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      Twenty-one years earlier… Jeremy White grabbed a stick and dug into the mud along the edge of the puddle. He thought he saw a frog and wanted to show his sister, Jenna. Okay, he wanted to scare his sister, even though she wasn’t afraid of anything. With his tongue tucked into the corner of his lips as he concentrated, he didn’t hear when someone walked up behind him.

      “Hey, if you’re after a frog, you’ll never catch one that way.”

      Jeremy jumped up, spun around, then lost his balance. He stepped back to keep from falling and groaned as water and mud sloshed over his sneakers and soaked his socks. His mom was going to be so mad! He blinked and stared at the tall, skinny kid with long hair that hung in his eyes who crept up behind him.

      “I saw it swim under the rock. Thought I could scoop him out with a stick.” Jeremy held up his digging tool as proof of his plan.

      “Nah. Frogs are way faster than that. I bet he’s long gone.” The kid peered around Jeremy to where the water was murky from the digging.

      Jeremy lowered the stick and eyed the kid. “Do you know how to catch a frog?”

      The kid shrugged. “Sure. But why would you want to?” He looked at Jeremy’s clean T-shirt and shorts, then frowned at the mud-covered shoes.

      “I want to scare my sister.”

      “Why do you want to do that?”

      Jeremy shrugged. “Because she’s a girl.” He climbed out of the mud and thrust out the stick. “You can use my stick if you want to.”

      The kid glanced at it, then shook his head. “We need patience and a net.”

      Frowning, Jeremy asked, “How do you know that?”

      “My grandfather told me. He knows lots of stuff. He was a soldier in the war.”

      “Does he live in that house with the flag in the front yard?”

      The kid nodded. “I live there, too. I’m Heath Fairchild.”

      “My name’s Jeremy White.” He stuck out his hand like he’d seen his father do and smiled when Heath shook it. “So, about catching that frog…”

      Jeremy didn’t know much about patience, but he learned how to catch frogs. Toads, actually, according to Heath’s grandfather. They came out of the ground in the desert when it rained in the summer, laid their eggs in the puddles, and the eggs hatched and grew into toads before the puddles dried up. Holding one in his hand as he and Heath wound their way around Palo Verdes and cactus and emerged in the backyard of the house his parents had just bought, Jeremy thought about all the fun things he could do that summer. Spying his sister sitting in the tire swing, he stopped.

      Leaning closer to Heath, Jeremy whispered, “There she is. Watch this.”

      Both boys approached Jenna. She heard them talking and guessed they had been at the wash, the one their parents said they weren’t allowed to go to by themselves. Leaning back on the tire, she thought they looked funny walking upside down. Her brother, with his messy brown hair, smiled at her in a way that told her he was planning something. Mom would ground him for messing up his new shoes. When her gaze shifted to the boy walking beside her brother, she thought how pretty his eyes were. Blue, like the color of his faded jeans with a rip in one knee. He kept looking at her, then he glanced at Jeremy’s hand, and back at her. Jenna sat up and climbed out of the tire swing.

      “Jenna, this is Heath Fairchild. He lives with his grandfather in that house with the flag on the front porch.”

      She tipped her head to the side and squinted an eye. “How old are you?”

      Heath thought it was a weird question. “Twelve.”

      Jenna nodded, then held out her hand. Their dad always said to greet everyone the same. “I’m Jenna White.”

      Heath didn’t have a sister. Or a brother. And since the car accident, he didn’t have his mom or dad either. Taking her hand in his, he couldn’t keep from smiling.

      “Guess what we found at the huge puddle near the wash,” Jeremy said and held up his hand.

      If not for Heath’s stealth warning by looking at her brother’s hand as they approached or Jenna noticing that particular twinkle in her brother’s eye, she might have jumped back, surprised at the toad. Her brother was all boy, into dirt and bugs and protecting her when he wasn’t picking on her. She sometimes thought he was disappointed that she wasn’t all girl, screaming at the dirt and bugs and pranks he pulled on her. Now she leaned forward and looked at the small brown toad, its sides moving quickly with its breath.

      Without warning, she took her left hand, since Heath still held her right, and bumped Jeremy’s arm. The toad flipped up and landed on Jeremy’s shirt. He squealed like a girl and batted it off as he jumped to the side.

      “Who’s scared now?” Jenna asked with a grin.

      “Don’t tell mom or dad.”

      “I won’t say anything about the toad, but I’m not sure that you’ll be able to hide your muddy shoes.”

      “Ack! Sisters. Come on, Heath. I’ll show you my skateboard.” Jeremy, cheeks pink from his reaction to the toad and knowing the trouble he was in because of his shoes, wanted to fit in as much as he could today before he was grounded. He turned and ran towards the garage.

      Heath, smiling, gave Jenna’s hand a squeeze before following his new friend.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure the toad gets back to the puddle,” Jenna called after him.

      He was laughing when he turned around and waved at her.

      

      Fifteen years earlier… The sprinkling had turned into a steady rain, a rhythmic pattern tapping out on the umbrellas people held as they gathered around a gravesite. Jeremy and his mother, Moira, stood under one. Heath and Jenna under another. As the pastor talked about a life well lived, cut too short by a sudden heart attack, and the family and friends left behind by Jerry White, Heath smoothed his palm over Jenna’s hair and down her back.

      Jenna knew by now that Heath did this as much to soothe her as himself. He’d taken to this gesture the first time he saw her fall off her bike, rip her jeans, and skin her palms and knees on the gravel. It was the same when a friend betrayed her, when her first boyfriend broke her heart, when her cat got sick and died. But when she won the spelling bee in seventh grade, made honor roll each year, won her position on varsity softball playing first base, and turned sixteen, Heath showed up with flowers or a pint of her favorite ice cream or a special edition book. Of course, he still hugged her in congratulations. He did guy things when Jeremy found himself in similar situations. Over the years, the three of them had become best friends.

      Jeremy and Heath would graduate from high school next year. Both decided to enlist in the military. Jenna dreaded the day she would wave goodbye as they left for bootcamp. But that was months away. Now, they stood quietly in the rain. After the pastor finished, and the casket that held Jenna and Jeremy’s dad was lowered into the ground, friends, coworkers, and the few family members the White’s had shook Jeremy’s hand and hugged Moira and Jenna. Heath stood behind Jenna, holding the umbrella so her black dress wouldn’t get wet.

      Back at the White residence, after everyone had left the wake and his mother had gone to bed, Jeremy said he would clean up the kitchen and take out the trash. He knew Jenna loved sitting on the back porch after it rained. Heath did, too.

      Closing the door quietly behind him, Heath found her on the tire swing. A corner of his mouth tipped up at all the times she sought refuge there. The temperatures had dropped when the storm rolled through. He took off his suit coat and settled it around Jenna’s shoulders. When she glanced up and smiled her thanks, he noticed tears in her eyes. He gave the tractor tire a gentle push.

      Jenna looked up at the stars. “Do you think people who die watch over their loved ones? I mean, is my dad up there, hoping we’ll be okay?”

      Heath pushed the swing and gave the stars a study. “I guarantee he’s hoping you’re all going to be okay. And you will be.” He bent down when she swung towards him and kissed the top of her head. “He didn’t plan on leaving his family like he did, so maybe he’s keeping an eye on things.” Heath stared up into the dark sky and recognized a few constellations. “When I was a kid, I imagined my mom and dad as the stars in the Big Dipper, always there, even though I couldn’t touch or see them.”

      Jenna pointed her toe and stopped the swing. She stood and looked at Heath’s face. “Has today brought up bad memories for you?”

      He met her gaze and shook his head. “No. It was a gift to have them in my life. They were good people. Just like my grandfather for taking me in.” He wrapped his arms around her when she stepped close to him. “I don’t think grief ever stops. I miss my parents. Being around yours has been like getting a second set.”

      Jenna tried to smile, but tears threatened, making her lips tremble.

      Heath kissed her forehead, then sighed when she rested her cheek against his shoulder.

      

      Fourteen years earlier… Moira took Jeremy’s face in her hands. “I love you. I’ll miss you every minute you’re gone. Watch over Heath. Be careful.” She pulled him into a tight hug, fighting tears.

      Jenna stood next to her mother, one hand in her pocket, the other rubbing the locket on a silver chain Heath had given her for her sixteenth birthday. Deciding to tuck the most important people in her life inside the charm, she had a picture of Jeremy on the left and one of Heath on the right.

      She had stayed up all night with Jeremy and Heath. When it got to be too much, she pretended to use the bathroom so she could cry. She didn’t think all her tears were gone, but she promised herself that Jeremy and Heath wouldn’t see a sobbing sister as they drove away.

      Moira released Jeremy and turned to Heath. “I love you. I’ll miss you every minute you’re gone. Watch over Jeremy. Be careful.” She couldn’t stop the tears as she hugged Heath.

      Jeremy wrapped his arms around Jenna. He whispered, “I love you. I’ll miss you every minute I’m gone. Watch over Mom.”

      Jenna chuckled as Jeremy meant her to. Stepping back, she smiled. “I’ll write you letters, and you better write me back.”

      Her brother laughed because they both knew he was a much better athlete with a talent for singing than he was a lover of his English class. Jeremy glanced at Heath, then got behind the wheel of his Jeep.

      Heath studied Jenna’s features as if he was trying to memorize them, even though he knew them as well as his own. When she stepped to him, wrapped her arms around his waist, he closed his eyes. I love you. I’ll miss you every minute I’m gone. Jeremy and I will watch over each other. But who will watch over you? he thought. Before he was ready to let her go, she eased back, then kissed his forehead. He smoothed his palm over her hair and down her back. Forcing himself to step away, he smiled as he jogged around to the passenger side of the Jeep and climbed in.

      Jenna waved. “I’ll write and you both better write back!”

      Moira and Jenna stood at the end of the driveway until the Jeep disappeared around the corner. Moira said she needed to do laundry, then run errands. Jenna stayed at the end of driveway holding the sight of her brother and Heath, the sounds of their voices, the warmth of their bodies, as they said goodbye and left for bootcamp. She held the heart-shaped locket in her fingers, dragging it back and forth over the thin silver chain.
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      Eight years earlier… Jenna opened the box and fingered through the envelopes. Jeremy and Heath had kept their word. No matter where they were deployed, they answered her letters. Jeremy decided he’d had enough of military life and chose not to re-up for another tour. Heath, having gone to officer school years earlier, had another three months. He wanted to be stateside doing something besides strategizing which troops to move where. Her brother would be coming home in six weeks, and she was already planning a party.

      The last time Jeremy and Heath had leave together was for her graduation from college. She missed them both and knew she would sleep better, and that her mother would finally relax, when Jeremy and Heath were home for good.

      She heard the knock on the door and peeked out into the hallway. Her mother stood with the door open. Jenna’s feet moved toward the door and the two men standing outside. But she couldn’t hear their words through the roaring in her head. One was dressed in military blues, a uniform soldiers wear when on official business. The other wore a priest’s collar. Jenna stared at the lips of the man with a white hat and gold coils over his shoulders. We regret to inform you…

      No! Jenna shouted, but the words didn’t escape her lips. When Heath’s grandfather passed, Heath made sure that Moira and Jenna and Jeremy were listed as his next of kin to be notified should anything happen to him. Jeremy was coming home in thirty-nine days. Heath in eighty-five. They had been in hot spots, seen action, and spent countless “boring” days on base or standing guard. Maybe the officer in charge got the wrong dog tags. Maybe the paperwork got mixed up in the long chain of command in the military.

      Behind the men on the front porch, Jeremy’s jeep pulled to the curb. Tears streamed down Jenna’s cheeks. Heath… no!

      …that your son, Jeremy White, was killed in action…

      The driver’s side door of the Jeep opened, and Heath slid out. His left arm rested in a sling and bandages marked his left temple and cheek. Leaving the door open, the keys in the ignition, his duffle in the back, he limped toward the open door of the White residence. Son of a bitch, he thought. The Casualty Assistance Calls Officer and chaplain arrived before he did. He didn’t want Moira and Jenna to hear of Jeremy’s… death… from anyone but him.

      Heath read Moira’s expression. The shock, disbelief, anger matched his own. In moments when he was alone in the hospital, the tears matched hers, too. He caught movement behind Moira. A flash of long, dark hair, an expression of relief and longing and confusion. He planted his feet as Jenna squeezed past her mother and launched herself at him. Wincing as he shifted his injured arm, he wrapped his other one around Jenna, closed his eyes, and held on.

      “I’m sorry, Jenna. I’m so fucking sorry. I couldn’t save him. It happened so fast… I failed you, failed Jeremy and Moira.”

      “Heath, you’re alive. You’re here. You’re okay. You’re not dead.”

      Jenna took a moment to breathe him in, for her body to register that Heath was alive, to feel the familiar strength of his arm around her, the beat of his heart under her ear.

      Heath drew in his first real breath since the insurgents ambushed them on patrol three days ago. They had cover from the machine gun fire, but nothing besides new coordinates could have kept them safe from the mortar rounds. If Jeremy hadn’t shoved him aside, Heath would have been buried under dirt and rocks. And if Jeremy, his best friend, his brother in all the ways that mattered, hadn’t scrambled out of cover to retrieve the radio from the soldier who had stood two feet away from the exploding shell, then Heath could have saved Jeremy. But because he’d protected Heath, had traded his life for those in his Unit, Jeremy would be remembered as a hero. Heath would rather have Jeremy alive than hang a medal on his headstone.

      He eased back enough to look into Jenna’s eyes. Shimmering with tears, more tears sliding down her cheeks—too many to wipe away—he searched for accusation and condemnation.

      With trembling hands, Jenna gently stroked the sides of Heath’s face. He was hurt, but walking and alive. The roaring in her ears subsided. She’d heard his words, felt his body shake with the soul-deep admission and shame that he had failed.

      Jenna kissed him on the forehead and swallowed a sob. When she once again held his gaze, she said, “You didn’t fail anyone, Heath. Those fucking terrorists failed humanity. I don’t blame you. Don’t ever think that this… that this is your fault. It’s not.”

      Her features became wavy.

      He’d cried alone in his hospital room when he read the list of soldiers hospitalized and KIA from his Unit, those under his command. But it was the hollowness in the center of his chest—one he didn’t believe would ever go away—knowing that he would never again see Jeremy smile or hear him sing or give him shit because Heath always warned Jenna when Jeremy set a prank. He blinked away the tears. He’d had three days to deal with Jeremy’s death. Jenna and Moira would need him. Maybe they would all need each other until the grief lessened.

      Heath glanced from Jenna to Moira, who held her hand out towards him.

      “Oh, Heath…” Moira stepped past the men in uniform.

      Just as she’d done on the day he and Jeremy left for boot camp, she gently cradled his face in her palms. “You’re hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine. Moira
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