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To you, the reader, the lover of words.
  
 


  
  
  
1  |  CONTINUE MISSION
  
  
  
  
I walked into my apartment and locked the door, slipping out of my shoes before venturing into the living room. I collapsed onto the tan suede couch, the stack of mail still in my hand. The answering machine still blinked at me from the counter, weighed down by all the messages that had accumulated since August, messages that I hadn’t been ready to listen to yet.
Five months had elapsed since my disastrous trip to California, since Henry pulled the rug out from under my feet and made me question everything I’d believe to be true. If there was one thing I would have bet my life on back then, it was that Henry would never intentionally hurt me: but he had and in the most brutal, unexpected way possible. He loved me then left me, and the most infuriating thing was that after I listened to his therapy tapes, I kind of understood. His underlying anger stemmed from a case of not knowing who the hell he really was. It wasn’t from some deep dark secret from the past; it was just about a man with a serious case of identity crisis.
I understood his issue, which is not to say I liked it or had even come to accept it. 
I had come home from Monterey to an empty apartment and a note from Henry saying he was staying with a friend and would give me the next day to recover alone. I had used that time to enlist the help of every single friend I had so that I could move out of the apartment as quickly as possible. Thankfully, Beth had allowed me to stay with her while I searched for a place of my own, and the situation had improved when she moved into Sam’s house after he proposed, leaving me with the apartment. It had all worked so seamlessly that I’d wondered if maybe the universe had finally decided to throw me a bone after screwing me over so much.
There, alone in my apartment, I cried myself to sleep and when I awoke to nightmares, I had nobody but myself for comfort. It was a truly miserable and lonely existence I would never wish upon my worst enemy. Not even on Nina-freaking-Yates. 
Still, I liked to think I’d moved on since the breakup. We were in a new year now, and I decided I needed a new attitude. I’d certainly cried enough to last a lifetime. This new Elsie was going to be happy, damn it, and she was not going to hide from the past any longer.
I heaved myself up off the couch and walked over to the answering machine, pressing play before I could change my mind.
Henry’s voice filled the small apartment, instantly suffocating me with memories.
“Elsie, it’s Henry. Beth gave me your new number.” He sighed. “I wish you’d told me you wanted to live separately. I could have moved out. It wasn’t fair that you had to be the one to move all your stuff. Hell, I could have helped you.” He groaned. “I’m sorry. I just worried when I got back and you weren’t home; I freaked out. I haven’t seen you since you came back from Monterey, and I’m really worried. I hope you’re doing okay.”
I felt the familiar pressure behind my eyes but I was determined not to cry. I’d managed one entire month without tearing up and I wasn’t about to break that streak now. I took a deep breath and readied myself for the next message.
“Me again,” Henry said. “I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday. I bought you a gift, but I don’t know how to get it to you. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to come by and drop it off later, around six. Call me back and let me know. My number’s still the same.” I had come home that day to find he’d taped a blue envelope on my door. Inside were a birthday card simply signed, Henry, and a fifty-dollar gift card to Best Buy. He couldn’t have been more impersonal if he tried.
There were a few messages from my parents and friends in between before Henry’s voice came on again. “I just wanted to let you know that I won’t be coming to Monterey for Thanksgiving or Christmas, so you don’t have to worry about running into me. Merry Christmas, Elsie.”
And finally a weary, “Happy New Year.”
I took a deep breath. There. That wasn’t so bad.
I moved to the fridge and jumped when the phone began to ring. With a pounding heart, I picked it up. “Hello?”
The voice on the other was not Henry. I was disappointed it wasn’t Henry, then disappointed again because I was still hoping it would be. I thought I would have stopped hoping he’d call by now. “Elsie,” Beth said. “How are you?”
“Hey!” I tried to greet with enthusiasm. “Sorry I didn’t get to return your call the other day.”
“No problem,” she said. “Things have been busy around here too.”
I poured myself a glass of wine as we chatted. It felt good to talk about meaningless things without having to think about the man who broke my heart. Eventually, though, I knew his name was going to come up.
“So, I have news about Henry,” Beth said.
I sighed through my nose. “Do I need to know?”
“Well, I think so,” Beth said slowly. “He’s moving to Korea next week. A one year remote tour.”
I hardened my heart against the hurt. I’d finally started to get the hang of it these last few months. “Oh, that’s nice for him.” 
“You don’t have to pretend with me,” she said gently.
“It doesn’t really matter if he’s here in Oklahoma or halfway across the world. Either way, we’re not together.” Henry concealing his move to Korea was not the worst in the long list of secrets he’d kept from me over the years. I really shouldn’t have been hurt by it. “Does it piss me off that he didn’t even tell me? Yes, but what’s new? That man never tells me anything.”
“I just found out through Sam,” Beth said. Sam was in the same squadron as Henry and the two were good buddies.
“Yeah, Henry’s moved on. That’s fine.” It really wasn’t, but what else could I say?
“I don’t think that’s true,” Beth said. “He’s been keeping tabs on you through Sam.”
“What would he know about—” I paused, knowing exactly where Sam was getting his information.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “You’re my friend. I talk about you. Henry just asks if you’re doing okay, if you’re dating. He asked about the apartment and the neighborhood, making sure it was safe.”
I refused to let that little bubble of hope float too high. I pushed it down into my stomach and drowned it with wine. “That jerk,” I said through my teeth.
“I think it’s kind of sweet,” Beth said. 
“Well, he didn’t break your heart,” I mumbled. “So when’s he PCSing out?”
“The movers have already come. I think he’s leaving next week.” Neither of us said anything for a long time. Finally Beth said, “We’re having a party at our house this Saturday night for his send-off. If you wanted to say goodbye, maybe give him a piece of your mind, then that’s where he’ll be.”
“No thanks,” I said much too quickly.
“Well, the party starts at seven and ends when people start puking in the bathtub,” Beth said. “Just think about it.” 
After the call I crumpled onto the couch and turned on the television, refusing to commit another brain cell to thinking about Henry and his impending departure. I decided I wouldn’t think about the pained look on his face the last night we spent together, when he’d told me he was scared he was making the biggest mistake of his life. I wouldn’t think about his tapes and what he’d revealed in them, that I had consumed him entirely and he’d lost sight of who he was. I would not even think about the fact that, if he came to my door and begged me, I would probably take him back.
No, I thought as I rubbed at my eyes—stinging from exhaustion and not from tears. I am definitely done thinking about Henry.
  
~
  
I ended up going to Beth and Sam’s house on Saturday night because I was a hopeless masochist—but if anybody asked, it was because I’d decided to be an adult and say goodbye properly. 
I felt composed when I parked my car in the street and walked up to the one-story house because I’d prepared beforehand by coating my heart with a thick shell to protect from the hurt. 
What greeted me when I walked in the door—Henry talking to a pretty blond woman—put a definite crack in my armor. They were standing together in the living room, their heads bowed together as they talked, noticing nobody else in the room. He threw his head back and laughed at something she’d said then murmured something that made her smile.
My hands turned to fists at my sides. He had no right to be that happy when I was so miserable. The urge to throttle him had never been stronger.
I was about to stalk over there and give him a piece of my mind when Beth touched my arm, making me jump.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said then saw where I was looking and gasped. “Shit.”
I fought to control my breathing, reminding myself that I’d vowed to act like an adult for the night. “I need a drink,” I said. 
Beth wound her arm through mine and led me to the dining room with the makeshift bar. “He didn’t arrive with her, if that helps,” she said, handing me a shot glass.
I looked back over my shoulder, seething at the sight of Henry talking so casually, carrying on without a care in the world. “It doesn’t make one damn bit of difference. He could still leave with her.”
I took a shot of tequila and chased it down with salt and lime. I knew I needed to just turn around and leave, but I couldn’t bring myself to move to the door. Henry was like a beam of light and I was a weak little moth, unable to stop looking. Thank goodness there were walls and a table and a whole lot of people between us, otherwise this little moth would be going down in flames.
“I thought that was you,” a male voice whispered in my ear, making me freeze. I turned around to find not Henry but Dave Novak. “Haven’t seen you in a while,” he said with a friendly smile.
I took a sip of my Jack and Coke and smiled. “Yeah, I’ve just been doing my own thing.”
“I heard,” he said. “Sorry.”
I shrugged. “It’s not your fault.” He opened his mouth to ask, but I cut him off. “No really, Dave. It wasn’t about the kiss.”
“Happy to hear that,” he said then his eyes got wide. “I mean, not that you guys broke up but…”
“I know what you meant,” I said, glad that we were still friends even after Henry punched him because of me. 
We stood around for a few minutes, looking around at the other partygoers and searching for something clever to talk about. 
“So,” said, taking a large gulp of his beer. “Are you dating anyone?”
“No,” I said. “Wait, you’re not going to ask me out, are you?”
He barked out a laugh. “Not anymore.”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out like that,” I said, feeling a tiny smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “I just didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”
“You and Henry..?” 
“Hell no. That’s been over for a long time,” I said much too emphatically. “I’m just not in the dating frame of mind yet.”
“Well then we can be friends, right?” He held out his hand and I shook it.
“Friends is good. You can never have too many friends.”
Dave motioned to my drink with his head. “You need another drink, friend?”
I drained my glass. “Sure do, amigo.”
  
I managed to avoid Henry for another half hour. Every time I looked over, he was talking to another person. I was standing in the dining room the entire time hoping he’d notice me and finally come over, but he never did. It was as if I was invisible.
I needed to get out of there so when Dave asked if I wanted to play pool in the garage, I agreed immediately.
We walked out to the garage where Sam’s impressive pool table took up the entire space, and Dave promptly racked up. I chalked a cue stick and broke the rack, sinking two balls in the side pockets. Dave whistled. 
“You’re a hustler, aren’t you?” he asked, standing by with his pool cue. 
“I wish.” I walked around the table and hit the white ball but barely managed to strike the intended ball. “See? It’s all luck.”
Dave grinned and took his turn, sinking a ball into the pocket effortlessly. “Did I say you’re a hustler?” he asked. “I meant I’m a hustler.”
The smile dropped away from his face the same moment I felt a solid body looming over me. I didn’t have to turn around to know who it was; every cell in my body recognized him.
“Were you ever going to come over and say hi?” Henry asked. He was so close I could feel his breath on my neck.
I stepped away from his intoxicating presence and turned around. “You looked busy with your blonde,” I said.
“She’s just the sister of one of the guys at the squadron.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So you’ve moved on to another little sister. Nice.”
His nostrils flared and he crossed his arms across his chest. “If that’s what you think of me, then fine.”
“Fine.” I turned back around and took my turn, bending over and sticking my ass out knowing how he reacted to it. I sank a ball and whooped in triumph.
Dave’s eyes flicked from me to Henry. “You guys need a moment?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Nope.” I walked to the other side of the table, leaving Henry at the same spot to continue glowering. “So I heard you’re leaving.”
“I’m gonna go take a piss,” Dave said and left, leaving me to deal with my ex-boyfriend in the cool privacy of the garage.
“I fly out on Tuesday,” Henry said.
 “Have fun.” I sank the eight ball. Game over.
I saw him coming but I couldn’t make my body move. The next thing I knew he was standing beside me with an unreadable look on his face. “Did you get my birthday gift?” he asked.
I snickered. “Yes, thank you. I bought a vibrator with it.”
His mouth dropped open. “I didn’t know Best Buy sold those.”
“They market it as a back massager.” I put the cue stick away and made to leave, ready to end the stupid banter that might have made us laugh back then, back when we still had joy between us.
He followed me and blocked the door with his large frame. “So what are you doing here?” he asked.
“Playing pool.”
“I meant… never mind. Did Beth tell you I was leaving?”
I glared at him. “Yes she did. It would have been nicer to hear the news from you.”
“I didn’t want you to know.”
“Oh, is that why you had Beth call me?”
“I asked her not to tell actually,” he said. “I didn’t want you to come.”
His words were sharp and stabbed me right in the gut. “Asshole,” I muttered and tried to push my way past him, but he refused to move. “Get out of the way, Henry.”
He crossed his arms across his chest. “No.”
“Look, you didn’t want me to come, so I’m rectifying the situation by leaving.” We were so close I could feel the heat emanating from his body; I had to fight to keep from leaning into it.
“Why are you doing this to yourself, Elsie? Why are you still clinging to the past?” he asked, twisting that knife in my gut. “Just get it through your stubborn head that I don’t want you anymore.”
Despite the immense ache rising up in my chest, I lifted my chin and looked up at him in defiance. “I don’t want you either. I was here to tell you goodbye and good riddance.” With those final words, I pressed the garage door button, turned on a heel, and stalked out.
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I stewed on Henry’s words for the next few nights, unable to accept that he no longer wanted me. For five months I’d tried my best to move on, but five minutes in the same room with him and I was back to square one. I reacted to his presence like metal shavings to a giant magnet; wouldn’t it make sense that he felt the same? 
He made me so furious. I knew without a doubt he still wanted me—physically, at least—and I had every intention of proving it. I would not let him leave the country without a reminder of what he had given up.
Hell, I too could be detached and cold. I could be just like him.
I waited until Monday night before calling Beth and asking if she knew where Henry was staying. She gave me his room number at the Four Points Hotel by the airport before asking why.
“Because I have something to prove,” I said, gathering my purse and keys. I wasn’t the only one still clinging to the past.
It was nearly ten o’clock when I pounded on his door, and he answered it wearing only his shorts and a bewildered look on his face. “What are you doing here?” he asked with a deep frown.
I didn’t ask for an invitation. I just walked past him and entered the room, suddenly glad to find that he was alone. I hadn’t thought about what I’d have done if he had had a woman with him. The thought made me stumble mentally, and I had to steady myself and remember my purpose.
“You still want me,” I said after he shut the door. “I know you do.”
He turned to me, his eyes piercing right into my brain as he stood across the room. “I don’t,” he said. Anyone else might have been able to believe that statement. Anyone else but me.
I walked over to him, stood on my toes so that we were eye-to-eye and whispered, “Liar.” 
He pulled away and maneuvered around me. “Please leave,” he said, motioning to the door. “You’re just making this hard on yourself.”
I looked down at his shorts pointedly. “It looks like I’m not the only one finding this… hard.”
His nostrils flared as he stalked to the edge of the bed and yanked on a pair of sweat pants. “What do you want from me, Elsie? God, why can’t you leave well enough alone?”
“What do I want from you?” I asked, allowing the anger to seep into my voice. “How about some honesty? How about not making me feel like an idiot for missing you?”
It seemed Henry was angry too, though I couldn’t fathom why when I was the one being lied to. “If I said I missed you, would that make you feel better?” 
“It might hurt less than your lies,” I said. “You lied to me back in high school and you’re lying to me now.”
“I’m leaving, Els. I won’t be back for a year.”
I could barely speak, but I managed to breathe out, “I know.”
“I’m trying to stay away. For your sake,” he said, but even as he spoke he began to advance towards me. He reached out and gently placed his hands on my arms.
I ignored the tingling on my skin and said, “You’re always trying to protect me from the truth. That’s not what I want.”
“Do you really want the truth, Els?”
“Yes. I want you to admit that you want me too.”
He swallowed hard. “Wanting you was never the problem,” he said. His gaze was the blue of a stormy ocean and I knew that if I looked too long I’d get caught in the undertow. I closed my eyes, hoping to avoid getting pulled under.
In the next moment, his lips touched mine and ignited something deep in my belly. I moaned and opened my mouth, drowning in the kiss. Henry didn’t hold back. He grasped the back of my head and kissed me loudly, groaning into the heart of me.
All of a sudden he jerked back. “We can’t do this.” He rubbed his head as he paced the room then sank onto the edge of the bed. “We shouldn’t…”
I’d anticipated the classic Henry move of toeing in and jumping right back out. I was prepared. “Shouldn’t what?” I asked, slipping out of my jacket and letting it fall to the floor. 
His head jerked up to watch me, his jaw muscles tightening.
I grasped the hem of my sweater and pulled it over my head, revealing the black lacy bra that he’d loved so much.
“Elsie…” he said through his unsteady breathing.
I held his eye as I unzipped my pencil skirt and slid it down my legs. “Tell me to stop,” I said, kicking the skirt aside, leaving me in my underwear and heels. My heart was thundering in my chest. I’d never done anything so bold and had never felt sexier. The wonderstruck expression on his face said as much. “I dare you.”
His nostrils flared when I sauntered closer. I grasped the sides of his head and forced him to look up at me, forced him to face the woman he’d tried to lie to repeatedly over the years. He should have learned by now that you can act the part convincingly but you can never run away from your own truth.
“Elsie…” he said, letting the end of my name thin out.
“Yes, Henry?”
“What are you trying to do to me?” 
I ran my fingernails along his scalp. “Making you admit to the truth.”
He palmed my legs and slid his hands around to the back of my thighs, fingering the edge of my lace panties. “You want me to be honest?” he asked, pressing his lips to my trembling stomach. He grasped my butt and slid his fingers inside my panties. “You want me to do exactly what I want and just forget the consequences?”
I nodded, willing his fingers to move closer to my center. 
“I don’t—ah, fuck it.” He surged to his feet and took me captive with his mouth as his hands cradled my face. I reached behind him and pulled him closer to me, rocking my hips into his.
“Do you believe me now?” he asked, pressing his hard length into my stomach. Before I could answer, he flipped me around so that my back was pressed to his bare chest. His hand snaked up to my neck and forced my head to the side, his mouth devouring mine again. “I will want you always,” he rasped, pressing kisses down my neck.
I said nothing as he unsnapped my bra and let it fall to the floor. I’d said all I needed to say and had proved my point: Henry never stopped wanting me. Now my body was on autopilot, simply retracing gestures from the past. I refused to think so that I wouldn’t have to feel. Maybe then I could survive this encounter with my heart intact.
He slipped his thumbs into the waist of my panties and slid them over my butt, his rough hands caressing my skin at every juncture. Then he splayed a hand in the middle of my back. “Bend over,” he said and pushed me down onto the bed, exposing my privates.
His hands slipped between my legs and he spread me apart as easily as parting curtains. He bent over me and pressed a kiss at the base of my spine. I started when he bit one cheek. He chuckled and bit the other one. 
My legs nearly buckled when his tongue slid through my folds. I gripped the sheets in my hands and smothered my moan into the covers. After all this time, he still knew how to set my body on fire.
His mouth and tongue worked me over, hard and insistent, making me almost come when he issued a rumbling groan that I felt down to my core. Then he was gone, the sudden chill a stark contrast to the warmth of his mouth a second earlier.
I heard the slide of fabric and a moment later the head of his cock pressed at my entrance. “Say it,” he rasped against my ear as he slid the tip up and down my slick folds. “Say you want me inside you.”
“Just put it in,” I very nearly growled.
He gave a startled laugh before pushing in an inch. He withdrew then pushed back in further, stretching me. He withdrew again and with that third stroke, slid all the way home. “God, you feel so good,” he groaned.
A sigh escaped from my lips. To feel him inside me, filling me up again like only he could was a pleasure I never thought I’d feel again. 
His fingers dug into my waist as he thrust in and out at a languorous pace. I bucked against him, trying to control the pace and make him go faster. Any time now I was going to wake up and realize that I’d just been dreaming; I wanted an orgasm out of the deal at the very least. “Fuck me already,” I cried.
He gripped my hips and complied, but it still didn’t feel nearly enough. I reached around and grabbed onto his muscular thigh, urging him to go faster, harder.
“So demanding,” he said through his teeth and thrust in even deeper, connecting with my core. Then he slapped my ass and made me involuntarily clench. He stilled for a moment then smacked me again, eliciting the same tightening reaction. “Fuck, Elsie,” he moaned a moment before he began to pound me again, harder and harder until I was flying, soaring towards the sky. When he reached around and massaged my clit, I shattered into a shower of white-hot sparks, the fireworks going on and on while he worked me from behind.
My convulsing took him over the edge and he crushed his body against mine as he came, his orgasm punctuated by a low, prolonged growl. Afterwards we collapsed on the bed and tried to catch our breath.
I felt vindicated but the triumph didn’t last long. Even though Henry was inside me, filling me up, the gaping hole in my chest was still present because all of this was just a lie. We were just two people pretending at making love.
Henry didn’t linger for very long. After a few seconds, he pulled away from me and went to the bathroom, coming back a few seconds later with a damp towel in his hands. He rolled me over, crouched at the end of the bed and proceeded to gently wipe the inside of my thighs with the warm rag, never once meeting my eyes.
When he was done, he threw the rag aside and crawled over my prone body, still naked and glorious in his masculinity. He stooped over me, his hands on either side of my shoulders as his eyes raked me over.
My heart thundered in my chest at the look on his face, a heady mixture of lust and something else, maybe regret. I crawled backwards on the bed, trying to find an escape route but the pillows and the headboard stopped my retreat.
“Do you need more proof that I want you?” he asked.
I nodded despite myself. I think deep down I knew that I would always need proof. Henry had broken me, made me question everything I ever relied on. Henry had made a cynic of a dreamer. 
He sat back on his heels, resting his hands on his thighs, and showed me just how much he wanted me. Again.
I gazed up at the pure beauty of him, from his broad chest and muscular arms down to the six pack that ended with those sexy hip indentations guys have, and finally to his thick shaft that pointed straight up, ready for round two.
Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d been silently appraising because he said, “God, you’re beautiful.” He wrapped one hand around his cock and stroked himself, his dark eyebrows drawing together as his breathing deepened. His eyes roamed over my body, making my skin overheat with warring emotions of desire and discomfort.
I leaned up on my elbows. “What are you doing?”
The corner of his mouth curled up. “Admiring you,” he said. He tilted his cock forward, offering it to me. “You want to take over?”
I stifled a smile. “No. I’d rather watch you.”
His insolent smile evaporated when he returned to the task at hand, the furrows in his eyebrows deepening as he altered his grip.
My entire body tingled as I watched him, completely and hopelessly turned on. Henry had full command of his masculinity and knew the exact ways to wield it over my body. 
“Touch yourself.” 
His husky words shot straight to my crotch and created a pressure that needed releasing. I swiped my hand along my stomach and then down to my mound, all the while flashing him with what I hoped was a seductive look.
“Yes, right there,” he said as my middle finger flicked at my clit. “Put one inside you.”
I slipped my finger inside my pussy, pushing it all the way in then pulling it back out.
His gaze was steady and dark. “Now two.”
I slipped another finger in, never once losing eye contact as my other hand reached up to play with my breast, tweaking my nipple over and over.
His breathing became erratic as his hand pumped faster. I too sped up, intent on keeping the pace. He wasn’t about to cross that finish line first.
As if sensing my renewed vigor, he stroked faster, the lines on his forehead drawing deeper the more he concentrated.
I felt the pressure building inside me as I watched his face contort, sure that my own was doing the same. Our eyes were locked in a heated exchange. I didn’t need words to know what he was thinking. In that moment, as we pleasured ourselves, we were lost together in the thick fog of passion and heartache.
The intimacy was too much for Henry to bear, and he closed his eyes as he started to come.
“Look at me,” I said. “Henry, look at me.”
When he opened his eyes, they were filled with so much emotion I almost burst into tears. Instead I let go, my insides pulsing around my fingers as the orgasm racked my body. Amidst it all, I felt a strange sense of finality, as if releasing that orgasm somehow released my stranglehold on the memory of us.
“I’m coming,” he said, then let out a groan as he climaxed, his semen spilling onto the covers. He never looked away from me, even as he crouched over and caught his breath, or when he reached for the rag and wiped at the puddle he’d made.
When he was done, he collapsed beside me with a sigh. He grasped my wrist and brought my hand up to his lips, but before he could say anything that would make me start to care for him again, I rolled away and climbed off the bed.
“What are you doing?” he asked as I pulled on my underwear.
“Leaving,” I said matter-of-fact.
“You’re not going to stay?”
“Why?” I turned to him. “You know I don’t like long goodbyes.”
“But we usually cuddle.”
I swallowed hard then shook my head. “We’re not…” I wanted to say we weren’t the same people as before, but some things didn’t need to be said in order to be heard.
“I know, but I thought we could talk.” He sat up and scooted to the end of the bed, quietly watching me as I finished getting dressed. 
“There’s not much left to say, Henry.”
He caught my hand as I turned away. “Just… stay,” he said, his face open and imploring.
“I can’t,” I said. “There’s no point. You’re leaving.”
He nodded and let me go. I didn’t even kiss him goodbye. I just walked to the door with my purse clutched tightly to my side like a life preserver.
“Bye, Henry,” I said as I opened the door. “I hope you find yourself in Korea.”
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Henry was gone again. Story of my life.
The shell I’d created around my heart had not been enough to keep me from feeling something for Henry again. I thought my heart could be detached from my body, but it seemed I was wrong.
And so the process of surviving a breakup began again.
I had to keep reminding myself to move on. People lost the love of their lives everyday, sometimes to things more permanent. I was no different, no more special than those countless others nursing broken hearts, and wallowing in my grief was not the way I wanted my story told. So I tried to find pleasure in the small things, like the aroma of a fresh bag of coffee beans or the slide of silk on my legs after shaving. I wasn’t anywhere near happy yet, but I was nearing content.
When you’ve resigned yourself to your fate, when you’ve really decided to move on, time passes in the blink of an eye.
  
I started to date again. One of my coworkers set me up on a blind date with a single friend and I had agreed out of curiosity. The guy was named Seth and he had short blond hair, green eyes and a dimpled smile. For our first date, took me to Dave & Buster’s, a restaurant and game arcade, and after dinner we took our alcoholic beverages and walked around and played the games together.
Being with Seth was easy. He gave me plenty of space, laughed a lot, and didn’t ask too many personal questions. He liked to play the shoot-out basketball games and didn’t let me win even one, always nudging me at the end and saying, “Good effort.” 
At the end of the night he walked me to my doorstep and managed to appear both bashful and incredibly sexy as he looked at me, no doubt trying to gauge his chances at a kiss.
It had been ten months since Henry left for Korea; it was about damn time I finally allowed someone else into my heart. So I decided to give him a chance and kiss me.
He touched the side of my face and bent his head, bringing his mouth to mine, gently exploring before I parted my lips and allowed him inside. The kiss was gentle and sweet and held promise, everything that a first kiss ought to be.
Afterward, he ran a hand through his hair and said, “I really like you, Elsie.”
I looked at his earnest face and decided that he could very well be the guy to help me get over Henry. “I like you too, Seth,” I told him, which was the truth. 
He smiled, revealing his dimples. “Do you want to do something tomorrow night?” 
“Sure,” I said as he began to walk away backwards.
“I’ll call you later.” And he did. He called exactly one hour and fifteen minutes later.
  
Seth became my boyfriend a few weeks after that date. He called me nearly every night and we talked for hours about everything. In the interest of full disclosure, I told him about Henry and Seth, in turn, told me about his past relationships. Our conversations flowed easily, and he was just so funny. The humor was what drew me to him, how he could he could make me laugh and forget about the past.
He worked at Dell as a software engineer. The fact that he was also worked with computers, albeit in a slightly different manner from me, was one thing we bonded over. I liked to think we were geek kindred spirits.
Still, every time he wrapped me in his arms and kissed me, I felt a disconnect as if I was just an observer instead of an active participant. I remained hopeful. I clutched him tighter, kissed him deeper, sure that given some time I will finally feel for him what he felt about me.
  
On our third monthaversary (as Seth liked to call it), he took me to Chili’s. It wasn’t my first choice for a date but I didn’t want to have to talk about Henry on a night when we were celebrating our relationship, so I just shut up and grinned.
“I’m not a cheapskate, promise,” he said as he pushed my chair in. He sat down across the table from me and flashed that dimpled grin again. “I just really like their ribs.”
My heart ached, but I’d gotten good at ignoring it by then. Still, as I sat across from Seth, I stole little looks at him. He was very handsome tonight in a light blue button-down shirt, the sleeves folded up to his elbows, and grey slacks, his hair slightly tousled. 
When we got our drinks, he lifted his glass and toasted our relationship. “Here’s to us.”
I clinked my ice tea with his beer and smiled.
He set down his drink, his face taking on a serious expression. He leaned across the table and held my hands. “Elsie, there’s something I have to tell you. I’ve felt this way for a long time now, but I’ve been too afraid to say it because of… you know.”
I held my breath, hoping Seth wasn’t about to tell me he loved me and ruin everything.
“Elsie,” he began, making my heart pound in my chest. “I want us to move in together.”
I let out a small breath. 
I must have looked shocked because Seth quickly said, “I know it’s huge, but I wanted to let you know that I’m ready to take that next step with you.”
“Seth,” I began, not sure how to respond. My chest ached at the sincerity of his gesture and the hopeful look on his face. “I…”
The hope slipped off Seth’s face. “You don’t want to.”
I gently shook my head. “No, it’s not that. It’s just… I’m surprised.”
Seth scooted his chair closer to mine and took my hand. “Hey, I know it’s a little soon. I just want you to think about it then when you’re ready, you let me know.”
A hopeful little glow flickered in my chest but it had been so long since I felt hope that I almost didn’t recognize it until it was too late. “Let me think about it, okay?” I asked, and as I looked at him I wondered for the umpteenth time if Seth was the guy I would grow old with. I didn’t love him like I loved Henry, but Seth was wonderful and reliable. We could live together, maybe even get married, and have a perfectly stable and lovely life. For someone who had experienced more turmoil in the past several years, stable and lovely was exactly what I needed.
Of course, just when I was finally getting my affairs in order, fate threw a wrench in the form of a phone call.
“Hello?” I wedged the phone between my ear and shoulder while I opened a bag of microwave popcorn, expecting Seth’s voice. He always called after getting home from our dates.
Instead, a gravelly voice from the past said, “Hi Elsie.”
It took me a long time to respond, I was so dumbstruck. “Henry?” I dropped the popcorn on the counter and grasped the phone before I accidentally dropped it into the sink.
“Hey,” he said, sounding like he had a smile on his face. “How are you?”
“You’re back?”
He chuckled at my shocked tone. “Yes. I got in last night.”
“Don’t tell me you’re back at Tinker,” I said. It didn’t seem likely; hell, I’d even prayed that he be stationed somewhere across the country so that I wouldn’t have to see him again.
“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that. Can I come over for a bit?”
I was torn, the old Elsie saying yes please and the new saying hell-to-the-no. 
“I just want to talk,” he said.
I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Okay.”
“Okay I can come over?”
“Sure.”
I jumped at the tapping on my door.
“Knock, knock,” he said into the phone.
I shut off the phone and went to answer the door armed with indignation. “How dare you assume—” The words stuck in my throat when my eyes landed on Henry, seeming larger than I remembered, looking more beautiful than he had any right to be in his jeans and leather jacket. His dark hair was longer, curling around his ears and he looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days, but he was the same handsome, infuriating guy I’d grown up with.
“Elsie,” he said and scooped me into his arms, momentarily lifting me off my feet as he held me tight. He pressed his face into my neck for a long moment then, as if remembering what we had become, abruptly let me go. “Sorry about that. Old habits,” he said, stuffing his hands in his pockets.
I fought to catch my breath. I was always caught off-guard when Hurricane Henry blew into town. “That’s okay,” I said, the skin on my neck still tingling. I hated the fact that, after all this time, my body still reacted to him in that way. 
“You smell different,” he said, cocking his head a little.
“I’ve taken a few showers since you left.”
“I don’t believe that for a second.” He grinned at me, his blue eyes filled with something that looked like joy. “You’re using a different fragrance. You used to like that citrusy spray from the body and bath store. Now you smell a little pepperminty.”
“Uh, okay,” I said, a little taken aback by his observations. “Are you coming in or are we going to discuss my choice in deodorant as well?”
He walked into the living room and headed straight for my large IKEA bookcase filled with books, movies, and little decorative pieces. He paused at a shelf that held several framed photographs. He picked up one in particular and turned to me with a frown. “You cut me out,” he said, holding out the photograph of Jason and me holding our skis at the foot of a mountain with my left shoulder trimmed off.
“Do you blame me?” I asked, walking over and taking the frame from his hands and placing it back onto the shelf. “And stop touching my stuff.”
Henry backed away and sat down on the couch. “I come in peace. Honest,” he said, holding his palms up.
I took a deep breath and fought to contain my roiling emotions. It was as if I’d spent the last year rebuilding my life on a stable surface and suddenly Henry was back, flipping everything over. 
I stood as far away as possible, folding my arms across my chest. “So what did you want to tell me?”
He ignored my question and looked me over with the sexy sliding look that had always given me a case of the tingles. “Did you go somewhere? You look nice.”
I gritted my teeth. “I was on a date,” I said, hating that he seemed so comfortable while my insides were in upheaval. 
He raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”
“Yeah, he took me to Chili’s.”
A muscle in Henry’s jaw twitched but his face gave nothing else away. “Oh?”
“Yeah, he really likes the ribs,” I said, enjoying the fact that I was finally disturbing his calm surface. 
His lips formed into a thin line and I about laughed in triumph. “Have you dated him long?” he asked.
“Three months, give or take,” I said. “Tonight he asked me to move in with him.”
Henry’s blue eyes bore into mine as he waited for me to answer his silent question, but I said nothing. I simply enjoyed his discomfort a little while longer. “Well?” he finally said.
I shrugged. “I’m seriously thinking about it.”
He rose to his feet but didn’t come closer. “I’m out, Els. I’ve separated from the Air Force,” he said.
All of the mirth whooshed out of me in one breath. “When?”
“When my tour at Osan ended.” He took one step closer. “I’m a free man. I no longer have to deploy. I can live wherever I want.”
“Where are you going to go?” I asked, finding it hard to breathe all of a sudden.
His eyes were mesmerizing, holding me in place as he took a step closer. “I don’t know yet.”
“What about a job?”
“I have some money saved up, so I can spend some time looking. But I think I want to be in law enforcement.”
Another noble career. “See? You’re an honorable guy through and through.”
His lips bent into a rueful grin. “I guess I am.” Suddenly, he was in front of me, so close all I had to do was lean forward and I would be touching his chest. “Don’t move in with him, Elsie,” he said.
My anger came roaring back to life. “You can’t tell me what to do,” I said, straightening my spine and pulling away from his gravitational pull.
He rested a hand against my neck. “I’m not telling you,” he said gently. “I’m asking you.”
It took me a moment to find my voice. “It’s no longer your place to ask.” I took a step away and tried to clear my head. “Do you want a beer?” I asked, turning away and escaping to the kitchen.
He sighed. “Sure.”
We sat down at my tiny dining table and I asked questions about what he’d done in Korea to avoid talking about what he was currently doing in Oklahoma. Henry, for his part, didn’t bring up my moving in with Seth again. Instead he leaned his elbows on the table and talked animatedly about his adventures in Asia as easily as if he was talking to an old friend.
I hoped, as I sat across the table, that the round slab of wood was enough distance to keep me from falling again but the erratic thudding in my chest indicated otherwise. The tree had been old judging from the growth rings on the table’s lacquered surface, but its age was nothing compared to my long history with the man sitting across it.
  
The conversation came to a natural end around three in the morning. I yawned and stood up, collecting the empty bottles of beer on the table. 
“Shit, it’s late,” Henry said, stretching his arms above his head. “I’d better get going.”
“Where are you staying?”
“At a buddy’s place in Norman. His couch is smells like ass but it beats the floor.”
The right thing to do was offer my pullout couch but I was too scared of what would happen if I did. “Well, it was great to see you,” I said instead and walked him to the door.
He gave me a tentative little hug at the threshold. “You too.”
I closed my eyes and relished the feel of his strong arms around me, catching glimpses of my yesterlife on the back of my eyelids.
“You shouldn’t be with him,” Henry said as he pulled away.
I blinked up at him, momentarily addled. “Who?”
“Your boyfriend.”
“Why not?”
“Because you don’t love him.”
I folded my arms across my chest. Just like that, Henry was back to being a dickhead. “How the hell do you know that?”
One side of his mouth quirked up. “Many things have changed about you, Elsie, but one thing is still the same and that is you still wear your emotions on your face. If you loved him, you wouldn’t blush whenever I touch you.” He pressed a cool finger to my warm cheek, proving his point. God, I hated it when he was right.
“Well who I love is not really your business,” I said, swatting his hand away and stepping back into the safety of my apartment. “Goodnight.” I moved to close the door when his hand slapped its surface.
“Go on a date with me,” he said. 
Despite my racing heart, I tried to play it cool. “I have a boyfriend, remember? We were just talking about him.”
He scratched the back of his head. “I know,” he said, searching for words. “I just… I miss you.”
Before, my heart would have soared at his confession; now it just leapt around a little cautiously, afraid to take flight. “I appreciate your honesty but—”
“One date,” he said, holding up his finger. “If, after that date, you decide that you don’t want me back then I’ll go away. I’ll move to another state.”
I shook my head. “I don’t think a date is a good idea.”
“Give me one chance. It doesn’t have to be a date. It can just be hanging out with an old friend,” he said, grasping my hand. “I know I can make you happier than that guy.”
True, but he could also devastate me to a greater degree.
“Please.”
It was that one word coming from the bossiest man I knew that finally caused me to reconsider. “Okay,” I said. “We can hang out once.” 
A wide smile lit up his face, reminding me of the boy I knew so long ago. “Tomorrow?” he asked and pressed a quick kiss to my cheek when I nodded. Then with a wink he walked off into the night. A few seconds later, I heard a loud rumble that sounded suspiciously like a motorcycle, the sound rolling off into the distance.
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Henry showed up at my door the next afternoon wearing a pair of black sweat pants and a long-sleeved Under Armour shirt, a backpack slung over one shoulder. 
I looked down at my own outfit of skinny jeans, a loose cashmere sweater, and heels and wondered where we’d gotten our wires crossed. “I thought we were going to the Cowboy Museum?” I asked as I stepped aside and let him inside the apartment.
He grinned and kissed my cheek, smelling like fresh sweat. “Sorry, the showers were down at the gym. Can I use yours?”
I tried not to stare at the muscles encased in the tight shirt as I nodded. “The door to the left.”
“I’ll just be a few minutes,” he said, flashing me a grin before rushing off.
I tried to occupy myself with a food show on television but my mind kept wandering off to the naked guy in my shower, the water dripping down his olive skin in rivulets as he rubbed his body down with soap…
I chastised myself. I had a boyfriend and his name was Seth and he was wonderful and funny. Henry was just taking a shower, like billions of people had done before him. The fact that he was naked in my bathroom at this very moment meant nothing. 
Nothing, absolutely nothing.
But then Henry came out, dripping wet and completely naked except for the balled-up shirt that he was holding against his crotch. I was pretty sure a little nuclear bomb went off in my nether regions at the sight of him. “Where are your towels?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.
Careful to shield my thoughts, I stood up from the couch and walked past him to the linen closet. “Didn’t you bring one?” I asked, shoving a towel in his chest. I averted my eyes as I walked past him again, though I caught a whiff of fresh, cool scent.
“Thanks. I never bring one because they usually have them at the gym,” he said. He turned and walked back into the bathroom, deliberately giving me an unobstructed view of his firm ass and muscular thighs.
“Henry put some clothes on!” I cried as I turned away, his chuckles echoing in the bathroom as he shut the door.
  
Ten minutes later we were finally on our way. He was wearing dark jeans, black shoes, and a purple button-down shirt peeking from a grey sweater, and he had shaved. I was little sad to see the stubble go, but clean-shaven Henry was painfully gorgeous in his own right.
It didn’t really matter, I told myself, because I had a boyfriend. What Henry looked like was not the point. He was just a friend and we were just hanging out.
Still, he looked really handsome as he drove the pre-owned Volvo S80 he had recently purchased to the Oklahoma City Museum of Art downtown. I couldn’t help but sneak glances at him, as guilty as it made me feel.
We paid for our tickets separately because I insisted that it would be too much like a date if he paid for mine. He put up a fight, but I was determined to keep it platonic and got my way in the end. It was a quirk of the universe, sure, but it was also because when I really wanted something, I never gave up.
We were walking around the Dale Chihuly Glass Exhibit when I asked, “Why here?” We approached a wall of swirly glass sculptures of different shapes and colors that looked like frozen underwater creatures.
“This is the most platonic place I could think of,” he said, glancing at me before turning his attention back to the art. “I knew we both hadn’t been here before, so there would be no memories attached to the place to make you uncomfortable.”
We walked through a narrow hallway with a low ceiling filled with the glass sculptures that cast a colorful glow all around. “Memories don’t make you uncomfortable?”
We walked to the middle of the deserted hallway and stopped. He looked up at the hundreds of glass sculptures. “No,” he said, taking my hand. “Our memories give me peace. They give me a sense of identity.”
I looked at the kaleidoscope of colors on his face. “Have you found yourself, Henry?” I asked softly, afraid of the answer.
His eyes found mine and he nodded. 
I felt relief, sure, but also an overwhelming sense of doubt. “How do you know?”
“Because I feel it,” he said, bringing my palm up to his chest. “I’ve discovered many things about myself, things I never would have known if we were still together.”
“Like what?”
“Like the fact that I love Firefly.”
I cracked up. “You already did before.”
“I know,” he said with a grin. “But I was never sure if it was because you and Jason loved it or if that was my real, honest-to-God opinion.”
I squeezed his hand. “Henry, I never meant to take over your life,” I said. “All I wanted was to be in it.”
He shook his head, his eyebrows drawn together. “It wasn’t your fault, Elsie. I’m the messed up idiot who thinks too much, who made a mess of everything.” He turned to face me, making my stomach flutter. “I know this guy. All his life he loved this girl who was perfect in every way but just when he finally convinced her to be his and they’re deliriously happy, he went and messed everything up.”
I swallowed down the sob that was ready to erupt. I blinked away the tears that were already starting to form. I chased away the hope that was threatening to explode all over my heart.
“But the thing that this guy finally realized is that, after he made peace with himself, he was still lost without his girl. Like living without one of his femurs, he was incomplete without her,” he said, repeating my words back in Monterey.
I pulled away and walked out of that damn romantic hallway, afraid of his words and of what they did to the coating around my heart.
“Elsie?”
“I don’t know how to believe you,” I said. My legs moved at a fast clip, too afraid to stop moving in case they start to buckle.
“Elsie, stop,” he said, grabbing hold of my wrist, but I twisted away and kept on walking towards the exit. This non-date, as far as I was concerned, was over.
  
“Did you listen to my tapes?” Henry asked as he drove home.
I looked out the passenger window and said, “Yes.”
“Well?”
“Well what?” I asked, finally looking at him. “What do you want me to say?”
“That you forgive me.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Oh, was that your apology?” I asked. “You should have just made me a mix tape.”
He sighed as he pulled into my apartment complex. “I get it, you’re not going to make this easy.”
“Ha.” As if he had ever made anything for me easy. I jumped out of the car before he had a chance to open my door then strode to my apartment. 
Henry was hot on my heels, still in my space.
“So I gave you one chance. Now will you go away?” I asked, struggling to get the key into the hole.
“Is that what you really want?” he asked.
I looked away, unable to bear looking at the pain on his face. “That’s what’s best for me right now.”
“Okay.”
My eyes flicked up in surprise. “Okay?” I asked. “I thought you said you were going to fight like hell to get me back?”
“I’m picking my battles,” he said. “I have the rest of my life to win you back.”
I didn’t know if I wanted him to keep trying but one thing was certain at that moment: I still loved him, changed as he was. I didn’t think I could ever stop loving Henry Logan.
“But before I go, will you come to Dallas with me next weekend?”
His question took me aback. “What’s in Dallas?”
“There’s someone there I want you to meet.”
“It’s not a girlfriend, is it?” I asked, the very idea filling me with dread and copious amounts of rage. 
He let out a short laugh. “That would be such a dickhead move.”
“I wouldn’t put it past you. Since you are one.” I felt like a five-year-old but sometimes saying exactly what goes through your head is therapeutic.
He gave a nod. “True. But no, this is not a girlfriend. Or a fiancée, or a wife.”
“Then who?”
“Just come with me and see.”
The idea of a road trip with Henry seemed risky. Three hours with nothing to do but talk was going to be hazardous to my health. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“What if I said we could stop at Braum’s on the way there and on the way back?” he asked.
“Tempting me with ice cream?” I asked. “That’s low.”
He reached out and took my hand. “You’ll love it, I promise.”
I gazed at his face, at how much had changed in the past year. He was still recognizable, but I saw the tiny changes in him, knew that he was in a happier place in his life. Despite my reserve, I still felt the need to get to know this new Henry, if only to satisfy my curiosity.
“Okay, I’ll go.”
He smiled. “Wear warm clothes,” he said before giving a short wave and leaving.
  
Seth called that night, wondering how my Sunday had been. I hadn’t told him about Henry being in town, had only said that a friend and I were hanging out, which technically was not a lie. But I knew that little white lies had a way of accumulating until they became an avalanche of lies, so I told him about Henry to avoid getting buried.
Seth was silent for a long time after I was done with my confession. Finally he said, “So he’s backing off after Saturday?”
“That’s what he said,” I said with a pit of remorse in my stomach. Seth was a good guy and didn’t deserve to have a girlfriend who was still in love with someone else. “I’m sorry, Seth. I didn’t mean to lie about it.”
He cleared his throat. “Do you think he’ll actually leave?”
“I hope so.”
“Do you? Really?” he asked. “I’m not blind or deaf, Elsie. I know what’s going on here. I can already tell something’s different about you.”
“I just need some time to absorb things.”
“You’re not going to move in with me, are you?” he asked. 
I sighed. I had already known the answer, even before Henry came whirling back into my life. “I don’t think so, no.”
“Are we breaking up?”
My eyes watered at the thought. “Do you want to?”
“No, of course not. I know I haven’t told you this, but I love you,” he said, breaking my heart. I hadn’t known about the depth of his feelings for me. “So no, I don’t want to break up, but we have to because you don’t feel the same way about me.”
“I really wish I did,” I said. “I want to be with you.”
Seth sighed, seeing right through me and my half-hearted attempt at our relationship. “No you don’t. You want to be with Henry.”
He was right, so we broke up.
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Henry rang the doorbell at exactly nine o’clock on Saturday morning, wearing a dark pair of jeans, an orange shirt under a black leather jacket, and a pair of scuffed black boots. “You ready?” he asked, not bothering to come inside.
“Will this work?” I asked holding my arms out to show my jeans, tall boots, and a purple turtleneck sweater. 
He grinned as his eyes took me in. “Almost,” he said but didn’t elaborate. He held out his hand. “Come on, let’s get going.”
“I knew it,” I said as he led me to a Harley motorcycle. It was red, black and chrome, and larger than life. Hazardous to my health indeed.
“It’s a Softail Deluxe. I bought it the day I arrived.” On its seat were two helmets and a black leather jacket. He lifted the jacket and walked around behind me. “Try it on.”
I slipped my arms into the buttery soft leather and turned around to face him. “Fits perfectly,” I said. “Your ex-girlfriend’s?”
“In a manner of speaking,” he said. “Yours.” He zipped it up slowly, his knuckles lightly grazing my breasts as they glided up then popped the snaps at the collar.
I didn’t know if it was the jacket or Henry’s proximity, but I suddenly felt warm all over. “I can’t keep this.”
“Yeah you can,” he said, zipping up his own jacket. “Think of it as a belated birthday and Christmas present.”
I played with the jacket’s ruffled bottom, which lent a flirty, feminine touch to what was otherwise an androgynous jacket “Thank you. It’s exactly what I would have bought.”
He flashed me a grin. “I know,” he said then held out a small helmet.
“You know this is going to ruin my hair, right?” I asked, gingerly pulling the helmet over my head. So much for having nice hair today.
“It’ll be worth it,” he said before flipping down my visor. He climbed on the bike and flashed me a grin, all muscle, metal, and pure confidence. He had never looked sexier. I might have gasped inside the privacy of my helmet. “Climb on,” he said and popped his helmet on. 
I’d never been on a motorcycle before so I didn’t know how to even approach the metal beast. I came at it slowly, slightly afraid of what it could do to me.
He laughed. “You can use the peg to step over.”
“Okay.” I settled in behind him and wrapped my arms around him, feeling his solid muscle even under all that leather. “We’re going all the way to Dallas in this?”
He nodded. “It’s a nice day; I think we can make it there in two hours tops.” He squeezed my arm. “If you need to stop, just pat me on the chest twice.”
“How the hell am I going to hold on for two whole hours?” I asked. Already my muscles were aching from clutching him.
He turned around to face me. “You don’t have to hold so tight. Once we get going, you can lean back a little and relax,” he said. “Don’t worry. I would never let anything happen to you,” he added and flipped his visor down. A few seconds later, the bike roared to life.
I nodded. We were off.
  
The ride was smoother than I anticipated. After realizing that we weren’t going to crash every time we leaned into a corner, I finally relaxed and loosened my hold. I was most grateful for the backrest, which stopped me from flying off the back every time he accelerated.
The ride afforded us absolutely no time or means to talk, which came as a bit of a relief. I really didn’t know how to tell him about Seth without making it sound like the breakup was because of him, even if it really was. Henry already had an overabundance of confidence; he didn’t need one more thing to inflate his ego. For now, I was going to play this card close to my chest.
At about an hour in, we took a break in Gainesville, Texas, to use the restroom and stretch our muscles for a few minutes. 
“So why did you get out of the military?” I asked as I rolled my neck. “You never did say.”
Henry ran a hand through his hair. “They didn’t kick me out, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“Then what?”
“Living in Korea made me realize a few things about myself, about my life. I went back and forth a lot, not sure if I really wanted out.”
“What made you finally do it?”
He gaze was steady. “You,” he said and promptly put his helmet on. 
“What? What do you mean?” I asked but he pretended not to hear. “You can’t just say something like that—”
The bike rumbled to life, effectively cutting off all conversation.
Thoroughly miffed, I climbed on behind him and smacked him upside the helmet. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I felt him chuckling as we pulled out of the parking lot.
  
It was nearly eleven-thirty by the time we exited the interstate and rode into a suburban neighborhood filled with brick houses. We came to a stop in front of a beautiful two-story house with white columns flanking the red door. We climbed off the bike and removed our helmets, and I tried to salvage my hair by twisting it up into a bun. 
“What did you mean back there?” I asked as I followed him up the concrete walkway. 
He looked over his shoulder with a faux frown. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said and rang the doorbell.
“You know exactly what I mean,” I grumbled. I meant to say more but a tall woman answered the door. She was tanned, her blonde hair pulled off to the side in a messy-chic ponytail and she had the most beautiful blue eyes I had ever seen. 
My heart fell at the sight of her, whoever she was.
“Henry?” she asked with an excited smile. He held his hand out but she waved it away and threw her arms around him instead. “I’m so happy to finally meet you.”
Henry pulled away. “I think we’ve actually met before. In Florida?”
Her eyes grew wide. “You’re right. I’m sorry, that was a while ago,” she said. “Anyway, come in. I’m so rude.”
We walked inside and were greeted with a cinnamon apple scent. The house was beautiful, with comfortable furniture and an old country cottage feel. My eyes flew to the collection of bird figurines on the mantle over the fireplace. There must have been several dozen of them in different shapes and materials.
“Oh, I know, it’s kinda corny,” the woman said when she noticed me looking. “Birds are kind of like my emblem.”
I nodded, suddenly deciding that I liked her, whoever she was. She was too sunny to hate, even if she and Henry were involved.
Henry’s hand pressed into the small of my back. “This is Elsie.”
“I’m Julie,” the woman said, giving me a firm handshake. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. Jason told me so much about you.”
My skin tingled and I felt hot and cold at the same time. “Jason?” I breathed. I prayed that Julie was about to tell me that Jason had been alive all along, just living two hours south of me. 
I felt Henry’s hand squeeze mine. I looked down at our entwined fingers, not knowing when that had even taken place. “She and Jason were dating when he was killed,” he said.
“You were?” I asked, my eyes flying back to her pretty face. “I didn’t know he was even seeing anyone.”
“We’d been on and off since college,” Julie said. She motioned for us to sit down and she followed suit. “I lived in New York until three years ago when I moved here to Dallas for work. Come to find out, Jason lived only a few hours away. We started seeing each other a few months before he was deployed.” She bowed her head, losing the sunny smile on her face. Her big blue eyes were filling with tears when she suddenly exhaled and stood up. “I’m really sorry for your loss.”
“His death was your loss too,” I said and in that instant, as our eyes locked, I somehow got the feeling that she and I would be friends. I didn’t know how I knew it, only that I felt a kinship with her through our shared loss.
She blinked and shook off the cloak of sadness. “Anyway, would you guys like a drink? Or maybe some apple pie?”
“I’m starving,” Henry said. He stood up and patted his stomach. “Would you like some help?”
“Sure, thanks,” she said and they walked off, leaving me alone in the living room.
I stood up to look at the birds again, my eyes landing on a little glass eagle with its wing outstretched as if about to take flight. It was different from the other birds, which were all cutesy and pretty, and I wondered if maybe Jason had given it to her.
I was reaching out to touch the tip of its glass wing when a little voice said behind me, “Who are you?”
I turned around to find a little boy of about four standing by the coffee table. He had a round face, floppy blond hair, and a familiar smile. “Hi there,” I said. “My name is Elsie.”
He marched straight to me with his hand outstretched. “My name is Will,” he said and shook my hand like a little man.
I stifled my smile. “Nice to meet you, Will. Is Julie your mom?”
He nodded. “But I don’t have a dad,” he said solemnly. “My mom says my dad died in Apganistand.”
My heart dropped to my feet and blood rushed to my head. “What… what’s your dad’s name?”
“Jason, like my middle name,” the little boy said proudly. “I’m William Jason Keaton.”
“Will.”
Both of our heads whipped around at the sound of his mother’s voice, and my eyes instantly connected with Henry’s. He glanced at Will then back at me, giving me a little nod and a smile.
“I guess you’ve met Will,” Julie said, setting a tray down at the table. She touched the little boy’s blond hair, the same color as Jason’s. “Will, this is Henry Logan. He was your dad’s very best friend.”
Tears filled my eyes and I turned away to hide my face.
“Nice to meet you, Henry,” I heard Will say.
“I’m very happy to meet you, Will,” Henry said, his voice closer now. He touched my shoulder. “This is your Aunt Elsie.”
I took a few seconds to collect myself before turning back around to face my nephew. 
Jason had a son. 
“Hi,” I said with a wavery voice. Julie handed me a tissue and I looked up at her with gratitude and newfound respect. “Did Jason know?” I whispered.
Julie nodded and took a tissue for herself, dabbing at the corners of her eyes. “I told him the same day he…” She pursed her lips, unable to continue.
“I received an email when I was at Osan,” Henry said, trying for a little levity. “Julie said she’d been looking for me, that she really wanted me to meet her son. I told her about you, Els.”
“Are you sure?” Even as I asked the question, I already knew the answer. With that easygoing smile and that open face, the little boy was the spitting image of my brother. 
“There was nobody else,” Julie said, sitting on the couch and gathering Will into her arms. “Jason and I were even talking about getting married.”
I turned to Henry. “Do my parents know?”
“Not yet,” he said. “I thought that maybe you’d want to tell them.”
I was overcome with emotion as I looked at Henry, wondering how I had managed to be without him for so long. I thought that maybe, like that tape recorder, I had simply put my life on pause while I waited for his return.
I turned back to Julie and the amazing being in her arms. “Can I hug you?” I asked Will. He gave a shy little nod and came over.
I wrapped him in my arms, his little body so small yet overflowing with life. He hugged me back, squeezing my neck like only a child can. When he pulled away, he tugged at one of my wayward curls, just like his dad used to do and my heart burst with bittersweet love.
I tickled his sides and reveled in the utter abandon and joy of his laugh, taking a little bit of it for my own. Jason may have died out there in Afghanistan but a small part of him survived here in Dallas where he lived on in his child.
  
~
  
“You doing okay?” Henry asked as he walked me back to my apartment after our ride home. 
“I’m more than okay,” I said, reaching for my keys. I shook my head, still reeling from the day’s events. “I’m an aunt.”
“Yeah, you are.”
I beamed up at him. “Thank you for taking me. That was the most amazing surprise.”
“I’m glad you liked it,” he said, sticking his hands in his pockets.
I opened the door, stepped inside, and waited. “Are you coming in?”
He shrugged. “I didn’t know if you wanted me to.”
I got him a beer and myself a bottle of water and we sat at the dining table once again. “So a Volvo and a Harley,” I said. “How very bipolar of you.”
“I bought the Harley the day I got back, and the Volvo, well, I figured I needed something sensible to counterbalance my metal death trap.”
“I like them both.”
“Even the motorcycle?” he asked hopefully.
“Especially the motorcycle,” I said. “It’s kinda sexy.”
He said nothing, just looked at me with mirth in his eyes.
“So tell me, New Henry,” I said, pointing my bottle at him. “What else is different about you?” I took a swig of water, waiting for his answer.
“Well, I’ve started to paint.”
I sputtered water all over the table. “Really? I didn’t know you were artistic.”
He laughed. “As a matter of fact, I used to draw a little back in high school. Then I took an abstract painting class in Korea because I was bored, and I guess I’ve kept up with it.”
“Can I see one of your pieces?”
“No way,” he said. “Well, maybe one day. They’re nothing special.”
I smiled, suspecting that anything Henry did was the opposite of nothing special. “So what you said back in Gainesville,” I started, knowing he had nowhere to run. I was sure; I’d locked the front door. “That you got out of the service because of me. What did you mean?”
His nostrils flared. “It doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Why wouldn’t it matter? It has to do with me.”
“Because you’re involved with someone,” he said. “It wouldn’t do you any good if I told you that I got out because I wanted to make you my first priority, that I didn’t want to be separated from you any longer. What would it serve if I told you that I’m still in love with you and I would follow you wherever you went?”
I was grinning by the time he was done. “You’re right,” I said. “It wouldn’t serve anything.”
“That’s what I thought,” he said, playing with the label on the beer bottle.
“Except that Seth and I broke up.”
His head snapped up. “What?”
“You heard me.” 
He shifted in his seat, reaching into his pants pocket. A second later, he placed an object onto the table with a loud thunk, his hand hiding it from view. 
“What do you have there?” I asked nervously.
He lifted his hand and revealed a pebble in the shape of a wonky star. 
“I thought you’d lost it,” I said, picking it up and turning it in my hands, remembering the day I’d found it. I had been sitting on the sand, just thinking about Henry when I felt something poking the back of my thigh. I’d picked the rock up and thought it a fitting symbol as both the boy and the rock were pains in my ass.
“I thought I had, but I was cleaning out my closet before PCSing out of Korea and found it in an old running shoe.” He gazed at me for a long time. “Do you remember what you told me that day at the beach?”
“That you were the same at the core.”
“Well that, but you also gave it to me so I could remember you,” he gently plucked the rock from my fingers. “The day I saw that rock again, I remembered you. I found it again at the exact time that I needed to. Finding this rock again was a sign from the universe that I had to make my way back to you before it was too late.”
He placed the rock on the table between us. “This morning I knew I was already too late but I put that damn rock in my pocket anyway. I was going to give it to you as a parting gift when you finally told me to hit the road, so that every time you looked at it, you would remember me.” He looked down at the rock and then up at me. “Tell me I get to keep this rock, Elsie,” he breathed.
I couldn’t look away as our eyes were welded together. I wanted so much to believe him and his pretty words. “How do I know you won’t just leave me again and go on another self-finding walkabout?”
He shook his head. “I won’t. Give me a chance to prove it.”
“I already gave you a chance and you blew it.”
“Then give me another,” he said firmly. He stood from his seat and crouched down in front of me. “Just give me… three dates to make it up to you and erase every doubt in your mind. And at the end of those three dates, if you still don’t believe that I’m here to stay, then I will give you back the rock.”
“This is an old deal, Henry,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “One that you lost.”
“I’m making you a better deal,” he said, resting his palms on my legs. “I’m betting everything.”
“I want the motorcycle if you lose,” I said with a grin. 
“You can have the Volvo too if you’d like.”
“Okay.”
“Okay?” he asked with eyes wide. “You’ll give me three days and I can take you anywhere, do anything?”
“Within reason.”
“Anything?” he asked with a saucy smile and a wagging eyebrow.
I snickered. “To a point.”
“Can I give you a point?”
I smacked him on the arm and laughed, feeling a renewed sense of optimism. The self-preserving part of me was shouting to take cover, but the other part—the one who’d run back out to the fray without armor—wanted nothing more than to give Henry his chance. Everybody, including the man who had completely devastated my heart, deserved a second chance, right?
Despite the tears I’d shed the past year and a half and the vows I’d made to myself that I would never get hurt again, deep down I was still the same hopeful girl. I still wanted my happily ever after with Henry, damn it. If that made me stupid, then so be it. 
“So, New Henry,” I began with a thundering heart, “your assignment is to make me fall in love with you in three dates or less. You think you can handle that?”
“I will do more than handle it,” he said with that ornery look I’d known so well. He gave my legs a squeeze as he stood up and headed towards the door. “And Elsie?”
“Yeah?”
“Challenge accepted.”
  
  
~
  
CAPTURE, the final installment in The DISARM Series, is due out mid-December 2012.
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