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To anyone and everyone who’s ever felt lost, let me help you find yourself.
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PROLOGUE

Kael

The sea of black clothing makes my eyes hurt. It’s been a while since I’ve been around such a uniformed crowd. I was so used to the camouflage I wore daily for years that even though I’m out of the Army, I still look for the camo out in the civilian world. Sometimes I miss not having to think about my choice of clothes every day. When I take one of my freshly dry-cleaned jackets off the hanger, I remembered my ACU jacket that had fabric so stiff from caked-in sand and dirt that it crinkled as we marched for hours in the Georgia heat. My hand reaches under my shirt to touch the dog tags hanging around my neck. For comfort? For punishment?

I’m not one of those soldiers who wear them as a prideful decoration or to get free drinks at local bars; I wear them because the weight of the metal on my chest keeps my feet on the ground. I’ll probably never take them off. This morning at the coffee shop, I noticed Karina’s eyes scanning my neckline and I knew she was looking to see if I had taken them off yet. The answer will always be no.

“It’s a little cold in here,” my mom says, as I drop the dog tag and bring my hands to my lap.

“Do you want my jacket?” I ask her. She shakes her head.

“They have to keep the body cool or it will start to smell,” a familiar voice says.

“Still a sick fuck, I see.” I stand up and hug Silvin. His body’s a lot thinner than the last time I saw him. His jawline sticks out like the villain of an action film.

“Never gonna change, either.” He hits my arm.

My mom looks at him with disapproval. “You better quit that.” She hits him a little harder than he hit me.

“How many times have I heard that?” Silvin hugs my mom and she breaks into a smile.

She always liked him the few times they met, despite the fact that he could be an offensive prick with a crass sense of humor. His beyond dark sense of humor kept us all laughing through the lowest times in our lives, though, so I always liked him, too.

“How are you, man?” I ask casually, even though I know he’s probably hurting more than most of the people in the church right now. Like I had been at the last one.

He clears his throat and blinks his red eyes. A puff of air blows from his cheeks before he answers, “I’m good. I, uhm—I’m good. I’d rather be in Vegas playing slots with a porn star and her money.” He laughs awkwardly.

“Wouldn’t we all,” I joke back with him, careful not to add weight to his mind. Sometimes it’s better to stay on the surface where you can stay numb.

“Come sit down with us? Or do you already have a seat?” I ask him.

“It’s not a fucking concert, Martin,” he says and laughs, coming to sit down next to my mom.

Even though it’s masking deep sadness, Silvin’s twisted laughter is the only inkling of happiness in the whole church. The ceiling is practically dripping with grief. The kind of sad that just bleeds into you and never washes away. It shows on you. The weight of everything you’re carrying just flows through your blood and sits right on top of your shoulders.

Silvin sighs and leans back onto the wooden pew heavily, trying to give it some of the weight inside of him. His dark eyes stare ahead, lost in some memory that refuses to go away, denying him any chance of peace. He’s too young to look so old. He’s aged drastically since we all called him “Baby Face” in our best Southern accents. He’s from Mississippi and had looked about fifteen during our first deployment, but now he looks older than me.

Baby Face had grown up a lot since he’d had chunks of what looked like raw tuna thump against his face as they fell from the sky. It took my brain another explosion to digest the horror of realizing the plague of chunks falling were pieces of human flesh, not fish. I was standing so close that a finger with a wedding band on it landed against the toe of my combat boot. Johnson’s face had changed when he turned to look at him and realized that his battle buddy Cox was no longer standing there. I saw something in his eyes, the smallest gleam burning out as he lifted his weapon from his waist and kept on moving. He never mentioned him again and after that he sat in silence as Cox’s pregnant widow cried at his funeral.

Come to think of it, this funeral feels eerily similar.

I look around for a clock. Isn’t it almost time to start? I want to get this over with before I actually have to think about what we’re doing here. Funerals are all the same, at least in the military; outside of it, I haven’t been to one since I was a kid. Since I left for basic training, I’ve been to at least ten funerals. That’s ten times that I’ve sat silently in a wooden pew and scanned the faces of soldiers staring ahead, the straight line of their lips well-practiced. Ten funeral homes full of shuffling kids who don’t understand life, let alone death, crawling at their parents’ feet. Ten times that sobs broke out in the crowd. Luckily, only half of the deceased soldiers were married with families, so that meant only five sobbing wives whose lives were ripped apart and changed forever.

I often wondered when the calls would stop coming. After how many years would we stop gathering like this? Would it continue until we were all old and gray? Would Silvin come to my funeral or would I go to his first? I always went, as did Johnson, whom I spot out of the corner of my eye. Stanson, too, who is holding his newborn son. He’s still in the Army, but even the few of us who are no longer active duty still come. I flew to Washington State a few months ago for a guy I barely knew, but Mendoza loved.

There are more people today than usual. Then again, this dead soldier was liked more than most of us. I couldn’t think about his name, or say it in my head. I didn’t want to do that to myself, or to my mom, who I picked up in Riverdale and drove with me to Atlanta. She always liked him. Everyone did.

“Who’s that lady there?” My mom coughs, her finger pointed at a woman I don’t recognize.

“No clue, Ma,” I whisper to her.

Silvin’s haunted eyes are closed now. I look away from him.

“I’m sure I know that woman—” she insists.

A man in a suit walks on stage. Must be time.

I cut her off. “Ma. They’re about to start.”

I try to scan the pews for Karina; she must be here by now. She said she was coming straight here from the coffee shop. Next to me, my mom coughs again. She’s been doing that more and more lately. She’s had this cough for about two years now, maybe more. Sometimes it goes away and she’s rewarded for quitting smoking. Other times it’s wet and she gripes about how she might as well light up a Marlboro. I’ve argued with her half my life, since I was ten and I heard her doctor tell her she was going to lose a lung if she didn’t quit. I look down at her as she rubs the tissue along her lips, coughing deeper. Her tired eyes close for a second before she goes back to staring blankly at the flower-covered stage. The casket is closed, of course. No one wants these children to see the barely recognizable body.

Fuck, I have to stop. I’ve spent God knows how many hours with medical professionals tasked with fixing me, so you’d think I’d be better at keeping those thoughts out. It never works, the techniques they teach us. The darkness is still there, unmovable. Maybe I should tell the government to get a refund on my therapy? They paid for it, as they should, but did it work? Clearly not. Not for Silvin, not for me, not for the body in the casket on stage.

Count down, they recommended when my mind got this way.

Count down and think of something that brings you joy or peace. Feel your feet on the ground, know you’re safe now, they repeated.

I think of her when I need peace. I have since I met her. It only lasts so long until reality sets in and I want to punish myself for the fact that she’s not in my life anymore, and I walk deeper into the darkness.

I don’t get the chance to finish my self-therapy session.

“We’re going to begin if everyone can take their seats now.” The funeral director’s voice is soft and unaffected. He probably does this a few times a week.

The room quiets and the funeral begins.

After the service, we stay sitting while some line up for a last goodbye. Silvin catches my eye and points upward, like he’s trying to tell me something. As I look up, someone taps me on the shoulder. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I briefly hope it’s Karina. Even though I’m sure it’s not.

And of course, it’s not. It’s Gloria, standing behind me in a black dress with white flowers stitched across the top. I think I’ve seen her in that dress at all ten funerals. Today has been a wild fucking ride already, from meeting Karina at the coffee shop this morning, to seeing Silvin again, to losing the bid on a hell of a deal on a fourplex apartment just outside Fort Benning—and now seeing Gloria, who always reminds me of her husband. I’ve been failing to come to terms with the situation with him. It’s proven to be a lot harder than anything I’ve done in my entire life.

“Hey Gloria.” I get up from the pew and hug her.

Gloria hugs me and pulls back, then hugs me again.

“How are you? I’ve been worried about you. You never answer my calls anymore.” She makes a face. “Asshole,” she whispers, looking me straight in the eyes.

“I’ve been swamped with work and you know I hate the phone.”

She rolls her dark eyes. “The kids miss you, okay? And they ask about you a lot.”

The kids. Acid that rises from guilt burns my throat.

“I miss them, too.” I look at her feet where the littlest one usually clings. “I’ll call more, I’m a shitbag.” I smile at her and she nods, letting me off the hook a little.

“You are a total shitbag,” she agrees with a smile on her face. “Uncle Shitbag still needs to call them once in a while.” She looks up and down my face. “I didn’t even recognize you at first because of this.” She touches her palms to the stubble on my jaw.

“Yeah. I’m a free man now and decided to start acting like one.”

“I’m glad. It’s good to see you. Even if it’s here of all places. And you—” She looks at my mom, and without breaking her conversation with the woman she recognized from earlier, my mom hugs and kisses her on the cheek.

“Karina looks great.” Gloria purses her lips and stares into my eyes. “She always does but she looks . . . ”

I look away as she pauses.

“She looks happy. That’s what it is.” She smiles.

Gloria always loved Karina, and I’ve heard through the grapevine that they still hang out; the gossip reached me even though I’d moved far away from post.

Happy?

She couldn’t have seemed further from happy this morning, but maybe I would only get the cold, detached Karina now. It’s not like I didn’t deserve that.

I quickly scan the church for Karina’s hair. It’s brown again. That color that’s “right between chestnut and chocolate,” she told me once. It was her go-to color when she felt like she had her shit together. Controlling and changing her hair color was one of her rituals. She had many little things she did to exercise control while disguising it as luck.

“Yeah. I’m glad she is,” I tell her. “I saw her this morning.”

She doesn’t have to tell me that she already knows. It’s easy to gather from how unaffected she is.

“Anyway, the kids with you?” I change the subject. She gives me another eye roll and shakes her head.

“No. My mom’s with them back at Benning. I figured they’d been to enough of these for a while.”

“Haven’t we all?”

“That’s for damn sure.”

A woman approaches us and moves to hug Gloria. She seems to know her, and they start talking. My mom is still in deep conversation, so I look for Karina again. How is it possible that I haven’t seen her yet? The church isn’t that big. Then again, she’s good at blending in, hiding in the midst of a crowd. It’s one of her “things.”

My mom’s voice cuts through the hushed greetings and condolences being shared around me while I’m lost in my own head.

“Mikael, where is it your sister is wanting to go to college again?” she asks, confusion in her eyes despite the hundreds of conversations we’ve had about it.

“MIT,” I tell the woman talking to her, whom I recognize as Lawson’s mom. I know she’s a better person than her son, but that’s not exactly hard to accomplish. After spending the last few years with him in my platoon, two deployments to Afghanistan later, I know Lawson better than even his own mother does. War brings people closer than anything can, except death. They go hand in hand in my world.

“That’s it. MIT. She’s the smartest in her whole class this year, and last. Two more years to wait, but they would be crazy not to accept her.” My mom’s black hair is falling out of the clip thing she always wears. The curls I helped her put in her hair this morning were fallen now. I reach down to push her hair back from her face.

The memory of Karina laughing at me as I burned my fingertips on a hot curling iron fills my mind. I knew she had to be the most thoughtful, selfless person I would ever meet when she offered to help teach me how to curl my mom’s hair when we noticed burns on her hands. Some mornings mom’s hands would shake so badly that she couldn’t do it herself, but she was too stubborn to ask for help.

I don’t travel home as often as I should, but my mom loves to have me curl her hair when I do. She says it will make me a good father one day. Karina said the same, with a look in her eyes like she could see the future. Turns out she couldn’t, and neither can my mom, because she still hopes for grandchildren from me to pass on the family name. Not fucking happening. There’s no chance I’d ever punish the world with another me.

I sigh and grab my phone from my pocket, checking it out of habit while glancing around the room. It’s emptier now, so Karina will be easier to find. Eventually I’ll either know for sure that she’s not here, or she’ll appear from whatever corner of the room she’s hiding in. That’s if she didn’t slip out, and knowing her, there’s a high likelihood—

“I’m right here, Dory.”

Karina’s soft voice sends both shock and relief throughout my body.

“There you are. Everyone keeps talking about you, and here you are,” Ma says.

Karina’s brows draw together and she shakes her head. “Gossip as always.”

Her lips curl into a smile and she puts her arm around my mom’s shoulders and squeezes.

Karina’s fingers go to Ma’s hair, and she unfastens the clip. Her delicate hands twist her hair, then clip it back exactly how she likes it and hell of a lot better than I can do. Man, they’ve come a long way since the beginning. It drives me fucking crazy with guilt that because of everything that happened, my mom doesn’t have Karina in her life anymore. Unlike Gloria, who could drive to see Karina ten minutes away, my mom will never even sit behind a wheel again. Not safely, at least. The laundry list of mistakes I’ve made over the last several years just keeps growing. Even though now we are living separate lives, I’ve done too many unforgivable things to her.

“Do you want to go outside?” she asks Ma. “It’s getting a little stuffy in here.” The green of her eyes catches on the stained-glass church window.

My mom follows Karina and they both look back at me standing still.

“Well?” they say in unison.

“I’ll go with you?” I look at Karina.

She stares back at me, her lips parting slightly, but she doesn’t say anything.

As we turn, my phone vibrates in my hand. I go to answer and catch Karina’s eyes. She’s staring daggers at my phone, one of her worst enemies. She expects me to answer it, like I always do, so I ignore the call and keep her eyes on mine. She licks her lips and her eyes give away that she’s surprised and that she sees this as a win. It was just one of my contractors, anyway.

“Shall we?” I ask her, digging in my position of at least trying to stay on her game board. She nods and leads us out of the church as the bells from its tower ring through the air.




CHAPTER ONE

Two years earlier
Kael

My truck roared down the small street. I continued to hit my hands against the steering wheel as I drove far enough down the dark road to be out of her eyesight. I slowed to a stop on the gravel pullout a few blocks away and stumbled out of my truck. The ground was soaked with unforgiving rain and as I looked into the darkness, I couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of me. It had only been a few minutes since I left Karina at her house, but the guilt weighed enough to feel like thirty years.

Reaching for my phone, I called Austin first. My hands were shaking intolerably, and the rain was soaking my phone as I waited for him to pick up.

“Hey man—what’s up?” he asked in a casual tone. The nonchalant sound of his voice immediately triggered my anger. Even if I knew both of us did the right thing, I needed someone to be pissed at and I could hear women’s voices and music in the background of wherever the fuck he was.

“Your sister found out,” I flatly told him.

Silence.

“Found out what?” he asked. I knew he wasn’t that damn clueless. He was in shock, not that ignorant.

“Where are you?” I was beyond impatient.

He paused, took a deep breath in before responding. “I’m at Mendoza’s. What do you mean by my sister found out? Tell me it’s not what I think it is.”

“It’s exactly what you think it is. I’m on the side of the road and I didn’t call you for a heads-up, Fischer, I called you to tell you that your sister is devastated and could really use you right now.”

“Did you tell her? I thought we were—”

Before I could help it, my fist slammed against the hood of my truck. “It doesn’t fucking matter who told her, what are you going to do about her right now?”

“I don’t even have a car, what can I do?”

“Are you drunk?”

“No . . . ” He was lying. “Yeah, I mean, I’m not sober. But it’s not like I knew this was going to happen and got plastered so you had to deal with her. Maybe call Elodie? She should be home—”

I ended the call before he offered another not-thought-out solution.

The rain took a short break, long enough for me to consider driving back to her house to beg for Karina’s forgiveness, to explain why I did what I did. The weight of the world pushed against my shoulders as I imagined her at home alone, sitting in the dark kitchen feeling completely betrayed. I made the choice when I met her to try my best to take care of her, to make her life better, easier, but all I’ve done is fuck it up.

I still stood by, helping her brother get into the Army before he could tank his life in a serious way. That’s what this was, the sacrifice was temporarily hurting Karina, but in the big picture of her life, her brother being alive and breathing would matter more to her than the feelings she thought she had for me. A year from now, she would be proud of him instead of mourning him. After a month or two she would barely think of me. She deserved to have that, and I didn’t deserve to have her, so this was the way things would be. She will never leave my mind, but isn’t love supposed to be about sacrificing? I didn’t know—I had never loved anyone before, but it felt right. It felt wrong, but so right.

I hoped to God Elodie was home and could comfort her. I thought about calling her but I didn’t want to admit what I had done. I knew Elodie lately had become attached to Karina’s brother and she would be pissed at me too, so I took the easy way out, climbed into my truck and drove to Mendoza’s. The solution wouldn’t be there, but I knew a bottle of tequila would.

Mendoza’s house was lit up with every single light on. All the other houses on the street were dark and quiet. I parked in the driveway right behind his van and took a breath before getting out. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to come here when shit went wrong. Once I was out, I would probably only see him at funerals or weddings, or maybe never again. That’s how it was in a soldier’s life: you had unbreakable bonds, but when people got out, they usually moved back to where they came from and hardly ever looked back. Well, they looked back all the time, but physically never came back.

I heard his voice before I saw him.

“Your truck keeps gettin’ louder. I can hear it a damn mile away.” He greeted me with a soft smack to my shoulder.

“Yay, you’re here!” Gloria hugged me. “What the fuck, you’re soaked.”

I tried to force a smile. Suddenly I wondered why the hell I was there. I didn’t deserve the comfort of friends right now when I knew Karina had no one. Carefully moving out of Gloria’s arms, I tried to think of an excuse to leave even though I had just arrived.

Fischer’s voice rang through the living room. “Yoooo,” he slurred.

He was lazily sitting there, his arm stretched across the back of the white sofa. His eyes were barely open.

“How drunk are you?” I questioned, moving closer.

He laughed a little, tilting his head. He looked so much like Karina that it made me want to throw up.

“Nah, I didn’t drink.” He nodded toward Mendoza and Gloria, who were being grossly affectionate in front of us.

Mendoza kissed Gloria’s forehead. “He hasn’t had a drink since he got here. But he’s on some shit, that’s for sure.”

Gloria rolled her eyes and shot Fischer a look of disapproval. Fischer smiled and stretched his neck. He was definitely high out of his mind. “What are you on?” I pushed his shoulder and he moved like Jell-O.

“Some soldiers dropped him off here like that, but I don’t know them. I think he bought pills from them.”

“Again?” I groaned. This motherfucker was really driving me crazy.

I kneeled in front of him, and I saw Gloria and Mendoza leaving the room in the reflection of the window behind Fischer. There was a plastic baggie sticking out of the pocket of his sweats. I grabbed it and he tried to stop me, but his reflexes were too slow from the drugs. Long white rectangle pills and traces of white powder from them danced as I shook the bag in front of his face.

“You won’t be able to do this shit soon. They’re going to piss-test you regularly and they will kick you out or lock you up if you don’t pass.”

“I know, I know. I just wanted one last night to celebrate,” he groaned. There was a sadness in his voice that almost made me feel for him. Almost.

“Your sister is completely destroyed right now and you’re here high as a kite, not having to feel shit.”

He closed his eyes. “You’re here, too. Not with her.”

“She wouldn’t let me stay,” I defended myself.

This irresponsible asshole gets to numb himself with drugs and I have to just deal with it, and so does she. It was unfair and infuriating. Times like this I wished I could show Karina why I helped her brother enlist, why his life was in danger, and why all of this was for her, whether she could see it yet or not.

“You and I both are the last people she would want around her right now.” His voice was fading, his eyes bloodshot slits. “Maybe ever. And look, I know I’m a fuckup, but tonight just leave me alone with my mistakes? Please, bro.” His desperation bled through his intoxication.

I didn’t say another word as Fischer’s head slopped to the side. I just sat at stared at him, hoping I was doing the right thing. I watched the rain through the window as he slept—or passed out— and Gloria and Mendoza never came back in.
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