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			PROLOGUE

			DANI

			We sat next to each other on the sofa—me and Jordan—our cell phones clutched in our hands, our gazes glued to the headline running across the TV screen, willing it to change, to disappear, for this to be a nightmare we would wake from. A five-hour-long nightmare.

			F-16 Crashes in Alaska.

			I’d called the family members on the pilots’ emergency contact sheets, letting everyone know we’d had an incident involving the Wild Aces and were awaiting more information, waiting for the Air Force to go through the official notification process. I delivered the message in a calm tone, pushing back the tremors, the tears, the terror that crashed into me every time those words ran through my head.

			F-16 Crashes in Alaska.

			My husband was flying tonight.

			We’d spoken on the phone this afternoon, our last words him telling me he was getting ready to step to his jet and that he loved me.

			He’d said the words out of habit, his mind already on the mission ahead, ending the call the same way we’d ended every single call since we’d first said “I love you” nine years ago. It had been a short phone call—now, my mind foggy with fear, I struggled to remember what we’d talked about, the memory everything as I clung to those words.

			I’d told him the dryer was broken. He’d complained about scheduling issues in the squadron he commanded. I’d been irritated about the dryer, cranky because he’d been gone for weeks and I’d just wanted him home. The call had been fine; there hadn’t been a fight or anything, but now that those words scrolled across the screen in front of me, I wished I hadn’t said a word about the dryer, that the scheduling shop hadn’t screwed up, that we’d spent the night on the phone laughing.

			What if I never hear his laugh again?

			I called him after I first saw the news alert, dialed his number with trembling fingers and the kind of fear in my heart that filled my body with ice. The ring-ring of the phone beat in time with my heart. I prayed over and over again for him to answer so I could hear his voice, even as I knew in a situation like this, none of the guys would pick up; all communication would be cut off until they notified the pilot’s family. And still, I called. My heart, my love, my life was somewhere out there, and I couldn’t rest until I knew he was safe.

			Finally, I heard the sound of his voice, the hint of an accent that came from a childhood in New England, my heart lurching at the sound.

			“Michael. Thank God—”

			“—I’m not available right now, but if you’d like to leave a message—”

			The rest of his voice mail greeting disappeared beneath the sound rushing in my ears. When I heard the beep, I left a message, feeling as though my voice belonged to someone else, as though this night wasn’t real and I’d wake up and turn over, rolling into the curve of Michael’s body, pressing my lips to his skin, inhaling his scent.

			I hung up the phone with a shudder, standing in the middle of our kitchen, no idea what came next.

			And then Jordan called, the same fear in her voice that had taken up permanent residence in my gut, and I invited her over, because even though I was supposed to be the strong one, the calm one, buoyed by seven years’ experience as a military wife, I couldn’t get past the fear dragging me down.

			F-16 Crashes in Alaska.

			We didn’t speak. At some point, Jordan reached out and grabbed my hand. I didn’t let go.

			I thought of the pilots who were flying tonight. Michael. Easy. Jordan’s boyfriend, Burn. Thor. All pilots I’d grown close to, cared about. Men who I’d celebrated holidays with, who had become like brothers to me.

			My husband was flying tonight.

			I squeezed Jordan’s hand a bit tighter, the panic growing with each second that passed. I couldn’t sit here and pretend to be calm, as though the worry wasn’t ripping me to shreds, as if I wasn’t about to crawl out of my skin.

			I needed to know he was okay. Needed to hear his voice. It was such a simple thing; how many times had I heard him speak, listened to that husky voice that always filled me with peace? Now I needed it. Needed to cling to the sound as proof he’d survived, that I hadn’t lost everything.

			Please let him be okay. Please. Please.

			The doorbell rang.

			We both froze. I’d never thought my doorbell was ominous, but now the sound sent a chill down my spine. Good news didn’t come in the early morning, the sun just barely risen. It didn’t come wearing service dress. I didn’t know if they were here for me or for Jordan, but either way, something inside me shattered.

			We both rose from the couch, our lips unmoving, our hands locked. My legs shook, my heart rattling inside my chest. My body aged decades with each step I took, with each step that took me closer to whatever nightmare faced us on the other side of the door.

			They say your life flashes before your eyes before you die. And it did.

			I saw myself at twenty-one, at a bar in Atlanta, laughing with my friends, my body lighting up with sparks as I made eye contact with the hot guy sitting on a barstool, desperately hoping he’d come over and talk to me. I saw myself in Michael’s arms as we kissed for the first time, heard my voice telling my friends I was going to marry him, saw the look on his face as I walked down the aisle on our wedding day. So many moments. His arms around me as we mourned the baby we’d loved and lost after my miscarriage, the way he kissed me each night before he fell asleep. Big moments, small moments, the pieces of a life we’d built together, all the love and hope that had filled me as I envisioned our future, all the things we’d do—the children I’d prayed for, the plans we’d made. My entire world wrapped up in one person.

			And then the moments stopped and my mind went blank as I stared at my front door.

			I reached out, my fingers grazing the knob, and some part of me wanted to pull back as I hoped, prayed, that this time if I called Michael, he’d answer, saying my name in the voice that still put a smile on my face. But I knew. I knew. Hadn’t I always known we hurtled toward this? That at some point the bill would come due, and eventually he’d go up in the air and the sky wouldn’t give him back.

			The door opened with a creak. Three officers in uniform stood on our front porch.

			It was as though I’d left my body, as if I was hovering above all of this, watching it play out. I couldn’t . . . I didn’t feel anything. Could barely register the words they said. Jordan, the walls around me, everything disappeared, until there was a hole inside me, around me, swallowing me up.

			“Mrs. Peterson, we regret to inform you . . .”

			I felt myself falling, taking Jordan down with me as I hit the floor, as I quite simply broke. She was there, her arms around me, but I couldn’t feel her.

			I couldn’t feel anything anymore.

		

	
		
			ONE

			ONE YEAR LATER

			DANI

			“Do you want matte or gloss?”

			I blinked, the paint cans blurring before me. What type of paint did you use to erase a broken dream?

			No fucking clue.

			My hands gripped the handle of my cart, filled with painting supplies that had taken me the better part of an hour to assemble. Every time I thought I had what I needed, I realized I’d forgotten yet another thing. Time had ceased to exist here, and I half wondered if I’d finally escape aisle twelve and discover night had fallen and I’d wasted one more day not fulfilling the task I dreaded.

			The salesman sighed, running his hand through his hair. I couldn’t exactly blame him for the frustration—even with the online research I’d done, it was clear I was pretty clueless on how to repaint an almost-nursery-turned-guest-bedroom in order to make my home more likely to sell.

			“What will paint over blue?” I asked.

			Air Force blue. Baby boy blue.

			There will be another baby, Michael had promised when I’d miscarried. Let’s not change the room.

			So we’d kept it—his way of clinging to hope and my attempt at supporting him.

			Of course, now they were both gone, and I couldn’t walk into the room without feeling an overwhelming sense of loss.

			The salesman’s gaze drifted to my left hand, to the diamond engagement ring that sat there atop a diamond eternity band. I couldn’t look at either of those things and yet, like the room, I wasn’t ready to cast them off. My husband might have died a year ago, but the memory of him still lingered.

			“Ma’am, perhaps it would help if your husband came with you. He might have a better sense of what your needs are.”

			He would have. He would have repainted the room on one of his free weekends and I wouldn’t have had to worry about a thing. Which was the problem. I’d always prided myself on having my shit together—being an Air Force wife allowed for nothing less considering how frequently I was alone—but now that Michael was actually gone, I kept realizing how many things I didn’t know how to do. And how much I’d grown to depend on him during the seven years we were married.

			The paint cans blurred even more, my eyes filling with tears. Oh God, I was going to lose it in aisle twelve.

			The thing about being a widow was that you never knew when the tears would come. You could have a string of good days, and then something would set you off—the scent of your husband’s cologne on a stranger, the sound of a jet screaming overhead, your wedding song playing on the radio. Apparently mine had come today. I took a deep breath, steadying myself, struggling to push a response out of my mouth when suddenly a large hand landed on my back, palm between my shoulder blades, fingers stroking my ratty T-shirt.

			“I got this,” a voice rumbled behind me.

			I whirled around and came face-to-face with Easy.

			As commander of the Wild Aces F-16 squadron, my husband—call sign Joker—had been both boss and mentor to the twenty-something pilots who had flown under his leadership. I’d gotten to know all the guys and their families pretty well, but there was no doubt that out of all of them, my favorite was Alex “Easy” Rogers.

			There were many things to love about Easy—the contagious smile on his face, the compassion in his eyes, the memory of how he’d comforted me when I’d miscarried and Michael had been halfway across the country, how he’d stood next to me at the podium while I delivered Michael’s eulogy, the way he’d always treated me with indulgent affection. He’d been one of my husband’s best friends, so for that alone, I’d always love him. But it wasn’t just that. He was a big kid with a wild streak ninety percent of the time, but the other ten percent of the time he was one of the best men I’d ever known. He was also one of the last people Michael had spoken to when he was alive—a voice over the radio in their formation of four jets right before Michael was lost to us forever.

			I struggled to get my tears in check as Easy spoke to the salesman, and then the guy was gone and I was staring up into Easy’s blue eyes.

			“You okay?”

			“Just trying to pick out paint.”

			“What do you need?” he asked, his expression solemn, the usual swagger and amusement drained from his expression.

			It had been a rough year for everyone.

			“I’m trying to repaint the guest room.” Do not cry. “The one that was going to be the nursery.” The rest of the words came out in a whoosh of pain. “The Realtor thinks the house will be more marketable if the rooms are neutral. It’s been on the market six months now and we still haven’t gotten any interest.”

			I still hadn’t gotten any interest. When you’d been a “we” for seven years, it was hard to switch back to the singular.

			The days after I’d received the knock on my front door, after the casualty officers had notified me that Michael’s F-16 had crashed in Alaska—that he was gone—I’d walked through a nightmare. When the official military events had ended, I’d gone home to Georgia to grieve in private. But at thirty-one, living at my parents’ had begun to feel cramped, so now I was back in Oklahoma, waiting to sell the house I’d lived in with Michael, trying to figure out the next step.

			Easy looked down at his feet, his big body hunched over, and then his gaze was on me again. “I can do it.”

			“No. Thanks for offering, but it’s too much. I’m fine on my own.”

			The squadron was deploying to Afghanistan in a month. No way I wanted Easy working in his final weeks before he went to war.

			“I can hire someone to do it. Which I probably should have done all along,” I admitted.

			Michael’s life insurance took financial worries off my plate for a few years, but thanks to seven years of moving all over the world, my résumé wasn’t exactly impressive. Luxuries like hiring someone to paint felt irresponsible until I found a job. Although if the house didn’t sell . . .

			“I’ll do it.” He nudged my shoulder, positioning his big body between me and my cart, studying the items I’d collected so far.

			“You have the deployment—”

			“It’s no big deal,” he answered. “It’ll take a day. I can come over tomorrow and work on it, if it’s okay with you.”

			It hadn’t escaped my notice that the squadron had begun stepping in to help out, although I hadn’t seen Easy for a while. I guessed this was his way of doing the right thing for a buddy’s wife, and as much as it made me feel guilty, I couldn’t argue with a military man’s sense of honor.

			“Okay. That’s so sweet. I really appreciate it.” I smiled. “I’ll make you a thank-you dinner.”

			“You don’t have to,” he mumbled, a slight flush covering his cheeks as soon as the word “sweet” fell from my lips.

			“I want to.”

			I hated eating meals alone; half the time I couldn’t even be bothered to cook for myself and I ended up eating cereal for dinner. And there was something about Easy that always seemed to need taking care of. He was a confirmed bachelor to the extreme and while I’d seen him with plenty of girls over the years, I couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a girlfriend or anything close to it, had never seen anyone take care of him.

			He nodded in response, his Adam’s apple bobbing. His hand left my back, running through his thick, blond hair. He looked tired and I wondered how he was really doing. All the guys who’d been in the air with Michael when he’d died had struggled in the past year.

			Easy turned, his face in profile as he scrutinized the paint cans. And what a beautiful face it was. He was teased mercilessly because he looked more like an underwear model than a fighter pilot—high cheekbones, full lips, long eyelashes, the kind of blue eyes people tried to replicate with color contacts.

			Hell, I was a little jealous of how pretty he was.

			“So what else do you need?” he asked, his gaze still on the shelf.

			I handed him my list; the words scratched there might as well have been a foreign language. I’d always handled the finances, but anything related to the house had been Michael’s domain.

			“I got most of it,” I answered. “I’ve never painted before beyond my college dorm room, and I figure this needs to look good if it’s going to impress buyers.”

			He nodded again, and I realized this was the most economical I’d ever seen Easy be with his words. Since Michael’s death, things had been . . . strained. He was polite, still willing to offer a hand if I needed it. But the friendship we’d built years ago seemed to have been replaced by the guilt he felt over the accident.

			“How have you been?” I asked, trying to pull the conversation out of him, realizing how much I’d missed our friendship. “I haven’t seen you in months.” I thought about it. “Since Thanksgiving?”

			Had we really let five months slip by? I’d e-mailed him on his birthday in February and he’d responded, but we hadn’t seen each other—

			“I saw you at the squadron in March. You were leaving with Jordan.”

			Surprise filled me. “I didn’t see you. Why didn’t you say hi?”

			He shrugged. “You guys were talking; I didn’t want to interrupt you.”

			Could this be more awkward? Did I remind him of Michael’s death? Was he just uncomfortable around me?

			I’d been walking through a fog for the past few months, and somewhere along the way I’d missed that we’d gotten to this point. And it wasn’t just Easy; I’d been so consumed by my grief that life had passed me by. Friends’ lives had changed, they’d moved on to other things, and I’d stayed rooted in that day in May, in the loss that defined and overshadowed my world. I’d lost touch with people, simply stopped trying, and I’d given up more than I’d realized, and suddenly, I wanted to make up for it, needed to fix the gap between us.

			“Hey.” I laid a hand on his arm and his entire body stiffened. A pang hit me, and then another one, piercing the numbness shrouding me.

			My voice cracked. “I miss him, too. If it’s too weird to be around me or if I remind you of everything that’s happened, and you need to take a step back, I understand. I know it’s been hard for you guys to move on from the accident, and I don’t want to make it worse. But if you need someone to talk to, I’m here. I miss our friendship. I miss you.”

			EASY

			Fuck.

			I closed my eyes for a beat, trying to drown her out, to throw the wall back up, attempting to push her out of the cracks and crevices of my heart where she’d snuck in and taken up permanent residence in my chest.

			She smelled like apples. Forbidden-fucking-apples. She looked . . .

			My eyes slammed open and my gaze slid over her. I blinked, not sure if it was the scent of apples or the sight in front of me that made me so fucking hungry.

			She wore a pair of white shorts that showed off surprisingly tanned legs. A faded T-shirt that likely harkened back to her days as a cheerleader at the University of Georgia. Her red-gold hair was up in a loose braid, her green eyes staring up at me.

			I’d been in detox, hoped the months apart would cure this ache inside me every single fucking time I saw her.

			They hadn’t.

			If anything, the time apart had only made the ache worse.

			I fisted my hands at my sides, looking away from her again, her words cutting through me as I focused on the paint cans as though my life depended on it. And then I couldn’t take it anymore, and my gaze slid down to the spot where she touched me, where her fingers rested on my bicep, her skin a few shades paler than mine.

			I swallowed, trying to drag more air into my lungs, her hand suddenly as dangerous as a deadly spider.

			I had a pretty solid you-can-look-but-you-can’t-touch policy where Dani was concerned. There had been moments when I bent the rules a little bit, like a few minutes ago when I’d seen her standing there amid all the painting supplies looking so lost, as though she was drowning and needed a life raft to pull her to shore, but I paid for every fucking moment in spades.

			“You don’t make it worse,” I lied, answering her original question, hating that I’d given her a reason to worry about anyone other than herself. She had more shit on her plate than most people could ever deal with, and the last thing I wanted to do was add to it.

			I shoved my hands into the pockets of my cargo shorts, breaking the physical connection between us, still not quite able to meet her gaze. Her eyes could bring the most resolute man to his fucking knees.

			I swallowed again, wondering if my voice sounded as strained to her ears as it did to mine. “It’s good to see you again.”

			Heaven and hell rolled into a knot in my stomach.

			I’d had it bad for her since the first moment I saw her, but as guilty as I’d felt wanting my friend’s wife, the desire inside me now for his widow was infinitely worse.

			I would have given everything I had to trade places with him, so he could have come back for her.

			She smiled, a real smile, one she rarely doled out anymore. “You, too.”

			Her gaze drifted past me, her smile deepening, and she stepped forward another foot, close enough so her side brushed against mine, warm and soft, the apple smell filling my nostrils once again. It had to be her shampoo. Her head barely came to my chin, her scent wafting up at me. I bent my head just an inch, barely resisting the urge to inhale, drowning in her, the warmth from her body—

			“You have admirers,” Dani commented, her teasing voice breaking me from my stupor.

			I blinked, following her gaze.

			Two girls stood at the end of the aisle—college girls by the look of the youthful glow they sported and the sorority letters stretched across their tits—staring at us, wide, curious smiles on their faces. They both blushed as they caught me staring back, exchanging whispers behind cupped hands.

			Dani nudged me, the touch sending another jolt through my body. I was hard as a fucking rock in a home improvement store and it had everything to do with the scent of apples and the allure of soft curves against me, and nothing to do with the sorority girls.

			She gifted me with another smile, this one brighter than the last, filling her gaze and spilling over into my heart.

			My mouth went dry.

			“You can go work your magic,” she teased, her words jolting me back to reality. “I’m fine here.”

			The only thing worse than being utterly and totally in love with the one woman who you absolutely could not fucking have, who saw you more as a brother than a man, was having the same woman, the one who’d ripped your heart out of your chest time and time again, try to set you up with someone else.

			I was pretty sure there was some bitter fucking irony here considering my rep, but with my heart lying in the middle of aisle twelve, gushing blood, I wasn’t much for humor.

			I shook my head, turning away from the girls, Dani once again all I could see.

			“I’m okay.”

			“You sure? I really don’t mind. Think of me as one of the guys. Hell, I can be your wingwoman.”

			“I’m sure,” I croaked, pretty sure she’d just slayed me—death by well-meaning matchmaking and the thrust of a sharp blade that accompanied every one of her words.

			I tilted my head, staring back at the girls, wondering if it would help if I did go over there, if I lost myself in two hot bodies. In my younger years, I probably would have gone for it. Now it would be another meaningless fuck in a string of them. And I didn’t want that anymore. I’d watched two of my closest friends—Noah and Thor—meet women and fall in love this past year. Noah was now married with a baby on the way, and Thor was engaged to the girl he’d loved, and lost, and somehow regained. So yeah. Maybe I couldn’t have Dani, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to meet a woman I could love, who would love me in return. At thirty-three it might have taken me a while to get here, but I was ready for something more. And if my perfect woman bared an uncanny resemblance to Dani, whatever.

			Some women slid under your skin so deep, you couldn’t carve them out no matter how hard you tried.

		

	
		
			TWO

			DANI

			I met up with a very pregnant Jordan for dinner at our favorite barbecue restaurant in town that night. Of all my friendships, ours had probably grown the closest in the aftermath of Michael’s death. Maybe it was that we’d been together when the casualty officers had arrived at the house; experiencing something so devastating had bonded us together.

			But even as I loved her, as I knew she understood as best as she could, I would have been lying if I didn’t admit there weren’t still moments when it was hard, when I felt the same disconnect from her I experienced with everyone else around me. She had the family I’d always wanted, and even as I was happy for her, I couldn’t deny there was a part of me that was angry—at God, fate, the Air Force, the fucking F-16, whatever it was that decided to take my husband and the future we’d imagined away from me.

			This was one of the places where the ghost of him lingered, a restaurant we’d gone to so many times over the years, where we’d sat and laughed with friends. It was crazy, but I swore I could feel his arm draped across the back of my chair, the heat of his leg pressing into mine. I pushed back against the tears pricking behind my eyelids.

			“When does Noah’s flight get in?” I asked.

			Jordan was two weeks away from her due date and her husband, Noah—known to the Wild Aces by his call sign, “Burn”—was coming back from Korea for the birth of their first child. They hadn’t seen each other since he’d returned to the U.S. in November and I knew how much she missed him.

			“Saturday afternoon.”

			I grinned at the way her face lit up when she said it. Their one-year anniversary was a couple weeks away, and despite the distance between them, she still had that “newlywed glow” about her.

			“I’m so happy for you guys.”

			“Thanks. I can’t believe everything is happening at once. It feels like I’ve been pregnant forever, and now the baby’s almost here. And I’m so excited to see Noah and have him home with us for a while.”

			“How long will he be here for?”

			“A month. He’s using this as his mid-tour leave. He’ll go back to Korea for his final month and then he’ll be back for good.”

			They’d been lucky enough to get Bryer as their next assignment, so they’d be in Oklahoma for another three years.

			“How are things going with you?” Jordan asked.

			I shrugged between mouthfuls of brisket. “Good, I guess. Nothing really new.”

			My life had become a cycle of wake up, run errands, occasionally read, fall asleep, and repeat. Sometimes I hung out with friends, but since Michael died I found myself narrowing my social circle. People meant well, but sometimes it was harder to be in social settings. I didn’t fit. Not anymore. I could laugh, could find reasons to smile. I could be happy . . . ish. But no matter how hard I tried, or how much time passed, there was a hole inside me; a piece was missing, gaping open, edges ragged, and I hadn’t a clue how to fill it. I tried. I tried so fucking hard. And still, the pain beat inside my chest, my future a yawning void without the one thing I’d built my life around.

			I’d had interests when Michael was alive, friendships, things that had kept me busy during the long stretches when he was away from home. But the heart of everything, what had given me a purpose to throw myself into every day rather than going through the motions had been the life we’d built. I’d spent so much time focused on our marriage, dreaming about our future, the family we were building, envisioning us growing old together, that he had simply become part of me. And now he was gone, leaving me fractured and alone, and the other stuff didn’t matter anymore. Everyone had a suggestion for how I should deal with my grief, and they meant well; they loved me and wanted me to be happy, but I couldn’t yoga my way through widowhood. I hadn’t achieved anything beyond coping, wondered if that was too lofty a goal.

			“How are things with the house?” Jordan asked.

			“We’ve had a few showings, but nothing solid. I spent the week doing home improvement projects—planting flowers and organizing the garage. Easy’s actually coming over to paint tomorrow.”

			“Easy’s doing manual labor?”

			I laughed. He was Noah’s best friend, and he and Jordan definitely had a sibling-like relationship where they ragged on each other constantly.

			“Yeah. I ran into him while I was shopping for paint and he was nice enough to offer to help.”

			“Speaking of Easy,” Jordan said. “I was talking to Noah, and we thought it would be fun to do something as a squadron before the guys deploy. Would you come?”

			The Wild Aces continued to include me in squadron events. I tried not to overstep too much since I didn’t want to make the new squadron commander’s wife feel as though I was usurping her position, but there were enough people I cared about, so I went to the important ones.

			“Yeah, I would. Thanks for inviting me.”

			“No problem. Everyone would love to see you there.”

			I missed feeling like I belonged. I hadn’t loved everything about military life, but the friendships I’d built meant the world to me. We’d been a family when the strain of the lifestyle took your biological family away from you.

			“How’s Becca doing with the deployment coming up?” I asked.

			Becca was the newest member of our military family. She’d just gotten engaged—or re-engaged—to Thor, one of Michael’s buddies and the fourth member in the formation when he died. Thor had struggled with PTSD in the months following Michael’s death, but he seemed to be doing a lot better now, and reconnecting with his high school sweetheart had definitely played a huge role in his recovery.

			“She seems okay. A little stressed, but doing her best to be strong for Thor. She’s worried about how he’ll handle the deployment with his PTSD, but she said it’s really important to him to be there for the squadron.”

			The buildup to a deployment, especially your first one, was always the worst. This horrible event loomed large, and each day took you one day closer to the thing you dreaded most. The month before my first deployment with Michael had been one of the most difficult times of my life. Well, until now. I remembered the fear that had clawed me as I’d said good-bye to him, as I’d wrapped my arms around his body, trying to memorize the weight of him, the shape of him, trying to hold him to me and keep him close enough to weather six months apart. The fear had pummeled me wave after wave—that our relationship would flounder, that he would change, or I would change, and then of course, most of all, the fear that was my constant shadow. That this would be the last time I held him, the last time I saw him, kissed him.

			And for all those times I’d tried to keep the image sharp, after a while, the years ran together and you adjusted to the life, to the TDYs and deployments, and you forgot how scary their job was. You grew used to hearing about the dangers they faced each time they flew, even when it was just a training mission, and you loosened your grip each time.

			I’d taken Michael to the squadron to fly to Alaska on a Tuesday. I remembered snippets of our conversation in the car, his fingers entwined with mine as I drove him to work, Tom Petty’s “Learning to Fly” playing on the radio, and Michael turning up the dial and singing along in his off-key tone.

			I played that song at his memorial service.

			When I thought of him now, when I clung to the memory of him, it was the image of saying good-bye to him in the squadron parking lot that always stuck with me—the last moment I’d seen him alive. It had faded with time, with the year that had gone by, like a worn photograph, and sometimes I woke in the middle of the night, panic flooding me at the possibility that I’d forgotten some detail, some moment, that eventually the memories of him would fade away, too, and I’d really be left with nothing.

			“I’ll talk to her,” I offered.

			Being a fighter wife was a sisterhood of sorts. Nothing could prepare you for it, not entirely, at least, but it helped to have someone to talk to who’d gone through deployments and TDYs, who’d lived with the fear of loving someone with such a dangerous job, who understood in a way those unconnected to the military simply couldn’t. I wasn’t as close to Becca as I was to Jordan, but we’d hung out a few times over the past few months and I really liked her. After everything he’d been through, it was good to see Thor so happy.

			“Thanks,” Jordan answered. “That would mean a lot to her. She’s planning their wedding so that’ll probably help her stay busy, but I imagine it has to be tough, especially since she struggled so much with his job.”

			They’d been engaged when they were in college, but broke up when Thor went to Texas to start pilot training. Ten years later, they’d run into each other in their home state of South Carolina. Fast forward a few months, and they were engaged again, adorably in love, planning their wedding.

			Jordan took anther bite of her brisket, a nervous expression on her face I recognized all too well and had seen directed my way countless times, so much so I’d termed it the “Widow Look” in my head. We were headed somewhere into the murky territory of talking about either Michael’s death or my widowed status. It wasn’t her fault; everyone got that look on their faces, as if they were afraid their words would break me.

			I didn’t know if it would make them feel better or worse if I assured them nothing they said would really make a difference. I was already shattered inside.

			“What would you think about going to dinner with someone?”

			I froze, my fork hovering in midair. The words pushed out with a squeak. “You mean, a date?”

			Jordan winced—another gesture I’d gotten used to in the last year—her expression suggesting she’d kicked a kitten.

			“Nothing serious. Just for fun.”

			I couldn’t think of much that sounded less fun.

			“He’s my doctor and he’s really nice. Mid-thirties. Divorced. Cute.”

			“I—”

			Am so not ready.

			Apparently, the one-year mark was when people started feeling comfortable saying stuff like that to you. I wasn’t sure I would ever feel comfortable hearing it. I still wore my wedding rings. Still considered myself married. Jordan wasn’t the first person to suggest I try my hand at dating, but each time I heard it, it sent a knife through my heart. I wasn’t ready to move on. I didn’t want to move on. Moving on meant Michael wasn’t coming back, and while I knew it, I didn’t want the reminder in my face every single fucking day.

			I opened my mouth and closed it again.

			Do not cry. Do not cry.

			I took a deep breath. “I don’t know. I don’t think I’m there.”

			Sympathy filled her gaze. “Do you need more time?”

			Time was the last thing I needed. Time was my enemy now . . . when I looked down the long tunnel of my future, fifty-plus years of being alone, of mourning my husband, stared back at me.

			“Maybe,” I lied.

			“‘Maybe’ sounds like ‘no.’”

			It was hard to fool the people who knew you best.

			I sighed. “It might be. It would take someone pretty incredible to make me want to be in a relationship again. Michael was a wonderful husband. And he loved me. Really loved me. I don’t see myself settling for anything less, can’t imagine going through dating and more if it isn’t someone really special. And it seems too much to hope I could get so lucky twice in my life. I’m okay on my own.”

			At least, as “okay” as you could be in a situation like this.

			Jordan reached out and squeezed my hand. “Yeah, but you’re really special. And I hate the thought of you alone all the time. You’re getting through this as best you can, but I love you, and I want you to be happy again. I’m not saying this has to be anything serious, but go and give it a chance. Worst case, you gain a friend.”

			“It’s been almost ten years since I dated. I don’t know how to go through that again. It was a lifetime ago.”

			I still couldn’t wrap my head around how I’d gotten to this point. I was supposed to be a mom by now. We were supposed to be a family. Instead I was talking to Jordan about going out on dates.

			Why me? Why him? Why this?

			“Isn’t it harder going through this alone?” she asked.

			I wasn’t sure I had an answer to that one. It was hard no matter what. I was lonely, I couldn’t deny it, but at the same time, the answer wasn’t to shuffle some guy into the spot Michael had occupied. It felt disrespectful to everyone involved, and even more, like I’d told Jordan, I didn’t see how it could work. There was no way anyone could replace what he’d been to me, what he was to me, and I’d never love anyone as much as I’d loved him. I didn’t want to love anyone as much as I’d loved him. Not again.

			I forced my lips into an approximation of a smile. “I know you’re trying to help, and I appreciate it, I really do. And I’m sure your doctor is a really nice man, but . . .”

			“What’s the worst that could happen?”

			I didn’t know anymore. My worst thing had already happened. Nothing
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