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There were very few things in life that could shake the solid foundation of the thick walls Kelly had built around her heart.

For years she’d managed to survive by the skin of her knuckles and the thin thread she had on her iron will. The hard shell she’d long ago built around herself had become the only thing in her life that kept her safe. That shell had become her armor, keeping her sufficiently protected from intimate relationships. She was able to keep people just far enough away from her so she was able to keep mostly to herself. She could honestly admit that she rarely felt a twinge of emotion or obligation toward anyone but herself. Not one person had been able to breach her hard shell for years. She wouldn’t allow it, she wouldn’t allow anyone or anything reach her ever again. Not after what happened four years ago, since then, nothing had shaken Kelly to the core like what she just saw on the television screen.

“Turn the TV up,” the sound of her strangled voice barely breached the raucous sounds in the bar around her. 

She swiped an empty beer mug off the bar top and quickly replaced it with a full one without thought, her eyes still transfixed on the TV screen. The music in the background of the crowded bar thrummed in the air as her ears grew hot, frustration and panic gripping her chest.

“I said turn the TV up,” Her voice, now a shrill order, had the sharp punch of pain twisting through her words. got everyone’s attention. She clutched onto the bar top, gripping it as if she would fall without its support. Her armor was slipping.

“I’m doing it, I’m doing it!” George’s deep voice echoed in the half full bar as he fiddled with the remote and raised the volume.

Any other moment, any other situation and Kelly would have picked a fight with the drunken old man, but not right now. Right that moment she needed to know, had to hear exactly what was being said on the news. Her eyes glued to the television, panic clawing at her throat, she had to find out what he was saying.

The female news anchor was beaming a blindingly wide smile at the camera, her too-white teeth and coifed blonde hair perfectly represented for the audience as she spoke, “And we all know that a safe and happy holiday season would not be possible without these amazing brave men and women stationed half a world away.”

A dramatic pause was effective in bringing the entire bar to a stand-still, silence ringing far louder in her ears than any late night band that had ever played in the crowded bar. 

Kelly stared at the screen, still in shock as the camera scanned over the crowd of marines in the background, her heart stuttering to an absolute stop.

She hadn’t set eyes on him in over four years, but she would recognize him anywhere. That same slow hot pull in her gut stole her breath as his lips curved in that same familiar smile that always sent her stomach flipping wildly. Her hand pressed to her stomach.

Could he still be deployed after all this time? The news anchor finished her speech and turned back to the marines.

“We have a few minutes to let these fine marines send a message to their family back home,” the lady beamed before the camera before it focused on one marine after another. 

The rushing rhythm of Kelly’s heart echoed in her ears as she watched one marine’s face after another, knowing it would land on his. She knew it would. Sure enough the camera scanned across several faces of men crowded around the camera, finally coming to rest on his. She knew it would. Before he even began to spoke she could already feel deep timbre that had swum in her head for four years.

“Master Sgt. Ethan Tucker from Yuma, Arizona,” he said to the camera as the news anchor held the microphone up to him.

Kelly’s cheeks burned, her mouth going dry, her stomach flipping wildly, her eyes glued to the screen. His voice echoed in her ears.

“I want to send a special message to my family back home,” his dramatic pause was accompanied by that damn crooked smile that had always driven her wild. Sure enough the women in the bar sighed in unison.

Dear lord he could still make her dizzy, she thought as a ball of heat flamed in the pit of her stomach.

“And what message would that be?” the news reporter asked, her head tilted toward Ethan flirtatiously, her body moving in closer toward him.

“I’ll be home for Christmas,” he said, his face beaming to the camera, his face filling the screen with that maddening smile and to top it all off he winked to the camera. Kelly’s heart sped so rapidly she could hear nothing else for a few moments but the rapid swooshing as blood raced through her veins.

“What an absolutely beautiful Christmas present for Master Sgt. Tucker’s family,” the news anchor gushed as she flashed a phony smile wide and bright as she talked to the camera, but Kelly’s eyes were still glued on Ethan beside her, just a few feet off to the side but she just couldn’t look away. 

He looked so much like the man she remembered, that same easy smile, those bright eyes that seemed half serious and half humorous, that damn dimple in his cheek that she could still remember kissing long ago. He looked so much like that man she’d known, but at the same time she saw something different. Something he’d never had before, confidence, she thought, an ease with who he was and what he’d accomplished. He also seemed to have guarded eyes, a harder edge.

As the news anchor’s voice trailed off in the background, Kelly could only hear Ethan’s words echoing in her head. The shadow of his face still haunting her mind as the empty mug she’d been holding fell with a loud crash to the bar room floor.

“Kelly?” Mark, the other bartender on duty looked to her with a worried frown, “you okay?” he asked, snatching the broom from the corner, “you’re white as a ghost,” he said, pulling her back from the broken glass, “why don’t you go take fifteen. I’ve got it covered out here.”

Kelly nodded to him, numbly walking to the break room, somehow finding her way through the kitchen and into the tiny office behind the kitchen. The square closet sized room had nothing more than a desk and a chair, but it was quiet and dark and away from other people. That’s what she needed, she just had to think without all the noise. She needed to get that damn voice out of her head. She rubbed at her eyes, trying to erase the image of him burned into her mind. 

It had been over four years since she’d last set eyes on Ethan Tucker. Four years since she’d spoken a word to her husband, four years since she’d heard his voice. And now he was coming back to Yuma.

To everyone else in the world watching the news, the entire story had been an endearing announcement, one that invokes warmth and compassion. Especially the endearing message from Ethan, one that showed such love and excitement for Ethan’s lucky family that was likely awaiting his return from overseas. But that’s not what Kelly felt, no, the message bringing such happiness and a promising holiday season to everyone who listened, no it had sounded more like a challenge or a threat to her. 

“He wasn’t talking to you,” she scolded herself, “quit worrying about it, it wasn’t directed at you,” she dragged in a rough breath, pacing the tiny room, her heart still racing in her chest, “He was talking to his Mother or Father. Possibly talking to his sister and brother as well, but he was definitely not talking to you.” She said.

Why would he talk to her anyway? It wasn’t like they were even friends and they certainly hadn’t spoken to each other in any way for four years. The little pep talk helped her, she was absolutely certain that he hadn’t been talking to her. There would be no reason for them to talk or even see each other ever again. Ethan hadn’t even given her a second thought since he had left. It had been hears ago and life had gone on for both of them after he’d left. Things were different now, for both of them, everything had changed.

Kelly pulled herself together and finished out the rest of her shift at the bar. Despite how busy it got as the night wore on, Kelly kept going back to Ethan. Despite her attempt to keep Ethan out of her mind, his voice still echoed as if he were right there in the bar with her. Kelly was more than happy to leave an hour early when Mark offered that he’d close up and she should head on home. 

It was only a few weeks before Christmas arrived and the bar had a steady stream of customers throughout the daytime hours. Husbands grabbing a drink while they passed time as their wives went shopping, or college students home from the universities for the holidays so they could indulge in a couple beers with old mates, or married couples grabbing food and a beer after picking up a Christmas Tree, not to mention the number of office Christmas parties that were held at the bar. Kelly had been working since sun up and was anxious to get off her feet for a rest. 

It was definitely the most lucrative time of the year, so she wouldn’t complain about the long hours. The steady stream of consistent tips throughout the week had definitely boosted her bank account. She just wished that she could get into the Christmas spirit again like she used to. 

Christmas time had always been her favorite time of the year when she was growing up. Kelly would always get caught up in the bells
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