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  To the ones who never find their way back home:


  your bravery and sacrifice will never be forgotten.


  


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  1 | TENDING THE HOME FIRES


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Henry Logan was gone. Just like that, the bus turned the corner and he was gone from my sight.


  Not going to lie, that was one of the hardest things I’ve endured.


  I drove his Mustang home from base with tears streaming down my face. I didn’t care. I’d just said goodbye to my best friend, my roommate, and the love of my life. If that doesn’t make me deserving of a moment of blubbering weakness then I don’t know what does.


  Even the cop who pulled me over for speeding on I-45 took one look at the hot mess and knew. “Coming from base?” he asked.


  I nodded, wiping at my face, not wanting him to think that I was turning on the waterworks to get out of a ticket. “Yeah.”


  “Deployment?”


  I nodded again. I was going to get my very first speeding ticket on the same day I lost the first love of my life. And thus, I brought balance back to the Force.


  “My step-son left today as well,” the cop said.


  “Sucks, doesn’t it?” I asked, sniffling.


  He laughed. “Not for me.” He looked at my license and Henry’s insurance card and handed them back. “I’ll let you go with just a warning.”


  Really? “Really?”


  “Deployments are tough,” he said. “Just keep it under sixty-five, alright?”


  I gave him a smile, his mercy the bright spot in my otherwise bleary day. “Thank you, officer. I will.”


  


  


  I dreaded walking into our apartment, and justifiably so, because as soon as I walked inside, the loneliness almost suffocated me, as if Henry’s absence sucked all the oxygen out of the building.


  “I can do this,” I said out loud.


  Immediately I wished I hadn’t taken the entire day off from work. It was a Friday so the whole weekend stretched out for miles in front of me, with wallowing and crying as my unwanted passengers.


  Determined not to go down that road, I changed into my running gear and went to Earlywine Park, hoping the running endorphins would do something to lift my mood.


  After an hour of running, I didn’t feel the high that often comes after a great workout. Instead I’d successfully exhausted my body so that I could barely stand straight as I took a shower, which only added to the general feeling of gloom that I wore like a second skin. That night I crawled into Henry’s bed, afraid of waking up alone from a nightmare.


  I slept on the center of the mattress, hugging his pillow to my chest and inhaling his scent. With my eyes closed, I could almost convince myself that he was sleeping beside me but almost, in this case, just wasn’t good enough.


  The next six months were going to be hell.


  


  


  Beth Belnap invited me out to dinner that Saturday night. Her boyfriend Sam had also deployed so we were in the same shitty boat with a six-month long horizon ahead of us. This was the second deployment Beth had endured and had all sorts of nuggets of wisdom to impart.


  “It’ll get easier, promise,” she said as we sipped our drinks and waited for our dinner.


  I nodded, glad to know that someone had been through it before and come out sane. “I hope sooner than later. I’m tired of crying.”


  She gave me a sympathetic look. “The first time is always the worst.”


  “Does it get easier at night? Do you miss having him in bed with you?”


  Beth raised her eyebrows. “I thought you and Henry were roommates?”


  “Oh. I guess you might not know yet,” I said, putting down my margarita glass. “But a few days after that night at Tapwerks, Henry told me he loved me and things… just kind of happened.”


  Beth laughed. “Oh my God, I totally called it. When you guys were on the dance floor I told Sam that there was definitely something going on there. You two were looking at each other with all this sexual tension. It looked like Henry was about to maul you right there.”


  I blushed, remembering when I saw Henry as more than just a brother figure once more, when he’d pressed himself into me on the dance floor and had uttered innuendo in my ear. Only seven days had elapsed since that night yet it felt like forever ago. “This past week has been… intense,” I said.


  Beth’s smile faded. “Then this is extra hard for you, being so new to the relationship and all,” she said. “I went through that with Sam’s first deployment. We’d only been dating a month before he left. It was hell.” She patted my hand on the table.


  “This past week has been a rollercoaster,” I said, trying to keep the tears in check. I took a steadying breath and tried a grin. “So when do you stop crying at the drop of a hat?”


  “The first time took about a month, for me at least.”


  I blew out a breath. “Okay. That seems like a long time,” I said. “But at least I’ll eventually stop missing him so much, right?”


  She shook her head. “I think it’s more like you just get mentally tougher, so you learn to avoid dwelling on the fact that he’s gone.”


  “How do I do that?”


  “I’m not sure. You just do it. When you start thinking about how much you miss him, just distract yourself. Put on a movie, read a book, do anything. Just don’t give any thought to how much you miss him.”


  “Does that actually work?”


  She shrugged. “Sometimes.”


  


  


  I didn’t hear from Henry for three long days, until the Monday after he left. I tried to take Beth’s advice and keep myself occupied but it was impossible to concentrate without knowing Henry had made it to Bagram Air Base safely. I was beginning to think I wouldn’t be able to focus on anything for the next six months.


  On Monday morning, at some godawful time, my cell phone began to ring. I was instantly alert and cried into the phone, “Henry?”


  “Hey, Els!” His voice felt like heaven; it caressed down my back and loosened the knot of worry around my heart. “We made it. We’re here.”


  I sat up, glad to finally have some time to talk. “I’m happy to hear that. It’s so good to hear your voice.”


  “You too. How are you?” he asked.


  “Absolutely miserable,” I said.


  “Listen, I have to get going. Other guys have to call home,” he said. “I love you, Elsie. I miss you so much already.”


  “I love you too,” I responded, and much too quickly the call ended. I hugged his pillow to my chest and for the first time in so many days, I finally breathed a tiny sigh of relief. Henry was okay.


  Four days down, a bajillion more to go.


  


  


  The first week of deployment was definitely the toughest. The imbalance to my routine was terrifying, and I often fumbled around like I’d forgotten a step. At night I sat in the apartment, feeling so lonely I thought I’d go out of my mind and watching those sappy romcoms that Henry refused to sit through certainly didn’t help—in fact, had the opposite effect.


  My body also physically ached from missing him, a feeling that was wholly new to me. After Jason died I missed him intensely but I never felt an ache in my bones, as if I was walking around with a missing limb—like I was currently experiencing with Henry.


  Then it started to get better. Thankfully.


  After that initial month, I finally started to sleep in my own bed again—partly because I missed my pillowtop mattress, but also because I knew I couldn’t sleep in Henry’s bed forever. It was high time I put on my big girl panties and sleep in my big girl bed.


  Henry called as often as he could, which amounted to a five-minute call every four or five days, but he e-mailed almost every day. He mostly talked about the base and his job, but sometimes he’d write out long, graphic emails detailing what he wanted to do to me. Those emails would get me so aroused I eventually had to go into the back of my closet and break out my stash of battery-operated buddies.


  The best part of Henry’s emails were always at the end, where he’d write that he loved and missed me, that he couldn’t wait to come home to me. I didn’t think I’d ever tire of seeing those words.


  


  


  In the third month, the emails stopped. So too did the phone calls. I called Beth in a mild state of panic, and she confirmed that she hadn’t heard from Sam either.


  “But they’re probably just on a base comm lockdown or something,” she said. “They do that from time to time.”


  She promised she would call if she heard anything, so I sat on my hands trying to remain cool. I waited with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, that little ball of dread growing with each passing moment.


  One night while I was trying to distract myself with a Firefly marathon, my cell phone rang with an unknown Oklahoma number. The caller turned out to be David Novak, Henry’s buddy from another squadron on Tinker.


  “Hey Elsie,” he said. “How are you doing?”


  “I’m okay. Trying to keep busy. You?”


  “Doing good. Just got back from a TDY in Vegas.”


  “Sounds rough.”


  “Oh, it was. All that sun, booze, gambling, women. I’m exhausted.” He laughed. “Anyway, Logan asked me to check up on you before he left. So this is me checking up on you.”


  My heart warmed at the thought. “That’s sweet. Thanks, I’m fine.” I bit my lip, wondering if I was crossing any boundaries, but ultimately decided the question needed to be asked. “Although, I did want to ask if you’d heard of anything from Bagram.”


  Dave was quiet for a long time. Too long.


  My heart began to beat at double speed. “Is Henry okay?”


  He cleared his throat. “Well, it hasn’t been released to the media yet. So I can’t tell you.”


  “It?”


  “There was an incident.”


  The hair rose on my arms. “But is Henry… is he okay?”


  Dave sighed. He was in the same squadron as my brother, knew that Jason’s death hit me hard. “Yeah. He’s fine.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief all the way down to my toes. “Thanks, Dave.”


  “Just keep an eye out. I’ll be able to tell you more about it once the media starts squawking.”


  “I will. Thanks.”


  “So hey, a bunch of us are going out this Friday. Do you want to come?”


  “Sure why not.” That’s one Friday that I wouldn’t have to spend alone.


  “The other guys are bringing their girlfriends, so you won’t be the only girl,” he said.


  I smiled, the first real one in so many weeks. “Sounds like fun.”


  


  


  ~


  


  


  Dave insisted on picking me up on Friday night and I accepted, not really eager to walk around Bricktown in the dark by myself. Everyone was already there when we arrived, and they greeted us with drunken shouts and cheers. I played fast and loose with the alcohol, glad that for once my thoughts were not being monopolized by a certain tall, dark, and sexy man.


  “Hey, did you see on the news today?” Kelsie, the wife of one of the Captains, asked as we sat around the booth. “The base was attacked.”


  Dave nudged me with his elbow, letting me know that this was what he had been referring to.


  “What happened?” I asked. “I haven’t had a chance to watch the news.” Honestly, I’d been avoiding any coverage on Operation Enduring Freedom for fear of picking up more unfounded fears. Remaining ignorant about the goings-on in Afghanistan meant less ammo for my nightmares.


  “A suicide bomber drove a passenger van with a VBIED to the gate and shot the poor guy on duty,” Kelsie said.


  “VBIED?” I asked.


  “Vehicle Borne Improvised Explosive Device,” Dave said. “The fucker was killed before he could get on base, but he managed to detonate the bomb and take out the gate and a large portion of the fence. A few of the buildings nearby also sustained damage.”


  My heart was pounding wildly even as I told myself that Henry was fine. Still, at least one person had been hurt in the attack “Were there any casualties?”


  I looked up at Dave, who was nodding solemnly. “One airman was shot and killed while another lost his leg to flying debris.”


  I covered my mouth and realized that my hand was trembling. It could just have just as easily been Henry at the gate that day.


  Dave noticed my immediate change in mood and began to rub my back. “Do you want to get some air?” he whispered.


  I nodded and tried a polite smile for the rest of the table. “Sorry guys. I just need a few moments.”


  “You okay?” Kelsie asked.


  I swallowed hard, feeling the familiar tightness in my chest. “My brother was killed in Afghanistan,” I said and excused myself before they could ask questions.


  Dave accompanied me outside, standing awkwardly with his hands in his pockets as I paced the sidewalk.


  “You should go inside,” I told him, taking deep breaths to calm my nerves. “It’s cold out here.”


  He smiled crookedly. “I’m not about to let you stand out here by yourself.” He kicked at a discarded bottle cap on the ground. “I’m sorry about your brother. Jason was a really good guy.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, he was.”


  “He was so proud of you, you know.”


  I looked away, wanting to hide the tears that were threatening to fall. “He talked about me?”


  “Yeah, all the time,” Dave said. “Logan too. He’s always talking about you.”


  That brought an unexpected smile to my face.


  Dave came closer and rubbed my shoulders, a touch that seemed comforting at first, until it went on a little too long. I frowned up at him and opened my mouth to ask what he was doing when he bent down and touched his lips to mine.


  I pulled away as if electrocuted. “What—”


  Dave held his hands up and took a step back. “I’m sorry.”


  “What were you doing?”


  “I think I was trying to kiss you.”


  “I know that,” I said. “But why?”


  “Because I like you?” he said, the end of the sentence lilting up as if he was asking a question.


  I paused, wondering if Dave was a slimy jerk or if he was just not aware of the situation. “You do know that Henry and I are together, right?”


  His eyes widened, giving me the answer. “Shit. I didn’t know.” He stuck his hands back in his pockets. “Fuck. Sorry. That jackass should have told me.”


  I couldn’t have agreed more. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Honest mistake. It’s his fault for not telling anyone.”


  “My mistake, really,” Dave said with a wry grin. “I should have asked you out sooner.”


  


  


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  2 | HOMECOMING


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  The emails resumed, but they didn’t sound the same. Gone was the intimacy of his words, replaced by nonchalant, almost robotic descriptions of his life there. I asked about the attack during one phone call but he suddenly had to end the call, and since I didn’t want any more abrupt ends to the calls, I never brought it up again.


  The third, fourth and fifth months all blurred together. Keeping busy was not the problem; it was trying to keep my mind from straying back to Afghanistan that was tough. Beth’s tactic of self-distraction was hard to apply when everything around me reminded me of Henry.


  I read a ton of books, caught up with a lot of friends, ran a lot, and probably wasted too much time on the internet. I spent many hours at the office, trying to lose myself while away the lonely hours of the night.


  Then the final month came and, I swear, time slowed. I felt like I was moving in slow motion, that no matter how I distracted myself I’d look back at the clock and find that only few minutes had elapsed. It was so much worse than the first month.


  The anticipation was killing me. He was so close to coming home yet still thousands of miles away. In preparation, I tidied up his room, vacuumed every nook and cranny of the apartment, and dusted every surface. I filled the fridge with his favorite food and beer, going so far as buying the bottled olives that he loved so much.


  Finally the most special Wednesday of the entire year arrived. I jumped out of bed with extra spring and took an extra long shower, humming to myself about my boyfriend being back, hey la, hey la. I dressed carefully then drove to base a whole hour before they were scheduled to arrive. They checked my license at the visitor center, handed me a pink slip and let me drive through the gate with a knowing smile.


  I stood at the designated waiting area with the others. Our excitement was a living, breathing thing, so palpable you could almost reach out and touch it. We looked at each other—wives, girlfriends, family, and friends—with unconcealed excitement bursting all over our faces. Some people had created welcome signs; others held balloons and flowers in their hands. I only had the hopeful heart pinned prominently on my sleeve.


  Everybody cheered when the bus appeared from around the corner. We cheered when it drove into the parking lot, and we cheered when it pulled up in front of us—but we were deathly silent when the bus hissed to a stop, as if shushing us.


  We held our collective breaths when the door opened, and I swear it must have taken five minutes for the first person to step down off that bus—but when he did, a woman squealed from somewhere in the crowd. My eyes remained glued to the bus door as airman after airman stepped down. My heart lurched in my chest every time those tan boots came into view; I thought I’d pass out after about the tenth guy who wasn’t Henry.


  Then he appeared and, for a few moments, I forgot how to breathe.


  Henry stepped from the bus and cast his gaze around. From across the sea of people, our eyes met and his sullen face broke out into a smile that lit up his entire face. I honestly don’t know how I managed to walk towards him when all of my brain cells were currently fried, but all at once I found myself standing in front of him. He was within touching distance but I suddenly couldn’t figure out what to do with myself.


  “Oh, Els.” He bent down and buried his face in my neck, holding me tight for a long, wordless while.


  I couldn’t stop the tears if I tried. Feeling him in my arms again felt like surfacing from a deep ocean and finally taking a breath. I pulled away and held his face in my hands, enjoying the sight of him. He was thinner, the skin under his eyes a little darker, but his blue eyes carried the same intensity as before.


  “Will you just come here?” he said with a grin and pulled me to him, our lips mashing together in six months worth of pent-up frustration. When we finally pulled away to breathe, he pressed his forehead to mine and said in that husky, gravelly voice, “God, I’ve missed you.” His thumbs wiped away the tears on my cheeks and he kissed me again.


  “I missed you too,” I said and hugged him to me.


  We walked back to my car hand in hand. He walked around to throw his stuff in the trunk but when I went to open the driver door, he was suddenly behind me, boxing me in with his arms. He pressed his erection into my back and whispered against my ear, “I can’t wait to be inside you again.”


  I was instantly wet, ready to jump on him then and there, but he was in uniform and we were surrounded by people.


  “Get a room,” one airman called as he walked by.


  “Shut up, Jackson.” Henry said with a tight smile


  My face flushed as I dodged out from under his arms. “To be continued,” I told him and got into the driver seat before I did something I would later regret.


  Henry, however, was incorrigible. As soon as we drove off base, his hand landed on my thigh then slid upwards, warming the skin in its wake.


  “We’re going to crash, Henry,” I warned.


  “That’s okay,” he said, his fingers inching under my skirt, sliding upwards ever so slowly. He gasped. “Oh my God, you’re not wearing underwear.”


  I chuckled and flushed and throbbed all at the same time. “Surprise.”


  “Pull over,” he ordered.


  “Where?”


  “I don’t care, just take the next exit,” he said, nudging my legs apart. His fingers slipped along my folds before sliding inside me.


  I let out a hiss between my teeth when he found that most sensitive spot and began to rub it. The car might have swerved a little.


  “Henry,” I said, gripping the steering wheel so tight my knuckles were turning white. “Not right now.”


  “Yes now.”


  “Wait till we get home.”


  “I’ve waited long enough. Pull over.”


  I squeezed my legs together to keep his hands from moving but those damned delicious fingers kept flicking upwards. I tried to remain relaxed to fight off the impending orgasm, but months of deprivation had made me so desperate that my muscles clenched around his fingers on their own accord.


  “Do you really want your first time back in a tiny car, on a dirt road?” I asked, finding it hard to catch my breath. It’s a wonder I even managed to keep my foot on the pedal at all. This was dangerous.


  “I don’t care. I just want to bury myself inside you.”


  I groaned at his words. I was so close.


  An exit came into view and I swerved into it, the last of my resolve completely gone. Half a mile off the highway, I parked in the lot of an abandoned gas station in a heavily wooded area.


  As soon as I set the gear into park, Henry grabbed my hips and pulled me up and over the center console. I performed a minor miracle by straddling his large body in the passenger seat of my narrow Prius. His hands roamed everywhere, digging his fingers into my ass cheeks as he ravaged me with kisses. My fingers made swift work of undoing his pants and I gripped his shaft, guiding the tip to my entrance. His hands gripped my hips, urging me to take him all at once, but I took my time sliding down, relishing the feel of him stretching me once again.


  “Elsie,” he whispered against my neck. He groaned when he was all the way in. Henry was home.


  He lifted my shirt up and unclasped my bra, burying his face in my breasts. “I love you,” he said through a mouthful of nipple.


  I grasped the back of his head and kissed him roughly as I slid up and down on his thick shaft. I ground my hips into his and experienced a brand new sensation that quickly sent me reeling towards the edge. Henry grasped my hips once more and took control, slamming me onto his lap over and over.


  I threw my head back and came with a force that took my breath away, waves of pleasure streaking through the very center of me.


  A few strokes later Henry gave a shout, his rear lifting up off the seat as he climaxed.


  We sat there panting, his face still pressed against my chest. “I can’t believe I lived without that for so long,” he said against my pounding heart.


  All I could do was nod in agreement. We’d survived.


  


  


  ~


  


  


  Beth said that when Sam came home from his first deployment it was as if nothing had changed, but the moment Henry walked into our apartment, he looked out of place. He dropped his bags by the front door and ventured into the living room with a bewildered look on his face.


  “Something’s changed,” he said with a frown.


  “What? I haven’t moved anything.” I’d purposefully kept things as they were, partly because I wanted to preserve his memory and partly because I didn’t want him to feel like a stranger in his own home.


  He walked over to the mantle and picked up a new picture frame, the only thing that had changed in the entire place. “This is new,” he said, gazing at the picture of him, Jason, and me when we’d gone skiing in Colorado a few years ago.


  “I’ve always loved that one,” I said, walking over and hugging him from behind. “I figured we needed some pictures around here.”


  He put down the frame and grasped my hands closer to his chest as he took a deep breath. “It’s so weird to be back here.”


  I pressed my cheek against his back, taking in his scent. “It feels good from this angle.”


  He turned in my arms with a wicked smile. “Let’s see if my bed feels the same,” he said and lifted me up off my feet. I felt lightheaded as he carried me into his room and laid me on his bed. His eyes roamed all over me, taking me in like a blind man who can see again. He began to unbutton his grey ABU coat, his eyes never leaving my face.


  I found it hard to breathe as I watched him pull his tan shirt over his head and step out of his pants. He stood before me, completely at ease with his masculine nakedness.


  My eyes flew all over his body, not knowing where to land. His chest and abdominals were more defined and his arms were definitely larger, among other things that also seemed to have increased in size.


  I crawled over the bed and made my way to him, and with a saucy smile, I took hold of his penis and licked its tip.


  He drew in a breath and tangled his fingers in my hair.


  I took him into my mouth slowly, driving him crazy with anticipation. When his tip nudged my throat, I wound my fingers around the rest of him and began a gentle sucking and tugging motion.


  He looked at me, his blue eyes blazing with fierce desire and something else, something that looked like possessiveness. His fingers pushed at the back of my head, urging me to go deeper, faster. I was only too happy to oblige, enjoying the salty taste of him, the feel of his velvety skin against my tongue. I had dreamed of doing this very thing to him for months, but the reality was so much better.


  He tensed and pulled away abruptly, grabbing me by the shoulders and pulling me up and off the bed. He kissed me as he peeled the clothes away from my body with ferocity.


  Then he spun me around and bent me over the bed, and I felt the tip of his penis nudging at me a second before he slammed into me.


  I gave a shout at the exquisite invasion, at his forceful gestures. This was not a man who wanted gentleness. Henry was a man deprived; he wanted everything all at once and he wasn’t going to be polite about it.


  The thought sent a bolt of excitement through me, the implicit understanding of safety mixed with the promise of danger.


  His fingers wound in my hair and pulled back, twisting my head around so he could kiss me. That simple gesture was so unlike him that it drove me wilder, made me buck against him in an effort to get more of this hungry male.


  In all our years knowing each other, I never would have thought Henry had this in him, this aggressiveness, and admittedly, it was really turning me on.


  He curled over me and positioned one hand between my legs, his fingers massaging my clit rapidly as he pounded into me from behind. It didn’t take long before I was coming, screaming into the quilt as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me, his fingers still moving, wresting every ounce of pleasure out of me. Henry clutched me against his chest and hammered into me one last time before he went rigid, groaning his release against the back of my neck.


  We collapsed on the bed, his mass a pleasant weight on me, like an anchor keeping me in place. All too soon, he pushed up with his arms and planted kisses on my back as he slowly pulled out.


  When I came back from the bathroom, he was laying on his back with his arms folded behind his head and a satisfied look on his face. He gathered me into his side and let out a long sigh as I wrapped an arm around his waist.


  “It’s good to have you home,” I whispered, my breath ruffling the dark hairs on his chest.


  “It’s good to be home,” he said, kissing my head. “You have no idea how many times I dreamed of doing that to you, pounding you on the bed like that.”


  My face flushed at how uninhibited I had been and how much I had liked it. “What else did you dream about?”


  “That was it,” he said evasively then jumped out of bed. “Hey, I have gifts for you.” He came back with one duffel bag and started rummaging inside. He laid a few things on the bed and sat down beside it. “Here’s one,” he said, handing me a dark-blue rock. “The stone is lapis lazuli and came from a mine in the Badakhshan province of Afghanistan.”


  I flipped the smooth stone over in my palm. “Thank you.”


  “It’s to replace that pebble you gave me before I went off to college,” he said.


  “I remember that beach pebble,” I said. “Whatever happened to it?”


  “I lost it,” he said, looking abashed. “Or rather, my roommate in college threw it out.”


  I made an indignant noise as he handed me a piece of pink fabric, folded up into a small square. I unfolded what turned out to be a scarf, admiring the intricate gold thread designs, and was surprised to find a small pouch nestled inside. I pulled out a pair of violet-blue earrings and a matching necklace. “Out of the same kind of stone?” I asked, slipping on the teardrop-shaped earrings.


  “Yes. The vendor told me that Cleopatra’s eye shadow was made out of ground lapis lazuli.” He slipped the necklace around my neck, which was a thick chain with a three-teardrop design. His eyes took me in for a long while before he finally said, “Blue is your color.”


  I smiled. “Like the color of your eyes.” I held his gaze wishing I knew what the hell was going through his mind.


  He swallowed then said, “You’re different.”


  Out of everything, I was definitely not expecting that. “I am? How?”


  “I don’t know. You always just seemed so restless before, and now...” He ran a finger along my jaw. “It’s like a stillness has descended over you.” I must have looked heartbroken because he quickly added, “I mean that in a good way.”


  I lay back into the pillows and chewed on his words. The past six months had forced me to become independent. I had always had Jason or Henry to depend on, but without either of them, I’d been forced to rely on me. It had been a sobering, empowering, lonely experience. “I guess I’ve changed,” I finally said.


  I looked up at him and studied the dark circles under his eyes. I wanted to point out that he was different as well, as if a shadow was blanketing him, but didn’t think it would be received well. So I just put away the gifts and pulled him back onto the bed, hoping that the morning light would bring us back to ourselves.


  


  


  I woke up shivering some time later. I burrowed under the blanket, trying to locate Henry’s warmth but he was nowhere to be found. When I opened my eyes, I found myself alone in a dark room and for one terrifying moment, I thought I was in a new nightmare. Then I heard the front door slam shut and the jingle of keys as they landed on the countertop. The bedroom door squeaked open and Henry peered in.


  I sat up, pushing unruly hair out of my face, and turned on a lamp. “Hey, where did you go?”


  He came inside and sat on the bed. He was wearing a black moisture-wicking sweatshirt, shorts, and tennis shoes. “I couldn’t sleep so I went running.”


  “What time is it?”


  He looked at his watch. “Nearly midnight.”


  “And you’re not sleepy?”


  He shrugged as he pulled off his clothes and walked to the bathroom. “I’m just jetlagged.”


  “Henry?”


  He looked over his shoulder, the bathroom light illuminating the lines on his face. “Yeah?”


  “Everything okay?” I asked. He still hadn’t told me about the attack on the base; I was beginning to wonder if he would talk about it at all. I’d read about PTSD and its symptoms, hoping to be ready should Henry be affected by the attack, but so far I still wasn’t sure. I wished there was some sort of litmus test I could administer that would give me a definitive answer so I could formulate a plan of attack, but all I had was the man himself and he wasn’t in the mood to disclose that information.


  “I’m good,” he said and closed the bathroom door.


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  3 | PROBLEMS IN LOGISTICS


  


  


  


  


  


  


  The next day, after getting ready for work, I went to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. Henry came out of his bedroom few minutes later already in his ABU pants and a tan undershirt. He placed his jacket on the back of the chair and headed to the coffee pot.


  “I’ve already poured some out,” I said, cracking eggs into the pan. I turned to grab the salt and pepper and ran into his back. He dodged out of the way, but accidentally hit me with the drawer as he pulled out some forks.


  “Sorry,” he said, massaging my hip.


  I doubled over as his fingers brushed against a ticklish spot and the spatula in my hand smacked him in the chest. “Sorry,” I said, reaching for some paper towels to dab at the mess.


  He looked down at his shirt, at the oil stain that was already blooming on the cotton fabric, with an unreadable expression. He stepped out of the kitchen and pulled the shirt off, shaking his head. “Damn, that was my last clean undershirt,” he said and strode off to his bathroom.


  I looked around the kitchen, unable to figure out why I suddenly felt relieved to be alone. Taking advantage of Henry’s absence, I quickly cooked the omelets, made toast, and set everything out on the table. By the time Henry emerged from the bathroom, everything was ready. After putting his shirt in the dryer, he stood at the table with his hands on his hips.


  “You alright?” I asked, sipping my coffee.


  He frowned. “You did it all without me.”


  A pang of regret shot through me. Henry and I had always made this breakfast together before he left for Afghanistan but today it seemed easier to just do it all myself. “I guess I got used to doing everything alone.”


  “Next time, I can help.” He sat down and took a sip of coffee. “But this looks good,” he added and we ate.


  By the next morning, I’d figured out that I needed to relinquish some control in the kitchen. I left the coffee untouched, hoping that he would figure it out, but he stood at the other side of the counter and watched me with wary eyes.


  I guess he needed an embossed invitation or something. “Can you do the coffee please?”


  He grinned and entered the fray, grabbing the can of coffee beans and preparing the coffee maker. It took some time and a few bumps, but we finally learned how to move around each other again, as if retracing the steps to our little daily dance routine. When we sat down to eat, we raised our steaming mugs of coffee, celebrating our little victory with knowing smiles.


  


  


  While our breakfast routine was back on track, Henry’s sleep schedule was still off kilter. He continued to toss and turn at night, and soon my own sleep also began to suffer. The only time I fell into a deep sleep was when he’d climb out of bed at four a.m. to go running, when the bed would finally be still and I could relax.


  One night, I decided to try something different to see if it would help. I kissed him goodnight in the living room then headed to my room.


  Henry was right at my heels.


  “Why the hell are you in here?” he asked, watching from the door as I crawled under my duvet.


  “If I remember correctly, this is my bed.”


  He rolled his eyes. “I mean, why aren’t you sleeping in my room?”


  “To let you get some sleep,” I stated simply. I fluffed my pillow and lay down.


  “It’s just jetlag,” he said, walking across the room and standing over me with arms crossed over his chest.


  I gave him a skeptical look. “Jetlag doesn’t last this long.” I sighed. “Look, I just want to see if my presence, or lack thereof, will help you sleep better.”


  He raised one eyebrow. “If you think that sleeping by myself will do me good,” he said, throwing aside my covers, “then you don’t know me very well at all.” And with one swift movement, he lifted me up in his arms and stole me out of my room.


  In his room, he deposited me on his bed and fell in beside me. “You’re not the reason why I can’t sleep, okay?” he said.


  “Then what’s bothering you?” I asked. When he said nothing, I whispered, “Hey, let’s talk.”


  “About what?”


  “Whatever. Anything you want.”


  He shifted so that he was looking at the ceiling and no longer at me. He said nothing, only turned off the bedside lamp.


  “Maybe about what happened over there,” I said, hoping the cloak of darkness would give him the courage to speak.


  The pillow rustled when he shook his head. “Just give me some time, Els. I just need to process.”


  I wasn’t exactly sure what processing entailed, but I gave him the benefit of the doubt, as I always did, and hoped that it wouldn’t be long before he was back to normal.


  Some time in the early hours, the buzzing of his phone pulled me from sleep. “Your phone,” I croaked, touching Henry’s arm.


  All of a sudden, Henry wrenched his arm away, forming a fist as it flew up to protect his face. He sat up with a start, breathing heavily, his muscles coiled for attack.


  I lay beside him, frozen in place, my brain still trying to process what the hell had just taken place.


  His head jerked to the buzzing on the nightstand. He finally relaxed when he reached over the nightstand to turn the phone off.


  “Are you okay?” I whispered, wanting to touch him yet too afraid to move.


  He turned to me as his hands searched in the dark for my face. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”


  I shook my head, my heart still thudding wildly.


  “I’m sorry if I scared you,” he said gently. He pressed a kiss to my cheek then climbed out of bed, pulling on his clothes for another long morning run, not bothering to explain what had him on edge.


  


  


  Thus began our new normal. Henry was always up early, if he slept at all, and ran laps at the park. He was always back by the time I climbed out of bed to get ready for work. We’d eat breakfast together and kiss goodbye at the parking lot.


  In the afternoons after coming home from work, he’d give me a kiss before heading off to the gym for a few hours, making me feel like I was living alone again. Some nights he didn’t return until I was climbing into bed—my own—and he would pull the caveman stunt by throwing me over his shoulder and taking me to his room. The fun of it wore off after a while.


  Even though we had plenty of sex, I felt detached from him in a way I’ve never felt before. I’d always taken pride in being able to read his moods, but now I was mystified by the sudden veil that would lay across his features, often at the most random times. I felt like I was standing on a dock, reaching out as far as I could, and Henry was in a boat that was drifting away with the morning tide.


  So I did the only thing I could to still feel connected to him—I would wrap my arms around him, press my cheek to his back and just thank God that Henry was alive, that he was safe, and that Afghanistan didn’t take him from me too.


  


  


  ~


  


  


  One day I received an envelope with Henry’s handwriting on it mixed in with the junk mail. It was addressed to me and postmarked in March, at the beginning of the deployment. I couldn’t decide which was more surprising: the fact that it was delivered so late or that it arrived here at all.


  I didn’t know why my fingers were shaking as I gently tore open the envelope, but I felt jittery, unsure of what I was in for.


  


  


  Dear Elsie,


  So here it is, your very first romantic war letter! I still can’t believe I’m writing you like this, in such an intimate way. I’ve always wanted to write you a love letter but now it’s legit, now I can actually send it off with due reason.


  We arrived a week ago after a hellacious series of plane rides. It sucked. We got halfway here but somewhere over the Atlantic there was a problem with the plane and we had to go back to Baltimore. So we had the distinct pleasure of sitting in a People Mover on a runway for six hours, not able to go into the terminal because we hadn’t gone through security. Then we stopped in Ireland at four a.m. where they opened the bar for us for twenty minutes while we refueled (yay Guinness!). Then we flew to Cyprus where we stayed in the plane for six hours, and from there we flew to Kuwait City, then finally, we caught a convoy to Bagram Air Base. All in all, the trip took forty-six horrendous hours.


  I would much rather have spent those forty-six hours in bed with you.


  So life in Bagram Air Base is not so bad. It was information overload the first few days, but now my team and I have the hang of it. I oversee the airmen who guard the base, while I myself go to a lot of meetings and briefings. The food in the chow hall isn’t half bad (it’s not half good either) but beer here is plentiful. The only problem is that it’s non-alcoholic beer. It’s pure torture but we drink it anyway. I will be such a lightweight by the time I come home.


  I’ve found that we have a lot of free time here. Most guys watch movies, read, hang out. One of my guys, Hanson, is learning how to play the guitar. I run a lot and go to the gym. I’m hoping to be ripped by the time I get back to you. I know how much you like to touch my muscles, one in particular.


  I miss you. I didn’t think it was possible to miss someone this much. I think that look on your face as the bus drove away will forever be embedded in my brain. I hate that I’m putting you through all of this unnecessary worry and pain. I know that my telling you my feelings right before I left was selfish, but I just couldn’t leave without saying anything. I couldn’t bear it if I were stuck here day after day while you were back there not knowing that someone loves you with all of their being.


  I love you, Elsie. I’ve been crazy about you for as long as I can remember. Every douchey thing I’ve done to you in the past, everything I did to keep you from other guys, that was just me trying to save you for myself. But something always held me back, whether it was Jason or that scary look your dad gets, or maybe it was just the thought that if we’re together too soon, we would end up ruining what could be in the future. So I waited for the perfect time, and waited and waited. Obviously, I couldn’t wait any more. I wouldn’t say a week before a deployment was the perfect time, but sometimes the truth has a way of coming out whether you want it to or not.


  Do you remember the first time I came back from college? You told me I’d gained the freshman fifteen and I told you you’d gained the junior junk-in-the-trunk. The look on your face was hysterical, but you really got me back when you just wiggled that ass at me as you walked away. You thought I rushed home because I was mad at you. I was actually just trying to hide my hard-on!


  I’m laughing right now as I think about that. I think that’s why I was so drawn to you from the beginning—you were the goodness and light when my life was so full of darkness. And you really know how to tickle my funny bone (insert other bone joke here).


  You are the sweetest, kindest person I know, and even if we weren’t together, I’d still think that. I still can’t believe the past week before my deployment really happened. My biggest teen fantasy has been fulfilled.


  You have no idea how hard it’s been, watching you parade around our apartment in only a towel or when you wear shirts without a bra. You thought I didn’t notice, but trust me; guys have a sixth sense when it comes to breasts and the amount of fabric covering them. I didn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable, so I tried to ignore you and your innocent seductions until you sexy-danced with me at the bar. That night I knew I couldn’t hide my feelings anymore, couldn’t pretend that you’re just my figurative little sister. Basically, I couldn’t keep my hands off you any longer. That was a dangerous game you played, but I guess in the end it paid off.


  I’m in pain here. I’m in a constant state of arousal because you are always in the back of my mind, teasing me in that way that you do. I love being inside you, feeling you tighten around me. Somebody needs to bottle that feeling and sell it because it’s fucking fantastic and I’m not sharing you with anyone, so.


  These six months are going to be hell. I’m going to ravage you a hundred different ways when I get home. Count on that.


  I love you, Elsie. I can’t say it enough. I’m a very lucky guy to be coming home to you.


  Henry


  


  


  My tears landed on the lined paper as I folded it up, feeling like I’d had a glimpse of the past, to what Henry used to be. It made me physically ache to see the stark differences between the two men, to know that the man in this letter wasn’t the same one that came back.


  I hugged the paper to my chest, hope renewing me. Here was proof, a map to the man I had fallen in love with, and I would find a way back to him no matter what.


  


  


  ~


  


  


  One Friday night, after a particularly trying week, we went to Tapwerks to belatedly celebrate his homecoming. I invited everyone I could think of, including Beth, Sam, and Dave. In the end, there were about nine of us all standing around a table and talking over the loud music.


  I kept glancing up at Henry, too occupied with his enjoyment to really enjoy the atmosphere myself. But he seemed content, laughing and joking around with his buddies, that for a moment I allowed myself to hope that maybe all he needed was a night out with friends to restore him back to himself.


  I could really be naïve sometimes.


  I’d almost forgotten the Dave incident, being too consumed by Henry, but Dave apparently hadn’t. He stood as far away from me as possible and refused to look at me, probably under the impression that if he didn’t acknowledge my presence, that kiss never happened.


  When Henry went to the bathroom, Dave pulled me away from the table and asked if we were going to confess.


  “It’s up to you,” I told him, filled with the happy buzz that came with good friends and good drinks. “Either way, I think he’ll be fine.”


  “But you’re his girlfriend,” he said with a frown.


  “It wasn’t a big deal,” I insisted, waving the issue away. “Really.”


  “What’s not a big deal?”


  We both turned to find Henry standing beside us, his eyes flicking back and forth between Dave and me.


  Dave shrugged. “Nothing, man. I was just asking Elsie if she wanted another drink,” he said and walked off towards the bar.


  I couldn’t bear to feel the weight of Henry’s stare, so I excused myself and headed to the bathroom, mentally kicking myself. I should have just told him right then instead of avoiding the question like a guilty idiot.


  I emerged from the ladies bathroom a few minutes later, resolved to tell Henry everything, when a pair of hands grabbed me from behind and pulled me to a dark alcove. Hands flattened over my mouth and I was pressed against the wall, my heart thumping right through my chest to the painted concrete. I struggled, tried to push away from the wall, but I was pinned into submission by a large body.


  I opened my mouth to scream when a voice whispered against my ear, “It’s me.”


  My body relaxed at the same time Henry loosened his hold. I twisted my head to look at him. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Interrogation,” he said with a chuckle. His hand slid from my stomach down into the waistband of my jeans. Before I could ask him what he meant, he rubbed me over my panties, making the fabric damp with my arousal. “Does this feel good?” he asked huskily.


  I melted onto his hand, enjoying the sensation but not getting nearly enough. “Yes, more.”


  He flipped me around to face him. I wrapped one leg around his waist just as he began to grind his hard length into me, the pleasure muted through too many layers of clothing. I tried to kiss him, to get more of him, but he dipped his head and kissed my neck the way I liked. “What were you and Dave talking about?” he said with his teeth on my earlobes.


  I closed my eyes, unable to think past the haze of desire he had me under. It seemed like such an innocuous question that the red flags didn’t go up immediately. “It’s nothing. Just what happened a few months ago.”


  Henry kept nuzzling me as he asked, “What happened a few months ago?”


  I moaned when his erection hit me in a particularly tender spot. “It was nothing.”


  Henry pulled away, his face completely still except for the storm in his eyes. “What happened?” he asked again, his jaw tightening.


  I grasped the back of his head and tried to pull him in for a kiss but he resisted.


  “Damn it, Elsie, tell me.”


  I sighed. “He kissed me.”


  “What?” Henry set my leg down and took a step back, looking at me as if I were a stranger. “Dave kissed you?”


  “He didn’t know we were dating,” I said quickly.


  “That peckerhead kissed you?”


  “Yes but it was nothing. Just lack of information.”


  Henry turned on a heel and took off, leaving me suddenly cold and bewildered.


  I ran after him and rounded the corner just in time to see Henry pull Dave away from the bar by the collar and punch him in the face. I dove in between them, somehow still hoping to salvage the night.


  Sometimes optimism can be my biggest weakness.


  Henry pulled me behind him as Dave regained his footing.


  Dave touched the blood on his lips and wiped it with a shirt sleeve. “I take it Elsie told you.”


  “Yeah, she told me,” Henry said, huffing.


  Dave seemed relaxed under the circumstances. He just shook his head and said, “I’m sorry, man. It was a mistake.”


  “A mistake is asking you to watch over my girlfriend.”


  “You always said she was like your little sister,” Dave said, motioning to me. “I didn’t know.”


  “Well now you know,” Henry said, his hands fisting at his sides. “You gonna fucking kiss her again?”


  Dave held his hands up. “Look man, you got your dig in. I deserve it. Let’s leave it at that.”


  “Come on, let it go,” I said, holding tight onto Henry’s arm.


  He turned to me with a chilly look that froze me in place then turned back to Dave. “Stay away from her, Novak,” he spat out before wrapping a possessive arm around my shoulder and leading me away. I twisted away and mouthed an, “I’m sorry,” to Dave and, with a heavy sigh, followed Henry out the door.


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  4 | SHOCK AND AWE


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Throughout our childhood Henry was always there, like a shadow looming over everything I did. For the most part his presence wasn’t an intrusion, more like a comforting blanket. I knew I was safe with an older brother and his best friend always watching out for me.


  Sometimes though, he could be such an overbearing jackass, even more than Jason. One night in particular Henry crossed the line and caused a rift in our friendship that spanned two weeks. It was during the homecoming dance of my sophomore year when I’d gone with a senior named John. Henry, Jason, and the rest of the football players were also in attendance with their own dates.


  John was the second string quarterback and was good-looking. He wasn’t as popular as the other first-stringers, obviously, but he knew how to charm the pants off a girl or so I’d heard.


  I was actually kind of nervous that night, worried that he thought I would put out after the dance. I wouldn’t say I was a prude, but well, I was still holding onto my V card, still waiting for the perfect guy to come along and sweep me off my feet. John, as nice as he was, just wasn’t that guy.


  Still, try he did. We were on the dance floor, swaying to a song by the group 98°, my arms around his neck while his hands were on my waist and sliding slowly down.


  I gulped when they reached their intended destination. “John,” I said in warning, tugging his arms up higher.


  “You just feel so good, babe,” he said against my ear, and in that moment I could see why most girls went gaga over him. John had a way of making you feel like the sexiest girl in the world. “You have such a nice ass.”


  Well yes, I did have a nice rear. “But people can see.”


  He dipped his head and touched his lips to my jaw and my knees just about buckled. His kisses felt so good as they traveled down to my neck and his hands returned to my butt; even though I didn’t really want to go all the way, I at least wanted to get partly there. So I let him grope me, right in the middle of the dance floor of our high school gym.


  My eyes were closed and I was enjoying the sensations when all of a sudden he was ripped away from me. I opened my eyes to find John stumbling backwards, Henry standing off to the side with a murderous look on his face.


  “What the hell, Logan?” John shouted when he regained his balance.


  Henry ignored him and turned to me, his entire face flushed, but before he could say anything John grabbed him by the arm. Henry pushed him away and John pushed back, neither boy wanting to throw the first punch since two students had been expelled for fighting just last week.


  A crowd gathered around us and I swear I must have blushed ten shades of red.


  “You were practically molesting her in front of the whole school,” Henry shouted.


  “It’s not molesting if she wanted it!” John yelled back.


  Jason pushed his way into the center and that was about the time I decided I’d had enough. I turned away and dove into the crush of people behind me, hoping enough egos were being flung around that nobody would notice I was gone. I made it as far as the hallway before Henry and Jason caught up with me.


  “What the hell was that about?” Jason asked. He touched my arm and looked me over. “Was he hurting you?”


  “No!” I cried. “We were just dancing when Henry came and ruined the night.”


  Henry shot me an incredulous look. “What? He was fucking manhandling you out there.”


  I stomped my foot. “He was not!”


  Henry’s nostrils flared and his jaw muscles worked as we stared each other down.


  “So let me get this straight,” Jason said, looking at the both of us. “You and John were dancing like horny toads, and Henry put a stop to it. Is that right?”


  Henry gave a curt nod.


  Jason snorted. “You two are ridiculous. Like children,” he said and walked off, shaking his head, leaving Henry and me alone to fight our own battle.


  Henry’s eyes were nearly black in the dim hallway as he glared at me. “You shouldn’t have let him do that.”


  I was fighting back tears when I said, “We were just dancing.”


  “Now the whole school will see that you’re easy.”


  My heart stopped and my mouth dropped open. I felt like I’d been slapped.


  I wanted to tell him that his words were hurtful and untrue but I couldn’t bring myself to speak, so I just turned and stomped off towards the exit.


  “Elsie. I didn’t mean it like that,” he called after me, but I was done. He was dead to me.


  “I hate you,” I said and flipped him off over my shoulder.


  


  


  The ride home from Tapwerks was tense. Henry drove, and even though alcohol usually made me chatty, the night’s events actually stunned me into silence. I found my words again as soon as we were behind the apartment door, and boy, did I intend to use them. “What the hell was that?” I demanded, rounding on him.


  Henry just gave me a weary look. “He shouldn’t have been kissing on you.”


  “That’s not what happened and you know it.”


  “Do I? How do I know you didn’t actually sleep together and you’re just downplaying it?”


  My hands itched to slap him across that jealous face of his but I held my fists at my sides. I’d seen enough violence for one night. “You’d better choose your next words carefully, Henry Mason Logan,” I said in the most even tone I could muster. “Because I don’t appreciate being called a lying whore.”


  “I didn’t call you—”


  I fixed him with a glare that could have fried a thousand eggs. I wanted to remind him of that homecoming dance, of his careless words that had almost ended our friendship, but the look on his face told me I didn’t have to.


  “That’s not what I was saying,” he said, looking absolutely wretched.


  “Then what are you saying?” I asked, throwing my hands up in frustration. “I don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours anymore.” Somewhere along the way I had lost Henry’s frequency and hearing nothing but static was starting to drive me insane.


  He sat on the arm of the couch and shook his head. “Nothing. I’m not saying anything,” he said. “I’m fine. We’re fine.”


  “You are not fine. The Henry I knew never came back from Afghanistan.”


  I shouldn’t have said it. I wanted to take the words back immediately, even before they registered in his brain and hurt spilled out all over his face. He rose to his full height, his face red and jaws clenched but he said nothing. He merely stood there and glared at me.


  Fear seeped into my muscles and forced me a step back. He was so angry, so alien to me in that moment that I felt like I was faced with a stranger. “Do you have PTSD?” I breathed.


  His head snapped up. “Hell no. Why would you even think that?”


  “Then what the fuck is going on?” I asked, completely losing it, no longer caring if the neighbors heard. Henry’s anger had infected me, had seeped into my brain and turned everything red. Maybe if I yelled hard enough, Henry would come to his senses. “Are you done with us? Do you want to break up, is that it?”


  “No!” He grabbed me by the shoulders, an anguished look on his face. “Why the hell would you even ask that?”


  “Then what the hell is your damage?”


  He released me and paced, all scowl and coiled muscle, a terrifying vision of a man at a loss. “I don’t know, okay? I just… I’m just so angry. I’m just fucking furious. I want to kill that motherfucker that killed my best friend,” he said, piercing the air repeatedly with a finger. “And I want to put back together that asshole who blew up the gate and killed Jones and mangled up Hanson’s leg just so I can tear him apart limb from limb with my bare hands. And I’m mad because you let Dave-fucking-Novak kiss you while I’m off defending the country. And I’m mad at my mom and dad for being such shitty parents that I had to grow up in someone else’s house. And I’m fucking pissed off with myself for punching a friend and potentially ruining my career.”


  He held a fist up to his forehead, holding me in place with his gaze. “And I’m furious with myself for treating you like shit. You deserve so much more, Elsie.”


  My heart ached for him, for the uncertainty that clouded his features. “I deserve what I want. And I want you.”


  His eyes searched my face. “Why?” he asked in a broken voice.


  Tears rolled down my cheeks as I stared at this roughly drawn replica of the man I once knew. This was not the proud, confident Henry I fell in love with—but what if this insecure man was all that was left?


  I walked over to him and wrapped my arms around his body, holding him in place. He bowed his head and whispered his apologies into my hair. “I don’t want to lose you too, Elsie.”


  I squeezed him tighter, my tears soaking into his shirt. “I would go to hell and back for you, Henry. You’re not going to lose me.” I craned my neck and grasped the sides of his face. “And I want you because you are good and honest. You’re brave, smart, funny, and sexy. I’m with you because loving you comes naturally to me, like breathing in air.”


  He wound his fingers around my hair and fisted it at the nape of my neck. I looked up at him boldly, letting him know that I was not going to flinch at the first sign of trouble. I opened my mouth to speak but he crushed his lips to mine, kissing every thought out of my head.


  Suddenly our hands were all over, unbuttoning and tugging and throwing articles of clothing across the room. With his hands under my butt, he lifted me up against the living room wall and plunged into me. I wrapped my legs around his waist and urged him deeper, and he responded by thrusting harder, faster. I could feel him building up, his breathing becoming more labored against my ear, but I couldn’t focus, couldn’t wrap my mind around our angry sex. A voice in my head whispered that we shouldn’t be doing this, yet here we were, panting into each other like dogs in heat.


  So I tried to clear my mind and focus on the here and now, but I couldn’t stop the image of Henry punching Dave from playing on a loop in my mind. The complete lack of control and regard on Henry’s face as he hit one of his closest friends clutched at my heart and refused to let go.


  Henry pushed into me one last time as he came, not making a sound, only breathing hard against my neck.


  After some time, he loosened his hold and let me down gently. “I’m sorry,” he said, doing up his jeans and refusing to meet my eyes. Whatever it was that he was apologizing for, I didn’t know because he said nothing else and just walked out the front door.


  


  


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  5 | PEACE TALKS


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Henry was not in my bed when I awoke the next morning. I threw an arm over my eyes, hoping to shield myself from the sunshine peering through the wood blinds but there was no going back to sleep for me—not with everything that happened last night fresh on my brain.


  I crawled out of bed and dug around in my desk drawer until I found his letter. I sat on the computer chair and read it over for the hundredth time, clinging to the idea that I could somehow find a way to break down the wall of rage he’d built and find the old Henry on the other side. I had no clue how to even begin but I was ready to try anything.


  Henry came home around noon with an apology sandwich from Subway and my favorite: oatmeal-raisin guilt cookies. Henry and I ate on the floor against the couch in silence, just watching the news. Even after we’d finished our meals we continued sitting there, both unwilling to walk away without discussing last night’s events.


  “Did you run this morning?” I asked, picking at the carpet between my legs.


  “No. I went to see Dave.”


  I looked up at him in surprise. “And?”


  “We talked it over. He told me what happened.”


  I waited but didn’t really expect the apology. Still, it would have been nice if it had come.


  “Then I went to see the commander.”


  “On a Saturday?”


  “Yeah, he was at his son’s soccer game.” He took a big gulp from a water bottle. “I told him about the altercation. He asked me if I needed to see a counselor for PTSD.”


  I wanted to yell, “I told you so!” but didn’t think it would help the situation, so I left the words unsaid to float around with the dust motes in the sunshine. “So what now?”


  Henry picked at the seam of his jeans. “It’s tricky. If I go see a military therapist, it’ll go on my record that I have PTSD and my top secret clearance will get taken away.”


  “Can you get it back?”


  “Eventually. It will take a while, though. So in that time I won’t be able to do my job.” He sighed. “And when I don’t do my job, my OPR—the officer performance report—will look like shit. And then I’ll get passed over during the next promotion board.”


  “Oh. What are you going to do?”


  He looked at me then, his eyes conveying a million emotions. “What do you think I should do?”


  “Why are you asking me?”


  “I can’t think of anyone else that this affects more,” he said, grasping my hand. “So?”


  The naïve girl in me hoped that my love alone was enough to fix whatever was wrong with Henry, but the pragmatic knew that sometimes love just wasn’t enough. “I want you to let go of that anger that’s built up inside, and if it means you have to talk to a therapist, then so be it.”


  He frowned, doubt coloring his face, but he nodded anyway. “If that’s what you want.”


  I wanted to tell him that I didn’t want his career to suffer but hidden in the most shadowy recesses of my brain was a voice whispering that Henry might never have to deploy again if he was diagnosed with PTSD. But what kind of a person would I be if I ruined a career that he’d worked hard for, that brought him great pride? “If you talk to a therapist outside of the military, does your commander have to know?” I asked.


  Henry chewed on my words. “No, I don’t think he does.”


  “Then I want you to do that.”


  He finally looked at me as his lips pulled up into a wry grin. “Dave told me that my one redeeming quality is you.”


  “Well, he’s right,” I said. “Count yourself lucky.”


  Henry leaned over and planted a light kiss on my lips. “I do,” he said. “I’m sorry about last night. About everything.”


  “I forgave you the moment you gave me that cookie,” I said, hoping to lighten the mood.


  He shook his head. “No, I mean it. I don’t want you to ever be afraid of me.”


  My heart sped up. “I don’t want that either.”


  “And I’m sorry for running out on you like that. I didn’t—”


  I pressed a finger to his lips. “Stop apologizing,” I said. “Just start doing.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a mischievous glint in his eyes. He grasped the back of my head and pulled me in for an all-consuming kiss, setting me afire and reducing me to ashes.


  He pressed me down onto the carpet, supporting his weight on his elbows as he ground his hips into mine. My fingers slipped under the hem of his shirt and found the zipper to his jeans, but he just shook his head and sat up on his knees. He held my wrists away from his pants and brought my hands to the waistband of my shorts. “Take them off,” he ordered.


  I grinned as I slowly slid out of my shorts, enjoying Henry’s take charge approach. I hated his bossiness any other time, but right now, hearing the confidence in his voice, I felt as if I was seeing a sliver of the old Henry returning. I leaned up on my elbows when he got to his feet.


  “Stay right there,” he said, taking a step backwards. “And you’d better be completely naked when I get back.”


  I complied, pulling my shirt over my head and undoing my bra, then laying back into the carpet. I could hear him in the kitchen, messing with what sounded like the ice maker. “Did you get thirsty?” I asked when he came back with a cup in his hand.


  He chuckled and set the cup down by my leg. “That’s one way of putting it,” he said, running his palms along the inside of my thighs and spreading my legs apart.


  “Am I the only one who will be naked?” I asked as he lay on his stomach, his head directly above my crotch.


  “Yes,” he said, his breath warm on my skin. He pressed my legs to the floor, laying me completely bare, then flashed a grin before nipping at the inside of my thigh with his teeth, tracing the way to my center. His tongue darted out and swirled around my folds, making me arch my back off the floor to get more of him. He moved at a confident, unhurried pace, making me tingle with anticipation as the pressure began to build.


  He pulled away and held my eyes as he sucked one of his long fingers into his mouth and then another, and inserted those same fingers into me. When he dipped his head and began to lick at me again, I closed my eyes and felt every nerve in my body sing. It was almost too much and yet not nearly enough.


  His fingers found that sensitive spot inside me and began to rub it in circles, building me to a crescendo, and just as I was approaching the cliff and preparing to leap right off, an intense chill touched my skin and wrenched me back to reality.


  “What..?” I panted and found him holding an ice crescent above my mound.


  “Just relax,” he said with a smile and lowered the ice to my skin again, slowly sliding it between my folds.


  I closed my eyes and focused on the sensation; the cold was a painful thrill that was almost too much to bear and yet…


  Henry pulled the ice away and licked the places he had just chilled, his tongue warm and soothing. The temperature contrast just about undid me, but he touched me with the ice again, sliding it lower and lower until it was pushing at my entrance.


  I squirmed and he pushed it inside me, invading me with a coldness I couldn’t take, but he pulled it away and replaced it with his tongue, and just as I was getting used to the warmth again, he slid the ice inside once again. He alternated like this, the cold and warm, at leisurely intervals until I was fisting the carpet, my muscles coiling up, building, rushing towards that cliff’s edge again.


  Then it was just his tongue as he thumbed my clit in circles and I was lost, tumbling down into the ocean of pain and ecstasy and everything Henry. My legs buckled under his hands, my insides trembled around his tongue, my mouth screamed his name, and I came and came.


  Afterwards, he crawled up beside me and kissed me, my taste still on his mouth. “God, you are so sexy,” he said, brushing hair away from my face.


  I moved my hand to give him his turn but he grasped my wrist and brought it up to his face, touching his lips to my palm. “No,” he said. “I just want it to be about you right now. Just you.”


  I was too exhausted to argue so I wrapped his arm around me and curled into his chest, basking in the moment when Henry was both warm and cold, old and new, loving me and only me.


  


  


  ~


  


  


  On Monday morning I walked out to the kitchen to find Henry sitting at the dining table still in his pajama pants.


  “You’re going to be late,” I said, leaning against the counter as I looked at my watch.


  He took a leisurely sip of his coffee and even though he was smiling, it seemed as if a heavy weight was pulling his features down. “I’m taking some time off.”


  I found my travel mug already filled with coffee, made up just the way I liked it. “Thank you,” I said, giving him a kiss on the forehead, hoping to ease the frown etched between his eyebrows. “How long?”


  “I’ve accumulated eighteen days of leave, so that many.”


  My heart did a little jig before it remembered that I actually had to work, that his leave did not directly affect me. “What are your plans for the next eighteen days? Hang around and couch-surf?”


  “I’m going to California.”


  I stopped mid-sip. “Huh?” I asked eloquently.


  “Back when I was younger, before you and Jason moved to Monterey, I used to see a psychiatrist, but I stopped during freshman year in high school.”


  I knew he’d had problems at home, but he never told us he’d needed a psychiatrist. “Because of your parents?”


  He closed his eyes and nodded, taking a deep breath. “Anyway, I’m going to go see Dr. Galicia again. I talked to her for a while when you were getting ready. She wants to see me tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?” I asked. “Does that mean you have to leave… tonight?”


  He nodded and said, “Come with me.”


  I wanted to say yes, but there was no way I could on such short notice. “I have work.”


  “That’s what I was afraid of.” He set his mug down and walked over to where I stood at the counter, wrapping me in his arms. “It’s just for eighteen days, less than one month.”


  I nodded despite the lump in my throat. “Is that enough time?” I tilted my head back to look at him, wishing throwing tantrums was still acceptable behavior. He just got back home and now he was going to leave again. It didn’t seem fair.


  “I hope so,” he said gently, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry it’s such short notice. I just really need to do this.”


  “Okay.”


  “Okay you’ll go with me?” he asked with a hopeful lift to his eyebrows.


  “Okay you can go,” I said. “You’ve got eighteen days to work through your issues, and then I’m coming for you.”


  “You’re coming to California?”


  “No,” I said with a laugh. The man was relentless. “It was just a figure of speech.”


  “But wouldn’t it be fun to be back there together? I want you beside me when I tell people that we’re finally together.”


  “Why do I need to be there for that?”


  “So they’ll believe me.” He grinned. “And so that your dad won’t beat me to a pulp for boning his daughter.”


  I laughed at the image of my dad, who was the shorter of the two men, putting up his dukes and challenging Henry to fisticuffs. “Yeah, that is worth missing work for.”


  “So come.”


  I sighed, my defenses already starting to wear down. “I can’t. I’m a responsible adult now.”


  He huffed. “Okay.”


  “Okay you give up?”


  He released me. “Okay you’d better go to work before I tie you up and throw you into my luggage,” he said with a slap to my rear.


  “Sounds kinky,” I said and shook my ass at him all the way to the front door.


  


  


  Several hours later I found myself standing in Will Rogers airport, bidding Henry goodbye once again. I was starting to get the feeling that being with him meant that I would forever be standing on this side, always the one to watch him leave.


  “Are you going to see your friends?” I asked after he checked in his bags.


  He shrugged as he glanced towards the security gate. “Maybe. If time permits.”


  “How about your ex-girlfriend?” I teased.


  He grinned. “Definitely. I’ll make sure to see all of them,” he said and tickled my side.


  “Are you staying with your parents?”


  “Yeah. They actually sounded happy to see me.”


  “Maybe things will be different,” I said, squeezing his hand as we walked towards the security gate.


  “Maybe.”


  Once we reached the security line, he turned to me and grasped the sides of my head, pressing his lips to my forehead for a long while. I closed my eyes, inhaling his scent, my body already missing his solid presence.


  “You should come out to Cali,” he said. “Even just a few days.”


  “I’ll try,” I managed to say through the ache in my chest. “I don’t have much time-off saved up.”


  He held my face in his hands tenderly as he planted soft kisses on my lips, then on my nose, and finally on my forehead. “It’s just eighteen days,” he said and I got the distinct feeling that he was saying it more to reassure himself. “I’ll be back long before your birthday.”


  “You’d better,” I said. “I’m thinking a costume party to celebrate my birthday.”


  “Are you going to wear that Tomb Raider costume again?”


  “You’ll have to wait and see.” I kissed him one last time and pushed at his chest. “Get going, buster,” I said with false cheer.


  He quirked one dark eyebrow and looked down at his watch. “You want me to go already?”


  “The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll come back,” I said simply, not saying that waiting here with him was torture, that it reminded me too much of that day back in March when we were separated for six months. “So scoot.”


  He grinned and kissed me one last time before he joined the short security line. It took him all of five minutes to reach the metal detector and another thirty seconds to collect his things and slip back into his boots.


  Then he turned one last time and winked before heading off into the terminal. I watched his steady, unassuming gait until he turned the corner and was completely out of view, already making plans of my own, sure that the next time I found myself in an airport, I would not be standing on this side of the gate.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  THE STORY WILL CONTINUE IN RETREAT, TO BE RELEASED IN DECEMBER 2012
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