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Chapter One

 


The welcome home banners and the balloons
hung limply against the background of my apartment, doing little to
improve the listless mood of the party. Everyone here was there at
the base months ago. We sent off five young men in fresh uniforms.
Boys really, pretending to be men.

Only three broken soldiers returned and none
of the three were my brother, Eli. Well, three-and-a-half, counting
Josh Edwards, who came back with his right arm gone, severed right
through the shoulder. I heard from Josh’s friend, Trish, how Josh
and his unit got caught up in an explosion while rescuing a family
under a building about to fall apart. A piece of metal shrapnel
nearly shredded his right arm and the only way to save his life was
amputation.

His fate is not funny, and even feeling a
smidge of self-satisfaction seemed wrong. Inappropriate almost.

“At least you’re still alive. Eli’s dead, so
why the fuck are you still alive?” No one heard my venomous words
amidst the chatting crowd, or so I thought.

Across the room, I saw Josh’s searing dark
blue eyes fastened on mine and my heart suddenly skipped a beat. He
couldn’t have heard. Not from where I was standing, but Josh didn’t
take his eyes off me all evening.

Tonight, he wore a faded pair of jeans and a
plain white shirt. He dressed like he used to, except his physique
had undergone a dramatic transformation. His lean frame was now
coiled with muscles and black ink-lines covered his desert-kissed
flesh. There were more lines under his haunted eyes, and of course,
he was missing an arm.

I noticed Josh left his dog tags hanging
outside his shirt, and the tags reminds me of a brand, of his mark
of shame.

You deserve to suffer, you miserable dirt
bag. You promised me you’d take care of my brother, but he’s
dead.

Josh didn’t approach me until all the beer
was gone and most of the guests had left. For some reason, instinct
propelled me to clean up the mess everyone left behind, even though
it’s futile because Eli, the clean freak, wouldn’t whine at me
about the rubbish. It’s childish, but a part of me still believed
Eli was going to come through the front door any second. He’d then
tell me this was all just one sick joke and his death had been
greatly exaggerated.

It had always been just the three of us.
Eli, Josh and I. After our parents died when I was twelve, Eli took
custody of me, even though he was only a kid himself. Eli wasn’t
just my older brother. He took on the role of being my guardian and
my best friend. He practically raised me when all we had was each
other, but neither Eli or Josh listened to my protests when they
announced they were going to enlist.

Josh’s warm hand landed on mine, and I
stared at it blankly, wondering if it had always been that big.

“Hey, little Johnny. You haven’t spoken to
me all evening. You alright?” Josh sounded harsh, as if he hadn’t
uttered a single word to anyone all night.

I pushed his hand away. He let Eli die and
didn’t deserve to touch me. I couldn’t pull my eyes from his
though. Couldn’t quite ignore the deep sorrow lodged there. Josh
reminded me of the one-armed green plastic soldiers I had when I
was little. It was a hell of a lot easier to think of him that way
than as a real person, because real people feel pain.

“I’m not little anymore, you bastard. I’m
twenty-one and you know it.”

Pain flickered across his features, and I
immediately regretted my words. What was I thinking? Josh isn’t a
broken toy. He’s a broken man and a broken soldier, and it didn’t
look like he could take many emotional blows. Still, letting him
off the hook wasn’t something I could do. Not yet.

“God. I forgot how much you look like him,”
Josh said. “It hurts to look at you.” An ocean of conflicted
emotions lie buried in his one sentence and I bit my lip,
preventing myself from responding with a biting remark.

“If looking at me hurts, then don’t look at
me. Leave and never come back.” My voice cracked and wavered.

Josh took a few steps toward me and
collapsed in my arms. At first, I thought he was drunk, but there’s
no stink of alcohol about him. Just despair.

He was taller and bulkier than me, but
despite the awkward moment, he buried his head in my chest. Tremors
ran across his body and I held him until he stopped shaking. A wave
of guilt rammed into me as well as some measure of enlightenment.
I’ve always known Eli and Josh were more than friends, which was
why I made Josh promise to bring back my brother in one piece. I
just hadn’t known Eli meant this much to him, to the extent he’d
just break down when my brother was no longer by his side.

“I don’t know how I’ll live without him,”
Josh confessed.

What the fuck’s wrong with me? Josh
didn’t deserve my cruelty or my judgment. Knowing now how devoted
he was to my brother, he probably did and gave his best. Eli’s
death most likely wounded him on a much deeper level than it did
me.

Wrapping his remaining thick-corded arm
around my leg, Josh pressed his forehead against my jeans and
whispered just two damning words over and over again, “I’m sorry.
God. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Johnny.”

He wouldn’t let go and I doubted I could pry
him away. Maybe he needed human touch and consolation. It would
have been cruel of me to deny him. Kneeling in front of him, I
speared my fingers through his hair and pressed him close to my
chest. I felt like a child trying to console an adult, but my touch
worked wonders.

All the tension and the months of
frustration and anger slowly ebbed away from both our bodies.
Something grew uncomfortable between us, preventing warm flesh from
meeting, and I discovered the cause—the cold metal of his dog tags
pressed between our bodies. The world grew frighteningly still when
I realized it was not just his tags strung on the chain. There were
two chains, four tags. Eli’s.

Josh loved my brother. He’s carrying the
weight of two lives.

“It’s okay,” I murmured, recovering from the
realization.

I reached out to him, stroked his broad
back. Leaning my forehead against his, I watched his blue eyes grow
startled. I caught his bottom lip and kissed him gently, hoping in
some mad and twisted way the kiss would remind him of my
brother.

“It’s going to be okay, Josh. From now on,
I’m going to take care of you.” He breathed hard against me, but
didn’t interrupt me. “You’re going to sleep here tonight and all
the nights after until you can be on your own again. Tomorrow,
we’re going to head to your apartment and pack your things,
alright?”

I expected Josh to protest, to fight me, but
he didn’t. Josh didn’t look like he has much fight in him anymore.
The passionate and fiery-eyed devil my brother loved was gone, and
a fragile broken husk of a man had replaced him. But I knew that
Josh was still somewhere inside him.

“Sounds good,” Josh whispered. “Thank you,
Johnny.”


Chapter Two

 


The first night without Eli was the easiest
because both Josh and I were so exhausted, we quickly fell into a
dreamless sleep. The subsequent nights were harder and sleep didn’t
come easy to either of us. I took some days off work from the
garage to make Eli’s funeral arrangements. Without Josh there, I
wouldn’t have gotten through everything, let alone learned to take
a single day at a time.

Enduring Eli’s service felt like swallowing
lead. Time dragged on for an eternity when the casket team, made of
the surviving members of Eli and Josh’s unit, carried Eli’s
flag-draped coffin to his place in the ground.

“You should be proud of your brother.”

“These boys died honorable deaths.”

“It’s the only way I can imagine going.”

The consolations, the shoulder pats and the
pitying glances felt oppressive. I’d screamed out all my
frustrations and anger long ago. Only numbness filled me as I
watched the box lowered to the ground. Josh was part of the guard,
dressed to the nines in his uniform, but he looked misplaced with
his right sleeve hanging empty. His expression was blank,
unreadable, and his entire posture remained stiff. We’re
reflections of each other. The stamp of grief was evident on his
face as well as mine.

We declined the invitations to drinks by the
rest of their unit when it was all done and over with, choosing
instead to stand in
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