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      To all those who have suffered in silence.

      To all those who see no way out of the darkness.

      You are strong. You are courageous. You are fearless. 

      I believe in you.

      

      National Suicide Prevention Hotline

      800-273-8255

      National Domestic Violence Hotline

      800-799-7233
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      One. Two. Three. 

      Breathe. 

      I will the voices to stop. The ones that haunt me day and night and every second in between. I hear my daughter’s cry echoed by my son’s laughter in the front room, and I know I need to go out there. I know, as their mother, I need to make sure everything is alright, but damn it if I can’t pull myself up off this floor in the tiny closet me and Michael used to call our own.  

      I look up and see his fatigues. Tears prick the back of my eyes as a burn quickly rises in my chest.  

      It’s not possible. 

      A little more than six months later and I still can’t believe he is never coming back. He’s never coming home to me, our son, and will never get the chance to meet his daughter who was born the day of his passing. 

      The noise from the front room grows louder, but I’m crippled, paralyzed, by the deafening silence inside me as I softly fall apart on the floor.

      I realize it’s quiet in my mind for the first time in hours as fear grips my soul knowing the peace won’t last forever, but the noises that rage out in the living room have me finally pushing myself up off the carpet and slowly, reluctantly, putting one foot in front of the other. Breathe, Rose, just breathe, but the tremble in my hands as I walk a few steps forward reveals to me the truth. I’m a prisoner, and I doubt I’ll ever truly be free.

      Rounding the corner, the scene that unfolds makes me wish I could turn right back around and continue to hide where I finally found peace, if only for a few seconds.  

      Worthless. 

      You have to hide from your own children? 

      What kind of fucked up mother are you? 

      Michael would be so ashamed. 

      I shake my head and try to will the voice to stop for just a moment. The taunting, haunting monologue that cripples me daily ceases for just a moment as I blink back the tears that fill my eyes and make my way over to Olivia in her highchair. She's hanging over the edge, screaming at the top of her lungs, while her older brother, Liam, spins in circles in front of her with his favorite truck making all sorts of loud noises.  

      Wiping my eyes as a few tears fall free, I pick her up and try and steady my nerves. Quiet. The voices are quiet. But for how long, I wonder, as anxiety kicks in and I walk with my screaming daughter in my arms to sit in Michael’s favorite recliner. My tears fall harder as I clutch my daughter to my chest, attempting to soothe her, and swear I can almost smell him, hear him, feel him in the small house we used to call our home. A small house that has fallen into disrepair as I’ve lost more than I care to admit since he’s been gone. I pray our situation doesn't get worse, for my children’s sake. They deserve better. They deserve a life I’m scared I’ll never be able to give them. 

      After Michael's passing, his life insurance policy went to his mother. A devil of a woman who took it to support her needs, such as railing blow up her nose any chance she gets. Her grandkids are the furthest thing from her mind. 

      I didn’t need the money. Or, at least, I thought I didn’t. Nothing could replace what I lost. But our kids… I shake my head not wanting to think about how losing Michael has made them lose so much more than I ever would have imagined. I look around this small living room, with stained carpet, wallpaper pealing, and a few holes in the drywall, and wonder if this place will ever feel like a home again. 

      Between the demons that fill my head, the emptiness that crowds these four walls daily and nightly, and the loneliness and load I am forced to carry alone with our two children. It’ll never be a happy home - not ever. Not like it once was.  

      The walls close in on me. The thoughts get louder. My daughter’s relentless cry and son’s piercing laughter meld together until I feel like I can’t take anymore.  

      Maybe you shouldn’t take anymore. 

      Maybe you should end it. 

      For yourself, your daughter, your son. 

      Put you all out of your misery. 

      Come over to where it’s finally quiet. In the darkness. Where it won’t hurt any longer. 

      My body shakes. Goosebumps rise up my arms. I look down at my daughter and wonder what the fuck is wrong with me? More importantly, what the fuck is wrong with my head? 

      Make it stop! Please someone make it stop! I rock back and forth as I silently beg myself to be stronger, to be more powerful than theses invisible chains that bind me to insanity. To the force I can’t shake and worry I never will.

      I’m alone. In life. In my mind. I have no one to pull me through but myself. It’s a strong realization that hits me harder than it ever has before as my body feels like it’s about to be sick. On wobbly feet, I sniffle as I wipe away more tears and force myself to rise out of the chair. Making my way to the TV stand across the room, I retrieve Olivia’s pacifier. With shaky hands, I place it between her lips and sway back and forth hushing her in my arms.  

      Just a few seconds of quiet, please, I beg of you. I’m not even registering the fact that it has been quiet. I’ve just spent so much time dreading the return, I haven’t even realized it. But as if the sudden recognition flipped a switch, I swear I can feel it crawling like venom out of the darkness right before it steals away my light once again. 

      What is wrong? 

      You can’t take being a mother? 

      You knew when you signed up for this shit what it would take. 

      I thought all you ever dreamed of was to be a mother? 

      What a joke. 

      You can’t even stop your daughter from crying.  

      “Stop it,” I hiss out quietly through heated breath, trying to talk some sense into myself. 

      I am not going crazy, I am totally fine. It’s just the loss, the pregnancy, the realization that I will forever be alone with no one to help me. To stand by me. To be my partner. To pull me through like I need to pull myself together to take care of my children, take care of myself, my family.  

      I look at the clock and see the time. Damn it. I have 30 minutes to get myself and the kids ready, get them to daycare that I can’t afford, in a shitty neighborhood Michael would roll over in his grave if he ever saw, and somehow get to my new job and pretend like the voices are not ruling my damn life.

      A new job I desperately need as the bills continue to pile and the only family I have to turn to is a distant aunt who lives three hours away. I avoided all of our friends after Michael’s funeral. I wouldn’t blame them if they never wanted to talk to me again. But I don’t allow myself to linger on why as the heaviness of my choices weigh on me and I start to walk towards the bedroom to lay Olivia down, stepping on one of Liam’s Legos in the process. 

      “Fucking hell,” I yell out in a loud shriek. 

      “Fucking hell,” Liam echoes.  

      I turn around quickly and look at my son with wide eyes, totally forgetting about the searing pain until it begins to throb so hard, I’d swear I punctured through the sole of my foot. Are you kidding me right now? I sternly stare at him, knowing I should reprimand him, tell him he can’t say those words, as more tears spill over and I’m momentarily stunned to silence.

      “Fucking hell! Fucking hell!” He chants as he runs around the living room with his truck in his hand. 

      “No, baby, don’t…,” I try to force out the mother inside me, but my thoughts are cut off as the voices start again.  

      Pathetic. 

      You call that being a good mother? 

      Michael would divorce you so quickly for the shitty excuse of a parent you've become.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I cry softly in the space around me, pleading with the voice as I fall against the wall behind me and slump to the floor. Olivia’s pacifier falls out in the process and her loud shrill yell somehow rises above my son shouting the phrase over and over again as he swings his arms around the room.  

      I look up at the time and see I now have 25 minutes to get my shitty life together and somehow make it to my first day of work.  

      I won’t make it, I tell myself as I close my eyes and feel cursed. I can’t. Not today. 

      Call in sick. 

      Stay home. 

      Stay where no one can see the mess you’ve become. 

      The fucked-up excuse of a woman you’ve let yourself be. 

      You call what you’re doing mourning? 

      You never had what it took to be a wife. A mother. You’re just now finding out the truth.  

      “Stop it,” I say a little louder as my son still spins in circles. “Stop it,” I yell louder, but the chills spreading over my skin drag me under with them. The dread the voice will begin again sets in. Fear rises in my chest. Anxiety at an all-time high. “Stop it!” I yell as loud as I can.  

      Quiet!

      I open my eyes in shock to see my son stop abruptly, thinking I’m talking to him. Tears fill his eyes. Oh, God. His cry quickly matches Olivia’s in my arms as he stands in front of me, his screams getting louder, and I realize the voices are right. I am a fucked-up mother, and I don’t deserve them, either of them.  

      Told you. Pitiful. What a waste of life.
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      Leaves crunch under my feet as I make my way into the town I now call home. I don’t know what’s more pathetic. The fact that I can’t keep my shit together after deployment to stay around the little family I have left, or the fact that I am now forced to walk to work on this cold, wet, rainy October day because I left everything behind in Knoxville and promised myself I’d never look back. It was a desperate attempt to not be reminded of the horror that fills in my past. 

      They teach you how to fight. They don’t teach you how to come home. 

      I shake my head and look up at the sky, at the sun peeking through the clouds. I watch, dazed, as it glistens off the puddles the morning rain left on the street below my feet as I make my way towards Ball Ground, Georgia. I feel the air leave my lungs in a heavy sigh as I force my mind to be at peace. The nightmares can’t haunt me here. Not if I don’t let them.

      Pulling my jacket closer around my waist, a harsh wind blows past and I shove my hands deep into my pockets, warding off the chill and find my mind searching, calculating, trying to stay busy so I don’t think of the past as I wonder just how much further it is into downtown where my new office is located. I’ve walked it a few times before, having only recently taken an editor position at the local newspaper, but damn if it doesn’t feel like it’s taking forever this morning when the chill outside matches the eerie thoughts that still try to rule my mind. 

      Glancing up once again at the cloudy sky, I breathe in deep as I try and force myself to continue to master my silence. Having turned off my old cell phone, selling my car for cash, and explaining to my publisher fragments of my past, just enough so he knows I don’t want to be found without causing concern, silence is all I know now, and in it, I find the most comfort I’ve had in years.

      I know all too well what some would completely give up to achieve this kind of peace. Feeling the reality of that all too well as ghosts from my past try to resurface daily, and I will them back, having been forced to come to terms with my own personal demons a long-time ago. At least that is what I keep telling myself.

      One thing the Navy Seals taught me was the damn forty percent rule. The only damn thing that has kept me sane through all life’s unfortunate ups and downs. 

      When your mind is telling you you’re done, you’re actually only forty percent done. 

      Hell if that ain’t the damn truth.   

      Nearing a bend in the road, I pause to pull my coat tighter but come to a complete stop when I hear a loud scream followed by a louder cry coming from the house in front of me. My senses alerted, I train my ear to listen to the sound and finally realize it was a baby’s cry. No big deal, right? But just as I’m about to continue on my way, I hear another yell. A woman. A little quiet at first, but the damn words her beautiful voice shouts next ring loud and clear through my ears, calling to a place deep inside me I tried to forget about a long time ago. 

      “Stop it!”  

      My feet have a mind of their own as I jump the little fence separating me from the front door of the tiny house and quickly take the stairs two at a time as I climb up the front steps. Powered by a force unknown to me, I don’t bother to knock as I plow against the door and it swings wide open, nearly falling off its hinges and banging against the wall behind it. I look frantically to my right and see nothing. A glance to my left and I lock eyes with a woman who has fallen against the wall, clutching her small infant tight. A young boy, a few years old, maybe three or five, stands in front of her with wide eyes and a tear-stained face as he takes me in.

      In two short strides, I am at the woman’s side. She rises off the floor and flinches when I come near before trying to back away, but the wall behind her stops her movements as she bumps into it. Raising my hands to show her I mean no harm her eyes pull me in and for a brief moment, I get the sensation that she is drowning in me just as much as I find myself overwhelmed by her. Gently, I clutch her shoulders in my hands and force myself to speak.

      “Ma’am, are you all right?” But she doesn’t say a word, just stares at me with those wide, blue, breathtaking eyes, and I swear my heart skips a beat. 

      It has to be the adrenaline.  

      I hear a cry behind me and turn to see the little boy scared, stepping back in fear as I release my grip on his mother’s shoulders. He looks terrified, and it pulls to a place in my past I thought I’d never feel the sting of again.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, turning and kneeling to his level as I force my own fear to subside. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 

      His sobs slow to a whimper, and I thank God for that because between his crying, the screams of the tiny baby in his mother’s arms, and the look in his mother’s eyes, I don’t think I could take much more. Turning back to the woman beside me, I notice a look of concern creep across her face as a shiver breaks out across her skin. Breaking our stare, I glance into the bedroom just beyond where she’s standing as rage boils inside me wondering where the bastard is that she must be afraid of. 

      “Where is he?” I demand harshly on instinct and catch the slightest flinch in her posture out of the corner of my eye as the words leave my mouth. 

      Glancing back her way, her eyes look confused, and it throws me off slightly, but I continue anyway as I make my way into the bedroom and take a good look around. Peering into the bathroom and closet, I stand in the middle of her bedroom and do a 360 looking for any signs of danger as my mind tells my heart to slow down. I come back to the living room just as the woman clutches her son to her right side, her baby protectively swaddled in her tight grip on her left. She stares at me puzzled before releasing her son only for a moment to put a pacifier back in her daughter’s mouth which finally succeeds in making the crying stop. Thank God! Her son burrows his face into her leg, and I watch as he sniffles and tries to hide his tears.  

      I take long strides to the other side of the house and glance in the only other room this tiny shack has to offer. Boy’s toys are thrown everywhere, and I have to sidestep my way through the mess to make sure no one is hiding in the kid’s closet.  

      Nothing.  

      Confused, I come back out to the living room and take a look in the small kitchen before finally meeting the eyes of the woman in the corner when I’m confident there is no one around. She questions me with those damn eyes that pull to a place inside me I’d rather forget, the place her voice called to minutes ago but the fear that once filled her blue irises is gone. With her baby clutched to her chest and her son at her side, her posture seems to slowly soften.  

      Then I see it. 

      My eyes dart past her to the mantel on the fireplace. The symbol, half the battle I’ve been running from, stares back at me and pierces my heart like the first time I was forced to accept it. The folded flag. The dog tags. The picture in a frame next to an urn. My eyes dart back to hers quickly, questions hanging between us that are best left unanswered, but it doesn’t escape me that she saw where I looked, she knows that I know. She straightens her spine, as only a soldier’s wife could, and stands tall.  

      I nod my head before standing straight, my spine stiff, my eyes downcast to the floor. With tears building, my throat and chest tight with emotion, and confident that she is in no danger, I look up and slowly salute her. I watch as she fights back tears before giving me a sad nod, a silent exchange between the two of us that needs no words. I look to the floor again and swallow over the lump in my throat, unable to meet her eyes once more.  

      “Thank you for your service,” I whisper just as a soft cry escapes her lips. 

      Turning on my heels, I leave quickly and slam the door behind me, taking the steps down her front porch just as fast as before, propelled by something else entirely to put space between us. I know all too well the demons she faces, and hell if I can fight hers and mine at the same time.
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      Purse?

      Check.

      Teeth brushed?

      Check.

      Pens, notepad, and miscellaneous office supplies I convinced myself I needed even though they probably have?

      Check.

      Nerves, shaking hands, wobbly feet, breath that won’t come fast enough.

      Triple check.

      Voices.

      Quiet.

      But for how long?

      Exiting my car in a hurry, now close to 10 minutes late for my first day on the job, I walk towards the front door of the local newspaper wondering just what I was thinking when I applied for the position of receptionist. The last time I held any sort of job was when I was 16, right before I met Michael when I worked at the local burger shack. This is completely out of my league and all of a sudden, the very real reality that I have no clue how to do half of the things that I lied about in my interview, has me wanting to high-tail it back to my car and pretend I never even accepted the job I know I undoubtedly need if the kids and I are going to have a chance to survive.

      Plus, I have never even met my boss. I was hired by the publisher, and while technically he is the higher management, he only comes through town a few times a month and I will be working daily with the editor who was in the process of moving to our little town when I had my interview.

      I trip over the first step as I close the distance between myself and the office. I suddenly realize I’m not even aware I’m breathing as I stare at my reflection in the mirrored glass in front of me. Breathe, Rose. My brown hair blows in the wind, and I glance down at my slightly fuller figure, thrown together with what kind of business attire I could find at the local thrift store. An outfit that I couldn’t let cost more than $20. I still carry most of the baby weight from Olivia, and maybe a little extra from all the stress. Sadness creeps into my posture as I take in my reflection in front of me, but I push it back as I straighten my spine and grab the door handle, knowing I am determined to finally put up a fight. To finally take back control of my life after losing more than I ever thought possible. Pulling the door open, I go to take my first step inside when my control snaps and I hear it.

      Failure.

      You were always a failure.

      You won’t last a week here, and it won’t be long until that warning you got last week from your landlord becomes an eviction.

      You and your kids will be out on your ass.

      You’re a Loser.

      A Deadbeat.

      Useless.

      God, and to think you call yourself a mother.

      I close my eyes and swallow over the lump in my throat. “Not now,” I hiss out slowly. I can’t afford to fight this now. Not when I need my head to try and act like I didn’t lie my ass off to get this job.

      Letting out a deep breath, and oddly controlling my thoughts for now, I open my eyes and stare into an empty space. That’s odd. I see cubicles and hear the clinking of keyboards, but I don’t see anyone around that I can ask where to go or who to talk to in order to let them know that I am here. That I am ready, that is, if only until the voices start their assault again.

      You already blew your chance.

      They’ll fire your ass on the spot for being late, and …

      “I said, … not now,” I whisper through gritted teeth and with a heated breath as I take my first couple steps into the office.

      I need this. We need this. My fridge consists of a few apples, a half drank container of milk, and a few eggs. With barely anything in my freezer and possibly even less in the cabinet, I need this now more than ever if I am going to get through this. If we’re going to get through this. Liam, Olivia, if only just for them.

      With not enough money to buy groceries, the kids and I have been living off whatever fast-food chain is having a special. I know it’s not good for them, or me with the weight I’ve gained, but I tell myself it is only temporary. That’ll I’ll fix this. Starting now.

      Although, the truth is it won’t be temporary if I can’t control my mind long enough to make this job work. I’m fortunate the daycare let me pay them two weeks from now. Otherwise, I would never have been able to start work. But I owe them a full month in two weeks, which means my first check will barely make do for anything else until I can get money rolling in regularly. I look around me and take in the office as fear settles in my bones. I am way out of my league here, and it’s only a matter of time before they see it.

      Told you.

      Eviction.

      You and your children will be out on the streets.

      All because you don’t have what it takes.

      You never did.

      Tears prick my eyes. My body suddenly begins to shake as I involuntarily feel myself take a step back. Seconds away from turning around and running out the door, I hear someone start to speak as he walks out from the back room.

      “Glenn, I need that story on my desk by noon, and not a minute later. Damn it, these coaches are all the same. Tell Hardin that if he doesn’t want to comment on how his player basically threw the championship game and lost the series for the first time in 10 years, then we will print ‘Hardin gave no fucking comment,’ without the fuck!”

      He throws the papers at a slightly younger man I just now notice sitting at a cubicle when I cock my head to my right side.

      I know that voice.

      My eyes trail back to the man now standing in front of me as all breath leaves my body.

      It can’t be.

      His eyes raise and meet mine as he finishes scribbling something on a few sheets of paper before throwing them at Glen. His hard look softens briefly, but I notice he is just as taken aback as me as he walks a few steps forward, not sure of what to say next. I clutch my purse to my side and hold my pens and papers close to my chest. His eyes glance at my hands, recognition sparks, and suddenly the fire returns to his stare as I watch his brow furrow before his green eyes meet mine once more.

      “You’re late,” he grits out, making my knees wobble slightly as I’m forced to accept the way things are going to go here.

      Motioning to the front desk, I scurry around him quickly and place my things down. I try and straighten my top but stop as I feel the heat of his body behind me and feel my sharp intake of breath as he reaches around my frame and clicks on my computer.

      His movements pause briefly as he cages me in against my desk. I feel his breath on my neck, the firm sensation of his body pressed a little too close to mine before he sharply backs away and puts distance between us. He moves quickly as I finally start to breathe again, grabbing a stack of papers on a nearby shelf and then plops them down in front of me with a hard thud.

      “Sign and date all of the forms,” he insists sternly making my heart sink a little that this is how our encounter is going. Why? I’m not sure.

      “Check your email and respond to any necessary ones. If someone comes in for a subscription, have them fill out this form.” He plops another stack of papers on my desk and I jolt slightly in my seat.

      “If it’s advertising, point them towards Diana.” A red-haired middle-aged woman pokes her head around another cubicle and waves at me. She gives me a slight smile but then stops when she catches the eye of our boss and quickly returns to her work.

      “When you’re done, come to my office so I can get you up to speed and so we can discuss the ‘expectations’ of your position here at the Times.”

      I swallow hard and know exactly what he meant by that last statement as my heart sinks a little further into my already unsettled stomach. “Yes, Sir,” I respond, thankful that he didn’t fire my ass on the spot.

      “Gatz,” he responds quickly. “Justin Gatz. No Sir.”

      My eyes rise to meet his, and I nod. His expression changes. A look I can’t yet read crosses his face as he stares down at me. It’s a look that I know will keep me up nights as I remember the way his green eyes stared into mine this morning, like they knew me, just like they are staring at me now.

      Nervous, I pick up the stack of papers and begin to write my name. Rosemary Gables. Then look up as he reads my writing and smile, but he doesn’t return the gesture. He walks away, and when he does, I can’t help but be in awe of him. His strong shoulders. His lean physique. The way he carries a room with his confidence. Kind of like he carried me through my breakdown this morning.

      When he came plowing into my house just shy of an hour ago, I was too thrown by fear to appreciate just how good-looking of a man he really is. His dark brown hair is short, and the stubble on his face gives his features an edge. I see a tattoo peeking out of the bottom of one of his dress sleeves and find myself suddenly feeling the need to see more. I don’t even notice that I am peering around the top of my computer to get a closer look until his voice breaks me from my thoughts.

      “Do you need anything more, Mrs. Gables?” I look up to meet his eye and notice his lips tilt up in a small smirk, catching onto where I was shamelessly staring.

      “It’s Ms. now, Mr. Gatz,” I respond formally and see recognition flash across his face. “And no, thank you. I should be able to manage.”

      With a sad nod, he returns to his office, and I take a moment to stare blankly at my screen wondering how in the world my life got so turned upside down in just a matter of a few hours. I knew starting my new job would be intimidating, but I never imagined it could turn out like this. With a sigh, I click the mouse on my desk and the computer comes to life as I glance at the large stack of paperwork I need to fill out next to me. I need to focus if I am going to get anything done today, that’s for absolute certain.

      But just as I am about to start, my movements pause, my mind races as it picks up the sudden change and the same difference that was there when he was with me this morning.

      The voices are quiet.

      They’ve somehow stopped.

      If only for a little while.
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      Her laughter floats through the room for the fifth time this morning pulling me from my thoughts and making every line of the boss-employee relationship blur. I glance out the door of my office and see her talking with Diana. If the sound of her voice wasn’t enough, her full hips fit snug into a skirt that has my mind racing with thoughts it shouldn’t have about an employee. Shaking my head, I push back in my chair and try once again to focus on the proofs for tomorrow’s paper in my hands as I mark up another article in red ink.

      One week.

      One week, and somehow she’s managed to bury herself into my every thought.

      She’s always there.

      On the walk home. At dinner. At breakfast. In the damn shower! I can’t shake her from my mind even though every one of my logical brain cells, which seem to be working properly, tells me I have to. It’s hard to keep a business relationship platonic once you’ve seen behind closed doors, and I saw her demons before she ever walked into this office and threw the rest of my world off tilt.

      Reading the same sentence for the third time in a row, I hear her laugh again, a distraction I don’t need when I rearranged my whole life and came to this town looking for one thing. Silence. Rage boils just under my surface from the feeling of my control slipping.

      How am I ever going to focus when every part of her calls to me?

      Pushing up out of my chair, I storm across the room to the office door, something inside me that I can’t quite put my finger on snapping, and find myself standing there for a moment watching her. The way she flings her hair over her shoulder. The way she puts her hand on her hip. The beautiful carefree smile that’s most of the time absent spread across her full lips. I’m momentarily at a loss for why I’m standing here, and what the hell I am doing until she laughs again and I feel the jolt from the way it makes me feel rush through my veins to my fast beating heart.

      “Ms. Gables,” I shout a little too harshly to get her attention because my heart is telling my mind I can’t stand here any longer and take in the sight of her without having her closer. She jumps, and I feel my guilty insides stir at the startled expression she gives me when she meets my eye.

      “Yes, Sir... I mean Mr. Gatz. Can I help you?”

      Can she help me? Yes! My soul screams. She can help me. But not in any way that is healthy for either of us. And definitely in a way that would have us both breaking company policy.

      “Can I see you in my office?” I manage to stutter more softly. I watch as she gives Diana a slight smile, straightens her blouse, which pulls down around her more than ample breasts, before she starts to make her way towards me and I have to force myself to keep breathing.

      Entering my office, I close the door quietly behind us and watch her nervously walk towards a chair in the center of the room. It’s only then that I realize I really have no clue why I called her in here. A momentary lack of judgment, I guess, not being able to deal with the pull just her voice alone has on me. She lowers herself gracefully into the chair in front of my desk as I circle around to sit in the chair behind it, and my thoughts evade me once more as I catch the slight scent of her perfume.

      God, she’s addictive.

      I could breathe her in for hours and still not be high enough from whatever it is about her that I undeniably crave.

      Suddenly there is not enough oxygen in the room for both of us, and I find myself pulling at my tie, my slightly shaky fingers loosen it some as I attempt to control my breathing. I look over at her blue eyes and feel my heart rate tick up a few notches. A dangerous addition to the lack of air my body’s taking into my lungs. Grabbing my water bottle on my desk, I take a drink as I sit across from her and buy time trying to think of what to say next.

      “Did I do something wrong,” she asks in her thick southern drawl. “Mr. Gatz, if I did something wrong, I swear I didn’t know what I was doing. I can fix it I promise.”

      She’s scared. Nervous. I finish taking my drink of water, my heart rate slowly lowering to normal, and eye her over the top of the bottle. Fear sits behind her eyes, and I know exactly where it is building from. But like an idiot, I sit across from her and don’t respond right away as I take my time, my thoughts still swimming in no logical path, as I twist back on the top of the bottle. My hands shake nervously again because I have nothing to say. She’s stolen my ability to form even one damn sentence in her presence, and that has never happened to me before. Not once.

      “Please, Sir,” she whispers. “I need this job. My babies...” she trails off and leaves me with a wrench wedged in my heart.

      The two little kids I met briefly don’t deserve to grow up without a father, let alone live where they do and stay daily in that shit hole of a daycare she is forced to put them in. She thinks no one knows, but what kind of journalist would I be if I didn’t check up on my employees when they have to leave early twice their first week on the job.

      Ok, I followed her to make sure she was safe. I couldn’t help myself after what I witnessed the first morning we met.

      It broke my heart seeing what she was forced to do as a parent, a single mother, with no one to help her but herself. A mystery still to me. Why doesn’t she have any family? Although, I am not sure what is worse, watching her feed her kids from the dollar menu while she didn’t eat, or witnessing her break down a few hours later from across the street after she tucked her kids in bed. The vision of her tear-stained face as she tried to stop herself from breaking down still haunts my dreams.

      She holds her head in her hands and I swear I hear her whisper, “Stop it… Not now,” but her voice is so low, I can’t be certain. Before I can respond, her body has begun to tremble.

      “Ms. Gables,” I say, finally finding my voice. “Rose. No, nothing is wrong.” Her face bolts up out of her hands, a peace settles across her features as she stares at me blankly and a lonely tear falls.

      Clearing my throat and sitting up taller, I push forward with the first thought that comes to mind. “I called you in here to ask how you’re doing?” Her brows gather in a confused expression as she quickly wipes the tear away and questions me with the same look I stared into the first morning we met. “I know we have been dancing around the elephant in the room since day one, but I wanted to make sure you’re OK...”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t understand?” She cuts me off baffled as she sits back in her chair and puts some distance between us.

      I can tell she’s on alert, and this conversation is a first for both of us. I’ve never barged into a woman’s house and can tell she’s never had a man force himself into her life. At least not in the harmless way I have been trying to help. Feel the need to help. In the interest of saving time, I decide to just rip the band-aid off and get to the point.

      “Listen, I’m not going to beat around the bush, so I will just come out with it. Do you need help?” She pushes back a little further in her seat looking at me very offended.

      “Excuse me?” she asks sharply.

      “I can help. I mean, I can try. I don’t know much about... well, what I’m trying to say is if you need an advance on your paycheck, or if you need to talk...”

      “If I need to talk to someone?” She laughs sarcastically as her eyes bore into mine. “I’m not crazy, Mr. Gatz,” she exclaims, obviously outraged.

      “That’s not what I was saying...”

      “Then what were you saying?” She asks harshly. She’s obviously just like myself when it comes to getting straight to the point. I stare back at her blankly because hell, to be honest, I don’t know what I’m trying to say. I just needed her in here with me. Why? I don’t know. To make sure she’s eating. To make sure she didn’t cry herself to sleep again last night. To make sure her kids are OK when I shouldn’t even give a damn about her, or them, but I do.

      “I just wanted you to know,” I sigh, conflicted and hopeful what I say next won’t be taken the wrong way, “if you need anything, you can talk to me. I'd like to help.”

      “I don’t need your help,” she angrily hisses back.

      “Then what do you need?” I plead with her, not wanting to end this conversation on a bad note and not entirely sure how the hell we got here to begin with.

      Oh yeah, her laugh.

      Her perfect addictive laugh. The way it makes me lose my train of thought when I should be focused on crime, breaking news, feature stories I could give a rat’s ass about instead of the sound of her voice and the pull she mysteriously has had on me since day one.

      “What I need,” she begins with that same sarcastic laugh from earlier, “You can’t give me what I need.”

      I push back in my seat and glare at her with a smile. “Are you sure about that?” I tease, trying to lighten the mood, and then watch as it earns me a sharp intake of breath and I realize both our heart rates have started beating harder. I didn’t intend for that comment to come out as sexual, but we're both grownups here, and I know we can’t deny the chemistry floating in the air between us every time we've been together.

      Her eyes dart up to the bookcase behind me, no doubt buying time and trying to avoid the tension hanging in the air from the question I just asked. It takes a moment, but I see recognition flash in her eyes the moment she sees it. My own folded flag sits next to a picture of my brother, mother, and father. Nothing but a dark memory I have no desire to open up about, ever. Her eyes glance to the left and fall on my own picture. The one I took after I graduated from the academy before I was deployed. My dog tags hang over them, and I watch with a curious stare as her eyes slowly read over my name engraved on them.

      “I didn’t know you served,” she says, more of a statement than a question, and I can’t help but notice her voice is much softer than it was just a few moments ago.

      “You never bothered to ask.”

      Her eyes keep trained on the trinkets of my past littering the bookcase shelves behind me. I watch as they move to the right and take in a few more items, the only evidence of the past I left behind me in Knoxville. The darkness that I’d rather not remember and symbols lingering around me as a pressing reminder to never forget, either. I can tell she has questions, who wouldn’t with the picture staring back at her situated just behind my right shoulder, but I cut her off before she can ask because those are my demons, and just like her, I am not in the mood to discuss them.

      Leaning forward and bracing myself against the desk, I wait until her eyes have met mine before I say, “More than just yourself has stories to tell, and more than just you alone lost someone close to them, Ms. Gables.”

      Her eyes flash with fury as she hardens her stare. “I never thought otherwise, Mr. Gatz. Are we done here?” she asks coldly as she rises from her seat.

      She starts to walk towards the door, and it is only then that I realize, no, we’re not done here. She doesn’t get to have the last word.

      “Ms. Gable,” I shout, which makes her stop with her hand on the doorknob just shy of letting the outside world in and making it nearly impossible for me to say what I have to say next. Rising out of my seat, I take my wallet from my pocket and make my way over to her. She never turns to look at me, but I take a moment as my feet move forward to glance around, and thank God there are no windows in my office so no one else can see how close we stand.

      Taking a few hundreds out of the stressed leather, I pull her back towards me without thinking and hold her with my arm wrapped tightly around her waist her body is pressed firmly against my frame. Her breathing stills and I know I am crossing a line, but God help me because, I can’t help myself.

      With my grip tightening, I force my other hand into hers and close her fingers tightly over the bills. She looks down into her hand and her breathing stops, her body is rigid in my arms. Finally, she lets out a heavy sigh and looks at me over her shoulder.

      “I don’t need you to save me,” she whispers before looking back down at the cash in her hand.

      Nestling my mouth near her ear, I get lost as I stare at the rise and fall of her chest over her shoulder. The quickness at which her breath is coming takes me by surprise and matches my own as I hold her tighter against my chest. I’ve never been so bold, never crossed a line with an employee, but what she’s doing to me isn’t fair, the feelings she’s stirring up inside, a man only has so much restraint.

      “I’m no savior, Rose,” I growl. “It’s not an advance. Take it. Use it. Get your kids out of that sick excuse for a daycare. Eat a real meal. Take the rest of the afternoon off, and for the love of God, don’t wear this skirt again unless you want me to fully forget you’re my employee. Understood?”

      She says nothing but I can feel her heart beating in her chest almost as loudly as I can hear my own thundering through my ears. She turns to look at me over her shoulder once more, and I feel her heated breath feather across my lips as she mutters, “Yes, Sir.”

      She glares at me as she pries my hand off her waist and pushes her ass hard against my crotch making me finally back away from her. She’s pissed, who would blame her. But I don’t care because I know she needs it.

      She goes to pull the door open and walk out of my office, but not before catching me off guard by looking in my eyes, her own full of tears, as she whispers, “Thank you.”
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of Liam making Olivia laugh warms my heart as it floats in from the living room, successfully quieting the voices, but not the memories on this Saturday morning. I smile though, as I attempt my way through them, and rotate the plate in my hand under the warm water in the sink, feeling oddly at peace. If only for a moment. 

      Looking up as I place the plate on the drying rack at my side, I glance out the window above the sink and watch as the tree’s leaves blow about in the wind before drifting back to the ground. What’s left on the branches struggle to hang on as the pile on the grass scatters in circles the stronger the breeze blows. 

      Michael used to love the fall.  

      “Sweatshirt and beanie weather, Rose. Gotta love it.” 

      His voice rings through the kitchen as it invades my thoughts turning my attention back to the dishes in the sink. I pick up another and begin to finish my chore. It’s almost as if he is here himself, sipping his morning coffee as I clean up breakfast, just as excited as I am for the change in the weather. I feel my heart start to ache and stop washing the dish in my hand. Placing it back down in the sink, I brace my palms tightly on the counter and count to three.  

      One. Two... 

      Ruined. 

      Spoiled. 

      Robbed. 

      Your last fall was spent fighting. 

      You took away his last chance at what he loved most, all because you were too selfish thinking about yourself and wanting to have another baby.  

      I shake my head and close my eyes tight as more memories come flooding back, bringing with them a bitterness I don’t think I’ll ever fully get over.  
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        * * *

      

      “Give it time, Rosie. God knows better about these kinds of things than we do. We’ll have another baby again. Besides, the best part is trying. Huh, sweetheart? Come here and let’s...” 

      “You don’t get it, Michael. You never get it. You’re leaving. Soon. We don’t have time. Not when you will be gone for over a year, and when you return, Liam will be...” 

      “Don’t worry about that, just come here and let me hold you, Rose.” 

      “Stop it. Stop trying to change the subject. I need this baby, Michael. I need what you can’t obviously give me after eight months of trying...” 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tears stream down my face a newfound hatred for myself boils up inside. A hate that triumphs all the time before when I have replayed that moment in my mind and felt nothing but disgust for myself at throwing away our time. The time that I thought was disposable because we had so much of it left to live together. But I was so very wrong. Holding in my breath until my lungs hurt, tears prick the backs of my eyes as I glance back up again and stare numbly out the window. 

      I ruined everything. Our last few months. Our final goodbye. All because I was too selfish to think that he might not be here tomorrow and we needed to enjoy every moment together that we could.

      Now it’s too late and we’ll never get the chance.  

      Greedy. 

      Self-centered. 

      Bitch. 

      God, what did Michael ever see in you anyway?  

      “Stop, please,” I whisper as I will my mind to go as numb as I am attempting to make myself feel in order to block out the memory. The sound of Liam and Olivia laughing fades into a blur behind me as I plead with myself to not be overtaken, but the voice has a power all its own, and it isn’t stopping yet. My greatest fear is that it won’t ever stop, and I’ll forever be haunted.  

      You belong six feet under instead, you know that? 

      You deserve to die. 

      To never be able to feel joy, to love, to have any kind of happiness like the kind you stole from Michael. He gave up his life for you, for his country, and you couldn’t even let go of yourself for one-second to let him hold you one last time. 

      You loved him? 

      You sure had a shitty way of showing it.

      I feel my heart plummet to my stomach before bile rises in my throat. The voice is right, I know it. I’ll never escape it because it holds every truth I’ve been running from. I deserve to suffer. To listen and let it take me down. It’s only right. I’m a horrible person and the only way I’ll ever atone for my faults is to face that fact now. The one that I was too selfish to see then. I glance to my right and see a dirty kitchen knife and instinctively my hands begin to shake. I swallow over a lump in my throat at the thoughts racing through my head at a lightning-fast pace and war with a decision quickly taking seed in my mind that all rational thought knows is wrong.

      You want to stop me? 

      You’ve got to stop yourself? 

      You want to silence me? 

      You have to take away my power! 

      You know what to do and you know how to do it. 

      So why don’t you? 

      What are you waiting for? 

      Wouldn’t it be nice to never worry, to never count the seconds until I return? 

      Come on, Rose. 

      You want to keep me quiet? 

      There is only one way.

      And you’ll finally be free.  

      Free. 

      The word sticks to the inside of my brain like super glue to your fingers.  

      Free. 

      All I want is to be free, but I don’t deserve it. I deserve to be tortured forever for the way I was in the end to Michael. I close my eyes tight, wishing I could go back in time to change everything that eventually ruined us. When I reopen them, the knife shines like my only hope, my only chance, and God, the coward in me is so desperate to take it. 

      Quiet. All I want is to have it quiet. 

      My fingers burn as I feel them inch their way across the countertop.  

      Silence. Please, God, give me silence. 

      Mere seconds, moments away from stopping it, from controlling it, my body feels like nothing more than a conflicted mess as I struggle to pick through the nightmare to settle on what I know is right. 

      But is it really controlling if I give in, a voice echoes in the far distance of my mind. A voice that sounds nothing like the one that controls me daily, hourly, every agonizing minute in between, even in the silence, until it returns again. 

      “Mommy!” Liam shouts startling me and making me jump. I swirl around and meet my son’s eyes and thank God for his distraction so I can gather my wits. I can’t believe I let it get that far when Liam and Olivia are all I need, want, and have in this world. 

      Hold on to the truth, Rose, I hear the second voice whisper from far away. It’ll set you free. 

      I’m still coming to my senses when I notice a figure standing behind Liam. Blinking over the tears that begin to burn in the back of my eyes, I focus on the stranger’s face, oddly feeling comfort, like I can feel the truth, not just hear it in the dark recess of my mind. A feeling I’ve realized these last few weeks I always get when he stares back at me. The man that saved me once before, and maybe, just maybe, might be slowly saving me a little more the longer he stays in my life.

      Justin Gatz.

      He looks angry, sad, confused even, and torn.   

      He saw. 

      He knows. 

      The first voice whispers. 

      He won’t stay. 

      Soon, you’ll be alone again. 

      With nothing but your thoughts to keep you company. 

      I’ll always be here. 

      The real truth. 

      The hard facts you can never stand to face.

      Never outrun. 

      I shake my head and try and focus, closing my eyes just for a moment, and feeling a tear break free and slide down my cheek. 

      Opening my eyes only when I feel like I might have a firm grasp on my mind, I meet his stare once again and manage to ask, “What are you doing here?” 

      Justin shrugs and walks further into the kitchen as Liam runs off to play with Olivia in the living room. “I have to work the fall festival. I was walking past, saw you were home, so I thought I’d stop.” 

      He looks me up and down in a way that makes me instantly nervous, if I wasn’t already nervous enough before, and it’s only then that I realize I am still in my pajamas. No bra. Baggy pants. Baggy shirt. Hair in a messy bun and I sure as hell have yet to brush my teeth opting to go straight to coffee when I woke up, sure I wasn’t going to see anyone. And makeup? Not a trace. 

      The confrontation in his office was almost two weeks ago now. To say our work environment since then has been full a certain kind of tension would be an understatement. But he’s also strategically always been very busy so we’ve never been forced into the same room for long, until now. With no one around to keep things “professional,” my mind wonders just why he really stopped by when he could have just kept passing through. 

      He eyes me and I feel his stare deep into my soul as he comes a few steps closer. The heat of his body is all I feel, even with him standing an arm’s length away, as he takes his final step forward until we are toe to toe on the cold linoleum. 

      Even though his stare makes me nervous, I never look away. He can see me. He can see past the facade I hide behind. The mask that I never let down for anyone. And a small part of me wants him to. Needs him to. Almost as if my soul recognizes there’s something it needs from his and I’m too desperate to know what it is to ever let myself look away.

      He sees past it all. Everything I wrestle with. Even though I never intended to let anyone see through me. But I suddenly feel the need, the desire, to let him know me and maybe even save me. If he is willing. Because something deep inside, something that sounds a lot like intuition, fate, hope, God even, tells me he could.  

      “How are you?” he asks with sad eyes as I blink in response and take this moment all in. How am I? Yet I know his question is just a formality. I know he sees the truth. My truth. And he’s not walking away.

      I fight back the need to cry as my bottom lip trembles. “I’m ok,” I answer. Not entirely the truth, but not a full-blown lie either, so I am proud of myself for that.  

      “Are you sure,” he persists, “because, it just so happens - I’m not.” 

      That catches me off guard. He’s not? What does that mean? Here I was thinking he was here to possibly help me, but what he’s really after is for me to help him. Then what did he come here for, really? And with the mess I am dealing with, I can’t help him right now. No way in hell. But damn it if I am not a woman and a small piece of me suddenly feels the need to nurture, to at least try.

      “I’m sorry,” I manage to say, slightly irritated now but also confused. “What is wrong with...” but he cuts me off.  

      “See, I promised myself I wouldn’t stop... that I wouldn’t get close,” he says, coming a step closer and caging me in against the counter. His hands rest on either side of my body as he leans in and looks deep into my eyes causing goosebumps to prickle on my arms. He smells of musk and mint and all I want to do is be wrapped up in his strong arms where something tells me he’d never let me go. Where he’d always protect me. 

      Too bad you can’t even protect yourself. 

      Look what you almost did just now. 

      Pathetic.  

      I shut my eyes trying to stop the voice. Trying to escape the reality that I really am not ok. That I need someone. That I need him to stay, at least a while longer, and talk to me. Keep the voices away. Make them surrender. If only for a few hours.  

      “Rose,” I hear him whisper. “Open your eyes and look at me.” 

      Slowly, I do as he says. Tears fill my vision, but through the watery haze, all I see is him. So, I hold on to the look in his eyes and stay with him, in the present, where the darkness can’t  touch me and he oddly never fails to silence my demons.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” he sternly whispers in a soft voice as he brushes a piece of stray hair behind my ear and breaks eye contact for the first time. “Come with me for the day,” he asks as his eyes roam around the mess of hair on my head and I see him smile endearingly before his stare settles back on my own. “Take the kids. Let’s eat caramel apples. Festival popcorn. Let them paint a pumpkin or two. But help me, help you, and let’s get you out of this house.”  

      A small laugh escapes my lips at the gesture. It’s a guard I instinctively put up. Plus, the thought of me taking my kids to the festival with my boss is absurd. That wouldn’t be good for the office. The town gossips would eat that up in a second. But the look in his eyes tells me he’s never been more sincere about anything, and the thought has my breath suddenly catching in my chest. 

      “I don’t think so,” I say, blowing him off but not pushing him away. He looks hurt as he holds his stance caging me in against the counter and it is beyond me why. But then his look turns mischievous. 

      “That wasn’t a request,” he sternly says as I glare back at him in shock.  

      “Excuse me?” 

      “Get ready, and I’ll take care of the kids,” he smiles. “Dress warm, and don’t take too long. You need a break, and I,” my heart stops beating as I hang on to his words. His smile deepens as he finally says, “Need you.” 

      What did he just say? 

      I’m still trying to wrap my brain around his last sentence when he continues. “I’m not going to tell you twice, Ms. Gables.” His eyes light up in a teasing way as a sexy grin spreads across his chiseled face and leaves me breathless. 

      He waits, a playful battle now sits between us, and I get lost in his smile as it never falters the longer he stares into my eyes. Soon, a smile pulls across my own face as I realize I never stood a chance. I lost the second he crashed through my door the first time, and I’m a fool to go up against him again. Plus, he makes me smile when all I feel like is crying. His presence keeps my mind at peace, and that’s something I am not ready to give up yet today. Something, I wish I could keep with me even when he is gone. 

      “OK, I concede,” I tease. “We’ll go.” 

      I give him a smirk before pushing past him and making my way out of the kitchen towards my bedroom. Just as I go to close the door, still buzzing from the high he gave me and how he successfully turned my morning around in a matter of minutes, I hear him behind me as he enters the living room. I turn to look as he kneels down, picks Olivia up off the floor, and stays at eye level with Liam.  My heart beats faster than it ever has before, and I know I’m in trouble when it comes to my feelings for him. They’re nothing I have control over, and that scares me almost as much as the voice that haunts me endlessly.

      “Alright, Liam. Man to man, how do we get this little sister of yours ready? I might need some help, Big Guy.”
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