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  Trigger Warnings





As always, I will list my trigger warnings in every book. If I missed one or if you feel something is triggering, please feel free to email me at vicravenauthor@gmail.com


Emotional/ mental abuse
Teen pregnancy
Maternal death
War
Gore/ death
Suicide







  
  Dedication


To all service members past, present, and future, and to their spouses and family that make their service possible. 
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  Prologue

James Present Day









My lungs are on fire as I try to breathe through the latest coughing fit. I thought I dodged the cancer that took so many of my friends from Vietnam. But the blood-soaked rag tells another story.
Lana has been trying to get me to go to the doctor for the last couple of years, but I don't need some quack to tell me what I already know. I'm dying.
Surprisingly, I'm actually torn up about it. Twenty or thirty years ago, I would have been thrilled. But since Lana and Lex moved in eight years ago, and then Lex died shortly after, I wasn’t ready to leave her and those boys.
I know what I have done in this life. I know that there is a place in hell waiting for me. But I am not ready to go just yet.
Lana has just found her footing after losing Lex, losing me would cripple her.
I help as much as I can on the farm. But between working as a mechanic at the local diesel shop and running my own cattle, I can only do so much.
I give everything that I can to Lana and those boys. They are the only family that I have left, and I love them like they are my own flesh and blood.
Spencer reminds me so much of Caleb when he was younger. When Lex died, I was the only one that could explain to him that his daddy wasn't coming home.
Will reminds me a lot of myself, always looking out for his family. They are great kids and I am grateful every day that I get to be a part of their lives.
But tonight is the one night of the year that I am selfish with my time. I don’t think Lana knows. I've never told her why this is the worst night of the year for me.
Tonight, I drive out to the edge of my pasture and get drunk. I've done this every year since I came home from 'Nam to her headstone.
My brother, Caleb, had her buried in the cemetery on the edge of our family's land. It makes it pretty handy to get blackout drunk and not have to worry about how I am going to get home. Plus, I have slept in worse conditions.
I pick up the box of letters that I've kept in my gun safe since I got home from 'Nam. It's tattered and worn, but it holds up just fine. I go into the kitchen and grab the new bottle of Jack that I picked up on my way home from work today.
I walk down the stairs of the shop and out to my truck. I place the Jack and letters in the passenger seat before I walk around to the driver’s side and start the old girl up.
I've had this truck since I got home from Vietnam, and she's been with me through every earthquake that has hit my life. Getting out of the Army, losing my brother, and being forced to live through it all.
I drive down Lana's driveway and head towards my pastures. I pass the clearing where my family's home burned down. The guilt of losing that last piece of my family hits, but not as hard as losing my Evie. Not tonight.
I pass my cattle, making a mental note to deworm them in the morning. Well, late afternoon by the time the hangover eases enough for me to feel like I’m not dying.
I pass through the old gate that marks the cemetery and park. I sit for a minute, staring at the headstones of my family before I turn the truck off. I hear the gate squeak in the silence as the wind blows.
I only visit once a year. It's too painful to visit any more than that.
When I first came home, I would spend days out here. But Caleb pulled me out of that habit quickly.
We had a business to run, and he needed help. So, I pulled my head out of my ass only long enough to help him out and then return to her grave.
But after ten years of us working together, he died. It is the curse of my family.
See, we never die from old age.
My mother died from tuberculosis. My dad died a few years later in a cattle accident. He wasn't paying attention to where the bull was and got trampled.
Caleb died just shy of his thirty-second birthday in an accident with a drunk driver. Leaving me as the sole surviving member of my family.
I am the longest living in my family at seventy. Before me, no one in my family made it past fifty. It is pretty lonely. If Lana and Lex hadn't shown up with those boys, I probably would have eaten a bullet.
But as I sit in this truck and look out the windshield at her headstone, I wish 'Nam would have taken me instead.

Evelyn Rose Peterson
8-14-1951 — 9-15-1969
Loved beyond measure

I gather up my box and bottle and head over to her headstone. I sit down on the old bench that Caleb built after the first week I had been home. The bottle lands with a quiet thunk as I sit it down on the old wood.
There's just enough light to read the first letter. The creases on the page are worn through in some spots, but that doesn’t matter. I can recite these letters blind.
I swear, I can still smell her perfume on the letters, but I know it’s just a memory. I stare at her handwriting, the feminine and looping scrawl. I feel the memories wash over me. It’s the last thing I have left of her.
I am transported to the summer of 1968. When I got her first letter in basic training.
















  
  Chapter 1

James June 21, 1968




We just got smoked for the last hour because Johnson can't get his shit together. I'm not the smartest man in the group, but even I know not to leave my wall locker open for the drill sergeants to find…again.
This asshole has done it for the third time this week, and I am ready to take him out myself. I know I am not the only one.
But today is a good day. I have been looking forward to today since I left home. Today, we are getting mail from home, if we have anyone to write us.
And I have someone to write me.
Caleb has been keeping our farm running single-handedly since I left right after graduation. Unfortunately, he is going to be doing it for a while since I signed a three-year contract with the Army.
I am hoping that because I have enlisted, it will save Caleb from the draft. But there is no telling with the way things are going.
I picked an MOS that would hopefully be the safest—a diesel mechanic should stay on the base. The recruiter that I talked to said that I shouldn't see an ounce of combat. But again, there’s no way to know for sure.
I follow the rest of the platoon up the barracks stairs and to my bunk. After doing push-ups and low crawls for the last hour, I have put all of my stuff back in my locker and remake my bed.
Fucking Johnson.
I get to work putting everything back, and by the time I'm done, I am spitting nails.
I just want to take a shower and crash.
I hear the drill sergeants come in and start yelling. We all scramble to toe the line painted line that runs down the length of the barracks.
I race to form up and get into place. One of the cadre walks in and announces mail.
I don't dare show any emotion. It could get those letters ripped away from us in a heartbeat.
I listen as the drill sergeants call names, knowing that I will be towards the end. It takes a couple minutes before I hear my name called.
"Peterson!"
I get out of formation and run up to the drill sergeant that is holding a stack of mail for me.
"Got a girl back home?" he asks.
"Drill Sergeant, no, Drill Sergeant," I bark back at him.
"Sure, looks like it to me." He hands me a stack of letters before moving on to the next guy.
I take my letters and get back in formation. I don't know who would be writing me, at least not this many letters. I was only expecting Caleb to write me.
The drill sergeants leave, and I head back to my bunk. I climb up to the top and pull out the first letter.
It's from Evelyn Robinson. Why would she be writing me? We don't shop at her family's store. And even if we did, it would be her dad writing.
June 1, 1968

Dear James,
It’s weird writing you like this because I know you, but I don't know you. The school partnered with the Red Cross to do a service project and wanted us to pick a soldier for a pen pal.
I didn’t want to write someone I didn’t know, so I picked you. They wanted to show support for the war effort, and I know that you decided to enlist.
I think that is real admirable of you.
It’s weird because I feel like I just saw you at the diner yesterday, surrounded by all your friends celebrating. I’m so proud of you for graduating high school. I know it was hard, especially after your dad died.
I don’t really know what to talk about. Everything here seems so trivial compared to what you are doing and going through.
So, I’ll close with this. I would love to be your pen pal, and I hope that you write me back.
—Evie
Ps: What is your favorite music?
June 8,1968

Dear James,
I was a little nervous to write this letter to you. I hadn’t heard back from you yet, and I thought that meant that you didn’t want to write me.
But I talked to Sarah, and she said that it took her pen pal, Josiah, almost a full month to get back to her. She said that you can’t get letters until you pass some phase in basic training.
If that’s the case, which I hope it is, I am just going to write you every Friday. I asked Sarah what I should write to you about, and she said that Josiah loved hearing about what was happening in our little town. So that’s what I’ll do until you tell me otherwise.
Old Man Murphy was caught streaking through town again before he was wrangled up by his nephews and taken back home. But Mrs. Evans fainted when she saw him coming.
It was so funny. She was standing there talking to her gaggle of friends, the church ladies that are always gossiping?
Anyways, she was standing with them when Old Murphy rounded the corner of the building. They locked eyes, she screamed and then hit the ground. Her friends didn’t even try to catch her!
Old Murphy came running over to make sure she was okay, and those ladies started shrieking and hitting him with their purses. The nephews rounded the corner and saw what was happening. They tried to grab him, but Old Murphy was trying to help Mrs. Evans.
Mrs. Evans came to, and started screaming again, and it was a mess.
I wish you could have seen it!
I was working at my parent’s store and got a front-row seat for the whole thing.
Speaking of working at my parent’s store, they are making me work here all summer. I don’t mind working the store and helping out, but I had to give up the internship at the law office in Atlanta because my daddy says that women can’t be lawyers. I worked so hard to get that internship, and it hurt a lot to give it up.
But I’ll be a lawyer one day, come hell or high water.
Anyways, I have to get this in the post box soon or it won’t mail out in time.
—Evie
Ps: Today I have been listening to my Beatles album on repeat. Of course, I have to play it softly, so my parents don't freak out.
June 15, 1968

Dear James,
It feels really weird writing you and not getting replies. Please don’t take that as me complaining. I just don’t know what to write, and I feel like I’m bothering you.
It’s been a slow week at the shop. I’ve been finding things to do to stay busy, but anytime I do anything more than sit there, Daddy gets mad at me.
I don’t understand what I’m supposed to do here. I don’t understand why I gave up my internship.
I know I shouldn’t complain, especially because of what you are going through. I’m just frustrated.
There’s nothing new really going on in town. No sightings of Old Man Murphy. But Mrs. Evans and her gaggle of friends came into the shop the other day. Daddy was at home with Mama, and I was sitting at the register.
Mrs. Evans said that it was a shame that a pretty girl like me was working. I should be looking for my husband.
I told her I am going to be a senior in high school and don’t need a husband yet. Plus, after high school, I am going to college to be a lawyer.
She just shook her head and said it is a shame that there are women that don’t know that their place is at home, taking care of their husbands.
I got so mad!
I told her that if she is so worried about taking care of husbands, then she should be more concerned about what her husband is doing with the pastor’s wife every Saturday while she plays bridge with her “friends”.
She screeched like a wounded cow and then left the store. Her gaggle of friends gaped at me.
I’m probably going to be in trouble with Daddy, but I don’t care.
Anyways, I hope that your training is going well and you are okay.
–Evie

Ps: Today is a Doors day. I love Jim Morrison.

      [image: ]I sit there dumbfounded. Evelyn Robinson wrote me. Me? Evelyn—sorry, Evie—is the prettiest girl I have ever seen. She has long black hair that she keeps tied back with a ribbon. Her hazel eyes sparkle every time she talks.
She always has clean, pressed dresses on and always carries herself
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