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For the ones who reported and weren’t believed.

For the ones who never reported at all.

For the women who served.

You are not forgotten.

You are still here.
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The Surface
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The Grocery Store

It was nothing.

That was the thing she would turn over later, alone in her car, hands tight on the steering wheel. It was nothing. A man stepping too close in the checkout line. A particular combination of cedar and musk rising off his collar. Not unusual. Not threatening. Nothing.

And then it was everything.

The scent hit her somewhere below conscious thought — the way smell always does, bypassing reason entirely and driving straight into the oldest parts of the brain. Before Amber Clark knew what was happening, she was no longer standing in a grocery store on a Tuesday afternoon. She was somewhere else. Somewhere she had spent years making sure she would never have to be again.

Her chest tightened. The fluorescent lights seemed to press down. The man ahead of her said something to the cashier and laughed, and the sound of it — perfectly ordinary, completely harmless — scraped against something raw inside her.

She left her basket in the line.

She did not say excuse me.

She walked out.

* * *
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She sat in her car in the parking lot for twenty minutes before she trusted herself to drive.

She told herself it was nothing. A bad moment. A blip. She was tired — she hadn’t been sleeping well — and tired people had bad moments in grocery stores. That was allowed. That was normal. That was not something to read into.

She drove home. She ordered delivery.

She didn’t think about it again until she woke up at two in the morning with her heart going too fast and a smell she couldn’t locate and the absolute certainty that something was very wrong.

She lay still until it passed.

It always passed.
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What She Keeps

Her apartment looked the way she had built it to look.

That was intentional. She understood that now in a way she hadn’t when she was furnishing it — the clean lines, the lack of clutter, the single shelf of books arranged by size rather than anything else. The windows faced east so the morning light came in early and she could track it. The chair by the door that was not decorative. Three years out of the Army, and she had made herself a space that was efficient and controlled and fine.

It was fine.

Her neighbor had knocked once, early on — a woman named Reyes, early forties, friendly enough in the way of people who don’t require anything back. She had a shepherd mix that sat in the hallway like it was waiting for orders. She’d invited Amber for coffee. Amber said she would and hadn’t.

That was two years ago.

She wasn’t unfriendly. She just didn’t open doors she couldn’t see through.

* * *
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She had her routines. Up at five-thirty. Run if the weather cooperated; the gym in the basement if it didn’t. Coffee, black. Thirty minutes of reading before work. The news, only headlines, because the full stories had a way of catching on things she preferred not to snag.

She had learned to build her days carefully. Not rigidly — she was not rigid, she told herself. Structured. There was a difference. Rigid things snap. Structured things hold.

She believed that.

On good days she still believed it.

* * *
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She called her sister on Sunday evenings.

Lydia was younger by four years, lived in Phoenix with her husband and two daughters, and had a life that was full in a way Amber observed from a careful distance and didn’t exactly envy but noticed. The calls were easy. Amber was good at those calls. She asked about the girls. She laughed at the right moments. She gave Lydia the version of herself that was doing fine, because that was the version Lydia could help with, and also because it was mostly true.

Mostly.

Lydia had asked once, about two years ago, whether she was seeing anyone.

Amber said she wasn’t really looking.

Lydia let that sit for a second too long. “You’re allowed to let people in,” she said.

Amber said she knew that.

She did know that. She just hadn’t found anyone she trusted far enough in to let them close enough to matter. The mathematics of that — the trust threshold calibrated just above the point where anyone could actually reach her — was something she hadn’t examined closely, because she already knew what she would find.

The calls were good anyway.

She kept making them.

* * *
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The thing nobody told you about getting out was how much work it was to seem fine.

Not that she wasn’t fine. She was, mostly. She had a job she was good at, a place to live, a body that worked and a mind that worked and a version of a life that, from the outside, looked like someone who had handled the transition and come out the other side intact.

She had handled it. She had come out intact.

She just hadn’t understood, until recently, that intact and healed were two different things. That you could build a perfectly functional life on top of something unresolved and not notice the crack for years, because the life was solid enough to carry the weight and the crack was quiet enough not to announce itself.

Until something changed the weight distribution.

Until a man in a grocery store wore the wrong cologne on a Tuesday afternoon.
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What She Came From

Her grandfather had a photograph on the wall of his den — a black-and-white print of a young man standing in front of a helicopter in what looked like the end of the world. The grass was tall and wet. The treeline behind him was impenetrable. He was grinning like someone who didn’t know yet what was coming, or maybe like someone who had already been through it and come out the other side and understood, in that moment, that he was still standing.

She had grown up with that photograph.

His name was Earl Clark. He had served with the 173rd Airborne Brigade in Vietnam — the Sky Soldiers — from 1966 to 1967, coming home with two fewer friends than he had left with and a Purple Heart he kept in a shoebox under his bed and never showed anyone except her. He had shown her once, when she was nine, taking it out of its case with the careful reverence of a man handling something that was both precious and painful. She had held it in both hands the way he held it, because she understood instinctively that this was how you held things that mattered.

He didn’t talk about the war much. But when she asked — and she did ask, because she was the kind of child who asked — he answered. Not everything. Not the parts that still lived in him the way she understood later they must have. But the facts of it. The texture. What it meant to be part of something larger than yourself, to carry a mission that mattered, to move through the world with a sense of purpose so clear it felt physical.

She had never forgotten those conversations.

She had enrolled in the Army the month after her twenty-first birthday. She did not do it to escape anything — her life in Columbus was fine, her family intact, her options reasonable. She did it because she had been moving toward it for fifteen years, since the night she held that Purple Heart in both hands and understood that some people answered a call that most people never heard.

She heard it. She went.

* * *
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She had been assigned as an 88M — Motor Transport Operator — and it suited her in ways she hadn’t entirely anticipated. She liked the machines. She liked the weight and logic of them, the discipline of maintenance, the satisfaction of knowing exactly what a vehicle needed and providing it. She liked moving things, getting things from one place to another, the concrete utility of it. She was good at it, which she had expected. What she hadn’t expected was how much she loved the people.

The Army gave her a community the way civilian life never quite had — not because civilian life had failed her, but because the particular density of shared experience, the way trust was built through difficulty rather than around it, the fluency of a group of people who had all agreed to
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