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I WISH MY HEAD COULD forget what my eyes have seen...

Dane Morrison has a decision to make. Does he face the terrible truth of his PTSD and stay on course with the love of his life, Cheryl, or does he honor his duty as a soldier? Facing his demons might be harder than he could ever imagine, and for him, there is only one decision.

Cheryl McKinney never thought she’d have to suffer the loss of another man she loved, especially so soon. But with Dane’s deployment looming just weeks ahead, will she be able to convince him to face his demons and stay with her, or will she learn to let him go?
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Dane

BULLETS RIPPED PAST my ears, peppering the ground around me. Debris stung my legs and arms, and the taste and smell of the dust in the air not only made me cough, but it clouded my vision so badly I couldn’t see my fallen men. 

My goal was to get them out of the combat zone, and while I had tried to so many times, I’d always failed. Not this time, I told myself. I pushed through the action, ducking behind a large piece of metal that had blown off of something. Though it was crumpled enough to be useless as anything else, it provided a bit of shelter from being seen. That was about it. As gunfire sprayed across it, tearing it apart, I moved back and stayed down, lying flat on the earth, hoping that whoever had fired, would soon give up or get shot by those covering me.

I saw Henley, his hand waving, and all I could think was keep it down. Keep it down. But he tried to roll, and that was a mistake. His movement made him an even bigger target, and though I tried to scream, it was no use. His body jerked as more bullets ripped into his flesh.

I got up on my feet, still crouching, and hurried across to the other side as my men covered me. If only I could get across to them, then I could at least pull them to safety. Or give it my best college try.

“Come on, Morrison, we have to go,” the voice of my commander called out. It sounded as if he was speaking through a tunnel, and as the world spun around me, I tried to keep together.

I hadn’t protested enough before, but this time, I wasn’t going home without them. In whatever hell this was that kept bringing my mind back to this place, where knowing it was a flashback didn’t give me any hope in hell of controlling it, I was still ever determined to make sure I completed my mission. And didn’t that make it even worse when I failed? Yes. Every. Single. Time.

I couldn’t bear living with myself if I didn’t try. My mission had been to get the two men out, and up until the last minute, everything had gone as planned. But that’s when the gunfire began, and I had watched my men fall. I hurried across the way to Henley, but when I got to him, he was nothing but burning, rotten flesh and maggots as if his body had been there for days.

The mission had failed, but I wasn’t going to give up. Rotting corpses or not, I was going to complete it. My heartbeat suddenly drowned out everything around me, giving me focus, but that too was short lived as the gunfire got heavier, and then an explosion occurred where my men had been lying, knocking me back on my ass.

My commander screamed, and the other men pulled me away, dragging me away as I fought against them. Then suddenly, one by one, more bombs, and the men who had hold of me exploded, their bodies ripping apart as I fell to the ground. I wasn’t getting out of there alive.

I rose up in my bed, the sweat pouring from my head, and my throat so dry, I couldn’t swallow. I looked over to see a bottle of water on the bedside table and grabbed it, chugging it down. When it hit my stomach, which was still in knots, it threatened to come back up, but I managed to find my wits and keep it down.

I swung my feet around to sit on the edge of the bed, and Corso padded across the room to lick my hand. “Where were you?” I whispered with a gravelly voice. He usually responded to one of my episodes a lot quicker, but with him sharing time between Cheryl and me, he had been in the other room.

I patted his head as he laid it in my lap, and then I stroked his back until I calmed down. Once I lay back, wondering if I was going to be able to return to my slumber, Corso jumped up on the bed and lay beside me. But there wasn’t any use trying to sleep. After tossing and turning for hours, I realized that wasn’t going to happen tonight.

I moved to the opposite side of the bed, as not to disturb him, and sprung to my feet. I peeled off my sweat-soaked wifebeater as I walked into the bathroom, then tossed it into the hamper along with my underwear. 

I started the shower and took a few more deep breaths, hoping to calm myself before stepping in, and when I did, the hot water hit me, scolding hot until I adjusted the water.

I worked myself over with a lather and rinsed, and then I washed my hair. Knowing I had to go back in action hadn’t really sunk in until this episode. Making things worse, Cheryl still hadn’t spoken to me more than a few courteous words, and it had been four days since I got my instructions to return to active duty.

After rinsing, I stood there letting the water wash across my head and down my body, the warmth relaxing me as I closed my eyes. But visions from my flashback, or whatever it would more accurately be called, came flooding back to me. I let out a deep breath and wanted to scream. My whole body tensed, and I had to take a few more deep breaths just to calm myself down.

I couldn’t stop thinking about how upset Cheryl had been. And to make it all worse, she really seemed to love me, just not enough to wait for me or to give me something to come home to. 

Being deployed wasn’t exactly in my plans either. Being called to missions was the last thing on my mind, even though I should have known better. I had big plans for her and me, plans that included us being together, and me being around for her when the baby came. 

I had let myself get worked up about our talk and had a good feeling how things would turn out in the end, but I’d been wrong. Her issues with Adam, her ex and the father of her baby, were more serious than I thought. While him being killed in duty was an honorable thing, it was devastating all the same, and I could imagine that now, knowing all she knew about me, she wouldn’t be able to look at me and see anything but someone who might leave her.

Losing him had been too much, especially at a vulnerable time, and with it only being six months since the man had passed away, how could I expect her to move on so quickly. I’d had two years to adjust to my new life, and I was still having trouble.

I shut the water off, stepped out of the shower, pulled a towel off the rack to wrap around my body, and then I went to the bedroom for some pajama pants and a white cotton tee. After I had dressed, I walked out to the living room, with Corso tailing me, and when I got to my chair, he sat at my feet while I turned on the TV.

I had done the same thing for the past two nights, unable to make it through until morning in my own bed. Knowing what I was going back to had made my problems worse, and I hoped it would start to go away the more I accepted what I had to do.

Serving my country had always been a great honor to me, and I put it before any of the selfish reasons I had for not wanting to go back into combat, but it was getting harder every day to keep up my spirits, especially with nights like this one.

Sometimes I remembered exactly what had happened, but then others—with my mind scrambling for answers—I invented things. My imagination running wild until it had me confused. When I was in my head, I wasn’t even in my bed anymore, that’s how real the nighmares felt. When they happened, I was there, wherever the memories and visions took me. It seemed so real that every single sense was heightened enough to smell and feel what I had that day. And though I thought those times would get better with me being home, and that time might heal the wounds, it was only getting worse as time marched on.

I watched two hours of infomercials before finally finding an old movie that I hadn’t seen in years. The spoof on the classic Frankenstein was hilarious, but I didn’t crack a smile once. Everything weighed heavy on my mind, and if it got any heavier, I wouldn’t be able to carry it. I had been so determined not to crack under the weight of it, but losing Cheryl, it just made it all ten times worse.

After a moment, Corso got up and looked to Chery’s room just off the hall, and then let out a whimper. He looked back and forth between her door and to me like he didn’t know what to do, but that she was in a warm bed, one which I knew she’d let him sleep on a time or two, even though I’d warned it was a bad idea.

“I don’t blame you, buddy.” I wished I could go in there too. I’d like to hold her, close my eyes, and tell her that everything was going to be all right and that she just had to have faith. But instead, I was stuck on the couch all alone. And she had been so upset with me since she found the letter that had come in, she hadn’t even let me apologize. I should have known it was all too good to be true and that I never really stood a chance with someone as beautiful and wonderful as Cheryl.

Corso padded over to the hall and then after looking back, he turned around and lay down in front of her door, which was still open from where he’d slipped out earlier in the night. It was as if the pooch was torn between the two of us, which made me wonder if I should get Cheryl to keep him while I was away or if I should ask Roy.

With her most likely looking for a new place to live and having the baby, she probably wouldn’t want to keep him. But if I could convince her to just live in my house, she could relocate whenever I got back, and that way she wouldn’t have to go anywhere anytime soon. It would be best for her—and for the baby—with the least amount of disorder in her life. Even if she didn’t want me, I still cared for her and always would. I wanted whatever was best for both of them.

I’d have to see if she was willing to speak with me, so I could bring it up. I hoped she hadn’t spent the past few days finding herself a new apartment. The thought of that scared me to death, but I couldn’t blame her for leaving, especially when I was the one who was really leaving. In four weeks I would leave for training, and then I wouldn’t be home for eighteen months. The baby would be a year old by then, and Cheryl would probably have found another man to have in her life. A man she deserved that could put her first, ahead of the entire country and the military or anything else.

I placed the remote on my chest and closed my eyes as Gene Wilder and Frankenstein sang “Puttin’ on the Ritz.” I didn’t intend on drifting asleep, but eventually, it was inevitable.
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Cheryl

ROLLING OUT OF BED, I planted my feet firmly beneath me and stretched. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since finding out that Dane had been called to duty. It had hurt my heart so much and kept my mind reeling. No matter what I tried to think about, all I could focus on was him. Which was bad for business.

He had encouraged me not to make any rash decisions, but if I was going to work out my problems, I needed to make sure I was able to focus. Having wrapped up the finishing touches on the Swansons’ home, it was time to turn my attention fully to Fiona and Lincoln’s, who had given me ten days to finish their plans. With only a few days left, I needed to make sure I had enough time to get everything done. Hopefully the contractors would be ready to work overtime to get things done. With so many depending on me to have my head together, I didn’t have time to have a meltdown over Dane or his deployment.

Adam’s death had already done a number on my sanity, and my business, and I’d promised myself that I wasn’t going to let anything get me down to that degree ever again.

As I walked to the bathroom, my baby bump protruding and my bladder screaming for relief, it felt more like a waddle, but being six months pregnant did that to a woman. As well as many other things.

After I finished my priorities, I turned on the shower and stepped inside, lathering my belly and my breasts, which had gotten so tender, it hurt just to touch my nipples. I closed my eyes and thought of Dane and how it all could have been perfect. He had led me to believe that he was just a local fireman looking for love, and instead, he was active military, a decorated US Marine, who had led black ops for them whenever they called.

With what happened to Adam, I had sworn off military men, and knowing what he did put him in extreme danger, it made it all much worse. I couldn’t go through the hell that losing Adam had put me through ever again. I needed a man who would be around and not leave me to raise the baby alone—if I needed a man at all. The jury was still in on that one, and while I wanted a man who I could have a beautiful relationship with, I still wasn’t convinced that anyone could love my child like it were their own and not Adam’s. Things could be one way now and totally different when the baby came.

I guess it was a lot to ask any man, though, to be around to raise another man’s child. But it wasn’t like Adam was some deadbeat father. While some might think that would make it easier, in my mind, losing a father once was enough for anyone. Could I let Dane get close to me and the baby only to leave us and possibly never return?

Besides, he’d be gone during the rest of my pregnancy and the delivery, and even if he did return, the baby would already be a year old and wouldn’t know him at all. Even if I was okay with taking a chance on him, the timing couldn’t be any worse.

I quickly washed and rinsed my hair and then shut off the water, and spent a moment letting my temperature level off before getting out of the shower. The last thing I needed was to add a fall. I stepped out and grabbed a towel, and wrapping it around me. After toweling off my hair, I let the wet locks fall to my shoulders and then plugged in my blow-dryer, hoping it wouldn’t disturb Dane.

Once I had styled my hair and applied a small amount of makeup, I walked into the bedroom for something to wear.

I opted for a comfortable maternity dress and pulled on a cardigan. Instead of sandals, I went for a pair of canvas flats that would provide a better footing and then opened my bedroom door to find Corso lying on the floor. He quickly got to his feet when he saw me, wagging his tail, and when we went to the living room, I found Dane in
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