitch nods. “Ain’t too far from where I’m from. And I figured when my angel got out, she’d come here.”
I shift a little, and my face heats. I’m a mess. My body’s drained, and I don’t know what I’m doing. Here. In life. 
“I’m no angel.”
Twitch grins, lowers his heads, and then he takes my mouth, sweet and hungry, and it’s like I’m on the back of his bike, the cold air whipping everything that’s not essential away until it’s only me and him and the life beating in our chests.
“No, you’re right. You’re what Slip said. A Valkyrie.” 
And I don’t say anything at all because he’s right.
I am a goddamn Valkyrie.
And maybe I don’t know what I’m doing, but I know where I belong. Here. With this man who gives me wings.




EPILOGUE

We’re out at our place, the old oak at the tree line. I help Twitch down, being careful of his pride the most difficult part of the maneuver, and then I ease between his legs. It’s not so easy for me these days, either, even though I’m not the one with the arthritis.
The fire’s crackling, and it’s my favorite time of day and year, dusk in mid-October, a nip in the air and a huge harvest moon. The boys are gathered around the bonfire, raising hell. Slip and Boots and the others are inside, breaking in a new pool table, so out here in the yard it’s only us and the kids.
Twitch and I lean back and watch.
The gang’s nearly finished high school now. Slip’s oldest, Heavy, has always been the leader. I don’t know how a slim guy like Slip made such a big, hairy giant, but the kid certainly has his daddy’s brains and his mother’s ability to use them.
“You think he’ll go to college?”
It’s been so many years—thirty-three and counting—that Twitch knows immediately who I’m talking about. “Heavy’d be the first brother to go if he does.”
“Linda said he got a full ride to M.I.T.”
“That good?”
“It’s all right.”
Twitch shifts, wraps his arms around me.
“It’d be a waste for him not to go. That’s turning down free money.”
Linda has been bending my ear about it. She thinks since I went to school, I might be able to talk to Heavy. That was a different time, though. The world’s forgotten it except lip service a few times a year. Heavy’d do better to talk to that wicked smart half-sister of his. She’s off in the big city getting her degree, no free ride, no mama fussing over her.   
“That boy’d sooner cut off his leg than leave his brothers,” Twitch observes.
That’s the truth. They’re inseparable. Even now they’re sitting in a row on a log. Nickel, one of James Kobald’s kid. He inherited his father’s propensity to lead with his fists, but in general, he seems less of an asshole than his old man. Maybe cause he talks a hell of a lot less.
Then there’s Charge. I remember when his strung-out hippie mama bailed right after he was born and left him with crazy-ass Boots. We were sure Boots would forget him in a men’s room somewhere, but damned if he didn’t manage to keep track of the kid until he was old enough to figure out his own way home. The boy’s already got a record as long as my arm, but he’s a sweet one. Real charmer.
Reminds me. “Remember when Charge convinced Deb to bake him a birthday cake?”
“And it wasn’t his birthday.”
“And Pig Iron was gonna beat his ass cause it put Deb late putting his dinner on the table.” My sister started hanging around the clubhouse when Twitch and I hooked up, and after a few wild years when Deb refused to wear a bra or shave her legs, Pig Iron made her his old lady.
“And Charge was like—what did he say?”
“Can any of you motherfuckers seriously swear you know what day I was born?”
“And nobody could.”
“How old was he then?”
“Couldn’t have been more than six or seven.” Twitch’s laugh rumbles against my back.
“What are they doin’ now?” I squint. I left my glasses in my purse inside.
It seems Forty Nowicki and Scrap Allenbach have moved away from the bonfire. They’ve handed Nevaeh Ellis their cuts, and they’re peeling off their shirts. The rest form a half circle around them.
“Sparring.”
Those boys are at it constantly. Forty plans to join up after he graduates—he’s been asking me about the service his whole life. The kid is a machine. Focused. Driven. He’ll make a great officer. He drives his wild child girlfriend nuts.
I’m not sure why Scrap’s always up for a fight. He’s as even-tempered and mild-mannered as Steel Bones gets. Maybe he’s working off extra energy.
“Five bucks on Forty.” Twitch nudges me over so he can see better over my shoulder.
“I’ll take that action.”
“Forty outweighs Scap by at least thirty pounds.”
“Scrap is a good foot taller.”
“Forty wants it more.”
“I don’t know. Scrap’s a dark horse.”
Forty throws the first punch and a hue and cry goes up. Bullet dodges around collecting bets. We watch, snuggling, quiet. My old man still smells like the best thing ever. Leather and smoke. Home.
The small fire in front of us crackles, and an owl hoots in the woods.
There’s cussing and shouting and death metal blaring from a boombox run from an extension cord. There’s a peacefulness in it that most people can’t understand. A joy. I never want to be anywhere else.
I sigh.
Forty lands a wicked one-two punch, and Scrap sways, but he stays on his feet.
“They’re good boys.”
Twitch drops a kiss on my temple. “You ever regret it? That we never had one?”
Twitch and I tried for years. By the time the medicine advanced to where tests could tell if it was him or me or what—let alone do anything about it—we were well past the window of opportunity. We talked about adoption, but we never followed through. I was really focused on my work in those days. I was gonna show the Dr. Parrishes of the world. And I did. But outliving and outlasting them more than anything else.
“No. Not much. You?”
I know what his answer will be, but I like to hear it all the same. “You’ve always been enough for me.”
“Yeah?”
“And I can never get enough.” He nuzzles my neck, nips and then kisses away the sting. “What do you say when Forty wins this thing, we go back to the clubhouse? Go up to my room. Warm up.”
I shriek as he slips his icy hand under my flannel shirt. “We both know you don’t have a room. I’m not falling for your bullshit.”
“I’ll kick a prospect out.”
“I’m not fucking on some prospect’s nasty, unmade bed.”
“How about on top of his dresser?”
I moan as memories flood me. Twitch’s breath speeds up, a mirror to mine. Sometimes I think our bodies could do this on autopilot. His knows mine so well.
His thumb brushes my nipple, hard from the cold and his touch. Heat floods between my legs, and I squirm.
“Come on Scrap,” I mumble. “Knock the motherfucker out already.”
“You’re a bloodthirsty woman, Shirlene.”
“Fuck that. I’m an angel.”
Twitch chuckles as he takes my mouth. “Valkyrie.”
Shouts and cheers erupt from the circle by the bonfire, but I don’t look over. I’m lost in my man’s twinkling, soft gray eyes and the heaven of his kiss.
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