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“I don't hate you. Hate conveys some measure
of respect.”

Jack stared straight ahead. The only display of
life was the growing redness of his face.

“I despise you,” hissed Francine.

Jack's frame shook at the words and his hand
clenched the edge of the table.

“I never thought to see life beat you down. You
would have never let anyone talk to you like this. I thought you
were indestructible,” she sighed, “But you're not. That's why I
went to Dryder and Dryder yesterday.”

She put a heavy packet beside his coffee mug.
His eyes flicked to it and he started to tremble, but his jaw was
clenched and he spoke not a word.

“I want a divorce,” said Francine.

She waited for nearly fifteen minutes. Hoping
against all reason that he would speak. That he would do something.
Even if it was to turn and strike her, or tell her how he hated
her, it would be better than the trembling silence that enveloped
him.

But nothing happened. The man she had married,
the fierce, passionate warrior, was gone and she wanted no part of
his shell.

“I'll be back after work for a signed copy.” She
left.

It was only after he heard the door swing shut,
heard the dead bolt slam to, that his lips could move. He knew it
was to late, knew that he had lost the last thing he had, knew that
his action was useless, yet he spoke.

“Don't go.”

#

LT Brian Andruski was happy. He had served in
combat and proven himself a brave and gallant soldier. He had lead
his platoon through mud and fire, through the dark times of loss
and the elation of victory. He'd lost some men, some to injuries
and some to the Grim Reaper himself, but he'd brought every single
one home. Now he had a cushy desk job in the air conditioning and
while shuffling paperwork didn't have the same glamor that combat
did, it was a hell of a lot more relaxing.

The phone rang, and he answered it.

“Lieutenant?”

“Yes,” Andruski recognized the voice, but
couldn't place it.

“Sgt DeFleur, sir,” there it was, “I was
wondering if I could have a moment of your time, sir?”

“Of course,” Andruski smiled, “Everything going
all right?” The question was automatic and he winced. How could
things be for a man who'd lost so much.

“Yes sir. Well, no sir. It's, uh, you know, uh,
I'm kinda in a bad way and, well...”

“Yes?”

“I think I need some help. You see, it's
Francine, my wife, you know. This morning she asked... God, I can't
say it, sir. She's all I've got left.” DeFleur's voice cracked.

“Look man,” Andruski understood in a word but
left the word unsaid, “It's going to be ok. I'm going to wrap up a
few things...”

“Don't worry, sir, I, look I'm sorry, I
shouldn't have bothered you. You still have things to do. You can
still do things, you know.”

“I'm going to take care of a few things here,
but I'll see you around lunch, all right? Hang in there,
sarge.”

“You shouldn't bother, sir. I'll be ok.” DeFleur
hung up the phone.

“Shit,” Andruski hooked the phone back in its
cradle. DeFleur was a good man, he'd been there from the beginning,
and gone all the way through with Andruski. They'd handed out toys
to kids, food to parents, and cleared buildings, side by side, for
over a year. Andruski, and every other man in their outfit, knew
how devoted DeFleur was to his wife. They'd teased him often enough
for how much he wrote to her and how many pictures he carried.

“Minion!”

The private who worked as his secretary came to
the door.

“I need you to get me Sergeant DeFleur's
address. And give me a hand clearing my schedule for the day.”

“No problem, sir. You're pretty much clear
except for that briefing with the Colonel at fourteen hundred.”

“I'll deal with that,” Andruski said, “You take
care of the rest, and get me that address.”

“Yes, sir.”

Andruski reached for the phone. He almost
chuckled at how easy it was to get a hold of people from an office.
Six months ago he would have killed to gain such a clear and direct
line to his superiors.

“Good morning, Colonel. Lieutenant Andruski
here, sir.”

“Morning Lieutenant. What's the word?”

“Bad news, sir.”

“Coffee tastes like crap? I know.”

“Yes sir. Funny how that works, isn't it.”
Andruski chuckled, “I need the day to go take care of one of my
men, sir.”

“You do, do you?” the colonel growled, “Which
one? And what's his problem?”

“Sgt. DeFleur, sir. He's having family
troubles.”

“Huh. Well, that's his problem. No skin off your
teeth.”

“He's one of my men, sir.”

“Sure. Go see him after the work day. You can do
whatever you want then. But you're not leaving work to babysit some
guy that can't keep it together.”

“Sir...”

“Is that all, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I'll see you at fourteen hundred for the brief
then.”

“Yes, sir.”

Andruski hung up the phone, good mood
evaporated, wishing he was back in the field without direct
communication to his superiors. He wondered if the Colonel had ever
put a boot on bullet torn ground, had ever relied on enlisted men
to do more than make the coffee right. He brooded for a minute and
then made up his mind.

“Minion!”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you have that address?”

“Right here, sir,” Minion handed over a Google
printout.

“Thank you,” Andruski grabbed his cover, “I'll
try and be back for the brief. If I don't make it, tell the Colonel
I'm back in the field.”

“Is that a good idea, sir?”

“I doubt it, Minion,” Andruski suddenly grinned,
“But it beats the hell out of the alternative. Hold down the
fort.”

“Yes, sir.”

#

When DeFleur opened the door to his house,
Adruski was struck by how hollow he looked. The last time he'd seen
Jack was when he was discharged from the hospital and then he'd
looked healthy. But now his complexion was pale, his cheeks
pinched, and his eyes were bloodshot.

“Thanks for coming over, sir. I don't know what
you can do though.”

“We'll think of something.” Adruski noted the
packet on the table, next to the cold cup of coffee, but he didn't
say anything. “Fresh coffee?”

“I don't really want anymore, sir.”

“Mind if I make some?” Andruski moved to the
counter, “Tell me what happened.”

“Nothing's been right since the end of the
deployment, sir. I got home and it was just, not right. Francine's
embarrassed by me. Hell, I'm embarrassed by me! I mean, what good
is a guy like me to anyone? I can't do anything, except sit in this
damn chair.”

“Not true,” Andruski said, “I spend my whole day
sitting in a chair and supposedly get things done.”

“If I go outside, people stare at me like I'm
some kind of freak. Even Francine can barely look at me. We sleep
in separate beds. She says that she can't stand to feel the nubs.
And now she wants a divorce. I can't sign that paper. I opened it
before I called you and... I couldn't bring myself to do it.”

“I'd be more surprised if you had,” Andruski
nodded.

“I don't know why. I might as well. I'm no good
like this. The Army don't want me. Francine don't want me. I'm just
no good. I don't eat. Can't eat, it's just a waste.”

The coffee maker chimed, and Andruski made two
cups. He brought one over to DeFleur and sipped from the other.

“You know, I was thinking on the drive over,”
Andruski paused, “This may not be the best time to ask, but I need
you to do something for me.”

“I'd like to help you sir,” DeFleur shrugged, “I
really would. But this chair... I can't do much anything.”

“I need a training partner. I'm running a
marathon in the fall and I need someone to help me get up to
speed,” Andruski said, “You're the best runner I know.”

“Sir... That bomb took both my legs,” DeFleur
looked near to tears, “I can't fucking run!”

 

“Listen to me!” said Andruski sharply, “You
remember Putski? Said Sarge, I've been hit, I can't run! What did
you tell him?”

“It's different sir, I had legs then.”

“What did you say?”

“It's different.”

“That's a damn lie!” Andruski glared at the
wheelchair with real hatred, “Tell me what you told Putski!”

“If you can't run, we'll carry you, just keep
fighting.” DeFleur's voice was cracking again.

“That's right!” Andruski clapped the broken man
on the shoulder, “I expect you to be at the gym at six tomorrow.
That's an order!”

“Sir. I'm out, medical discharged,” DeFleur's
face twisted, “You can't give me orders anymore.”

“The hell I can't!” Andruski said, “I have to
brief a Colonel in an hour. Don't you sign that damn paper. Tell
Francine to get you to the gym on base at oh six hundred tomorrow.
I'll see you then.”

“Yes sir,” DeFleur said.

Andruski started to walk out but turned.

“I expect you to be shaved and in appropriate
workout gear.”

He walked out the door and got in his car.
DeFleur had been a man of action, a man to move mountains. Fearless
in battle, cool under fire, and loyal to his comrades beyond death,
Andruski could not believe how the loss of his legs had drained the
man. He wished he could catch whoever had planted that bomb.

“If it's the last thing I do,” Andruski spoke to
himself, “I'm getting him out of that bloody chair.”

#

When Francine entered the house, she could no
longer consider it home, the air was heavy with the scent of a home
cooked dinner. It was incredible, and for a second she paused,
almost relaxed, remembering the way her life used to be. Jack used
to be an incredible cook. It was like awakening from a nightmare.
Then she heard the squeak of the wheelchair and the present reality
returned with crushing force, the moment she'd just had making it
seem that much harsher in contrast. Her mother must have stopped by
to make them dinner. Be strong, she told herself, as she stalked
into the kitchen. Jack was sitting at the table, actively engaged
in setting out two places.

“Why aren't you
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