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      For Riley, my reason for everything I do.

      For every woman who struggles to get out of bed each morning. For every woman who fights to see the sunrise every morning. I see you, and I’m here with you.
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        Charlie

      

      

      I cradled my coffee in my hands, staring through bleak eyes as people bustled along the sidewalk, rushing to work, running to catch the next bus… to do more living than I had since I’d been back in the states.

      Since I lost my leg.

      Since my company had been attacked. Since some of my closest friends had been killed.

      My fingers began to tremble, and I tightened them around the cardboard cup in my hands, willing them to stop. One of the workers dropped a coffee mug, the glass shattering like a bomb going off. I flinched, sucked back to that day.

      So much dust, I choked on it.

      Pain.

      Blood.

      Screams.

      So many screams.

      “Miss? Miss, are you okay?”

      I blinked. The sound of car horns, tires rolling over asphalt, and the crunch of shoes over the concrete reached my ears again, the desert fading into the background once more—always there but no longer at the forefront of my mind. A woman was standing in front of me, concern washing over her features. When I followed her gaze, I muttered a curse.

      I’d clenched my cup so tightly, I’d busted it, and now my lap was soaked with lukewarm coffee. How long had I been sitting there? Long enough for my cup of coffee to turn lukewarm, apparently. I was pretty sure when I’d last taken a sip, it’d burned my tongue. I specifically remembered relishing in the burn because it meant I felt something other than the crushing hopelessness and dread I was drowning in.

      “I…” I roughly cleared my throat, forcing a smile to my lips. But it hurt. Was too painful. Stretched my lips too tight. When was the last time I smiled? “I’m okay. Thank you,” I rasped, quickly standing to my feet. Avoiding her gaze, I skirted around her, tossing my crumpled cup into the trashcan.

      I could still feel her gaze on my back as I shoved my hands into the pockets of my wet jeans, heading for the sidewalk. I didn’t have a car—at least, not here. My car was in Montana, along with all my other things. My best friend, Everlee, and her husband, Tripp, had helped me pack all my things and move them out to Montana right before I’d left for basic training because my parents didn’t have room in their house or garage for my things.

      I should have told Everlee seven months ago that I was home. Should have called her. But I’d gone radio silent as soon as I’d been stateside again. I was down half a leg, and my mental health was in the gutter. I’d barely even spoken to my parents since I’d been back home, and we used to be extremely close.

      Everything was too much to deal with now. Even the simplest, smallest things. Hell, putting my shoes on this morning was nearly draining enough to make me crawl back in bed for a nap.

      I stepped onto the crosswalk to cross the street, and a horn blared. Tires squealed. I looked up, my heart lurching into my throat as a red Corvette slammed on their brakes, their bumper just nudging my good leg.

      “What the hell?!” the old man shouted, leaning out of his window. My heart was slamming against my breastbone. “Didn’t you learn to look both ways before crossing the street?!” he yelled.

      I swallowed thickly and stepped back off the road, my heart beating so fast, it hurt. I dropped onto the nearest bench, sucking in deep breaths, willing myself not to panic. My stomach was churning, threatening to revolt right there on the sidewalk. With trembling hands, I pulled my phone from my pocket and pulled up Everlee’s contact.

      I stared at it for a long time, my thumb trembling right over the call button. But I needed help. I was spacing out too much. Getting too lost in my head. Everything was still too much, and I wasn’t coping. And I couldn’t burden my parents. Not when I had episodes where I lashed out, my PTSD, depression, and anxiety too much to deal with sometimes, which made it bubble out of me in rage fits.

      But Everlee could handle that. And she had her husband and four brothers-in-law who could handle my episodes, too.

      Before I could chicken out, I pressed the green call button and lifted the phone to my ear, blowing out a shaky breath. It rang three times before she answered.

      “Charlie?” she breathed.

      Tears welled in my eyes at the sound of her voice, and everything inside of me crumpled. I began to tremble, and my teeth chattered.

      “I need help,” I choked out. “Please help me, Ever.”

      “Charlie, hun, where are you?” Ever demanded, sounding alarmed. I couldn’t blame her. I was usually so well put together. I was always the one taking care of her.

      I sniffled. “I’m back in Miami. I… I was medically discharged,” I croaked. “I can’t—” I choked on a sob. “I can’t do this over the phone. But can you… I need you. Please.”

      “Okay,” she said softly, always so soft and sweet. “Just breathe. Where are you?”

      I swallowed thickly. “That coffee shop we always liked to go to,” I rasped. It wasn’t often she and I could afford it, but when we could, we loved treating ourselves.

      “Can you get home to pack a bag? We’ll buy you a ticket for today, and we’ll pick you up from the airport.” She drew in a deep breath. A tear ran down my cheek. “Whatever happened, Charlie, we’ll work through it together. Just like always, okay?”

      “Okay,” I croaked. I sniffled again and swiped my forearm under my nose. “I’m sorry I haven’t⁠—”

      “Don’t,” she said sternly, cutting me off. “I love you, and you’re my best friend. I’m always here for you, even if you’ve been MIA. Our friendship isn’t conditional, Charlie. It never has been. Just get home, okay? Text me when you’re home, and I’ll send you your flight details.”

      I cleared my throat, feeling lost and desolate. So alone. But I had Everlee. I always had Everlee.

      “Okay. I love you, too.”

      I hung up the phone and pulled up the Uber app on my phone, not trusting myself to walk home, even if it was just a few blocks up the road. Once I’d ordered an Uber, I blew out a soft breath, looking around me through glassy eyes at all the people living normal lives. Not on the verge of a nervous breakdown like I was.

      I didn’t know if Everlee could help me, but if I didn’t want to accidentally get myself killed, I needed her to at least try.

      Because I couldn’t do this on my own anymore.
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      “You’re late,” I grunted at my older brother, arching a brow at him as I laid out fresh hay for Ranger, which was his temperamental horse. It took me, Eli, and Jesse to get that horse out of here and in the pasture so I could take care of his stall since his owner was MIA and hadn’t told any of us where he’d be this morning.

      Tripp was the oldest out of the five of us. He’d taken a lot on his shoulders when our parents passed away in a car accident a few years ago. Overnight, he went from just being a college kid living life to its fullest to a multi-million-dollar ranch owner, business owner, and stand-in parent for me, Eli, Jesse, and Winston. He’d finished raising us, all while running this place and completing his college degree. And he ran it for years while the four of us went off to college.

      We owed him so much for not just running off and leaving us to fend for ourselves. We all lived and breathed this ranch and the cowboy life, but he didn’t have to stick around for us. We never expected him to do so. He just… did. Because that was the kind of man Tripp was.

      “Had to pick up Charlie from the airport super late last night, and I overslept,” he explained as he grabbed a shovel to muck Clover’s stall.

      I frowned at him

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/mountain-mans-soldier-ebook-jpg.jpg
[URITZCONFORT
ALL TOWN RC






