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      Chance stared down at the faded, crinkled picture and wondered for the hundredth time if he’d made the biggest mistake of his life. He’d thought when he left that he was doing the right thing, but now, years later, he still wondered.

      “Is that your woman?”

      Chance looked up to see his friend and bunkmate Israel leaning over the side of the top bunk and indicating the picture.

      “She was at one time. Years ago.”

      Israel’s head disappeared and was replaced moments later by his legs. Then, a soft thump sounded as he jumped to the floor and sat on the bottom bunk next to Chance. “She is pretty. What happened?”

      Chance exhaled a sigh that carried the weight of the world in it. “I got scared mainly. We were high school sweethearts and we had big plans to conquer the world together, you know?”

      Israel nodded, and the empathy was evident in his chocolate brown eyes. He might not understand Chance’s exact issue, but he clearly had some demons in his past as well.

      “Anyway,” Chance shook his head as the memories came flooding back, “Just before graduation, my father announced that not only was he having an affair, but that he was divorcing my mother. They’d been together for thirty years. How do you decide to leave someone after thirty years?”

      “Midlife crisis?” Israel offered with a shrug.

      “Maybe, but it rocked my world. Suddenly, I was no longer sure about love or Merribeth. I mean if my parents couldn’t make it, then how could I? Plus, there was this burning desire to get away from him. So, I broke it off with her after graduation and then joined the military. I guess I hoped the structure would distract me and the excitement of travel would make me forget what I was leaving behind. Most days, it works, but…” He let the sentence trail off.

      “But not out here when there is so much time to think, right?”

      Chance lifted his shoulder in another shrug. He knew Israel would understand.

      “Have you reached out to her?”

      Chance rolled his eyes. “Dude, it’s been eight years. What would I even say to her?”

      “I’m sorry is always a good place to start,” Israel said with a smile. “I messed up usually works well too. At least it always did with my girl.”

      “You’ve got a girl back home?” Chance was surprised he didn’t know this though Israel didn’t often share about his past. Only pieces here and there.

      “No, I did, but, like you, we broke it off before I joined. I wanted her to be free to find happiness while I was gone, but we were together a few years before we split.”

      “It’s never easy, is it?”

      Israel didn’t get a chance to answer because their squad leader burst through the door at that moment. “Gear up, boys. It’s our turn to patrol.”

      Chance tucked the picture back in his wallet before returning it to the small nightstand. He didn’t need the wallet where he was going, and he never carried personal information on him when they went on patrol. No one in their unit had been captured yet, but it was drilled in their heads to never carry personal information around with them. Pictures, names, and addresses could all be used against a soldier and dog tags served as ID enough.

      He grabbed his jacket off the hook on his bunk - full uniform was required even if they were just sitting around the barracks - and followed Israel out the door. Ten minutes later, they were inside the armored tank and heading out of the relative safety of the compound.

      Chance took a deep breath to try and calm his rapidly beating heart. Though he knew they were necessary, patrols always made him nervous. Too many things could go wrong on patrols. Enemies could fire at them, children could run too close to the tank, and IEDs were always an issue. He’d lost too many friends to the buried dangers that were never seen until they exploded.

      Before he had finished calming his breathing down, a loud bang filled the air. Though the ringing in his ears blocked any other sounds, his eyes managed to find Israel’s and see the fear he felt mirrored in his friend’s gaze before gravity seemed to shift on him. His body flew out of his seat, and stars clouded his vision as his head rammed into the ceiling. Pain flooded his senses before the world began to gray. The last thing that registered before he lost consciousness was the smell of gasoline.

      When Chance opened his eyes again, he was no longer in the tank. Nor was he in the field. Instead, the ceiling above him appeared to be green canvas and the bed he was laying on felt like a cot. A medic tent. He’d been injured, but how badly? His head pounded, so definitely an injury there? Anything else?

      “Hey, Overstreet, welcome back to the land of the living!” Israel’s Latino face appeared in Chance’s vision, his smile wide and genuine. A new cut blazed brightly above his right eye, and dark smudges covered large patches of his face, but Chance had never been so glad to see his friend.

      “Iz, what happened?” Vague memories of the explosion filled his mind, but not only did he have blank windows of time, his head was still pounding.

      Israel’s smile faltered. “You don’t remember?”

      “I remember an explosion and hitting my head, but nothing else. How did we get out?”

      A soft slide of Israel’s gaze to the side told Chance there was bad news waiting somewhere on the wings. “I pulled you out. I think I took the least of the damage.” He pointed to his eye. “This cut. A few bruises, but not much more. Must be thanks to my hard head.”

      Chance managed a slight smile. Israel was not only the luckiest person he knew, but he was also a machine. He worked harder than anyone else. When everyone else ran a mile, Israel ran two. If ten pushups were required, he did twenty. Chance wasn’t sure why Israel felt the need to push himself so much harder than everyone else, but he appreciated having the man by his side. Still that didn’t answer the question that was burning in his throat. “Where is everyone else?”

      Israel bit his lip and shook his head. “I managed to get you out, but I wasn’t fast enough to get anyone else. I’m so sorry, but no one else made it.”

      Pain squeezed Chance’s heart both for his friends and for the guilt he heard in Israel’s voice. It wasn’t his fault, but Chance couldn’t believe the news. Everyone else was dead? Tommy with the bright red hair who had a heart as big as Texas? Nickolas, the transplant from Canada, who still ended some of his sentences with ‘ey’ even though he’d spent most of his life in the states? Simon, the nerdy web-developer, who was always trying to get them to play his newest game creation? They were all gone?

      “It’s not your fault, Iz.” Unbidden, a tear trickled out of the corner of his eye, and he swiped it away. Men didn’t cry, and especially not tough military men. However, these men were like his brothers. He’d spent every waking moment with them over the last few months. He knew Tommy had a wife and child back home - a little boy with hair as red as his dad’s. Nicholas had a beautiful fiancee who was a Canadian model. They’d been together since high school where even with her puffy permed hair and his sparkly tux, they had still been beautiful. And Simon? Well, he didn’t have a wife or a girlfriend, but he was the oldest of ten children. His youngest sibling was just four years old, but Simon would never get to see him turn five.

      “I know it’s hard man, but this is military life.” Israel had emigrated from Mexico. Though he didn’t often talk about it, he had seen violence worse than Chance could even imagine. Drug lords had raped both his sister and his mother and then left them for dead. He himself had been shot at several times just trying to get food for his family.

      Chance had once asked why he’d joined the military where he was bound to see the same type of violence. Israel’s answer had been simple. America gave his family a new chance at life, and he wanted to give back. Plus, he hoped that he might be able to save others like himself. The man didn’t have a selfish bone in his body.

      Chance nodded. This was military life, not the side that he liked, but a necessary evil that went along with all the good they did. He would mourn for his brothers, but he could not let grief overcome him. “Do you know how bad my injury is? My head is still pounding, so I can’t really feel anything else.”

      As Israel’s eyes shifted again to the right, Chance knew he wasn’t going to like the information. “You got banged up pretty bad.”

      Chance clamped a hand on his friend’s arm. “How bad, Iz? I have to know.”

      Israel’s chocolate brown eyes filled with sadness as he met Chance’s gaze again. “Bad enough that they’re sending you home, Chance.”

      Home? Back to his last base home? Or all the way back to Courage, Colorado? The answer didn’t matter much. The military had been Chance’s life for the last eight years. What was he supposed to do now?
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      “Oh, my goodness, it is so good to have you home.” His mother enveloped him in a hug so tight that he could feel the pearls on her necklace digging into his shoulder.

      “I’m not staying here, Mom. I’m going to find my own place.” Chance wondered if coming back here had been a mistake. After his injury, he had spent months at his last stateside base in North Carolina working a boring desk job and going through rehab. Though he’d hoped he would be able to return to combat once he completed rehab, the military had decided that was no longer possible, and so, instead of re-enlisting for another four years, Chance had opted to walk away from his military career. Then, because he knew few people in the area and had no desire to stay where his failures would haunt him, he had made the excruciatingly difficult decision to return home.

      At least in Courage, he’d told himself, he had his mother and perhaps a few old friends though he hadn’t kept up with many of them. He also couldn’t deny there was a small piece of him that hoped Merribeth would still be there and he could convince her to give him another shot. Seeing his friends in his unit make marriage work even through long deployments and facing his own mortality had certainly changed his view on love. Maybe it wasn’t perfect, but it was worth it.

      “I know,” she said, finally releasing him, “but I haven’t seen you in ages.” She stepped back but kept her hands on his shoulders. “Let me get a good look at you.”

      He felt more like an item at a market that she was considering purchasing than her son as she scanned him from head to toe, but he supposed he couldn’t blame her. It had been years since he’d been home. He’d called the first few Christmases after enlisting, but the last one had been spent halfway across the world and he just hadn’t been able to muster the energy to deal with all the hoops he would have to jump through to make a long distance call.

      “You’re as handsome as ever though you could use a haircut.”

      He chuckled slightly at that. For eight years, he’d worn his hair in military regulation, high and tight was the common term used, but since his return to civilianism, it hadn’t been high on his list. Perhaps it was time for trim. “Okay, Mom, I’ll add that to the list, but finding a place to live and a job need to come first.”

      Her eyes lit up and she clasped her hands together. “Oh, speaking of that, I’ve been seeing this very nice man lately and he happens to run the resort in town. He’s a transplant from Texas and has a personality as big as the state. I think you’ll really like him. Anyway, he told me the other night that he was looking for a manager.”

      Chance shook his head. The last thing he needed was his mother setting up a job for him, especially with her new boyfriend. “I can find my own job.”

      “I’m sure you can, but I’ve already set up the interview. I didn’t get the job for you. Just an interview. The rest is up to you.” She crossed her arms and fixed him with a stare that said the topic was not up for discussion.

      Chance could think of nothing more embarrassing than attending an interview his mother set up for him, but he had no other leads in town currently. Refusing felt like looking a gift horse in the mouth. “Fine, I’ll interview with him. Now, did you happen to find some properties for rent?” His mother was a realtor and an interior designer, and though it pained him, he had asked her to help him find a place in town because living with her was out of the question.

      “Of course I did. I have several places lined up to show you. Are you ready?”

      Chance wasn’t sure he was ready to be back in Courage or to have his overbearing mother back in his life, but he was sure he was ready to find his own place.
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      Butch Meyers was exactly as his mother had described him. Chance would have guessed he was from Texas even if his mother hadn’t droned on about it as she showed him houses. The man wore a large cowboy hat, a bolo tie, and a button down shirt.

      “You must be Chance,” the man said, standing and extending his hand. His voice still held the twang of a Texas drawl, and Chance wondered briefly what had brought him to Colorado.

      “Yes, sir. Thank you for meeting with me.” He made sure to keep his grip firm as he shook the man’s hand.

      “Well, I’m sure you know Vivian is a hard woman to say no to. Besides, I looked at your resume, and being a former Veteran myself, I’ve been wanting to hire more of them. Lord knows the government doesn’t always look out for us even after all we gave, am I right?”

      Chance hadn’t been a veteran long enough to know that answer for himself, but he’d heard complaints from older men while receiving rehab. According to them, the VA wasn’t always the best at finding veterans jobs or helping them out in times of need though Chance preferred to think that they tried. Still, service members helping each other out was definitely something he could get behind. “Yes, sir.”

      Butch pointed to one of the brown leather chairs facing his massive desk. “Sit. Now, I know about military training, but what sort of management experience do you have?”

      “Nothing with anything this large, to be honest, sir, but I did spend many winters working in my father’s store. He used to own one of the ski rental shops downtown before he and my mother divorced.”

      That shop had been the bane of Chance’s existence growing up. During the summers it hadn’t been so bad, but when the first snow fell and tourists began flooding Courage, his father had insisted he help out in the store as soon as school let out for the day. ‘Homework can wait,’ he’d always said when Chance would protest. Weekends and free time had waited too. Until the mountain closed for the season.

      Butch nodded and stroked his meaty chin. “Bet he had you running it half the time, didn’t he?”

      Chance chuckled. That was the understatement of the century. At one point, his father had been sure he would take over running the shop, and so he’d made sure Chance knew every in and out of running it. “Yes, sir, he did. He taught me how to order inventory, position the items for maximum purchase power, and of course how to deal with employees.”

      A large grin spread across Butch’s face. “Well, it sounds to me like he along with the military taught you everything you’ll need for this position. What do you say we make it official?”

      Chance wanted to say yes. Though this was not exactly what he’d trained for, he thought the position would challenge him enough, but one tiny detail kept his excitement in check. “That sounds great, and I would love to work for you, but I have to know. You’re not offering me the job simply because you’re seeing my mother, are you?”

      A loud hearty laugh billowed from Butch’s lips. “Chance, your mother is a force to be reckoned with to be sure, but she does not run my resort or my decisions.”

      “In that case, sir, when can I start?”
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      “Lucas, are you ready yet?” Merribeth poked her head out of the kitchen and looked down the short hallway toward Lucas’s room.

      “I can’t find my shoes.” Her son’s tender voice carried out of his room.

      Merribeth rolled her eyes and sighed. She didn’t have time for this, but she should have expected it. Losing his shoes or his socks was a regular occurance for Lucas. Actually, he didn’t so much lose them as he covered them up with something on the floor and then never managed to look under that thing. She was sure it had more to do with his age than anything. At least she hoped. She loved her son, but this daily chore of chasing down his lost articles of clothing or pointing out clothing that was in front of his face was definitely getting old.

      She stepped into the living room and found one shoe sitting in front of the couch. Picking it up, she scanned the rest of the room, but there were no more shoes. The bathroom then? Had he taken the other one off before his bath last night? Why he couldn’t take them off in the same place was beyond her, but she trudged that direction sure that it would be there. Sure enough, the other shoe was in the tiny bathroom that served as both his bathroom and the one guests would use - if she ever had guests over. She must have been too tired after his bath to notice it last night.

      “Here, Lucas,” she said, holding out the shoes to him as she entered his room.

      He crawled out from under his bed and looked at her with his big brown eyes. Eyes that always reminded her of Colin. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “You’re welcome.” She set the shoes down on his Batman bedspread. “Can you please hurry and finish getting dressed. I need to pack my lunch.”

      “Sure, Mom, but can we go to the park today?”

      “Not today, buddy. I have to work, but it’s almost the weekend. We can go then.” As long as she didn’t get called in to work on Saturday. She’d heard rumors that the lodge had hired a new manager. Who knew what that meant. Would he or she honor her schedule? Would she even still have a job? Her job at the resort had been secure the last few years. She’d made sure to work hard and prove her worth, but she’d worked enough other jobs to know that new managers sometimes meant shakeups.

      She shook her head as she reached the kitchen. No, she couldn’t think about that. They were already living paycheck to paycheck and barely making ends meet. There was no way they would be able to live if she lost her job. Thankfully, she’d qualified for a low-income preschool for Lucas. That would help free up a few hundred dollars a month. Unfortunately, they didn’t have a spot for another few weeks, so she had to make it until then.

      After taking the bread and peanut butter from the pantry, she grabbed the jelly from the bare fridge and whipped up yet another PB&J. She was tired of the simple lunch, but it was cheap. A trip to the grocery story was definitely on her to-do list when she got paid again. When the sandwich was finished, she dropped it in a ziplock bag - the same one from yesterday as they were too expensive to throw away every day - and then added a banana. It wasn’t much, but if she was lucky, there would be left over food at the resort and she could grab a few bites.

      She checked her watch as she dropped the sandwich and banana into her purse. Time had gotten away from her, and they needed to head out of the house now if she had any hope of making it to work on time.

      “Lucas, let’s go.”

      He appeared as she reached the front door. His shirt sported a few unsightly stains, but there was no time to change. At least he had his shoes on the right feet.

      A small sigh escaped her lips. “Come on, buddy.” Though she was not sad that Colin was no longer in the picture, raising her son as a single mother was certainly harder than she’d ever expected.

      She buckled Lucas in, whispering a silent prayer for his safety and her sanity as she shut the door and climbed in behind the steering wheel of the powder blue 1984 Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme. The car had been a present from her father before he passed but not one that she loved. He’d said he wanted her in a safe vehicle, one that he knew would protect Lucas even if they got into an accident. The car was definitely big and safe - it felt like a giant boat to Merribeth - but it had one very finicky habit. On occasion, especially cold morning occasions which were quite often in Colorado in December, it refused to start unless she popped open the hood and jammed a screwdriver into the carburetor. Her father had promised to get the car looked at when she’d informed him of the problem, but he’d had a stroke two days later and never recovered.

      Now Merribeth neither had the time or the money to fix the car. Whispering another prayer that the car would start, she turned the key and sighed with relief when the engine turned over. After checking the rearview mirror, she backed out of the drive and headed into town. Ten minutes later, she pulled into the drive of Edith Bigg’s house.

      Edith was not Merribeth’s favorite person. Nor was she her first choice in a childcare provider, but she had been the cheapest in town. Now Merribeth knew why. Not only did Edith rarely smile, but she felt that it was her right to badger the parents about anything she thought they weren’t doing correctly. In Merribeth’s case, that happened to be a lot but first and foremost on Edith’s list was the fact that Merribeth was raising her son alone. Merribeth could count on one hand the days she’d managed to either drop Lucas off or pick him up without Edith giving her some lecture on the importance of a father in a young boy’s life.

      Sure enough, Edith stood on the front porch in her faded flannel robe and wearing the same annoyed expression that graced her face every day. Her hands were shoved deep into her thick hips and rollers still resided in her graying hair.

      “Come on, Lucas.” Merribeth forced enthusiasm she didn’t feel into her voice as she unbuckled her son and hoisted him out of the car.

      With his little hand in hers, they traversed slowly up the cold sidewalk taking care not to slip. Edith didn’t believe in salting the walk, and Merribeth had no doubt she would not chip in on medical bills if someone slipped and fell. The sagging porch was only slightly less slick, and Merribeth held onto the railing for extra support. She knew the inside of the house was more welcoming, but she was still glad he would be changing centers at the beginning of the new year.

      As they reached the top step, Lucas pulled on her hand and looked up at her with sad eyes. “Mom, do I have to go in?”

      “You do, buddy, but I’ll be back to pick you up as soon as I’m done today.” She gave him a fierce hug and whispered in his ear, “Maybe I can sneak some dessert for you tonight.” It wasn’t much, but she hoped it gave him something to look forward to.

      Sure enough a twinkle sparked in his brown eyes and a hint of a smile appeared. “With chocolate?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      He gave her another squeeze and then hurried past Edith with lightning speed, disappearing into the house.

      Edith folded her arms across her chest and fixed Merribeth with her signature belittling stare. “You know he needs a man in his life. When are you going to get back together with his father?”

      “I’m not, Edith.” She was not only tired of having the conversation with Edith, but she had no time today. “Lucas’s father was no role model, and I know it’s hard on him right now, but if he’s going to have a man in his life, I want it to be a good one.” With that, she issued a curt nod and turned back toward her car.

      “Any man’s influence is better than no influence at all,” Edith called as Merribeth walked away.

      She shook her head as she opened the driver’s door and slid
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