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    To everyone who bravely fights on through scars seen and unseen—may you experience freedom in its best and truest form.


Special thanks to Abigail and Mac for the prompts that inspired me to continue this series, and to everyone who asked for a sequel I hadn't planned!

      

    

“You are ready, Anna?”

Anna hesitated in front of the mirror, running her grandmother’s patriotic scarf back and forth through her fingers. She’d brought it for the memories with no intention of actually wearing it, but if the yards of antique bunting already lining the streets of the little seaside town meant anything, a dash of appropriate color added to her white summer dress might help her blend in instead of making her stick out. And then, if people did judge her, what could they do? She was a temporary guest—welcomed, included, and then forgotten as others came to take her place, so long as she didn’t manage to embarrass herself in some utterly spectacular way on her last day here.

“I will be in a minute!” She raised her voice enough to be heard through the door, then closed her eyes and held the scarf against her chin, trying to separate the question of her own feelings from the weight of others’ expectations. Perhaps it was childish. Perhaps it was antiquated. Perhaps the years had dented and dimmed the ideals she had once believed her country stood for. But surely the ideals were still worth believing in, if their execution was often imperfect.

Squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin, Anna tied the scarf around her high ponytail and added a set of blue teardrop earrings, then snatched up her bag and opened the door. But the instant she caught sight of her companion, her jaw dropped.

“What—are you wearing?”

“It is nice, yes?” Lev shot a beaming smile in her direction, holding his arms wide to offer a fuller display of the shirt—at least a size too large for him and looking like it had been airbrushed by a member of an extremely patriotic biker gang.

“Where. On. Earth?” Anna blinked hard, and the confusion of motorcycles, flags, and screaming eagles seemed to dance in front of her. That shirt had certainly not been in his closet when she’d advised him on the kinds of things to bring for the vacation spot she’d picked, and she hadn’t seen one like it in any of the kitschy stores they’d visited in town.

“You would say it is stunning?” Lev’s smile stayed bright beneath his dark glasses, and Anna imagined for an instant that he was teasing her, but that didn’t make sense when he couldn’t have seen the monstrosity before putting it on. “Mrs. Mack loaned it for today because I had nothing special. It was once Dave’s favorite.”

Anna tried hard to swallow the sigh that nearly escaped on her exhale. Their elderly hostess was a dear, treating them both like long-lost grandchildren home for the holiday, especially Lev, who’d had her effortlessly wrapped around his finger from the instant he opened his mouth. But her style was beyond eclectic, especially when it came to the reminders of her late husband, and this was nearly as bad as walking in on her in the kitchen, brandishing some sort of air spear in one hand and flipping eggs in a skillet with the other while her head bobbed to the beat of some heavy-metal ancient-history battle song.

“If you would not use ‘stunning’...” Lev rubbed his chin as he took a half-step closer. “You would perhaps say ‘handsome’? Or ‘elegant’? Or maybe”—he bent down to place his mouth near her ear—“the word is ‘eyesore’?”

Anna choked on a squeak and struggled to muffle an explosion of coughs and laughter. Lev straightened to give her space, but when her breath started to come back, there was no mistaking the teasing in his grin.

“How...” Anna let the word hang helplessly as she tried to clear her throat without starting the cycle all over again.

“I thought Dave’s favorite shirt might not, perhaps, be one to wear to fancy dinners.” The corners of Lev’s eyes crinkled next to his glasses, but then his expression turned serious. “You will mind, Anya? I will not wear if you do. I can tell Mrs. Mack it does not fit, which is true.”

Her full opinion was on the tip of her tongue, but something in his tone made her hesitate.

“Do you—want to wear it?”

“I am not the one who has to see it.” The corners of Lev’s mouth turned up again, and Anna couldn’t help reflecting the smile. “I do not mind, Anya. I was not born in this country, but it is now my home. To celebrate its freedom makes me happy. I do not need the shirt for this, but I have nothing better. And I like to give happiness to Mrs. Mack, but I do not want you to cover your eyes while walking with me. If this bothers, I will change.”

The consideration in his words completely melted her heart and made her reevaluate her perspective. The old-fashioned town had proved just as friendly and hospitable as she could have hoped, so perhaps she could trust its residents to recognize the shirt and find the gesture endearing. And if they didn’t, was she ashamed to stand by the man who had given her so much because his kind heart might invite the ridicule of those who didn’t know him?

“Give me one second.” She ducked back into her room and changed out her white sandals for a pair of red beach shoes that she certainly hadn’t planned to wear with this outfit but that made the patriotic effect appear more an intention than an afterthought. “There.” She stepped out on the landing again, closing the door as she slipped her arm in Lev’s. “Now we’re ready.”

“What did you do?” Lev cocked his head curiously, and Anna grinned.

“Just changed my shoes. Because I’m also glad to be celebrating. With you.”

“You are sure?” His voice still held a hesitant note, but Anna nodded decidedly.

“I’m sure. Let’s go show Mrs. Mack.”

“Do not forget what you must call her.” Lev’s grin stretched wider, and Anna rolled her eyes, but the corner of her mouth quirked up.

“I know, I know. I’ve been reminded enough.”

They carefully descended the stairs—Anna couldn’t help noticing how much less Lev needed her arm for guidance after only a few short days—and found their hostess in the front yard, directing the loading of bags and coolers into a beat-up pickup truck that was probably close to her in age. Mrs. Mack’s outfit was a riot of patriotic color from the dyed straw of her floppy hat to the rhinestone-studded sandals peeking out beneath her starred and striped maxi dress. But the beaming smile that lit her face at the sight of them made Anna squeeze Lev’s arm a little tighter and wish for the who-knew-how-many-hundredth time that he could see it for himself.

“Well, if y’all ain’t just too cute for words!” Mrs. Mack wrapped her arms around their shoulders and pulled them in for a hug, then squeezed their cheeks as if they were adorable children. When she finally stepped back, she kept a hand on each arm and cocked her head to the side as she examined their outfits more carefully. “A little light on the trimmings, darlin’, but your heart’s in the right place, and that’s what counts. I’m sorry the shirt don’t fit quite right, sugar. I guess my Dave was a bigger man than I remembered.”

“Memaw, please.” The unaccustomed word on Lev’s Russian tongue swept Anna’s thoughts away from the realization that her most patriotic outfit in years had merited no more than a sympathy mention, but Mrs. Mack’s hand jerked away from her shoulder to wag a scolding finger in Lev’s face.

“Now don’t you start with me, young man. I get Memaw from everybody else. You give me the special one.”

“Babushka,” Lev’s grin widened, and his voice deepened with tenderness. “No need for the finger, yes? I am thankful for you to share this with me. A bit too big? Why should I care for this? I like to wear this shirt that Anna cannot describe in words.”

Anna’s cheeks heated, but Mrs. Mack threw her head back and laughed, full-throated guffaws that brought grins to the scattered spectators’ faces, even if they didn’t understand half of the context.

“Tell you what, darlin’.” The older lady gave Anna a friendly slap just above the elbow. “Why don’t y’all see if you can find something better in town today. Won’t have to pay city prices for it, neither, and if you wait till a little closer to sundown one or two of the boys might just slip y’all a special discount. Tell them it’s for Memaw.”

“Yes, Memaw.” Anna had given up trying to combat the impression that she and Lev had chosen the little town because they couldn’t afford anything closer to the beaten path. It certainly wasn’t true for him, even with the overly generous salary he paid her, and without him, even this trip would have been far beyond her reach. But while everyone seemed to understand the need for rest and the craving of a writer for new and different experiences, they still seemed slightly disbelieving that any true city visitor could view the town’s old-fashioned workings—and glaring lack of HALEY—as more of a draw than a drawback.

“And listen to me.” Mrs. Mack bent down next to her ear, lowering her voice seriously. “I know your time’s running out here, but if y’all see something nice and don’t have the money, tell them I’ll cover it. Just get it to me when you can. Y’all should have something to remember us by.”

“I’ll remember that, Memaw.” Anna had to swallow a lump in her throat at the offered generosity, unnecessary as it was.

“And make sure y’all find my blanket on the beach this evening—before sunset, mind! I’ll keep some of the best bits aside.”

“Yes, Memaw.”

“Da, da, Babushka!” Anna could feel Lev trembling with suppressed laughter, and Mrs. Mack gave a last squeeze to their arms and finally let them go.

Anna held her breath a bit
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