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      I am in love with this guy from my unit,

      And now, carrying his baby too!

      

      I am hired as his new trainer,

      But the only training he is interested in is,

      The one that involves my heart.

      OMG…the things that he does to my body!

      There’s a no fraternization policy in our unit,

      And I don’t want to comply.

      But love doesn’t care about rules,

      In fact, forbidden makes it even hotter.

      The secrets are starting to come out,

      And I need to run…

      So, I make love to my man one last time and leave – forever.

      

      Today, three years have passed.

      My daughter asks about her father,

      And I am tired of keeping this all a secret.

      Would my little Amber get the daddy that she deserves?

      And would he accept me if I went back?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gary

      

      

      I was looking at a full house. I had to be careful here, though. Max was bluffing. I was about ninety five percent sure. But what if I was wrong this time? I would end up losing my shirt if I wasn’t careful.

      A bead of sweat developed on my head and slowly began to trickle down my temple. I knew that Max and Richie were both watching me like hawks, both of them waiting for me to show them a tell, but I wasn’t about to let them get into my head that easily. No way, this was it. I was going to take them both to the cleaners.

      I glanced down at my hand again and tried to remain completely emotionless and steady. I had a full house. It was the best hand I’d had the entire game. It wasn’t totally unbeatable though. That was the gamble you took when you placed so much in the hands of fate, and no other time did the hands of fate show their true colors than during a game of poker.

      Max was definitely nervous. His leg kept bouncing up and down on his heels. He always did this, but when he was nervous he tried not to do it, so his leg would jerk a few times and then stop. Of course this would happen repeatedly. He was becoming overly conscientious of his own body and movements. That was the biggest tell of all. I knew he had nothing. I was going to take him out and wipe him clean.

      Richie, I wasn’t as sure about. He never showed emotion—period. He never laughed, never smiled, never got mad, and hardly ever spoke much. But he was a nice enough sort of guy. He was one of us. He liked to be included in the group, as long as we pretended he wasn’t really there.

      Right now, it was coming down to the wire. I had no idea what he had and he didn’t know what I was carrying. We had been sparring back and forth hand after hand now for the past hour, but this was getting very thick. One of us was going to crack and break at any moment now. I could feel it.

      “Well, do you call?” I asked.

      Richie looked at me. Then back to his cards. Then he glanced at me again as he threw his chips in. “I call.”

      I smiled as I laid the full house on him. “Read it and weep,” I said.

      The other guys hooted and high fived me. Richie still sat emotionless. “That’s a great hand. But it’s not great enough.”

      He laid four fives on the table. Four of a kind. That is one of the only two hands that can beat a full house. My heart sank. I ran my hands through my hair and groaned silently. Shit. That had not worked out the way I wanted it to.

      The rest of the guys started cheering and clapping, now giving high fives to Richie. He accepted the applause good naturedly in his typical low key way. The guy had beat me. My hat was off to him. He’d played a hell of a hand.

      “Well done,” I said shaking his hand.

      “Now, I expect that six pack of beer to be in my truck tomorrow morning at start of shift,” Richie said with a slight smile.

      I laughed. “Will do. If I don’t drink them all tonight, that is,” I laughed.

      Richie raised an eyebrow. “Just make sure there is a six pack where it is supposed to be tomorrow morning.”

      I stood up and joined the guys in a mini celebration as we all congratulated Richie on his winning hand. No matter who won, we were all very supportive. We had to be. We were a brotherhood. Firefighters are like family. They have to be. We knew that every single day there was a chance that one of us would not make it back home safely. We were all out there putting our lives on the line to help people. It was what we were called to do and none of us could ever imagine doing anything else with our lives, but our safety depended on caring about each other as a family unit.

      “Guys! Training in five minutes,” Chief Walker’s voice boomed throughout the room. He shook his head as he watched us enjoying some down time and then walked away.

      Training. Oh, right. I’d forgotten all about that. We hadn’t been called out on an actual call for a few days. It was nice to have that break every now and then. But we did have to endure some harsh training fairly regularly to make sure we stayed as sharp in our skills as we possibly could.

      I grabbed a bottle of water and headed towards the training room. Rumor had it that there was a new training officer. We’d lost our last one to retirement and I was interested to see who might think they could step into our unit and try to lead us. It would be difficult for them. Several of the guys liked to give new officers a hard time, especially if they came from another unit. That’s how tightly knit we all were. We didn’t really like the idea of an outsider coming into our house and telling us what was what, even if that was their job.

      We all lined up in the training room and waited to see what was going to happen. I bit my lip a bit nervously. I was a little bit antsy. I tended to get that way when I was cooped up inside for too long and with no calls coming in, sitting around and playing cards or watching movies was about the only thing we had to do. Training would provide a welcome relief to that, but only for a few minutes. After that it would become physical drudgery.

      “So, you in for basketball this weekend, Gary?” Max asked me.

      “Um, yeah. That sounds fun,” I said. Playing basketball with the guys on the weekend was something we did in the early morning to relieve stress and get some exercise that didn’t involve lifting heavy things. It was a great bonding activity that I looked forward to every weekend. I also had my softball league and I did some martial arts a few nights a week as well. And lately, I’d gotten back into songwriting and singing at open mic bars occasionally. It was something I did a lot of in my early twenties, but then I’d gotten away from it. Now, since turning thirty earlier in the year, I found that I had a lot to say through my music.

      The door opened and in walked a beautiful woman. She was about five feet eight inches tall with a slender, but athletic and curvy build to her. She had a sweet smile, amazing blue eyes that bore right into you just enough to give your heart a few squeezes and make it stop for a moment, and she had the kind of strong walk that told you she was not one to mess with.

      Yeah, it was safe to say I fell in love with this woman right from the start.

      “Hello, everyone,” the woman spoke. “My name is Shelly Henry. I’ll be your new chief training officer. I’m sure I’ll get to know you all very well in time, but right now we have a lot to cover, so let’s get started.”

      I saw a few of the guys glancing at each other and smiling their approval at how beautiful our new trainer was. Of course none of them would ever dare to step out of line, or even so much as ask her for a cup of coffee, given the company’s strict policy against fraternization. We all hated it, but I understood the logic behind it. We were supposed to care about each other as family, but there was a line to be drawn. We never put each other ahead of the victims. Every company was different. Some had the same exact motto. They believed the first priority is your own safety and the safety of your crew. I believed this was important, but to me the safety of the innocent victims was always the most important thing. We made a choice to do whatever it took to save lives, even if that meant sacrificing ourselves. We made that choice when we signed up for this.

      So, the company rule stood firm. If any members of the company were caught to be engaging in any romantic behavior, it was terms for immediate termination. There was a zero tolerance policy on this. You would never be given a second chance. You would be shown the door so fast you wouldn’t know what hit you.

      None of us wanted to risk that.

      But as I watched Shelly speak, I couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming attraction to her. She was so beautiful, so confident, but behind all that, I could see a sweet vulnerability to her that drew me in. I wanted to be a part of her world. I had to know what made her tick.

      “Let me ask you,” Shelly spoke. “What is the best way to hoist someone onto your back to carry them down out of a building? Let’s say you are on the second floor, and you find someone who is downed. They need drastic medical attention right away or they will die. You are alone. How do you get them on your back?”

      Max raised his hand. Shelly pointed to him. “You squat down, you drape their arms over your shoulders and then stand up. But as you stand up, you thrust your hips backward and tuck your chin. This will send them sliding onto your upper back. Then you can stand up and bring them along.”

      Shelly nodded. “Ok, that will work. But does anyone know an easier way?”

      We looked at each other in silence. We’d all been taught that way, but was there an easier way? If so, we were all ears.

      “Ok,” Shelly continued. “Suppose you are by yourself and you have to carry someone who is much heavier than you? What is the best way? What would you do?”

      I wished I had a better answer, but so far we’d only learned the basic ways of carrying someone, and occasionally it was difficult and slower then we needed it to be. In that situation, time was of the essence. We had to get this person to safety and ourselves to safety right now.

      “Ok, I need a volunteer,” Shelly said. She started looking around the room. Eventually, her gaze landed on me and she smiled. “You there. Yeah, you look like a big, strapping guy. Would you help me demonstrate?”

      I nodded and stepped forward. I was one of the bigger men in the unit at six feet three, and two hundred pounds. As I stepped forward and stood beside Shelly, I could feel my attraction growing more pronounced. Her sweet perfume wafted up from her soft, shapely body to my nostrils and filled my head with all sorts of naughty thoughts. She was wearing her uniform top buttoned down a bit, and from the angle right beside her I could see her cleavage perfectly. It took all my strength to not stare at it while she spoke and demonstrated.

      “Ok, what is your name?” Shelly asked.

      “Gary Tenny,” I said.

      “Gary, if you would lie down on the floor and pretend to be unconscious for me.”

      I did as she suggested.

      “Ok, so Gary here is downed. I don’t know how badly hurt he is, but I have to get him to safety. I don’t have time to muscle his weight onto my back and just hope that I make it out with him on time and that my legs don’t give out. So, first what I need to do, is bring his legs in together so that he has both knees up towards the sky. Next, it is very important that I stand on his feet, otherwise he will just flop around when I do the next movement. Everyone with me?”

      I heard everyone murmuring in agreement that they were in fact following.

      “Ok, next, I’m going to grab Gary’s left arm. I’m going to pull it straight up and this will get his momentum going. As he pulls forward and his legs bounce off the balls of his feet, I’m going to reach all the way through his legs with my left arm and squat under him as he moves forward.”

      I felt myself being pulled up and then hoisted upwards. When Shelly put her hand between my legs, I shivered as her arm pushed between my inner thighs. She was so close to my special places. I wished we were alone and that she was touching me exactly where and how I wanted to be touched.

      “Now, as I stand up, I’m going to push my shoulder firmly into the crotch and then reach around his leg to grab his wrist and bring his arm inside.”

      As her shoulder pressed into my groin, I felt so much elation I thought I would moan in exquisite pleasure. But somehow, I kept myself together. Wow… this was interesting.

      “Now, I have my right hand free for whatever else I may need it for and I can run out of the building to get us both to safety. Now, everyone got that?”

      Shelly sat me down on the ground and helped me to my feet. Everyone was murmuring that they understood. “Good. Pair up and take turns. We are going to practice this for the next ten minutes.”

      “Thanks for helping me,” Shelly said as everyone paired up.

      “No problem,” I said.

      “You’ve been with the company a while?”

      “Over eight years,” I said. “How about you?”

      “I’ve been a firefighter for seven years,” Shelly replied. “I’ve been a trainer for two.”

      “Which do you prefer? Here or in the field?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. I kind of go back and forth on that,” she said. “Well, you’d better partner with someone. I’ve got to make a call.” Shelly pulled her phone out of her pocket and stepped out of the room.

      I paired up with Max and we started to practice the drill. “So, what were you two talking about?”

      “Ah, nothing,” I said. “I just asked her a few basic questions and asked her if she was glad to be here.”

      Max nodded. “Sure, you did.”

      I smirked at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you had better get any thoughts of dating this girl out of your mind right now.”

      I laughed and quickly looked around to make sure that no one could hear us. Max laid down on the ground. I bent over and proceeded with the moves that Shelly had just taught us. As I hoisted Max onto my shoulders, I was amazed at how easy this was. Shelly’s technique was brilliant.

      “I have no such thoughts,” I said before letting Max back down to his feet. I laid down on the ground and he proceeded the technique on me.

      “I know you, my friend. You have that crazy eye about you. It’s the same look you had when you met Paula. And you see how that ended.”

      “That was different and she didn’t work here. Besides, we broke up six months ago. That’s history. We both moved on.”

      Max shook his head. “No, she moved on. You have been pining and stewing about your apartment ever since. You don’t date. And when you are out with us, all I see is girls hitting on you and getting the cold shoulder as you ignore their beautiful charms. What is wrong with you? Are you turning over a vow of celibacy or something?”

      I laughed. “No. I’m not celibate. I’m just not looking for one night stands, or easy hookups. I want more in life. I’m not a kid anymore. People change. I thought that the thing with Paula was real and it ended badly. Oh, well. Life goes on.”

      “Well, how do you know what any of these women might have to offer you if you don’t put yourself out there? And don’t give me the age thing again. We are the same age. I’m not feeling that pull any more than you are.”

      “You’ve been with the same woman for five years,” I reminded him. “You are set. Consider yourself lucky.”

      “I am,” Max said. “When is your luck coming?”

      “I do consider myself lucky,” I said. “But I’m lucky that I’ve had a lot of time to throw myself into my passions. I’m doing a lot of great things. I don’t need a woman in my life. And I’m not going to risk my career I’ve busted my ass for by trying to do something crazy.”

      “That’s good to know,” Max said. “You had me worried for a second.”

      We continued practicing the routine for several more minutes. When Shelly came back in, she sent us through several rounds of squatting routines until our legs were so sore we could hardly stand up. This girl was brutally tough. Standing was becoming something of an issue for me and we were just getting started.

      As we went through the exercises, I found that I tried to work just a little bit harder when Shelly was close to me. It was bit juvenile, but a part of me wanted to impress her with my abilities. I’ve always been in shape, ever since high school, but this was a workout that I had not expected and it was even harder than the grueling weight workout I’d already put myself through that morning.

      Maybe Max was right. I was developing something for this woman. The spark that I hadn’t felt in a long time for anyone was finally there. And it was the worst place that it could have happened. No, this was wrong. I had to be very careful here. I needed to remind myself of what might happen if I even gave any serious thought to pursuing this woman. Even if there was a mutual spark between us, I wasn’t going to let this flourish knowing what it would mean for both of our careers.

      No, I would have to keep it well hidden and do my best to ignore those feelings I was now having for her. She was perfect. I could have watched her all day. I loved the sweet sound of her voice, the smooth, confident manner that she explained things, and the way her body moved gently through the air as if she were walking through some sort of invisible water fall.

      When we finished the training class, my shift was over. I left the room and said goodbye to some of the fellas before heading home. But as I walked out of the training room, I noticed something peculiar. Shelly was looking at me. It was only for a moment and then she was gone, busy with something else. But I could have sworn that she was staring right at me with a little smile on her beautiful face.

      Wow… was this attraction mutual? From that look, I would have said yes, but I still didn’t have enough to go on. I wasn’t sure if the look really happened the way I hoped it did, of if she just happened to glance in my general direction. I wanted so badly for it to be real. That would at least lend validation to my own lust. And that’s what it really was. It was lust. I knew almost nothing about Shelly, but I wanted her badly. I was lusting after her with an animal instinct that was persistent and fully engaged. It was hard to ignore. I wondered what was really going on in that beautiful mind of hers.

      As I tried to go on about my day, my mind kept going back to Shelly. What did this mean? Was it some fleeting attraction that would end at some point in the near future? Or was this something that I was never going to be able to outrun and would literally have to live with for several years? As I sat down in my easy chair with a cold beer ready to kick back to catch a ball game, I found myself wondering what I was doing even having those kinds of thoughts. It was dangerous territory to tread in and the payoff just wasn’t worth it.

      I would have to make sure that I didn’t allow these feelings to grow and turn into something. That, I knew, was going to be much harder than I thought.
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      I woke up screaming.

      The world had come crashing down on top of me and I felt utterly broken. My body, mind, my entire being was completely shot. I was gone. Worse yet, he was gone. Edward. He was totally gone. And I would never get him back. I could have done something more. I kept telling that to myself. It was all I’d told myself since it happened almost a year ago.

      I wiped my eyes. They were flooded with tears. My heart was pounding a mile per minute in my chest and I thought I was going to have a total nervous breakdown. I had to stay calm. It would be alright. I would be fine.

      But I knew that I would never really be alright ever again. I was broken in so many ways. I’d done my best to run from it, but it would always be deeply inside of me and I would carry it with me always. I wanted the pain to stop, but I never wanted to let it go. It was too precious, too special to me to ever bare to not have it.

      I was covered in sweat. The bed was wet. I felt sick to my stomach, but I knew all of this would pass. As I stood up, my head began to spin. This was the sickness, just the anxiety getting to me. It was not real. Those feelings were a smokescreen designed to give me the illusion that I had no power in my life. That wasn’t true. I had power. I had some control. I would never relinquish it. I was determined to beat it.

      Pulling myself out of the bed, I dropped to the floor and started doing military style pushups. Exercise always helped when I was in the grip of a panic attack. Most of them tend to happen after I’d been having the nightmares. I thought I had them under control, but they’d come back lately. It was probably just moving to a new place and trying to get on with my life. My mind was rebelling against these changes. The trauma demanded that I give it the focus it was after. It wanted to ruin my life. But I was stronger than that, stronger than it. I would prevail.

      I finished the pushups and jumped to my feet where I promptly started doing body squats. I was aiming to hit fifty. If the panic had not subsided by then, I would go back to the pushups. The activity was usually enough to get my mind and body on the same page, enough to distract me from the overwhelming feeling of impending doom. And this was the first step to healing.

      At least, that was what the therapist I used to see had said. He was a good man, but in the end I realized I had to leave town. I’d lost the love of my life, and I’d lost my job, which was the other love of my life. I’d been fired because I ran to save Edward, and not the victims. In the end, all had perished. I’d saved no one. Except myself. But I was broken, seemingly beyond repair.

      I’d been given a prescription to help with the anxiety, but I never had taken it. I hate drugs. I’ve never been a person who thinks that I need to introduce strange chemicals into my body to create a natural state.

      I had developed some post-traumatic stress after the fire. But I was ok. I would get through everything even if I had to climb and claw tooth and nail to make it happen. I was a fighter. And now I was fighting constantly.

      It was a quarter after five, a little earlier than I wanted to get up typically, but I grabbed my clothes and decided it was a good time to start my jog. I was already feeling better. The panic attack had subsided for the most part and now I was free to start my day.

      After the jog, I felt totally rejuvenated. No matter how badly I woke up feeling, I always felt better after I had a few miles under my feet. I got into the shower, and then fixed myself a nice breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast, and some fruit. Then I headed out the door to work.

      So far, everyone at work had been treating me very nicely. It seemed like a great crew to get to work with and so far the first training class had gone very well. Speaking of which, I found that the man I had worked with during demonstrations, Gary, his face kept popping up in my mind. He was so handsome. He was tall, muscular, and very fit. I enjoyed heaving his heavy form onto my back and carrying him a few feet for the demonstration the day before. He felt great against my skin, and I loved the way he smelled. There was something strong and musky about his scent. It was delicious and I found myself thinking a lot of naughty thoughts about him, such as running my tongue alongside his hard body.

      But that was not going to happen. The chief had made it very clear right from the start, that there would be no fraternization among crew members. It had been like that at the station I’d worked before in Detroit also. I fully intended to make sure nothing like that happened again. Not after Edward, and not after I’d been fired. I had lost everything.

      In fact, I shouldn’t have been allowed to be here. But I’d faked my references on my resume. When Chief Walker called my former Chief, Dwayne Riley, he was actually talking to my previous neighbor Chuck. It was a silly ruse, but it had worked. This station, here in Chicago, did not need to know anything about my past. I was determined to make sure they never found out anything.

      I walked into the breakroom and saw a few of the other ladies there. The department was predominantly men, but there were more women getting involved all the time. This unit had almost ten. And so far, most of them seemed very nice and accepting. Of course, there was the girl who thought she was top dog and would make sure to enforce that upon the newbies at first. I was used to it and I was used to ignoring it as it went into the toilet and I began to establish myself.

      I didn’t play those silly games.

      “How’s it going, Shelly?” Becky Wheeler said when I entered the room. I grabbed the pot of coffee and poured myself a cup. Then I sat down beside her to drink it.

      I smiled after the first sip. I loved that morning cup of coffee. It was a nice reward after all of the hard work I’d already put in that day.

      “It’s going,” I said. “You ready for another fun filled day?”

      “Always. No news is good news for us, but I have to admit I’m pretty bored just sitting around here. The past month we’ve been slammed, and now we are dead as can be with nothing.”

      “Yeah, these things tend to come in cycles. It was that way in Detroit, too.”

      Becky nodded. “So, who do you have your eye on?”

      I looked at her. What did she just say?

      She laughed. “Don’t worry. I would never say anything, but it appears that you are a bit distracted. I typically know that look, mostly because I see it on the face of several girls around here every single day.”

      I laughed. “But what about the no fraternizing rule?”

      “Oh, it’s a rule,” she said. “And no one is going to break it, but we all have our eyes locked on the guy we want if that rule ever goes away.”

      I laughed. “You think that this rule has a shot of not appearing in the annals of history anymore? Good luck with that.”

      “Well, you have to be somewhat optimistic,” she said. “But seriously, who would you choose?”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to play this game. I didn’t know anyone here that I trusted that much with a secret. I wasn’t sure why, but I had the feeling that Becky was fishing for something that she could use against me somehow. I felt that she was a little bit threatened by me in general and wanted to take me down a peg, maybe make me feel inferior.

      “No one,” I said. “I wouldn’t think of breaking that rule. It’s in place for a good reason.”

      “Hey, ladies,” Jasmine said entering the room. She also grabbed some coffee and let out a wide yawn as she did so.

      “Rough night?” Becky asked.

      “Yeah, I was out too late. My girlfriends dragged me to this new club opening up called the Hell Beast club. What in the world was I thinking?”

      “Hell beast club? What type of place is that?” I asked. It sounded curious, but not the type of place that Jasmine might hang out.

      “It’s some dive heavy metal bar, but somehow it’s getting really popular and poppy at the same time. It feels like the owners are totally stuck in the eighties.”

      “Well, that sounds like my kind of place, then,” I said.

      “Uh, oh. Are you getting into this eighties nostalgia scene, too?” Becky asked.

      “Yeah. I love the eighties. They had the best music and the best movies. All my favorites.”

      Becky shook her head smiling. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      “What?” I asked with a giggle.

      “I sometimes think you have nineteen eighties John Hughes, teen girl hair.”

      I was confused. My hair is mostly straight down my back and there has never been that much style in it. I like to keep things natural and no one has ever said it needed changed. And even if they suggested it, I wouldn’t bother.

      “I’ll take that,” I said. “I love those movies.”

      “Me too!” Jasmine chimed in. She gave me a high five and we shared a giggle.

      “There is too much fun going on in here,” Teri Calendo said arriving on the scene. Out of the group of us, Teri had the most style and spent the most time in beauty salons. She was a tough girl, but she spent way too much time worrying about her looks. It seemed that she was always going on about some new guy she was dating, and we were just supposed to keep up. Never mind that she dated another guy every few weeks, or at least that was what the girls had been talking about yesterday. I’ve always done my best to stay out of cliques and I hate gossip, but this was too sweet to ignore. Besides, I was trying to make some friends. I was the new girl in the great big city. It was very intimidating.

      “Right on schedule!” Becky announced giving Teri a high five when she walked in. Teri was a pretty redheaded girl with a bubbly spirt and a huge heart. Whereas Becky could be cold and even vindictive, Teri was quite the opposite.

      Teri sat down at the table and leaned back in the chair. She had been through something that she wanted to talk about, that much was clear to me. I was only mildly interested. Teri was the shallowest of the girls, from what I had gathered thus far, but then again she might actually have had the most interesting story.

      “What’s up with you Teri?” Jasmine asked.

      “Mark, that’s what,” Teri replied. “That man is on so much thin ice with me.”

      “Do tell,” Jasmine encouraged. “Spice up our lives as much as you can, please,” she said.

      “Ok, well the jerk takes me out last night to a nice dinner at Shawn’s Palace. You know the place? It is usually awesome, right? Well, the dinner was fine. The service was fine. I didn’t see a problem.”

      “So, what happened”? Becky asked. She appeared to be getting annoyed that the story was taking too long.

      “Well, towards the end of dinner, I catch him checking out this sexy girl walking by with another man. This guy looked like her father. This girl could not have been more than twenty-one. She had to have been celebrating a birthday or something. The man blatantly looked at her right in front of me!”

      “That man would be missing some testicles if he’d done that to me,” Becky said.

      “I would be down for keying his car,” Jasmine added.

      I had to giggle. These girls were ruthless.

      “Then after he can tell I’m clearly pissed at him, he wants me to get all sexy later on. What is it with men that they think sex can fix everything?”

      “They have two brains and the one down below is the boss,” I added.

      “Right you are,” Jasmine laughed. She turned back to Teri. “So, did you do it?”

      The other girls laughed and gave each other high fives. Teri looked annoyed. “What makes you think that I gave in after that?”

      “Because we know you, and we know how charming Mark can be. The guy has your number. No matter what wrongs he does, he will always end up in your bed.”

      Teri tried to keep a straight face, but after a few seconds she could no longer hold it together. “You know me too well. Yes, I gave in.”

      The girls cheered and clapped. Teri tried to defend her actions. “But the man is just too sexy. He is wild in bed. And he knows it. That’s like my kryptonite. Sex of that level is so hard to find in a mostly decent man.”

      “Mostly decent?” Jasmine asked.

      “Well, he doesn’t commit crimes, and I’m very certain that he would never actually cheat on me. I have that security, which is tough to find in a man. He just has a few rough edges I need to iron out.”

      Hearing these ladies talk about their romantic woes was refreshing. Even though Teri was complaining about her man, it was obvious that she loved him and that she was really glad to have him in her life. It was a luxury of a happy woman, to complain about the little things her man did that drove her crazy.

      I missed that. I really missed having that in my life, but since Edward, there had been nobody else. I was alone and right now, that’s how I felt it should stay. I had too much baggage to push on someone else. Nobody wanted to start a relationship with a woman who had that kind of heavy burden hanging on her. It wasn’t right.

      And I knew that my heart couldn’t take it. It had been through the ringer. I’d moved on and I was trying to start fresh in my life. Right now it was important that I just focus on doing a good job, and slowly rebuilding my life. Maybe one day I would be ready to love again. But I truly felt that would be a long time in the future.

      How wrong I was…
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      I slide onto the bar stool and wince slightly. My leg was hurting a little bit from the sparring session I’d had earlier. I went to the Wicked Fist dojo a few times a week to practice kickboxing. I’d been into martial arts since I was a teenager and it was one of those things that helped me stay in great physical shape, but the real payoff was the great stress relief it offered me. In a job like mine, you really needed something to keep your sanity. Kickboxing was a fairly healthy option.

      But sometimes it did leave a few bruises. I’d misread Charlie’s movements, and he had caught me with an oblique kick to the inner thigh. It would be a bit sore for a couple of days, but I would live. Charlie and I had been sparring together for a few years now. He was a good guy and he surprisingly got along great with the guys in the crew, despite being an office manager in a local real estate office and not a fireman.

      “So, how’s life been treating you?” Charlie asked me.

      “No real complaints,” I said. “Of course, I could complain but that would just ruin other people’s good time, right?”

      “Right you are,” Charlie teased. “I sure as hell wouldn’t want to hear it.”

      I laughed. We both ordered a few beers when the pretty, female bartender came over. Charlie, the consummate bachelor, was all over the flirt game with her. He immediately gave her the eyes with the smirk, and then teased her about her name, which was Wendy.

      She laughed good-naturedly in a way that told me she was far too used to guys hitting on her at work and she was rather immune to it. Still, she gave enough feedback to make it fun for the customer and to ensure a good tip.

      “She wants me,” Charlie said as the bartender walked away to grab our drinks.

      “Yeah, I could totally feel that,” I chided him. “You guys will be setting a wedding date any day now.”

      He chuckled. “Nope. No wedding bells for me.”

      “You say that, but I bet you will be married anytime now.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “It’s a weird gift that I have,” I said.

      “Well, I think your gift stinks. I decided as a young man that marriage just isn’t for me. It’s a thing that people do when they hate being alone. I love being alone.”

      “How can a guy who spends as much time trying to get women into his bed as you do, love being alone?”

      “I don’t. I usually go to their places. After we are done, I leave. Then I go home alone and I enjoy my privacy and my time. My life, my time belongs to me. No one else.”

      I shook my head. “You are a piece of work, my friend.”

      Charlie shrugged. “I’m just living my dream life, I guess.”

      The bartender gave us our beers and I sipped on mine. It tasted great after a good workout. Charlie was a good guy, but I couldn’t help but feel he was rather misguided in his priorities. He would be alone one day as an old man with no one. That was going to be a sad ending for him. To his credit, at least he never pretended that he was looking for anything else from women and he never lied to them. Still, he seemed to have an unreasonable fear of marriage and commitment. I wasn’t sure what happened in his background to create this phobia, but it was my hope that one day a good mental health professional would help him get right.

      A few minutes later, Max and Richie stopped by the bar. They greeted Charlie and we all moved to a table over by the pool tables. This was something we typically did at least once a week. It was a good time to hang out with the fellas.

      “So, did Gary here tell you about the new hottie we got down at the station?” Max asked Charlie.

      Charlie’s eyes perked up. “What? No, he did not. Please, fill me in.”

      “Oh, this girl is smoking,” Richie added. “She is tall, curvy, beautiful long hair, and she seems tough with it, but not in an evil, stuck up way.”

      “Wow, you’ve really analyzed Shelly, haven’t you?” I asked.

      Richie laughed. “Like you haven’t? Please. You know that if there wasn’t a big company policy, then all of us would be doing whatever it took to go out with her.”

      “What policy?” Charlie asked.

      Max filled him in. “There is this big policy that says we aren’t allowed to fraternize with anyone in the unit. We could seriously be fired. I’ve actually seen it happen. They are not joking about that shit.”

      Charlie laughed and shook his head. “Wow, that is a shame. So, what is really stopping you guys? I know my buddy Gary. He wouldn’t let such a thing stand in his way, would he?”

      Charlie bumped my shoulder with his cold beer bottle. I tried to play it off as a silly joke. Charlie loved to tease me about my Midwest upbringing and my core, old fashioned values. I was never going to be a man-slut like he was. I wanted to find the right woman and settle down. I wanted a family one day; although I was not in such a rush to do it that I pretended love existed where it didn’t. I would find the right woman, eventually.

      “I am not going to risk my career just to pursue a romance with a woman that probably won’t work out anyway.”

      “What makes you so negative?” Charlie asked. He was getting into this. “How do you know it won’t work out?”

      “Because most relationships don’t. That’s the way the cookie crumbles.”

      “I guess you got a point, but you have to wonder if this is the one. What if she turns out to be the one and you let her slip by because of some stupid company policy?”

      “Yeah, but I will never know that because I’m not going to rock that boat.”

      Max laughed. “You know what I think? I think that our boy Gary is actually afraid to make this happen. I think he has the extreme hots for Shelly. And I think he is a total chicken for not even trying.”

      “What?” I asked. “You guys are all afraid to do the same thing for the same reason. I don’t see any of you stepping up to risk your careers here, but you want me to do this just for your entertainment. What in the hell?”

      Max nodded. “That’s right. You are the senior guy. If they are going to give anyone a slap on the wrist about this thing, it would be you.”

      “I don’t have as much seniority with the company as you think,” I said.

      “That’s bullshit,” Richie blurted out. “The Chief loves you. Don’t you guys play golf together? I’m pretty sure he hopes his daughter will divorce that dud she married and marry you instead. Didn’t he try to set you up that time a while back with her?”

      “He did,” I said. “I decided that was a bad idea. You never date the boss’s daughter, for the same reason you don’t date your neighbors. If it goes bad, which it probably will at some point, then you are still in their world. Most people who break up never really have to see each other again. Unless they date friends of friends. Then that becomes an ordeal for the entire friend group to deal with from then on. That’s also a bad idea.”

      Max and Richie looked at me as if I had eggs busted all over my face. Richie shook his head and spoke. “Dude, you have way too many rules with this dating stuff. That’s why you are thirty and still single. That right there.”

      I gave him a look and started to tell him how wrong he was, but as I thought about it, the kid might have had a point.

      “Well, that’s hurtful,” I teased. I pretended to cry into my beer. The guys gave it a good laugh.

      We turned our attention to the baseball game that was starting. The Cubs were off to a rocky start this year, but we all had our hearts set on them having a winning season. We weren’t sure if it would be a pennant winning season, but if they could pull off a decent record that would work for me. I’d loved the game of baseball since I was a kid, and I’d even played throughout high school. In fact, if I hadn’t injured my pitching shoulder during one of the last games my junior year, I might have had a shot at playing college. And if I had continued to improve, maybe even a shot at pro ball.

      But it wasn’t in the cards for me. That was life. You had to roll with the punches and try not to take too long licking your wounds. That didn’t do much good for anyone. It just made those people in your life who cared about you sad.

      So, I dusted myself off and floundered around a bit until I found firefighting. This was where I was meant to be. I had no doubt about that. It was a job that not many people stayed in for the long haul. Either the stress got to you, or the fire beat you and you were gone from this world. I hoped to defy those odds and make it through, but maybe one day I would move up the ladder to be a Chief somewhere. Then I’d be able to do my part to help others by staying out of the blaze.

      But I had to wonder if I would ever be happy with that. There was a rush that grabbed me when I was in the thick of it. It was me against the fire and so far I had always come out on top. We were a strong team together. And I loved being part of a team.

      After the game I went home. It had been a fun night hanging with the boys, but a lot about what they’d said stuck with me. I had been thinking about Shelly basically nonstop since I’d met her. I hadn’t felt so strongly attracted to a woman in quite some time. With her it was more than just the physical. There was an emotional component to it. I felt warm when I was around her, as if I already cared for her when I knew next to nothing really about her.

      I decided that had to change. Even though I felt a bit creepy about it, I decided to pull her up online and see what I could find out. It was perfectly acceptable nowadays to use modern technology to your advantage.

      I grabbed my laptop and sat down on the couch. After doing a few searches in a search engine, I moved on over to social media. It wasn’t long before I found a few accounts of hers. The accounts were pretty old, as if she never really used them. The last posts were from over a year ago. They were pretty bare. The privacy settings were set to high, so there was very little I could find out about her from this little searching expedition of mine. Bummer.

      I turned off the laptop and turned on the television. It was late, but I had tomorrow off, so I thought might binge watch a few of the horror movies in my streaming queue. Since I was a kid, I had been a big fan of low budget, cheesy horror movies. They were always good for a laugh.

      I was only about ten minutes into Microwave Massacre when I heard the noises from the apartment next door. Kenny and Chelsea were at it again. But come to think of it… Kenny was out of town. He was a truck driver and I’d seen him leave for a job that morning. I hadn’t noticed his rig in the parking lot when I came home either. Wow… Chelsea was a busy girl. I had that impression about her the few times I’d met her. She was always flirting with me, sometimes right in front of Kenny who seemed perfectly clueless. He was a really nice guy and I hated to see him get dogged out like this, but in the end it wasn’t my business.

      But I could laugh at the noise anyway.

      Seeing things like this could make you see how a guy like Charlie had some valid points. He would never be in that position like Kenny. Nope.

      But then again, being afraid to love because you were afraid of getting hurt was no way to live either. It could be a messy world, especially when you let your feelings get strong for someone.

      I wanted so badly to get to know Shelly better. She seemed so sweet, and interesting, but I could also see that there was a sadness to her, like life had done her wrong a time or two. I wanted to know about her pain, her sadness, and what gave her joy.

      But she had just got here. I didn’t want to suddenly come on strong and get her worried that she might lose the job she’d just started because some guy she didn’t really know had the hots for her. Maybe down the line something would happen between us, but if it did then it had to happen organically. It had to happen in such a way that we both wanted it and there would come a time where our guards would be let down. Then we would just give into it. We would surrender to our darkest desires.

      I had to laugh at the romantic in myself. I was getting a bit carried away. Hell, I had no idea if Shelly was really that attracted to me, let alone that we would have some romantic, intense scene in our futures that would resemble something from a Nicholas Sparks book. But it was fun to dream about.

      I listened to the sexual romp next door for a minute. “Yes! Ah! Yes! Right there!”

      I laughed and turned the television up louder. Did she not know that the entire floor could hear them? And maybe the others might not be so inclined to keep their mouths shut about this to her doting husband?

      I felt a bit guilty about not saying anything to Kenny, but I didn’t really know him well, he probably wouldn’t believe me anyway, and it would just cause chaos where there wasn’t any.

      I tried to lose myself in the movie, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Shelly and what would happen if I just asked her to have a drink sometime.

      If I made this move, it would have to happen on the down low, maybe outside of work.

      Maybe one day. But for right now, I just had to keep my feelings simmering under the surface.
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      I swung the backhand hard and felt the racquet connect solidly with the ball sending it flying against the wall. The speed with which my strength propelled the ball through the air surprised me and in a flash it was ricocheting back at me like a bullet bouncing off a piece of steel.

      April stepped up front and swung her racquet hard towards the ball. I thought she was going to miss it at first, but the edge of the racquet connected hard with the small ball and sent it bouncing off the wall once more. I tried to pull the adrenaline through my body to connect with my tired, aching muscles and I ran towards the direction the ball seemed to be moving. I was pretty sure it was going to miss it, but somehow as I lunged for the ball I was able to bring my racquet up just in time to connect with the ball once again and send it back towards the wall.

      I tried to take a deep breath, but my chest was aching, my body was tired and hurting, especially in the legs. I’ve always been pretty active and athletic, but I’d only played racquetball a few times in my life, and it was the most intensely aerobic sport that I’d ever tried. I could feel that I might give up at any moment and just let the ball past me just so we could grab a quick break.

      But luckily my last shot was enough and April missed her chance as the ball rocket launched past her causing her to almost stumble to the hard floor beneath her feet.

      I jogged over to her and gave her a hand getting up. “Are you alright?”

      April laughed. “I think I’m dying on the vine over here.”

      “I hear that,” I replied.

      “Want to call it quits and grab that drink in the bar we were talking about earlier?”

      I smiled. “Deal.”

      I’d met April Dubchek at the station on my first day. She was a quiet sort, who didn’t seem to be real clique-ish with the other girls in the unit, but there was a quiet confidence about her that I found myself drawn to. As the new girl, it was easier to try to talk to someone who wasn’t surrounded by a huge group. It was like a nice baby step towards being accepted by the unit as a whole.

      I liked April from the start. She was a feisty, pretty girl with long auburn hair, a winning smile, and a slender, but athletic build. She had the long legs and swiftness of a runner, possibly a sprinter, but I was still surprised by her strength and athleticism. Her strength seemed to be generated more by speed than by brute force, but it was very effective.

      I was surprised when she invited me to the country club where her parents’ were members. It was a posh, swank place outside of the city. The golf course was immaculate. The pools were beautiful and pristine. And the people were genuinely nice and interesting. They seemed to accept me right away just because I was with April. I always expected people who were country club members to be snooty and stuck up, but these people weren’t like that at all. Most of them were doctors, lawyers, dentists, and entrepreneurs, and it felt good to be amongst them.

      April suggested we spend the day getting to know each other a bit and play some racquetball since we both had the day off.

      We finished our showers and then hit the bar area to have a few cocktails. I ordered a mojito and sipped it slowly. It felt refreshing after the grueling game we just had, of course I had polished off about two liters of water before hitting the shower to rehydrate myself. Now I was going to dehydrate myself once again with a few alcoholic beverages. It sounded like a great way to spend a Saturday.

      “So, how are you getting settled in?” April asked me.

      “Oh, it’s been fine. I have really enjoyed getting to know everyone, but I’m still trying to find the groove point.”

      “How many other fire stations have you worked in?”

      “This is the third one I’ve been to,” I said. “They all are a little bit different. Some place value on one aspect of the job, while others place value on the efficiency in another area. So, as a trainer I have to kind of fit into whatever mold I’m asked to. That can take a bit of time to get really secure with.”

      “Interesting,” April said. “Why did you leave the last company?”

      I paused before answering. She was kind of putting me on the spot here. I knew that this would happen eventually. I just had to relax and take a deep breath. I knew the answer here. No one knew me in this new world. I could reinvent myself and be whoever I wanted to be.

      “The pay is better here,” I said. “That was really it. I was working in Detroit before, and when I found this job opening, I decided to go ahead and apply. The pay is better, and it was time for a fresh start.”

      I shouldn’t have said that last part. I cringed inwardly. And of course, April picked up on it instantly.

      “A fresh start? What happened?” April asked inquisitively.

      I smiled and tried to downplay it. “Oh, I’m one of those people who can’t be tied down too long in one spot. I have… what’s it called…? Wanderlust. That’s it. I like to move around, see different places, and eventually I would like to be in a good place financially that I can take a few years off and really travel and see the world.”

      “That’s interesting,” she said. “And is Chicago that much different than Detroit?”

      “It’s a little different, but the main motivator for moving here, as I said before, was money. And I’m a Cubs fan.”

      April laughed. “Good girl! That will put you in good with some of the fellas in the squad. Speaking of which, who do you have your eye on?”

      I was a bit put off by her question. “What do you mean?” The question sounded stupid coming out of my mouth, but I went with it. I was vaguely aware that I was just trying to stall.

      She smirked and gave me a bit of the twinkle in her eye. April had that sassy spirit that you could see when she was thinking something kind of raunchy or downright naughty.

      “You can level with me. We do work with firemen. Any woman who says she wouldn’t want to make it with a fireman is lying to you. That’s like one of the top three fantasy guys, right? Don’t they make a lot of female oriented porn about that? I’m not sure anymore. I’m kind of out of the loop on that.”

      I tried not to laugh, but April was one of those people who had that kind of unstoppable confidence where she would say or do anything, probably without even thinking about it. That could be very entertaining.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “I haven’t really had my eye on anyone, but that’s extremely frowned upon in my understanding. The Chief gave me a huge lecture on that when I was first hired.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, that is a bummer, and they are deadly serious about that no fraternization garbage. But it’s still fun to pretend.”

      I was a bit curious now. “Do you think there are people who are having relationships without anyone knowing?” I wondered if it was even possible with a unit that close.

      She laughed. “Maybe, but I think it would be pretty hard. You can usually tell that sort of thing. People in that close of an environment who have those types of strong feelings for each other are very obvious. You can see the flirty glances, the occasional touch, and you hear about them being spotted different places together. It’s just not wise to try to game that system. But it’s fun as hell to fantasize about.”

      “I guess,” I replied. “I imagine that would be difficult. Has this rule been in place long?”

      She shrugged. “Ever since I’ve been with the department. So that’s five years now.”

      I thought April looked younger than that, but I was a bit intrigued.

      “So, I’m curious, what do your folks do? I mean, this place can’t be cheap to be a member of.”

      “They are both doctors,” she said. “Boring.”

      “So, I take it you never had the desire to follow in their footsteps?”

      She laughed. “No. I grew up watching them both work eighty hours a week to pay for the ridiculous house we had and the nice cars. They have always been the types to enjoy that type of lifestyle, but I got bored with it quickly. Besides, I would be bored to tears working in some stuffy job like that. I’ve always been an adrenaline junky. I love extreme sports, and I always gravitated towards fun, physical types of jobs. School was never really my thing.”

      “Did your parents ever give you a hard time about it and try to force you to get an education and all that?”

      “Sure, they did,” she said. “But they know me and they learned early on that I’m going to march to the beat of my own drummer.”

      “That’s cool,” I said. “I admire that you stuck to your guns and went the path you wanted to go down.”

      “That’s the way you do it,” she replied. “You can’t live according to other people’s plans. By the way, you never answered my question.”

      “Which one?”

      “Who do you like? What guy is tickling your fancy?”

      I smiled. “Well, I did have a bit of a connection with Gary. I mean, it’s probably nothing, but I think he is interesting.’

      April’s demeanor changed suddenly. Her face grew a bit cold and she shifted her body language as she took a big drink. She sat up straighter and looked deeply into my eyes. “Now, it’s a good thing we have this rule in place, because a guy like Gary is guaranteed to lead any woman to heartbreak.”

      “Really? Why do you say that?”

      “Let’s just say, he has a lot of baggage going on. I mean, he is a veteran on the team, and he generally gets along well with everybody, but there are a lot of rumors going on that he is just not the type of guy you want to date. He is very much into himself, his space, and even though he has a lot of friends on the crew, I don’t think anyone can say that they actually know the man. He is really off in his own world, and he wants to stay that way.”

      I was taken aback. April really did seem to know a lot about Gary. Her words hit home, mostly because they described myself in a lot of ways. Gary wanted to be alone. There was nothing wrong with that, but he was still nice and sociable. He had friends in the company and I’d witnessed this myself. He was likeable and very well respected.

      I couldn’t help but feel that maybe, April had a thing for Gary and didn’t like the idea of someone else, especially the new girl, encroaching on her turf, even though she wasn’t going to do anything about her feelings due to the strict company policy.

      Something told me I did not want to get on April’s bad side, but someone should have told her that she definitely did not want to get on mine.

      “I see,” I said. “Well, it’s just a feeling I had. He is a great looking guy, right? And of course I would never dream of going against the company policy to ask him out or anything.”

      “Yeah, that’s good. Being the new girl especially, they are going to have you under a bit of a microscope, to make sure you toe the line.”

      April laughed. The tension was easing a bit, but I couldn’t get over the fact that she had gotten so mad about that. It was actual anger; that was what bothered me so much. Did she and Gary have some sort of history together? Maybe there was more going on there then I really was aware of. For now, I would just play it safe and stay under the radar, but April’s plan had backfired. If she wanted me to forget about Gary, I was now more intrigued about him than ever.

      We finished our drinks and then parted ways. When I got home, I pulled up my laptop and did a bit of snooping. I checked Gary out online, just trying to see what I might be able to dig up about him, but of course I only found the typical stuff. Most of what I knew about him was on social media, something I did not do much with. Ever since I lost Edward, I had no real reason to share anything about myself with the world. Most of what I would share would probably just bring others down, but I knew I was getting better. Little by little, I was starting to heal. The fond memories were outweighing the thought that I would never get to see him again.

      I finished my search by pulling up a few photos of Gary. He was such a great looking guy and there was a warmth behind his eyes that I gravitated to. And as I searched more deeply there, I could see the pain that he felt. I could feel that there was more to him, something he kept closed off from the world. I might have been wrong, but this was something I could identify with. I wanted to believe that we were kindred spirits and that was why I had this weird connection with him, though we’d talked just briefly.

      I believed it was the physical contact that really helped to solidify this attraction between the two of us. That was it. That’s what it was.

      But was it all one sided? Did he feel this with me at all? Or was I just fooling myself? Maybe April was right and he had no intention of ever letting anyone into his inner circle.

      I wasn’t sure why I kept thinking so much about him, but since that first day when I’d demonstrated the lesson with him, I’d felt so close to him that I couldn’t let it go. I wanted him with me. I wanted to feel him close to me.

      And consequences be damned, I wanted him to make sweet love to me.

      I just wanted to feel that again. I needed to feel that yearning and that sense of completeness. I needed that emotional and physical connection with a man again. I felt guilty for acknowledging those needs, but there they were. And I knew that Ed would want me to move on.

      But I couldn’t with Gary. It was just too risky.
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      “Strike!”

      I heard Max yell behind me so loudly it almost startled me into jumping out of my formation as I watched my bowling ball collide with the pins and take them all down in one big crash. I loved that sound so much. Bowling was one of those past times of mine that I had never let go of. Ever since I was twelve and my dad taught me the basics of the game, I had fallen in love with hit. For a bit, I was even interested in pursuing it as a full time career, but I never really had that level of talent and ball mastery.

      But I still played at least twice a week, and often much more.

      Tuesday nights were our bowling league night. Max, Richie, Shawn, Charlie, and I would go to Jack’s Bowlarama and take on team after team, week after week, and drink a few beers along the way. It was a fun, leisurely activity that we enjoyed whether or not we actually won, which it was about a fifty-fifty split on that.

      “That’s it,” Richie said. “That’s the game. Good shot!”

      I high fived my friends and we shook hands with the guys on the other team. This game had been a real nail biter, and somehow at the last minute I had pulled a strike out of somewhere and we had achieved victory. I felt good. The stress of the week was slowly melting off my shoulders. The crew had already responded to two nasty fires this week so far and I was hoping that the rest of the week might go much more smoothly. Of course in both fires no one was hurt, and we were able to salvage most of the property, so it could have been far worse.

      “Good job,” Charlie said. “That’s how it’s done.”

      “Well, it all wouldn’t have been down to me if you had actually pulled your weight this week,” I teased him. “You bowled a one twenty. That’s lame, dude.”

      We all averaged over two hundred per game, especially Charlie. He was usually a great bowler. Tonight he had been off his game. I thought he might have been hung over at first, but I could see that wasn’t it. There was something going on though. It wasn’t like him to have such a bad night.

      “I told you, I tweaked my wrist last night,” Charlie said.

      “Doing what?” I asked.

      “Do we even want to know?” Richie joked.

      Charlie gave him a mocking, laughing face. “I was helping my dad move something out of his garage. I guess I didn’t notice he stopped lifting because he got a back spasm, and the weight of this damn thing toppled back on me and I barely got out of the way before it dinged my wrist completely. So, cut me some slack.”

      I laughed and shook my head. Charlie was always getting into something weird and having uneventful things happening to him. He was a fun, entertaining guy to be around, but his life was full of all sorts of weird antics and crazy stories.

      “Ok, I’m sorry,” Richie said in a very condescending voice. “We didn’t know…”

      We all shared a laugh. Charlie sighed, disgusted. “You guys suck.”

      “We know this,” I said. “It’s part of our team motto.”

      I grabbed my ball off the return and placed it in my bag. Then I sat down to change my shoes. Charlie sat down beside me. “So, what are you doing this weekend?”

      I tried to think. “I thought I might go skydiving, or maybe hop on a plane to Niagara Falls, but nothing is set in stone, yet. Why?”

      He ignored my jokes. “The Cubs are playing the Braves. I got an extra ticket. Wanna go?”

      “Sure. That sounds good.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Why do you have an extra ticket?”

      “A date I had fell through.”

      “Ah, did she cancel or did you?”

      “She did,” he replied. “She apparently has a work thing that she can’t get out of.”

      “So, she is lying?”  I asked.

      “Oh, yeah. That goes with the territory. No biggie. Now you and I can have a blast at the game.”

      “You have a very refreshing attitude that is utterly immune to rejection. Are you just that big of a narcissist?”

      He laughed. “Yep. It works for me. I gotta run. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Ok,” I said. “Talk to you later.”

      Charlie left and I said goodbye to the rest of the guys. I packed my shoes in my bag, grabbed it, and started to head home. I was thinking I might pop in a frozen pizza and watch a movie. It was still early enough.

      I was almost to the door when something caught my eye. A beautiful woman was bowling by herself a few lanes down from where our league had finished up. She must have just started because I had not noticed her until right now, and a woman this stunning would not have escaped me. In fact, she probably would have been a huge distraction to my game.

      And after a moment of watching her, I knew why. She actually looked very familiar to me. As I observed her rolling a long, winding roll that hooked towards the end and only grabbed two pins, I realized that this was a woman I had seen before.

      It was Shelly.

      What were the odds?

      I sauntered over to her and waited until she was done with her current roll before I tried to talk to her. “Hey,” I said. “Funny meeting you here.”

      Shelly smiled up at me, surprised and a maybe a bit embarrassed. “Hey, how’s it going?”

      “Good. Just finishing up league night. I didn’t know you bowled.”

      “You never asked me,” Shelly said with a grin.

      “That’s true,” I replied.

      “And I don’t bowl,” Shelly said. “I’m really just trying to get a handle on it.”

      “What sparked the interest in this sport?”

      “You will probably laugh,” she said.

      I sat my bag down on a chair. “Try me.”

      “I was watching it on television and I figured it might be a good way to relax.”

      “Yeah, the stress of the job will do that to you.”

      “I feel bad even comparing my stress to what you have. You guys are out in the field. I haven’t been out there in a little while. But I do worry that I haven’t done my job well enough if one of you gets hurt. That sort of thing keeps me up at night, so I thought I might just try some bowling and see if that helps.”

      “It is a good recipe for calming the mind,” I agreed. “It’s probably one of the reasons that I do it.”

      “Would you like to give me some pointers? All of my rolls keep going to the left,” Shelly said.

      “Sure,” I said. “Happy to help.”

      I looked around instinctively as if trying to make sure that no one else from work was around. I did not need any rumors being spread about Shelly and I getting too close. And I was honestly a bit apprehensive about us getting closer. I had a crazy, strong attraction to her and I wanted to hold her in my arms, pull her close, and kiss her strongly on the lips, but those impulses could very easily get us both fired.

      Shelly grabbed her ball and looked to me for some guidance. “Ok, now the thing you want to remember is that when you bowl, you want to keep your wrist straight, but not rigid. And when you release, you need to step forward, bend down with the back leg, and then bring your arm through. That’s important to have that basic foundation. So let’s roll a few that way.”

      Shelly followed my instructions. She knelt down the way I showed her and stepped forward with it. Then she brought her arm through and released the ball. Her hand was pointing towards the center pin when she let go of the ball. It rolled down the lane and hit the center pin, knocking several down but leaving a split.

      “Well, that was better,” Shelly said.

      “It was much better,” I replied. “That’s great. Now the next step is that you want to aim for the center pin and the pin to the left or the right of it. You never want to hit it dead on or you will very likely leave a split like this one.”

      “Ah, ok,” Shelly said.

      “Take a crack at the split and see if you can hit those two on the end. You most likely won’t slide the inner pin over to hit the other pin. That’s a very tough move for even a pro to pull off. And you might be tempted to move to the side in front of it, but all your shots should be released from the center of the lane. That way you have all the boards to work with.”

      Shelly rolled the ball down the lane and nailed those two pins, leaving one remaining. When the balls were set back up, I proceeded with the lesson.

      “Ok, now have you ever hooked the ball before?” I asked.

      “You mean like the pros? I’ve always wanted to try that. There has to be some crazy trick to it, right?”

      I nodded. “There is, but it takes practice.”

      “Can you show me?” Shelly asked.

      I loved hearing the way she asked a question so innocently, but it made me feel like she was insinuating something else. I leaned in closer to her so I could demonstrate this properly.

      “Sure,” I said. “Here, what you want to do is hold the ball this way.”

      I positioned her hands so that her wrist was straight and her other hand was on top of the ball. “You want to put your fingers in the hole just up to the knuckle so that the ball can slip quickly off your fingers and then the spin will take over and start creating the hook.”

      My hand was grazing against hers as I showed her the way. I loved touching her, even a small innocent touch such as this had so many layers and levels of innuendo to it. I couldn’t help but feel so attracted to her that I thought I was going to split in two at any moment. I could feel the sweat dripping down my back and I was tempted to wipe my brow, but that would have only displayed to her that I was a bit nervous and I did not want to give her any inclination that I was having these romantic thoughts about her.

      I smiled at her and then looked back down at the ball. “Now, when you release the ball, you want to bring the ball straight back and as your foot steps down in front of you, then you shift your weight and create that momentum. As you bring your arm forward you turn your hand over partway with a sharp twist on the ball as you release it. And you release the ball from a higher place than normal. This gives it a strong placement as it hits the lane and starts its journey. Now, you give it a go.”

      Shelly did as I had instructed her and her form looked perfect. As she bent down and began to roll, my eyes automatically dropped to her backside. She had the most magnificent ass I’d ever seen. It was tight and on full display in her tight, dark blue jeans. I couldn’t stop staring at it. But I quickly became aware I was staring at it and forced my eyes to move upwards. This was so hard. Why couldn’t I make my feelings known to her? This policy was idiotic. It harmed more than it helped.

      I watched as her ball rolled down the lane and then curved hard at the last moment and hit just a bit past where she was aiming. She knocked down eight pins. Shelly jumped up cheering for herself. “Alright, that was great. I felt it actually spinning off my hand differently.”

      “That’s the thing,” I said. “It just takes practice until you feel it going the right way. Then you really have to trust that it will happen the way you feel it should. That’s part of it, really just believe in it.”

      “I like that,” Shelly said. “You are a great teacher.”

      Shelly tried another roll and picked up her spare. She was starting to get into the groove of it now and having a blast. I enjoyed seeing her having so much fun now. This was so sweet, just being there with an amazing woman and having a great time. It had been a long time since this had happened, but after my last relationship ended, I found myself just really needing time and space to reevaluate what I wanted in life and in a partner. And now I thought I’d found it in Shelly.

      But I could do nothing about it. Hell, if I even hinted my interest in her then I would have been leaving myself wide open for making Shelly feel uncomfortable with this policy looming over our heads. She had just started working with us and this was the type of stress she probably was not looking for.

      “Great job,” I said.

      Shelly grabbed her ball with a wide smile. She looked back at me and I thought I saw something in her eyes that displayed her true feelings for me. A look of glee mixed with attraction that caught my gaze for a few moments before finally disappearing back into a normal, happy expression. There was no denying it that time. I could feel that spark happening. Shelly was attracted to me like I was attracted to her. I could just feel it happening.

      Shelly approached the lane and let another roll go. This time she put a lot of extra power into the spin and it showed from the moment the ball left her fingers. The ball rocketed down the lane and settled into a nice hook before slamming into the pins and sending them all scattering down into a beautiful strike. I loved watching it happen and most of all I loved watching Shelly’s reaction to it.

      She leapt up and started cheering for herself. “A strike! Yes!”

      “Way to go!” I yelled.

      By that time, Shelly had leapt wildly into my arms and was giving me a big hug, pulling me tightly. She was excited as could be about her strike and I couldn’t blame her. It really was quite the beauty. So was she…

      Shelly and I locked eyes. Our faces were now very close together. I felt the pull drawing me in to her. I wanted to kiss her so badly. I could smell her sweetness. There was her natural, sweet scent, and on top of that a hint of perfume, but not too much. Her skin was so smooth and soft, complimented by the color in her eyes and the softness of her hair. Everything about her was soft and screamed at me to be close to her. I couldn’t remember ever wanting to kiss someone so badly and being unable to do so.

      I pulled back and tried to keep things casual. I wasn’t sure if Shelly had felt the same thing I just had, but if that was the case, she was very good at hiding it. “That was a brilliant shot. I think you’ve got this down. You are quite the fast learner.”

      Shelly laughed. “Well, do you think I can offer you some competition?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Why not?”

      “Ok,” she replied. Shelly reset the game and added it for two players, notifying the front desk. “Let’s do it.”

      I unpacked my gear and we got into the game. Shelly was doing much better than I anticipated that she would, but she was still learning some of the basics and it would take a lot of practice to master them as it did for us all. I could remember playing for about a year or more before I was even remotely happy about my playing level. And I’d worked hard to improve beyond that.

      Shelly was a fast learner and she was naturally athletic. I could tell that in the way she moved and improvised throughout her stance and delivery. She was able to make the necessary adjustments on the fly to correct her movements and it worked out for her a good majority of the time.

      I had so much fun with her. We ordered a few beers and a pizza while we played three straight games. I won them all, but Shelly came close during the last game. The best part was that I just got to hang out with her and get to know her a bit. We had a lot in common. She even seemed familiar with some of the more obscure horror movies that I loved.

      “I think you are wrong about Night Visitor,” Shelly replied. “That movie totally gets the respect it deserves in the underground horror community. They are always talking about it in the forums.”

      “Right, but I’m saying that so many people complain that Shannon Tweed is only in the movie a short period of time. They expected her to be the star, or the so called ‘final girl’,” I said. “People, it’s not that type of movie. The protagonist is a guy, which is a total twist on the genre which through the whole decade had seen their protagonist being females.”

      “I can see where you are coming from with that,” she said. “Shannon Tweed was amazing. So hot, and she never got the props for her acting ability.”

      “I agree,” I said. “You kind of look a bit like her, but I think you are even more beautiful.”

      I couldn’t believe those words had slipped out. I was tempted to let on how shocked I was, but I was almost glad I’d said it. This tension needed to be taken care of and acknowledged, or else it would eat at the both of us.

      I expected Shelly to be really caught off guard, but surprisingly she was ok with it. She just smiled warmly with a little blush. “Thanks.” Her gaze lingered on mine for several moments. I couldn’t believe that this had actually happened. I’d expressed myself without any conscious effort and it felt great. It was just something that I’d felt happening to me and then suddenly, it was done. I was caught up in the moment. And then that moment was gone.

      We resumed our game and drank a few more beers while finishing off the pizza. Shelly could hold her own when it came to downing beer and pizza. There was something about watching a beautiful woman eating junk food like that which really turned me on. Shelly had so many wonderful sides to her that the longer I was with her, the more attracted I became to her. I felt this strong urge to connect with her, to just show her everything, to lay all my cards out on the table and tell her that I’d been thinking about her nonstop since the moment I met her.

      But of course, I did no such thing. That was the behavior of a desperate, creepy man, and I didn’t consider myself to be such a way. I had lived by choice without a woman in my life for several months already, and I was sure that I could continue this lifestyle. But there was something massively different about the way that I felt when I was near Shelly. I felt that she was a woman I could really connect with, and had connected with beyond just a mere physical attraction. This was the type of want that you felt for another person when you didn’t really have a choice in the matter. The heart loves what the heart wants. It’s bizarre really when you think about it, but I believe that when two people are meant to be together that the universe creates the dynamics necessary to make this happen. It can’t be forced. And I knew I would be a fool to ignore such a thing.

      We finished bowling and I walked Shelly out to her car. It was a nice, warm spring evening. The stars were out amongst the clear, cloudless sky, and a bright full moon was looming high overhead giving light over everything.

      “Well, thank you so much for the lessons,” Shelly said. “I very nearly kicked your butt that last game.”

      “Oh, you didn’t come close to kicking my butt, but it was a bit of toss up until the very end. I enjoyed that level of competition.”

      “Wow, you aren’t one of those sore losers, are you?” Shelly teased.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never lost anything before,” I teased. “Including the games we played tonight.”

      Shelly hit me playfully on the arm. I took that to be a good sign. “Yes, I can be physically aggressive when I lose,” Shelly teased.

      “That’s ok. I won’t hold it against you,” I said. But I’d love if you held something against me. I tried to avoid the thoughts. But I wanted this woman so damn badly. She was becoming perfect in my eyes. She was beautiful, sweet, fun, sassy, and intelligent with a great sense of humor and playfulness. I wanted to learn everything I could about her and I would have sat by and listened tirelessly as she told me her entire life story.

      “Ok, thanks,” Shelly said with a giggle. “I had a great time tonight,” she said. “I haven’t had that much fun in a while, and with moving to a new city, it’s easy to feel pretty lonely, you know?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been there,” I said. “Starting over is never easy, but I think you are always stronger after it’s done. So, I never think it’s a regret.”

      She pondered my philosophical musings for a moment and nodded. “I think you are right.”

      She unlocked her car and I grabbed her bag. I eased it into her backseat and as I sat it down, I happened to look up to notice that Shelly was right there with me, our faces only inches apart. I wasn’t sure if it happened by happy accident, or if it was just us being drawn together so strongly that this sort of thing would keep happening until we did something about it.

      I took a deep breath as I moved a little closer. I felt the overwhelming urge coming over me. I had to move on this. It was like I had no choice. I had to try.

      I leaned in and got ready to put my lips on hers. I was almost there when Shelly took a slight step back. “We can’t,” Shelly said.

      I paused in the middle of the movement and then I straightened myself up. I felt awkward and a bit foolish, but I kept my composure and settled back against the side of the car. I looked at her carefully and waited to see what explanation she would give. Was she just not as into me as I was into her? Had I misread her entire attraction to me?

      A hot flush fell against my skin and I began to sweat a bit. This was possibly a bad miscalculation on my part. I could now imagine how weird things were going to be between the two of us around the station. I doubted that Shelly would say anything to anyone, but it would still make for an uncomfortable workplace environment. Dammit. What had I done?

      I’d followed my instincts and they’d proven wrong. I didn’t really think I should have felt any shame for this.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “We can’t do this,” Shelly said. “You know what would happen if anyone at work found out. I… I’m starting a new life. I just got here, and I can’t take that risk. I’m sorry.”

      “I know,” I said. “I guess you’re right. I just felt…” I sighed. I was at a loss. There was no real explanation right now about how I felt. She could see it. And I believed she saw it because she felt it, too. That was comforting to me. That attraction was mutual. It was shared between us.

      “I’m sorry, but we just can’t let this happen,” Shelly said.

      “But you want it to,” I said. I wasn’t really fishing for her approval or validation. I was just curious. And most of all, I wanted her to say it and admit to it, as if by doing so she might be more inclined to give over to her feelings in the future. I didn’t see anything about these feelings going away any time soon.

      But if we had to wait until the moment was right, I was fine with that. And if for some reason that moment never came, then I was ok with that as well. I would have to be. Some things in life just never worked out the way you thought they would.

      Shelly sighed. She looked up at me with those beautiful eyes. Thirty seconds must have passed, but finally she said, “Yes. I do.”

      I nodded. “Well, thank you for a lovely evening. Get home safe. I’ll see you at work on Monday.”

      “I will. You do the same,” she said.

      She got in her car, started the engine, gave me a little wave, and then pulled out of the parking lot. I stood there for several minutes just looking around the quiet parking lot and listening to the sounds of the fun being had inside. The moon high above me was still looming over everything, like some cosmic eye of the universe keeping careful watch over all to make sure that all with this world was right.

      I wasn’t sure how to feel about what had just happened. I would not apologize for my feelings, and I knew that Shelly would never back down from admitting that she shared those same desires. She was being level-headed and rational about things. I could respect that. One of us needed to be.

      But I couldn’t help wondering, if maybe someday soon we would both share a moment of weakness and let things fall where they may.
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      I was staring up into his eyes. Those same eyes that had burned into my eyes at the bowling alley where we had almost shared that kiss. I wanted that kiss so badly, but I knew it was the wrong thing to do. It was all too dangerous. If we were found out then we would both be kicked out in the cold with nothing. We’d have to start over. And I was tired of starting over.

      But it all felt so right with Gary.

      And there he was above me. This was really happening. I couldn’t for the life of me remember how it had happened. Had I called him and asked him to come over? Or had he just appeared out of thin air? It was all so muddled. Nothing made much sense. But the passion was there. That was real. And I wanted this more than anything. I needed this in my life. I wanted this man to be buried deep inside of me. I had to feel that hard thrust of his rock hard cock deep within me, battering away at my body, taking me closer and closer to an amazing orgasm.

      Gary bent down and kissed me softly, pressing his lips to mine. His kiss was soft, it was sensual, and it was loving. I truly felt loved by this man as he kissed me and his hands caressed my head. His fingers weaved through the strands of my long hair and he rubbed my head beneath, moving down closer until he was cradling the back of my neck.

      I loved his touch. His strong, calloused hands sliding smoothly against my soft, delicate skin. Every single nerve ending in my body was on high alert for the flood of adrenaline and sexual release that was starting to spread throughout my being. I was getting so wet that I could hardly control myself from shoving four fingers into my pussy, jamming them in there hard, and giving myself the sweet release that I had been craving.

      Gary’s mouth pushed harder against mine and I began to take some of the lead, widening my mouth and engulfing his own to allow our tongues to escape from their chambers and mingle together in a perfect dance. His tongue was strong and smooth. The sensation of his against mine sent a gulf of wetness into my center and I felt myself on the verge of exploding with pure lust. I inhaled deeply through my nose as I sucked some of Gary’s air away with my wide open mouth.

      His hands were moving down my neck now, inching closer towards my lower back. I became aware at this moment that I was naked from the waist up. On the bottom, I was only wearing a pair of thin, lace panties. I was so wet that my juices were seeping through the thin fabric.

      Gary’s hands anticipated this lust and moved down to my loins where he rubbed against the fabric of my panties, massaging my wetness through the damp garment. His fingers pushed into me, entering the outer layer of my folds and sending small waves of pleasure pulsating through me as I gasped in a long breath. I was feeling so good now. I hadn’t felt like this in a long time. I wanted to feel guilty, and deep down I knew that I did, but in this moment I no longer cared. All I could think about was the pleasure and how good all of this was going to feel.

      His hands found the waist band and pulled my panties down my legs slowly, his fingers gliding along my skin as he continued to kiss me hard on the mouth, consuming my passion and sliding his tongue against mine. His lips were so warm and strong pushing against my own, dominating them and making me want to melt further into him. I wanted to be his--mind, body, and soul. Wherever he wanted to take me, I would surely follow him.

      Gary pulled my underwear to the floor and in a flash his fingers were on my mound, rubbing my soft wetness as if trying to grow the lust to an even higher level than humanly possible. His index finger and his middle finger were primed and ready to do their best job right now. I waited with anticipation. He kissed me harder while his fingers traced along the line of my slit, and then when I thought I could not wait another second, he entered me deeply. His fingers slid into my soft, wetness with the greatest of ease. Once he was inside of me, he paused a moment, allowing me to absorb the pleasure while his tongue licked along my lips and then speared between them to enter my mouth. My own tongue lapped at his, as if trying to dominate him the way he was dominating me, but it was to no avail. He was too strong and he was definitely in control. I liked that.

      Gary’s fingers began moving in and out of my pussy. They slid slowly at first, tracing along the bottom and then pushing in as deeply as possible before dragging back out slowly until they reached the entrance. Then they went back in again. It felt like my body was closing up and then being reopened each and every time. It felt fantastic. I loved it so much. His fingers were thick and strong. I could sense their brute force as they gently entered me. They were a substitute for his epic cock, a sweet warmup for the main event that was soon to come.

      Gary kissed my lips. Then he moved to my chin, then my neck, where he let his tongue glide down my throat until he reached the top of my chest. There he rested a moment while he finger fucked me harder and harder with each passing moment. The climax was welling up within me. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out but I was going to do my best. It had been a while for me, and I was so damn horny. I needed to be good and fucked. And I knew that Gary was the man for that job.

      His fingers pulled out of me and he held them up to my face so that I could see my juices dripping down his mighty digits. He licked the juices off his fingers and then shoved them right back in my pussy. Then he continued to move his kisses down my chest before he lingered between my large breasts. He cupped my left breast in his left hand and then held it there for a moment, squeezing it up in front of his handsome face. He placed the nipple between his lips. He moaned lightly as he held it there, savoring the flavor of my flesh, and connecting with me in ways I was not sure could happen with a man I barely knew.

      His fingers were plowing me hard now, thrusting in and out of me with reckless abandon. I knew I was going to come hard. This was really it! I couldn’t hold it back anymore…

      “AAAGGHH!” I moaned as I released the floodgates of my orgasm and came hard on his thick, succulent fingers. My pussy twitched wildly against his hand. I bit my lip and threw my head back as I gasped and moaned uncontrollably. I thought for a moment I might actually choke on my own tongue as it flailed wildly in my mouth slamming into my teeth. “Ah, fuck!” I could not hold back the expletives as my body finished out the orgasm.

      But things were far from over. Gary’s mouth continued to suckle at my breast. He drew my nipple and the areola into his mouth, sucking hard on it and biting down on the nipple ever so gently with his teeth. The slight pain was a huge turn on. I loved to see how much he was worshipping my large breasts, which I usually saw as a burden. Men had always loved the double D magnificence I’d been blessed with.

      Gary pulled his fingers out of me and then sucked them dry once more. “Was that good for you?”

      “Oh, fuck…yes…”I said.

      “Good. Because, we are just getting started.”

      Gary stood up off the bed. I could now see his beautiful, ripped, shredded body standing there on display for me. He wrapped his muscular hand around his long, throbbing cock and stroked it for me to see. His eyes were boring right into mine. I dropped my gaze to focus on his hard prick and the way he was beating it hard, almost abusively. He was biting his lips, that hungry look in his eyes. Fuck, I needed him…

      “Finger yourself,” Gary said. “Let me see you finger that pussy for me… show me how bad you want this hard cock inside of you. How bad do you need it…?”

      “Fuck…” I said. I was still so sensitive after coming, but I did as he ordered and I plunged my fingers deep inside my wet, sopping, pussy and began to finger myself. It felt incredible, but almost painful due to the overload of sensation. I wasn’t sure what would happen if I continued, but I did it trying to keep up with his own furious masturbation. “I need it… baby, I want that cock inside of me… please let me have it…”

      Gary walked over towards the bed still beating his cock hard in his hand. He crawled between my legs and then pushed all ten inches of his epic girth inside of me. “Fuck!” I gasped. He was so thick and long. My pussy tried to spread fast enough, but he was too zealous and he slipped past all of my defenses until he was all the way inside. The mixture of pleasure and pain made my head spin with beauty. There was nothing in the world that had ever been more pleasurable than this. Yes, this moment was where I needed to be. I’d been craving it ever since my eyes had beheld this magnificent man. And now I was his. He was mine. We were one. And he was going to take me to heights of pleasure and fantasy I’d only dreamt of.

      I hiked my legs up and planted my feet on his hips as he galloped along inside of me, plunging his hard prick inside my tightening, wet pussy. It felt so good. Every single synapse in my brain was alight with pleasure as explosion after explosion of perfection skyrocketed through my body circuitry to bring me ever closer to yet another epic orgasm. Oh, I was going to come hard on his sweet, delicious prick so soon… I could feel it rising within me again. I’d never come so good, so soon, so fast, but today would be one I would remember forever.

      “You are so tight,” Gary said. His voice was breathy, barely above a whisper as he grunted and thrusted his hard cock inside of me. His hips were sweaty and my feet kept slipping, but I loved being beneath him. I could see how much his eyes wanted to watch me. He was in charge and he was going to give us both the pleasure that we’d been chasing for so long.

      He grabbed my ankles and placed my feet up over his shoulders just then as he pulled me even closer to him. He pounded his sweet cock harder into my aching pussy. I felt like I was going to break apart at the seams with another mind altering orgasm at any moment. I held on tightly as he pounded me with every single drop of energy left within him.

      “Give it to me,” I said grunting through gritted teeth. “Do you like that pussy? Is that your pussy? You gonna make it yours? How much are you going to destroy it? Come hard for me, baby… give it all to me!”

      I was shifting into another gear in my mind where nothing really made sense. I could think of nothing but the pleasure. I wanted nothing else on the face of the earth for all time except for the release of this powerful orgasm.

      “Fuck yeah!” Gary yelled.

      A moment later I felt his cock growing to its maximum girth and length and then it began to tremble inside of me. A second later he orgasmed, projecting his entire built up load inside of me.

      “Fuck!” Gary screamed, the tail end of the scream turning into a grunt of total tension and disbelief. Every single muscle in his body was screaming to leave his body and burst through his skin. It was all on high alert, fully tense.

      A moment later I felt my own body go as a huge orgasm twisted through my center and tore out of me with beautiful precision. I could not breathe. I could barely think. The fact that Gary’s cock was still inside of me was perfect. I could barely hold on as he continued to fuck me to wring the last bit of his own climax dry.

      My body shuddered from head to toe as I began to collapse with the sweetness in my own mind and slowly I came back to reality. My body was wrecked from the onslaught of our passion and my breathing was labored.

      I opened my eyes just then. The ceiling loomed above me, staring down at me. I was on the floor. I could feel that I was covered with sweat as the air conditioning rained its cool breeze down on my clammy skin. I quickly stood up and stared around my bedroom.

      There was no one else there. What…?

      “Gary?” I asked quietly. No answer. Only my voice in the silent, empty room.

      How did this happen? I was having the most amazing experience of my life… but it was all a dream! That couldn’t be possible. Surely not.

      No… but as I glanced around my empty bedroom, I knew that it was the truth. What in the world was happening to me?

      I had an amazing time with Gary at the bowling alley. We’d almost kissed. I wanted to so badly. And I wanted him in my bed. I needed his touch. I needed him to know what I could do to him. It looked so beautiful and perfect.

      I needed something good in my life. But all I had was my work. And every day when I was at work, I saw Gary. And I would from now on be reminded of this dream every single time.

      How soon until this dream became a reality? How soon until the two of us became one? It was bound to happen. There just couldn’t be any other way.

      I laid back down in bed and hugged myself until I fell back to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gary

      

      

      I pulled into work feeling exhausted. I’d hardly slept last night. After that almost kiss I’d shared with Shelly, I had been too wired to rest properly. I kept having issues staying asleep. I’d doze off for about an hour and then I’d be wide awake again, almost as if I couldn’t get into that restful, deep sleep state. I was too anxious.

      Shelly was amazing. I knew that I was falling for her already. We had the most wonderful time together. It was like we were supposed to find each other and be there for one another, but the stupid bureaucrats at the top who ran our unit had seen fit in their infinite wisdom to ban such a thing. It sounded like some crazy, dystopian future world at times. Who were they to tell people who they could and could not be with?

      It was their company and we just worked there, so technically they could do what they wanted, but it was absurd. I was sure that there were other relationships going on, but no one was going to come forward and talk about it, even in a hush-hush way if you asked them. They were all too scared. The only reason I was keeping my feelings about Shelly a secret was for her, to protect her. She wanted to keep her new job and she was just trying to get established.

      I had the feeling that Shelly was running from something. I wasn’t sure what, but I could tell that there was something disturbing in her past that scared her. I wished I could find out more, but as of now I had to take things slow with her. I didn’t know if she’d ever let me get close enough for us to really be together, but maybe we might get close enough to be good friends at least.

      No, that wasn’t right. I didn’t think I could ever be just friends with her. The more time I spent around her, the crazier I became to touch her and hold her in my arms. I longed so badly for her lips to touch mine. Just one kiss… that was all I needed to get me through this day.

      I took a deep breath and tried to get myself under control as I entered the fire station. I greeted a few members of the crew and headed to my locker to set some stuff down. This was going to be a long day. I knew it. There was just something in the air as I entered the building that made everything seem different.

      Maybe it was because Shelly and I had almost kissed. But more importantly, we had basically agreed that there was a strong attraction between us. Shelly said “We can’t”. She did not say, “No. I don’t feel that way.”

      I could tell she had almost allowed it to happen. She was leaning in during that kiss. It was only at the last second that she pulled back and told me that we couldn’t do it.

      “Hey, man,” Max said as I entered the breakroom. I grabbed a cup and filled it with some coffee. I sipped it slowly, enjoying the aroma and flavor of the bitter, black liquid. I loved my morning coffee and for whatever reason the coffee at the station was the best coffee I could find.

      “Hey,” I replied as I sat down. “How’s it going?”

      “Great,” he replied. “You bowled awesome last night, by the way. That was an epic win.”

      “Yeah, we all had a pretty good night.”

      “Did you stay after or something?”

      I was confused by the question. What was he getting at? “Why?”

      “Well, I was in the parking lot on the phone with Erica for a few minutes while I had a smoke and I didn’t see you come out of the bowling alley. I was going to ask you if you could help me out this coming weekend.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I stayed behind to have another beer. I saw an old friend of mine at the bar and we caught up for a bit. What do you need my help with?”

      “I’m cleaning out the garage for a sale. That’s what Erica was harping at me about on the phone. She wants everything set up for Saturday morning, so we can get the early bird yard sale shoppers.”

      I laughed. “Ok. So, you need me to help out with that on Friday? No problem. I can help you get set up Friday after work.”

      “Sweet,” he said.  “Thanks.”

      “But you owe me a pizza and a six pack.”

      “What? You do nothing for free, do you?”

      “No, I don’t,” I laughed.

      “Fine. I’ll hook you up.”

      “Thanks.”

      I sighed easy. I had dodged a bit of a bullet. If any of the guys had come back inside for any reason they would have seen me and Shelly getting very friendly with each other. That was not going to go over well. I was pretty sure I could trust Max and Richie, but some of the other guys I wasn’t so sure about. You never knew who would keep something like that in their back pocket until it served their needs and then they would slam that card down.

      I couldn’t let something like that happen to Shelly. I would never have let anything hurt her. I was getting so attached to her. I needed her. But at the same time I had to respect her wishes and realize that this was all new for her and that if I did anything to make her uncomfortable or add stress to her plate I would hate myself.

      I needed to smooth things over with her and make sure that she was ok and that we were still good. I wasn’t sure if she’d even thought about the bowling alley or the fact I’d almost kissed her. I’d made a move and that had indicated I had some feelings for her.

      The morning went by fairly normally. No calls came in. The team was in good spirits and we for the most part sat around playing cards, watching some television, and then before lunch we got in a nice game of basketball. It was important for us to have something physical to do besides boring workouts in the gym, to keep our blood pumping and make sure we didn’t turn in to couch potatoes.

      I happened to run into Shelly as I was coming out of the men’s room during a break in our basketball game. She was exiting the break room and she almost ran right into me. I held up at the last moment to narrowly avoid the collision.

      “Oh,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Nah, it’s my fault,” I said.

      Shelly smiled and started to walk away.

      “Shelly? Can I speak with you for a moment?” I asked.

      I thought she might say no, so I started to head around the corner to a more private space in the hallway.

      A moment later she followed. I could tell she did not want to have this conversation, but we had to clear the air. I had to get some things off my chest and make sure this tension between us did not exist. It would raise too many suspicions at work. I knew these people. We were so close we could predict each other’s movements. It would be off and it would be obvious.

      “What is it?” Shelly asked.

      I stared into her beautiful eyes calmly. “Listen,” I said “About… when I almost kissed you. You’re right. We can’t do that sort of thing. We have to keep this as professional as we can for both our sakes and for the sake of the team. I just wanted to make sure that you knew I was fine and that there is no reason for us to feel uncomfortable around each other.”

      Shelly smiled. “I agree. Thanks for letting me know how you feel. It is for the best that we not allow things to progress any farther.”

      I started to walk away. Suddenly, I became aware that Shelly was still watching me. She hadn’t moved. I glanced back at her and smiled thinly before I turned another corner and disappeared from her sight.

      I was glad we had that little conversation, but I knew that one way or another we were going to be together. It was inevitable. I didn’t think there was a way for either one of us to stop it.
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        * * *

      

      My laptop dinged.

      Instantly I was on alert. I dropped the slice of pizza I’d been munching on and turned off the ballgame. I wiped my hands and mouth with a napkin and made my way over to the kitchen table from the couch where I’d been eating.

      I quickly pulled up the laptop. The notice on the screen made my heart soar and I could not stop doing a fist pump in the air. It was exciting news.

      Shelly had accepted my friend request on her social media account. After our conversation earlier in the day, I kept thinking about how she’d been staring at me as I walked away. I knew that she had those same feelings I did. There was an undeniable attraction between the two of us.

      So, when I got home I decided to pull her up online and send her a friend request. I figured that she would most likely deny it or just ignore it and that would be that. I’d have another thing to apologize for. But if she accepted, then this was a low pressure way for us to get to know each other. No one had to know about this. We could chat on messenger or on face time. It was less intrusive then asking for her number and it was also on the down low. That was my thinking process anyway.

      So, after I sent the request, I ordered a pizza, grabbed a few beers, and sat down to watch the game. I was just getting into it when she responded. I couldn’t believe how excited I was. Hell, I was almost nervous.

      I didn’t want to respond right away. “Right,” I said out loud. “You got to pretend you are not desperate.” And I wasn’t desperate. Until I saw Shelly, women had not even been on my radar for a while. I was happy just being me and living my best possible life. But once Shelly came into the picture, that was all over. I wasn’t desperate. I was just desperate for her.

      I sat back down and finished my pizza as I continued to watch the game. Then I drank that second beer. After that was over, a good twenty minutes had gone by. I wasn’t sure what was the appropriate etiquette on how long to wait was for this sort of thing, but I couldn’t hold myself back any longer.

      I sat down in front of the laptop, opened it up, and I sent Shelly an instant message.

      “Hey, thanks for accepting my friend request.”

      Shelly responded a moment later. “Sure. Thanks for the invite. It was unexpected.”

      I laughed. “I wasn’t sure you would accept it.”

      “Well, I almost didn’t. But I can say I lived dangerously today lol”.

      I smiled at her message. This was good. We were getting somewhere. But I hated typing out everything. “Want to do face time? It’s a bit less awkward.”

      “Sure.” Shelly said adding a smiley face to the end of her message.

      I called her on face time and she picked up a moment later. She looked gorgeous as usual, even though she was just sitting there in her sweats and a t-shirt, no makeup, her hair not done at all. She might have stepped out of the shower a bit ago. She still looked amazing. In fact, I thought she looked even more beautiful than when she was at work.

      My heart skipped a little as she smiled at me. I could see her face light up slightly as we connected and then she tried to be more casual. She was good at pretending, but I was able to pick up on it anyway. Shelly gave me the impression that she was the type of person who was used to hiding behind things, or keeping a part of herself tucked away from the world.

      “Hey,” I said. “That’s better.”

      “Yeah,” Shelly said with a smile. “So, how is it going?”

      “Good. I just finished up some dinner. I was watching the ball game. Just a lazy evening for me.”

      “Ah, sounds good,” she said. Shelly held up a pizza box that was in front of her. “I guess we had the same idea.”

      I laughed. This woman was driving me wild. We seemed to have so much in common, but not just that. We were in sync with each other, as if we were genuinely cut from the same cloth. I had never really met a woman who got to me the way she did.

      “Good choice,” I said. “I probably should have gone to the gym instead, but I just had one of those lazy night feelings, you know?”

      “Right. What gym do you go to? You don’t use the one at work?”

      “Oh, I do,” I said. “I do that one for my general fitness. But I also go to the MMA academy several times a week to do some kickboxing and grappling.”

      “Ah, you’re into martial arts? That’s great. I used to do taekwondo when I was a teenager. I’m not sure why I ever got out of it.”

      “You should get back in. Martial arts, for me anyway, is one of the best stress relievers. I’m not sure where I’d be without it. It may sound cliché, but it’s become an amazing way of life for me.”

      “Interesting,” she said. “So, you bowl, and do martial arts. What else makes you tick?”

      “I play softball at least once a week during the spring and summers,” I said.

      “And what about the guitar?” Shelly asked.

      I was confused for a second. How did she know?

      “Behind you,” Shelly pointed.

      I glanced behind me to see my acoustic guitar leaning against the side of the couch. I’d been playing it earlier and had forgotten it was even there.

      “Ah, yes. That’s perhaps my biggest passion. I’m actually just getting back into it.”

      “What happened? Why did you get away from it?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “I used to play all the time and then I didn’t feel the muse lighting the fire in me, I guess. But lately, it just started talking to me again. So I decided to pick it back up. I’m thinking I might start doing some open mic nights again.”

      “Oh, so you sing, too?” Shelly asked.

      “I do a bit of singing. Whether or not I’m good, that is open to interpretation, but I do enjoy it. And I do some songwriting as well.”

      “Songwriting? Wow, I’d love to hear some of your stuff sometime.”

      “Sure, I can arrange that. I’m actually thinking of going to the open mic tomorrow night at Jerry’s bar. It’s close to work.”

      “Ok, I might have to stop by there.”

      “Great, you can cheer me on and tell me how amazing I’m doing.”

      Shelly laughed. I loved to hear her laugh and see her sweet smile. Wow, this woman was amazing.

      There was a pause in our conversation. I took a sip of my beer and then I decided to open up to her a bit. I wasn’t sure why, but I thought it was the right time. I knew I was probably wrong. I didn’t care. I needed this. I needed some closure. These feelings were driving me nuts. The not knowing was sending me up the wall. I had to find out how Shelly really felt.

      “Listen, I am just going to come right out with this,” I said. “I’m really starting to have some strong feelings for you. I know we share this attraction and that it is something that could get us both in a lot of hot water, but at some point you just have to fight for what you want. Now, if you don’t feel the same way about me, or about the situation, then I’ll understand and I won’t bring it up again.”

      Shelly was silent for a moment. And then she began to speak. Her voice was soft at first, but it became stronger as she went on. I could tell this was hard for her. It was hard to admit, but it was harder to know that we had to deal with this one way or another. “I know. It’s been eating away on my side too. Since I met you, there has been a very strong attraction between the two of us. I am sure that it will be the end of my career here if I go forth with my feelings, but it’s getting harder to resist. I do think about you… a lot...”

      “Great,” I said. “I mean… I do have strong feelings for you. And I thought you had those same feelings for me. It’s a mistake to try to deny that. But we just have to be strong enough to resist the temptation. Getting either of us in trouble at work is the last thing I’d want to do.”

      Shelly swallowed hard. “I do have feelings for you. I’ve tried to stop them, but yes… they are there. I wanted that kiss. I wanted to give into it, but couldn’t. I’ve thought about it ever since it happened. I still want it. But if we give in to these passions, it could be the end of our careers. You know that.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. It’s not right. They think they can just tell people what to do. That’s ridiculous. But I understand. And I would never do anything to make you uncomfortable in any way.”

      “Thanks. But you’re right. This company can’t really expect to run our lives that way, can they? I get where they are coming from, but at the end of the day there has to be a line drawn somewhere.”

      “Right. But at the same time, I don’t want to put you in that position. You just got here. I know you are trying to get established. And I would never forgive myself if I was the cause of you getting canned.”

      “Yeah, I really need to do well here. I came here to start over. As much as I have feelings for you, I’m just not sure this is the right time to give in to those feelings.”

      I sighed. Just when I thought we had made some progress, Shelly would retreat a bit. I knew this was hard. It was hard on both of us, but Shelly needed to decide if we were going to give this a shot or not. I mean, I was all about being as discreet as possible and hiding our relationship from the powers that be, but I could tell that she wasn’t ready to make that leap yet. She didn’t know what she wanted. I didn’t either, to tell the truth. Well, I wanted her. There was no doubt about that. But I didn’t want to put her in the position to have to explain herself or to be called on the carpet to face the music for this indiscretion.

      “I get it,” I said. “I just have so much trouble controlling myself when I’m around you. What can I say? You’ve gotten into my head, you are in my world, and that isn’t something that can be easy to shut off. But I’m doing my best.”

      Shelly nodded. “I know. I feel the same way. If circumstances were different, I’d say we need to see where this goes. But right now… I just can’t let myself do that. There is too much at stake.”

      “Ok, I understand,” I said. “I’m glad we had this conversation and really talked things out. It’s comforting to know how you feel.”

      “Right,” she said. “I agree.”

      We talked a little bit longer, mostly just about hobbies and things we were into. As we talked, I found myself feeling even closer to her and wishing that we could be together that much more. This was torture, but Shelly had made her decision. I had to respect it. I decided that at this point it was up in the air. It was in her hands. If Shelly wanted to pursue this down the road, I would be there for her. But if she didn’t, then I would totally understand as well. That was the way I had to leave it. That was the only way I could really wrap my head around it and feel that things would be ok. I had faith that this was meant to be and therefore, I didn’t have to do anything to make it happen.

      I believed that eventually, Shelly would not be able to control herself either and that we would be together.
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        Shelly

      

      

      As I watched Gary onstage playing his original song, I found myself being transported to another world. It was like the song was taking me on a journey through my own self and when I returned I would be someone else, someone who thought things through much more clearly and understood the next step that needed to be taken in her life.

      After the face time call last night, my head was filled with muddled thoughts of what to do. Gary probably thought I had multiple personalities or something. I could not seem to reach a solid decision about what to do here. I admitted to myself, and to him, that I had strong feelings of attraction to Gary. That was something we both agreed we shared.

      But I kept going back and forth as to whether or not I could let myself act on those feelings. The consequences were just too steep. If we were caught, I would be fired and I’d have to pack up and move on once again. I didn’t know if I had that in me again or not. I just wanted to be left alone for the most part.

      It was just this thing with Gary. I wanted him so badly. When I was near him, I felt myself trembling. It had all started the first day I met him, when we were working together. Since then, he had been a part of me in some way, a part of my life. And our paths kept crossing each other. It was a stupid idea for me to accept his social media friend request. And then the face timing. It had been so nice. It was wonderful. I had a blast getting to know him and understanding more about what he was about, what made him tick. I discovered he had so many amazing sides to him.

      I shouldn’t have been there that night, watching him play his music. That was one of the most romantic things a guy could do, at least to me, was to see him playing guitar, singing a song into a microphone. It was an intimate moment. There was no band, no lights, or big stage setup. There were no distractions. It was really just him and his heart pouring it all out right there in that intimate setting. And it was beautiful. I loved it.

      As I watched Gary start into his song, our eyes met. He smiled as he sang the slow, tender ballad. The song was about overcoming, striving to be better in your life, and doing what you needed to do to make you happy no matter what. That was something I felt most people could relate to, especially me at that moment.

      Gary’s voice was husky and deep. It sounded like Johnny Cash. I loved to hear the way he played with the phrasing, never singing the melody quite the same way each time. That was interesting. And the delicate way he added texture to the strumming pattern on the guitar helped me to feel like he was really speaking to me. There wasn’t much of a crowd there that night, but those who were in attendance were all being drawn into Gary’s world right then. He had us all hooked on his every cadence until the very end of his performance.

      When he was finished, the crowd cheered wildly for him. The announcer arrived on the stage just then to shake Gary’s hand. “Gary Tenny, everybody. Give him a big hand!”

      The crowd clapped even louder for him as Gary left the stage and packed up his guitar in its case. I waited for him at my table and he came over a few minutes later after talking with a few new, adoring fans. That was interesting to see other people clamoring for him. He’d just done an open mic to a mostly empty bar, but he was being given a rock star treatment already. A few of his fans were attractive women, which I had to admit made me a bit jealous. Gary was gracious and thanked them for their support. Then he made his way over to me.

      “So, you came,” Gary said as he sat down.

      “I did,” I said. “Wow, you were incredible. I can’t believe you ever stopped doing this. You’d probably be a rock star if you hadn’t.”

      Gary laughed. “Nah, I just love to play. If I ever had to do it for money, it would probably stop being fun.”

      “I see,” I replied.

      “So, what inspired you to write that song?”

      “A few things,” he said. “When I write a song, I usually start with a good title. Then I sit down with a pad and think about all the things that title could mean, what it could be about and so forth. Then I kind of whittle away at it until it turns into something.”

      “So, you don’t usually have a specific meaning for the song?” I was intrigued by his artistic process.

      “Well, that’s the great thing about art. It can mean so many different things to so many different people. It’s wrong to say it has to be about this one thing. Because you might feel something completely different when you hear it.”

      “I see,” I replied. “That’s interesting. Do any of the others from the station ever come to see you?”

      “No,” he said. “Most of them don’t even know I do this. It’s kind of a secret thing.”

      “Really? Why is that?”

      “Well, I just like to keep the two worlds separate I guess.”

      “So, I’m like privileged?” I asked. “That makes me feel so special.”

      I giggled a bit to let him know I was teasing just a little.

      He smiled and shook his head. “Wow, you busting my chops. That’s rich.”

      “No, you were brilliant. But I do feel special that I get to know this side of you that the others don’t,” I said truthfully.

      The bartender came over and we both ordered beers. She was flirting slightly with Gary, but he didn’t seem to notice at all. Either he had total tunnel vision on me, or he was just not that interested in obvious women. There were so many interesting layers to this man. Just when I thought I had him figured out, he would go and do a complete one eighty on me.

      She returned with our beers. The bartender leaned over very overtly in front of Gary. “I loved you playing.”

      “Thanks,” Gary said. He smiled weakly and then focused back on me. The bartender walked off in a bit of a huff that Gary didn’t seem to notice her feminine wiles.

      “The staff here is so friendly,” I said.

      Gary laughed. “Yeah.”

      “Do you get a lot of that when you play? Women throwing themselves at you?”

      Gary shrugged. “I don’t pay too much attention to that sort of thing. I’ve been purposely out of the dating scene for six months or so. Since my last relationship ended, I’ve mostly been working on my music and I’ve spent time doing some soul searching to reconnect with myself. I’ve rediscovered a lot of passions that had fallen by the wayside over the years.”

      “Did the last relationship end that badly?” I asked.

      “Kind of, but most do, right? We just turned out to be very different people after all. That was all.”

      “I get that,” I said. “Same with me.” I said that last statement before Gary could retort and ask me about my last relationship. I didn’t want to talk about that right now.

      “So, have you always wanted to be a firefighter?” Gary asked me.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’ve wanted to do this since I was a teenager.”

      “What brought the interest?”

      “I was in a fire. I was trapped in my bedroom, and I thought I wasn’t going to get out. I couldn’t get to my parents. I didn’t know if they were there or not. I wasn’t sure if they’d gotten out. I woke up to smoke everywhere. I could feel the heat and I heard the smoke alarms going off everywhere. I was on the second floor, so I couldn’t climb out and escape.”

      “Wow, how old were you?”

      “Fourteen,” I said.

      “So, what happened?”

      “Suddenly, I heard someone chopping down the door with an axe. It was a fireman. He got me out of there and down the steps keeping me safe the entire time. I was so mind blown just watching the efficiency of how they did everything, how this man told me to move, and following his instructions to the letter until we were outside safe and sound. There I saw my parents. They’d made it out safely. We were all ok.”

      “So, that’s when it got into your blood?” Gary asked. “That’s pretty significant. I think it takes something like that for a lot of us. We have to stare down that beast and decide that we are going to help others do the same for the rest of our lives. But it happens to some people at an earlier age than it does for others, right?”

      “Right,” I said. “I agree.”

      As I sat there talking with Gary, those sweet feelings I had for him began to grow. I found myself just knowing that what I was afraid was going to happen by showing up there that night, was happening. I wasn’t sure exactly why I had decided to go. I told Gary that this couldn’t happen and then I went to see him play his music, which I had a feeling would be a sensual experience unlike any other. And it was. The man was becoming more amazing and interesting all the time. I wanted to explore his world and find out exactly what he was all about and how it could fit into my world. The consequences could be disastrous, but I was leaning toward the point of no longer caring. I was tired of being afraid of what someone else might think, of knowing that some other moron had this power over me. This was insane. I needed to give in.

      But it was so hard. As soon as I made the decision to let it go and be free to make my own choices, that damn fear came back at me with a vengeance, just prying its way inside of me and filling my head full of images of being judged and told that I was no longer worthy of doing what I loved, because I gave into my desires for a man I knew I could potentially love.

      Wow…was I really there? I could potentially love this man? Really? When had this turn happened? I’d gone from being very attracted to him, to thinking that if we got closer and I spent enough time with him, within no time I might be head over heels in love with Gary. This was so frightening.

      I had to tread carefully here. I just needed to keep my head on straight and be strong. But being there with him talking, drinking, having so much fun connecting with this man was really starting to wear me down. It had been foolish of me to come there, but I wasn’t really regretting the decision. How could I regret something that felt so good?

      “When did you discover your love for horror movies?” Gary asked.

      I laughed. “It’s something I’m almost embarrassed about.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m a grown up. Aren’t we supposed to grow out of that stuff by age twenty?”

      “What? Are you saying that only teenagers can admit to being fans of horror movies? Now, I don’t believe that for one second.”

      “I guess you’re right, but I have been a fan since I was like five years old. My dad was really into them and much to my mother’s chagrin, he would let me stay up past my bedtime on weekends to watch scary movies. He tried to keep them age appropriate, but this went out the window quickly, without my mother’s knowledge. By the time I was ten I’d seen more gore and brutal murders on television to last me a lifetime of scares but they never scared me. I always just thought they were entertaining and too goofy to be realistic. They were so cheesy. I loved the more offbeat ones, the indie films, like my dad loved to watch. That was the fun part for me.”

      “That’s awesome,” Gary said finishing his beer. “I’ve always been into them. And while I do love the cheesy films, there are a lot of the more serious horror movies that I love as well. I’m especially interested in paranormal films.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe it’s because I believe in the paranormal to some degree.”

      “Wow, have you had experiences?”

      “No,” he said. “I can’t say with a straight face that I have ever had any paranormal experiences in my life. But, I can say that I have an open mind to it, and I believe other people have had those experiences.”

      “What makes you believe that?”

      “Well, in our line of work, we’ve seen some frightening things. And I have to think that sometimes, if someone passes on tragically that way that the energy of who they were is left behind, stuck at the scene so to speak.”

      “That’s an interesting way of looking at things,” I said.

      We continued talking for a bit longer and after about three beers each we decided to say goodnight. It was getting late and we both had work the next day.

      “Are you sure you are ok to drive?” Gary asked.

      “What? I’ve had three beers in about three hours. I paced myself. Now, if you are unsure about yourself… I didn’t know that firemen were such lightweights who can’t hold their beer!”

      Gary laughed and pretended to jab me in the belly with his finger in a teasing fashion. “That’s not fair. I’m fine. I can hold my beer with no problem. I could probably drink you under the table.”

      “Oh, if that’s a challenge, then we can go right back inside and drink until they throw us out,” I said. We had made it out to the parking lot, which at this time was almost empty. The night was warm and the moon was about half, but still bright and beautiful in the black sky above us. I loved to look up and watch the galaxy outside of our own world and solar system. I wondered if there could be real life in any of the other systems. There were countless star systems and galaxies. Surely, we weren’t the only lucky planet in all of the cosmos.

      “No, I surrender,” Gary said. “You have beaten me.”

      “I’m glad that’s settled,” I said.

      We were now standing in front of my car. It was a two thousand and five, four door sedan with almost a hundred thousand miles on it. Sometimes I felt like letting it roll into the river, but it was my car and we’d been through a lot together.

      “Well, this is me,” I said.

      “Thanks for coming out tonight. That support really means a lot to me, otherwise I get to thinking that I should just stay home and sing for myself.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. You seemed to be attracting quite the fan club inside.”

      He shrugged. “Thanks anyway. I guess I’ll see you at work tomorrow?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      As I stood there in front of him looking up into Gary’s eyes, something came over me. It was an odd feeling. I suddenly felt like I was being swept away by him. We were just there together enjoying the moment. That was all. There was no one else around. There was no one that could judge us or tell us that we were doing something wrong. We could just be and give into our innermost feelings.

      And right then my innermost feelings were driving me to do something a little crazy. I reached up and grabbed Gary behind the neck. I brought his head down toward mine and our lips met. The kiss was soft, sweet, delicate, but also loving. It was two people communicating to each other that they’d finally found a kindred soul and that there was nothing in the world that should have kept them apart.

      Gary’s lips were so soft against mine, yet rugged and masculine. He moved his strong jaws to add pressure to the kiss and I moaned softly as the kiss escalated slightly. I opened my mouth a little and he did the same. This allowed our tongues to slide into each other, tip to tip, and then slipping past one another until they were wrapped up in some sweet, epic dance.

      I felt the tingles starting from my loins and moving all over my body, rolling down my spine in rapid fire waves of beauty and bliss. It was almost like being weightless as I was lifted up into the air by my feelings and emotions.

      It felt so good. But I knew it could never happen again. Ironically, I was playing with fire. I was pouring gasoline on a fire and I knew that soon it was going to blow up in my face. I had to put a stop to this. Dammit, why did I have to feel this way?

      “No, I’m sorry,” I said, pulling away.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Gary asked.

      “I shouldn’t have done that,” I replied. I felt the waves of fear and guilt washing through me.

      “It’s ok,” Gary said. “No one is around. Nobody saw.”

      “Yeah, but I’m scared. I hate to admit it, but I feel like a coward. But I’m scared. I don’t know if I can start over again so soon. I need some stability. Dammit. I really shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Ok,” Gary said. “It’s alright. We can just pretend it didn’t happen.”

      I shook my head. “No. No, we can’t. I know that I’m going to be thinking about this now every time I see you. Why did I do that?”

      I felt like just screaming into the dark night sky. This was so frustrating. I knew that I was at my breaking point. I was about to give in and say to hell with it. I wanted this man and I wanted him now. But I knew I would be filled with fear and doubt afterwards. And of course it had nothing to do with how I felt about Gary. I was falling for him, hard. But the potential consequences of such a thing right now was enough to terrify me and set me on edge. I’m too neurotic to pull things over on people or to blatantly hide things. I would be found out quickly. The fear would be written all over my face by anyone who wanted to glance at me.

      Gary placed his hands on my shoulders. “Honey, it’s ok. Don’t worry about it. Nothing happened. Nobody has seen anything. I know it’s tough. That kiss was amazing. I… wow… I’ll be thinking about it for a long time, too. But we have to just move past it and just continue with the plan.”

      “What plan? To ignore everything? To pretend that the entire time I’m doing a training session I’m not thinking about you taking me to bed? Ugh. I feel like someone is playing a game of tug of war with me inside and my stomach is being shifted all around back and forth.”

      Gary looked into my eyes. I expected him to show some kind of emotion, but all I saw was a bit of concern. He was not allowing himself to become vulnerable or emotional as I was getting. No, he was solid and strong. I needed that. His strength just made me want him that much more.

      I slung my arms around his neck and hung my own head down as I rested against him. Oh, this felt nice. Could he take care of everything for me? Would he be able to just make this decision for me? I was tired of having to wrestle with my own thoughts constantly. I wanted this to be over. What were we going to do?

      Gary looked into my face. Using one finger, he tilted my chin up to look at him. Our eyes locked and I felt another kiss about to happen. His face came close to mine. I could feel his warmth, his masculine energy, the solid stubble on his chin, and the determined look in his eyes. He wanted to take care of everything. And he wanted me to let him.

      His lips were almost touching mine. Yes… this was what I wanted. This was just what I needed. Surrender to him… please… and it would all be over just like that. The choice would be made. There could be no going back. We would make this work and if it didn’t then we would live with the results.

      No.

      I stepped away at the last second and Gary’s lips missed me. I couldn’t do this again. I was torturing myself. The more I continued to dance with this idea of being with Gary, the harder it was going to be for me to straighten things out, to get on with my life and focus on why I had really come to Chicago, to start over.

      But wasn’t this also a part of starting over? I guess it depended on what was most important to me. I wasn’t sure, but I knew I couldn’t continue this until I figured everything out.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said. “I’m sorry, Gary. I can’t do this now.”

      I expected Gary to protest, or to try to stop me, but he only stood there with that same concerned expression. The choice was entirely up to me. Did he care one way or the other? I was sure he did. He had told me how he felt, but it was becoming obvious that he was much better at keeping his feelings inside than I was. He was going to handle this better than me, wasn’t he?

      Or maybe Gary was just very adept at keeping his feelings below the surface and never really reacting to anything. It was something we trained on as firefighters. We can never let emotions get in our way or cloud our judgment. We have to remain almost cold and make the hard decisions. If we became emotional in a fire, we were all going to be gone. And we could never let the victim see us scared. They were already terrified. Any fear from us would only feed upon theirs and amplify it.

      I got in my car and started it up. I took one last look back at Gary and I drove home. I tried to relax and get into the sound of a good song on my radio, but I couldn’t do it. My head was too full of everything that was going on.

      Shit. I knew that things were heating up between Gary and I. Every single time that we were together it seemed something escalated a bit farther. But I couldn’t stop putting myself in proximity to him. It was a total mistake going there to see him play. I knew it was when I left my place.

      But it had been worth it. Even with all the stress and worry I was now under, it had been worth it. I wanted Gary so badly. He was practically all I thought about anymore.

      And I knew that it was going to happen with us one way or another. The question was, how much longer were we going to keep playing this game pretending that we could really deny these feelings?
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        Gary

      

      

      I was thinking about the kiss when the call came in. There was a fire. We had to roll.

      In fact, I’d been thinking about the kiss nonstop since it happened. It was perfect. Shelly kissed me. She had actually put her sweet lips against mine right out of the blue. I took this to mean that she really loved my performance. And she was not kidding when she said she had strong feelings for me.

      After I watched her drive away, I drove home and sat up writing and strumming my guitar. I was too buzzed on that kiss to sleep. I could think of nothing else except when I would get to taste those perfect lips again. We had to do this. We were just fooling ourselves if we thought we could keep these feelings under wraps for much longer. Of course no one at work suspected a thing. Hell, if Shelly and I had gone home together and spent the night, no one would have suspected a thing then either. It would be that simple. We could do this. We just had to be professional at work, which we’d have to be if we were an out couple anyway.

      I didn’t think this would be an issue. We could handle this. I was sure of it. But clearly, Shelly needed more time. I was glad to give her all the time she needed. I wasn’t about to try to talk her into rushing this. That would only lead to resentment from her. That was the last thing I wanted.

      After I quickly suited up, we grabbed our gear and headed to the truck. I thought I saw Shelly watching from the side but I was in too big of a rush to pay attention. I wondered if she was worried about me. I imagined she was worried about us all of course, but perhaps just a bit extra for me. I liked to think that the kiss meant she might have a bit of a bias when it came to me. And she gave me a bit of incentive to get back home safe and sound. But with a fire, you could never predict anything.

      And this was one of those times.

      We arrived on the scene to see a two story house fully engulfed in a blaze. This was going to be rough. We had no hope of salvaging the property. All we could do was make sure everyone was out and that the fire didn’t spread to any of the surrounding structures.

      A woman ran up to the truck frantic as could be as we stepped out. “You have to help me! My daughter is still in there! She is only eight years old! Please!”

      “Where was she last seen?” Alan, our foreman asked quickly.

      The woman stuttered with her thoughts. “Upstairs! Her bedroom! Please save my baby! I couldn’t get to her!” The woman was bent over crying and sobbing now as a neighbor ran over to console her. This woman would have been totally broken if her daughter did not survive this. I was not going to let that happen. I just prayed we weren’t too late. The fire was a full on inferno and most people who perish in fires actually die of smoke inhalation before the fire ever gets to them.

      Me and Max quickly rushed up the stairs to the door. He had the axe clenched tightly in his hand. He swung it hard, with all his might until the door splintered in front of us. The heat escaped from the house in one large swoosh that I felt even behind all the equipment and protective gear I was wearing.

      This was going to be intense. It had been a while since we’d faced anything like this.

      The moment we entered the house. I could see we were in trouble. The place was full of smoke and flames were eating through the entire structure climbing up the stairs. It was a gamble if we could make it up the steps and it was pretty much an uncertainty we were not coming back down them. There just wasn’t time.

      “Go back out and tell them to get the ladder ready. Pull it up to the side window upstairs!” I yelled at Max.

      He grabbed me. “Are you nuts? It’s too dangerous. We can’t get to her. She is probably gone already.”

      “I have to try!”

      I shook him off and I quickly ran up the stairs. I was not going to let this raging inferno defeat me today. I knew the odds of me making it out of this fire were very slim, but if that little girl was going to die today, I was going to make damn sure that she didn’t die alone.

      I reached the stairs and looked to my left where the hallway was leading me. I saw the window at the end. I ran to the window and picked up a small stand holding a potted plant. I swung the stand and smashed the window to pieces. Through the window I could see the crew getting the ladder ready. This was going to be a trick. I wasn’t sure if there would be enough time.

      I kicked open several doors until I found the right room. There was the little girl. She was curled up in a ball in the corner screaming and crying as loudly as she could. As far as I could tell she was miraculously ok. But the room was filling up with smoke. She didn’t have much time.

      “I’m gonna get you out of here!” I yelled to her.

      I scooped her up in my arms and carried her out of the room. I was at the window now waiting for the ladder to reach. But something was wrong. The ladder was only extended about halfway. It was a few feet shy of the roof over the porch below which was sloping down.

      “What’s wrong?” I yelled.

      Cody was there waving at me. “The damn thing is jammed!”

      Shit. I was afraid of this. When something went wrong, it really went wrong.

      I had to improvise and do something drastic or else we were both going to die. The girl was clinging to my chest, her face buried in my suit. This was the best thing for her because what I was about to attempt was going to terrify her.

      I carefully climbed out the window onto the sloping overhang. The tiles beneath my feet were far more slippery than I had even realized. Shit. This was going to be quite the trick.

      “Mommy! Mommy!” The little girl shrieked as she held on tightly.

      “Your mommy is waiting for you! I know you’re scared, but you have to be brave,” I said.

      “What are you doing?” Cody asked from the ladder.

      “I’m going to throw her to you! Get in the bucket!” I yelled.

      I could see Cody’s eyes dancing in his head as he realized I was dead serious and this was the worst idea in history. But I had no choice. This was truly the only thing we could do if we had any chance at saving this child’s life.

      Cody scrambled up the ladder until he was standing in the bucket with his arms outstretched. I had never seen him look more frightened.

      I crawled to the edge of the overhang and carefully stood up on my feet. They felt slick and unsteady. The roof was sloping like crazy and with the heat burning up under it, I could practically feel the platform starting to burn to cinder right under me. I had seconds left. I had to act fast.

      I pulled the girl from my chest as she tried desperately to hold on. Then I held her with both hands out from my body. The poor child was screaming hysterically, but this couldn’t be helped.

      “Are you ready?” I yelled to Cody.

      He shook his head violently. “YES!”

      I reared back and threw the girl like a sack of potatoes through the air. As I watched her fly about twenty feet above ground through the air I held my breath, just waiting for something to go horribly wrong. I thought about Shelly, and I wondered what she would be thinking if I didn’t make it out of this, or worse yet, if the child died anyway. I didn’t want to cause her pain. I didn’t want the child and her mother to go through any more pain. I wanted all of this to be over and the world to become a little bit more joyous than it was yesterday. That’s all I’d ever wanted.

      The girl landed perfectly in Cody’s arms and he held onto her. The impact shook him a bit and he almost fell down, but he managed to hold on. The girl was safe. Yes!

      I could see the relief washing over his eyes. But it only lasted a second.

      The platform beneath my feet was starting to sway. It was being burned underneath by flames that were eating through the house and spreading outside. I almost fell right then. Somehow I managed to maintain my position and stay on my feet.

      There was no way Cody was going to catch me on the ladder. And I wasn’t sure I could jump that far. Throwing a fifty pound child was one thing, but jumping my whole two hundred pounds through the air and hitting a target that small was a whole other animal.

      But the ground was giving way beneath me. I was about to plummet straight down through the flames to the hard concrete porch below me. I had to do it now.

      “Get out of the way!” I yelled.

      Cody grabbed the girl and vacated the bucket as he scurried down the ladder.

      I took one step and leapt as far as I could with my arms outstretched, I was flying momentarily through the air. This was going to hurt in so many ways, but I was trying to mentally prepare myself.

      Would I make it? Did I jump far enough? Those were the main questions screaming in my mind as I came closer to the edge of the bucket. I was not going to land in it. I knew that. All I could do was hope that I got close enough to grab the edge and keep from falling to the ground below which might have broken several bones, possibly killing me depending on just how messed up my landing might be.

      And there it was. The bucket was right in front of me. But I was falling short of it. I was short! Shit!

      I flailed out with my hands and stretched my reach as far as I could. My fingers were grasping air repeatedly. I was going to fall. I was going down. No… was this it? Was this the way it ended for me? I couldn’t let it go down like that.

      My fingers touched metal. And my hand gripped around it tightly. My weight pulled hard on my grip and my digits threatened to give way at any second, but I gritted through the pain. The weight snapped into my wrist hard as if I’d landed on it. The pain was surreal. I felt that I was barely hanging on, like I was about to fall at any moment.

      But I didn’t. Being tall had paid off for me. I had a long reach with long fingers. My right hand barely made it, but I was alive. I was safe for the moment.

      I reached up and grabbed the rail of the bucket with my other hand. My weight was swaying back and forth creating tension on my sore wrist. I gritted my teeth and pulled down hard to bring my weight back up towards the bucket.

      I was almost there when Cody showed back up to lend assistance. He grabbed my hands and helped me pull my body up into the bucket. There I slumped to the bottom and rested comfortably. I felt worn out, exhausted. My skin was hot as could be and I thought some of the smoke might have gotten through the protective mask, but I was alive. I was going to be ok.

      “The girl,” I said. “How is the girl?”

      “The medic thinks she will be fine,” he said. “It’s a miracle, but thanks to you, she is going to be ok.”

      I smiled and he gave me a high five. I rested there in the bucket for a few minutes while it was being lowered back down. When I finally found the strength in my legs to stand up, I started to come back down to earth a bit. The adrenaline rush was crazy and my whole body felt a bit wobbly.

      That was close. It was damn close. I had come close to dying. I knew that. That was the most sobering and mind numbing thought a man could have. It was a reality for all of us. And this was not the first time a close call had happened.

      And it definitely would not be the last.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you are ok?”

      I smiled at Shelly’s concern. “Yes, I’m fine. I had the medic take a look at me. I’m just fine.”

      “Good,” Shelly said. She smiled sweetly at me through the screen. “I didn’t get a chance to really ask you and check on you at work. I thought it might give people the wrong idea.”

      “Understood,” I replied. “I appreciate the concern.”

      When I got home that night, I called up Shelly on face time. I really wanted to talk with her. I’d been thinking of her all day, much more so since the fire. Just thinking that I might have died without ever really being with her was unbearable. Of course, I didn’t tell her any of this. I didn’t want to freak her out or seem forceful in my feelings for her. I knew she was trying to stop our burgeoning relationship in its track.

      “Of course,” Shelly said. “I heard what you did. That was really brave. It was borderline insane and suicidal, but it was very brave. That girl wouldn’t have made it out if you’d followed protocol.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. I know. That’s the thing about the job they don’t tell you. The rules are meant to keep everyone safe, but sometimes the rules will get someone else killed. That isn’t the way I do things. I’m sure I’ll catch holy hell from the chief about it tomorrow.”

      “He didn’t talk to you today?”

      “No, since things went well, he usually gives you a day or so to enjoy it and recover from the shock. It lets you know you did a good job, but you’d better never do it again.”

      Shelly shook her head and laughed. “That’s crazy. But it’s different from station to station.”

      “Right,” I said. “He’s a good guy. But it’s his jobs to enforce the rules. Even if he doesn’t always agree with them.”

      “Have you ever thought about making a play for the chief’s job? I know he is getting close to retirement,” Shelly said.

      “I’ve toyed with the idea, but I think I’d miss the action too much. It would have to be a really good reason to go for it. The money isn’t that much more. And I’m not sure I would feel as comfortable sending guys out there who aren’t as capable and experienced as I am to handle bad situations. But that’s the job. I’d have to learn to live with that.”

      “Well, that’s something to think about anyway,” she said. “For the future.”

      “So, what are you up to this evening?” I asked. “You just hanging by your lonesome?”

      “Well, a few of the girls invited me to go out with them dancing tonight. There’s a club called the Nip. I don’t know. It doesn’t really sound like my thing.”

      “You should go,” I said. “You might have fun. Get out of the house and live a little. I’m not staying home.”

      “Really? What are you up to?”

      “Well, I’m heading to the dojo in a bit. Charlie and I are going to do some sparring after class. Until then I might play a little guitar and try to put together a healthy dinner.”

      “Speaking of which, I was thinking I might want to learn to play the guitar. I’ve always wanted to.”

      “Really? Well, I could definitely teach you. I used to give lessons a while back.”

      “Why did you stop?”

      “Too many people just won’t practice or work on it. They expect it to happen by magic. Learning a musical instrument takes patience and hard work. There is no shortcut about it.”

      “I figured as much. Well, I’m willing to work hard if you’d have me,” Shelly said.

      “For you, I’ll make an exception,” I replied.

      “Well, thank you so much,” she said. “This sounds like fun. When shall our first lesson be?”

      “How about Saturday at noon?” I asked.

      “That sounds perfect.”

      Yeah, it really did sound perfect. I was shocked she’d brought it up. But now we would see exactly how this whole thing unfolded.

      This was going to be interesting to say the least. After finishing the face time call with Shelly, I warmed up some chicken and veggies and sat down with a beer to wash it down with. Saturday seemed very far away. I would have fun teaching Shelly how to play guitar, but I had a feeling that we were going to be distracted, and I could definitely see how we would both interrupt the lesson to do other activities.

      That was the fantasy anyway. But the ball was going to be left in Shelly’s court. It was up to her if she wanted to play this that way.
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        Shelly

      

      

      “Ok, now put your index finger here, at the third string, second fret. Then your ring finger here, at the second string, third fret. And last, you will place your middle finger here on the first string, second fret. Now that is your basic D chord shape. Keep your fingers arched and pressed down and then you strum.”

      I listened to every single direction that Gary gave me, but it was awkward and my fingers were cramping up a little bit. Still, he was patient and very attentive. He would occasionally move my finger a little bit left or right to hit the right angle, and he would instruct me the proper way to intonate the notes so they rang out. I was doing pretty well for the first lesson, or at least I thought so anyways.

      I strummed the chord down, dragging my pick across all six strings. It sounded better than I thought it was going to, but there was still something off and a little clunky about the whole thing. What was I doing wrong? My hand kept wanting to slide off.

      “Ok, almost,” Gary said. “With the D chord, the root is this D string. That’s the fourth string. So, you really want to start your strum on that note. If you want to drape your thumb gently over the bottom two strings to mute them, you can, or if you just want to concentrate on hitting that D string and strumming from there, I’m sure you will get that going in no time.”

      “Alright,” I said. “Let me try again.” I held my fingering and tried once more. The chord sounded bright and a bit flashy. “Alright, I’m getting it.”

      “Yes, you are,” Gary said.

      I was glad I’d asked him to teach me to play. I was shocked at myself that I had inquired about this. I was, once again, putting myself in a position where things could end up getting hot and romantic with Gary. Those feelings were hotter inside of me now than they had ever been. What was I thinking?

      I knew what it was. The accident. The fire. When I heard that Gary had almost been killed, my whole body went numb. I felt sick. I had to go to the bathroom and cry it out for a few minutes. The idea of losing him in such a horrible way, for all of the members of the crew for this tragedy to befall, it was just too much for me to handle.

      The minutes ticked by the rest of the day until I could talk to Gary freely and let him know I cared and to make sure that he was alright. I never would forget the relief that came over me when I finally spoke to him. It was maddening, not knowing how he really was, if he was hurt and shook up more than he was letting on, and if he’d actually done something to stupidly put himself in harm’s way or if there really was no other choice about it.

      But he was fine. He was strong. I admired that strength and wished I could internalize some of it for myself.

      “Ok,” Gary said. “Now let’s go back to that C chord we did earlier. It’s important to be able to switch cleanly between the chords. It will feel awkward at first, but eventually you will get that muscle memory down.”

      “Ok,” I said. I tried to think of exactly where to put my fingers. I made the first two but forgot where my ring finger went. Gary reached over and lightly corrected it.

      “Now strum that one,” he said.

      I did and it sounded very clunky. I groaned.

      “Don’t get discouraged. You need to be aware of the open third string there. That G note. It has to ring out. So pivot your wrist slightly.” Gary moved my wrist back a little bit so it was at an angle. I loved it when he touched me. I wanted him to take me right then and there. It would be so romantic, just knowing that our passions overflowed and we couldn’t help ourselves. I’d played through the scenario in my mind so many times that I’d almost willed it to happen. Maybe if I dreamt it enough, that dream would come true.

      I hadn’t forgotten all of the reasons why it was a bad idea, either. I was just tired of fighting it. I think we both were. There was only so long you could ignore your deepest, darkest desires. And mine were on the verge of crippling my spirit. I was not strong enough to hold it back anymore.

      “I’ll get us a few beers,” Gary said. “You’re doing well. Don’t get flustered.”

      “Beers? At noon?” I teased.

      “Don’t judge me. It’s our day off. Why not? It will loosen you up and you’ll stop thinking too much about where your fingers go. It needs to become natural.”

      “Ok, you’re the teacher,” I said.

      Gary returned with two bottles of beer. I took a swig and sighed as the refreshing concoction rolled down my parched throat. I wasn’t aware I was that thirsty. Now, that felt so much better.

      “That’s a nice guitar, by the way,” Gary said as he sat down.

      “Would you believe that I only paid ten dollars for it at a yard sale a while back?”

      “That’s great. I love getting those types of sweet deals. Someone doesn’t know the value of what they have, or they are just sick of the sight of it and want something different badly enough they just want to get rid of this thing, right?”

      “I guess,” I said. “I just happened by it. I was thinking I’d want to learn to play at some point, so I picked it up. It’s been sitting in a closet for six months.”

      “That’s fine,” he said. “That’s the great thing about a guitar. It can be the best friend you have, but you can just put it away until you are ready for it.”

      I smiled. I took another drink of my beer. “I do feel like I’m learning a lot. You are a really good teacher.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “But right now we are just going over the basics. There is no shortcut around just practicing the movements over and over again.”

      “I’m determined to practice my fanny off,” I joked. Why the hell did I just say “fanny”? I cringed silently.

      “Ok,” Gary said. “Let’s try this again. That C chord.”

      I put my fingers back into place being careful to pay attention to the things that Gary had taught me. This time when I strummed the chord it sounded great. I was tingling with excitement now. I almost leapt up off the chair and dropped the guitar I was so happy.

      “Great!” Gary said. “And morph to the D chord.”

      I did as he instructed. Then I played the D chord. It sounded great.

      “Yes!” I exclaimed. “I did it!”

      “You sure did. Great job.”

      Out of nowhere I reached over and put my arm around Gary hugging him tightly to me. “That’s amazing!”

      Feeling his warm, hard body against me did something to me then. The world around me seemed to stand still. There was nothing in the world but him and me right there and then. I was looking into his eyes. I was close to him, face to face almost. I could feel his energy seeping into me and drawing my own energy out. I wanted him so badly. I was damn tired of fighting it. It was time to fight for him. It was time to fight for us.

      I leaned in and kissed him hard on the mouth. He reciprocated instantly pushing his lips back against mine. His hot mouth covered me, massaging his thick, sweet lips against my own. I sucked in his breath, doing everything I could to get any part of him inside of me to mingle with my own essence.

      I felt a moan escape me as I sat the guitar down and leaned it against the chair. Gary moved in closer, wrapping his arm around my waist and massaging my side, caressing my skin softly as his tongue invaded my eager mouth. I lapped against his tongue with my own, creating even more passion pouring out between the two of us. I was more turned on than I’d ever been before. I was dripping wet already, my whole body tingling at his touch. I could think of nothing but getting his stiff, hard, thick cock inside of my tight pussy and letting him pound me like there was no tomorrow.

      In the back of my mind the idea that this was the wrong thing to do lingered. We were going to get caught. We were going to get into trouble. My job would once again be in jeopardy and I’d find myself starting over somewhere else. I was sure of it. Gary would lose everything he’d worked for as well. He had seniority, he was respected, and he was liked by his peers. He was a hero. He did an amazing job. But all of it could be taken away in an instant because of a moment of weakness, a moment of total, mind numbing passion.

      I didn’t care right then. I just wanted this. It had been building for too long and I couldn’t fight it anymore. Gary obviously felt the same way. In fact, he’d been ok with it much longer than I had. I loved the way that he stuck his middle finger to the man, as it were. It was sexy. There was a defiant bad boy streak in him that I found intoxicating. It felt juvenile to think about that, but I had to be honest with myself here.

      Gary’s lips moved from my mouth to my neck, kissing me softly, slowly, working his way down my jugular to the space of my collar bone where he lingered, dragging his tongue around in sweet, little circles as he raised the stakes of the passion between us.

      His hand was moving up under my shirt now, brushing against my soft skin and moving upwards slowly, surely as he made his way to my bra. He found the snap and quickly undid it. I felt the relief as the bra came loose and my breasts hung down gently. Gary pulled the bra away from me a little bit to give me more relaxation.

      His mouth went back to mine where our tongues intertwined, dancing together hard, fast, and strong as they quickly locked into a seductive power struggle. It was sweet and intense. I loved the way the tip of his tongue would slide up and down mine, and then the strength of his appendage would pin my own down and then let it back up, only to repeat the process all over again.

      Our lips parted slightly as Gary pulled back to tease and play with me a bit. His tongue continued to play and dominate mine with our mouths open. This somehow made the thing sexier, as if we were just giving into our desires and making the focal point frenching, as much as possible. The lips were secondary. I was getting so wet now. Every instinct I had was to reach into my underwear and to finger my wet pussy like a madwoman. But somehow I resisted. I had to resist and see where this would lead. What wonderful pleasures awaited me?

      Gary pulled my blouse over my head and dropped it to the floor, pulling my bra along with it. I was now topless there in front of him in his apartment. He stared at my breasts with a warmth in his eyes as if he’d seen the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his life before. I actually felt loved by the way he admired my body. It was so comforting. This was the sexiest thing in the world to me. That comfort and that affection. That turned me on more than anything else.

      He touched my breasts, taking each one in his hands. He brought them to his face and kissed them softly, pressing his lips to them as he held them in his large hands. “Beautiful,” Gary said. “You are so beautiful.”

      He took my right nipple in his mouth and suckled at it. His mouth was warm and inviting. I gasped as my body began to move to another level of total lust. I wanted him to do every single thing to me that he could, to experience every single ounce of pleasure that was capable within our bodies to experience. I was wide open for him. This was what I’d been dreaming about ever since I laid eyes on this beautiful man. We would wait no more. We were going to do this.

      Gary dragged his tongue over the nipple, then under it as he forced more of the large, fleshy breast into his mouth. The sight of my breast in his mouth was a huge turn on for me. Just seeing how wild it was driving him with desire to take me this way made me feel so special. That turned me on even more. It had been so long since a man had looked at me that way. I was so tired of waiting for the sweet release of this pleasure.

      His mouth moved to the space between my breasts then. He carefully slid his tongue down his my chest to my stomach as he inched his way farther down towards the waist of my pants. I loved the way his mouth felt on me. His lips felt warm and then instantly cooled as they touched and pressed, touched and pressed…I leaned back in the chair doing my best to enjoy this sweetness.

      Gary stood up suddenly. He reached for my hand. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”

      He led me down the hallway to his bedroom. There he shut the door. It was the middle of the day, but the curtains were drawn and it was mostly dark, with enough residual light that we could plainly see each other. But the mood… ah the mood was just right. I loved this. I needed more of this in my life. I’d tucked myself and my feelings away for far too long. I had to come back to life already. Too much living in the shadows was not good for anyone.

      I sat down on the bed and Gary began to remove my pants. He unzipped my jeans and unfastened them, before pulling them off to the floor.  They slipped over my feet and then fell to the floor. I was lying on his bed wearing only panties now.

      Gary reached up and slipped the last garment from my body. He stood there for a moment, watching me, sighing with glee at the sight of me. I was there waiting for him, ready for him to make the next move. I was so wet. I could feel and see the gushing juices of my pussy signaling to him that I was at maximum peak arousal. He just had to come and get it.

      He then began to strip for me. Slowly, he removed his shirt to reveal his muscular, lean physique. He had that well-worn muscle, as if he’d grown up on a farm. He put in the time at the gym, but his muscle looked more natural than that. His ripped abs were a thing of beauty and I could hardly stop staring at them. My mind was racing with thoughts of tearing into him, sliding my tongue and even gnashing my teeth into his sweet, delicious form.

      “Take it off, dammit,” I said. “I want to see you…”

      Gary smiled. He seemed to delight in torturing me with his striptease, or any kind of pleasure. I reached between my legs and plunged two fingers deeply into my hot, succulent pussy. It was so sensitive that I felt I might come right on the spot. When I pulled my fingers out, I held them up so that Gary could see the glistening of my juices dripping off my skin. “You see how wet you make me. Come and fuck me… I need that cock…”

      Gary calmly smiled and removed his jeans. At last he pulled off his tight boxer shorts and stood there watching me with his hard, rigid cock in his hand. It was a beautiful dick. The flesh was pulled tightly around his throbbing boner. The head was large and round. It was neat and cut. He was clean shaven and bare, just the way I liked to see it. He was big. I knew that he would fill me up with his thick prick. I wanted to feel him stretching me until I begged for mercy from the onslaught of his pleasure inducing, sweeter than all else fuck.

      “Are you ready for it?” Gary asked as he climbed between my legs.

      “Yes,” I said. “Give it to me. Shit, I’m so ready…”

      He smiled and bent over me. Then he kissed me hard on the mouth. He shoved his tongue deeply into me and I sucked it back hard. Just then he entered me tightly, pushing his throbbing dick into my soft, wet pussy.

      “Fuck!” I moaned in a mercy asking cry. It felt so damn good. It was mind blowing. My whole body felt like it had just been taken to a level of pleasure it had never obtained before. This was truly the most intense experience of my life. I hated myself for not giving in sooner. No matter how much trouble it might cost me, this would be well worth it. And if we didn’t get caught, then I had just found the very thing that could make me utterly happy in this life. I was ready for whatever came next. There was nothing that could bring me down because I had seen the pinnacle of bliss and there was no way to take that away from me.

      Gary entered me again, shoving his hard, thick prick into the waiting waters of my tightness. My legs spread wider as if I was trying to crawl away from the pleasure because it was just too much. Oh, this felt so damn good. I closed my eyes as Gary kissed me again, this time harder. He sucked my tongue out of my mouth and let it glide between his teeth, adding a little bit of attitude and danger to the kiss. I liked that.

      Meanwhile, his epic prick was pounding away at my pussy in slow, deep penetrations. I sucked in my breath, gasping with every single thrust. I felt the sensations growing by leaps and bounds. Somehow every single time he entered me, it felt a little bit better than the time before.

      I rested my legs high up on his torso, squeezing him tightly, my legs pressed against his ribs seeing if he might wince, but he did not. Gary kept his mind focused on the task in front of him. I loved the look on his face. I could see how much pleasure my body was giving him and he was giving the same pleasure right back to me. This was beyond anything I’d hoped for. I just wanted this beautiful man in any way I could have him.

      And those thoughts, those feelings made all of this that much more special. I knew right as he was making love to me that I was falling in love with this man. The final piece had fallen into place. Before this I had strong feelings for him, but now seeing the pleasure he brought to me and how much care he was putting into it, this showed me plainly that sweet Gary was falling for me, too. I could tell that he had those same thoughts in his head that I did.

      It was too soon to know this, but I felt it within me. I felt it as strongly as I had felt anything else in my life. This was real. This was really happening. I was in love with Gary and I believed he was in love with me.

      But it was still too soon to explore those feelings that deeply. In the throes of passion, one often feels things that do not make sense later. I tried to put those thoughts out of my mind, but they were turning me on so much that I could not let go of them completely.

      “Oh, shit…”I moaned. “That’s it. Hit that spot…oh… fuck!” I gasped as Gary began to fuck me harder. His cock was plunging in and out of me quickly with dedicated purpose and utility. I was getting close to coming now. It was going to happen so soon. Shit… I felt it coming.

      I bucked my hips hard against his raging prick as it broke into me, slipping between my wet slit and pile driving hard into my wet pool. “That’s it! Oh, shit!”

      “You like that, baby?” Gary asked. “You feel so fucking good. Fuck… oh… that’s perfect…”

      Every single one of Gary’s words came out in a grunt. I loved the sound of it. I knew that he was feeling strained, tense, and that he was going to fill me up with his epic load soon. Oh, so soon. I wanted to feel every single drop of him inside of me. I wanted my body to absorb it and take it in. I hoped I didn’t get pregnant. Shit, we probably should have been using something, but honestly, at that moment I was too obsessed with the bliss I was feeling to care. This was all passionate, in the heat of the moment. Gary wasn’t thinking about it either, and in some way it made it all that much hotter between us. Fuck, this man was beautiful.

      Gary pulled out of me then. He looked down at me, his raging cock covered in my wet juices. I could see it dripping on the sheet. For some reason that turned me on as well. “Turn over.”

      I rolled over and got on my hands and knees. Gary pulled up behind me. I felt his cock against me a second before he pushed it into me. Shit, he was in deeper now. I loved this angle as I bent over a bit more, shoving my ass higher up in the air.

      I held onto the pillow in front of me, holding it as if it was some kind of security blanket. Gary was fucking me so good, so hard now, that I was having a tough time maintaining this position. His powerful blows with his huge cock were so sweet and tight inside of me that with every single stroke I thought it might be the one to finally trigger my orgasm. It had been blowing up for a few minutes. I felt it building deeply within me. I was just waiting for the time when it would finally be released.

      Gary grabbed my hair and pulled it back snugly, teasing me with the buildup. He placed his face close to my ear. I could feel the cool breath from his mouth as he began to whisper in my ear. “Is that what you like? Ah, you’re so perfect. God, this feels like nothing else in the world. I’ve been dreaming about this since I laid eyes on you.” He kissed my earlobe and then nuzzled his face against my neck. “I want you to come for me baby. Can you do that? Are you almost there? Do you want me to fill your tight pussy with my huge load? It’s so massive…it’s going to drip out of you and run down your legs baby… is that what you want?”

      Listening to his words turned me on like crazy, taking me to that final level where I could feel the orgasm about to break in me. “Fuck yes! Oh, yes! Fuck me!”

      I pumped my hips backwards against his as he humped harder into my tightness. I was so wet now that the friction was starting to lose out a little bit, but it was not going to stop us. Gary pulled my hair harder, curling the strands into a tight ball in his clenched fist. He was holding me near the roots so that it would be tight enough to be a little bit intimidating. That was part of the appeal. If he wanted to grab me and yank my hair out, or jerk my head around however he wanted to, that was his prerogative. He was in control. I liked that. I wasn’t sure why, but I loved those thoughts of surrendering control to this perfect man. I wanted him to always be there for me and in that moment I was willing to do just about anything to make that happen. Yes, that’s the way… oh, I was about to…

      “YES!” I screamed as the orgasm hit me. I jerked my head with the intensity of the climax, but Gary was still holding my hair, controlling my body in place so that I could not move too much. This made the effects of the orgasm that much more intense. I had no way to soften the blow. I was just there and my body would experience the full intensity of this magnificence.

      I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think. All I could do was wait as the precious, amazing waves of pleasure echoed throughout my body. My body was tightening around Gary’s cock, squeezing him as it waited for him to pop. I wanted that so badly… it was only a matter of time…

      “Yes, that’s it!” Gary yelled. “Come for… me!”

      As he grunted out the last word, I felt his own body twitching with relief. A moment later I felt his huge orgasm colliding with my own as he let go of every single drop of his precious seed within my body, which responded in kind and set off a few more aftershocks of the orgasm I was trying to recover from. Sounds came out of my throat that I had never heard before. They were guttural, intense. As I felt Gary’s sweet juice blowing into my body with astounding force, I couldn’t help but think about all of the time that had been building to this sweet, epic moment. This was what we’d been waiting for and I realized that the buildup had actually made this so wonderful. I was very happy that we had waited this long.

      As our bodies wound down from the intense lovemaking, Gary held me in his arms. We didn’t speak much, but I knew that we were both thinking the same thing. What happens next? How far were we going to take this?

      I had thought about this being the one during the sex. I’d felt it and I’d believed it, but now I was not so sure. I was developing such strong feelings for Gary that this was well worth it all, but then at the same time, I had to think that it would be awful if he were to lose his job, too. It would be worse in a way since he’d been with the company for so long.

      We had to keep this under the radar. That was going to be easier said than done, though. Just thinking about how hard it was going to be to go day in and day out working with each other and pretending that we hardly knew each other besides just on a professional basis was going to be more difficult than I could begin to comprehend. Gary did not seem too concerned with it. He was less emotional than I was, or at least he was one of those people who could keep his emotions under the surface so you never really knew what he was thinking.

      “That was amazing,” I said as I rested my head against his muscular chest.

      “I agree,” Gary replied softly. He kissed me on the forehead softly and rubbed my shoulder with his large, somewhat calloused hand. “I know what you are thinking.”

      I smiled. I would play along. “Interesting… what am I thinking?”

      “You’re thinking about how this is going to play out Monday when we are back at work. Will we be able to pretend like nothing is going on? Will we be able to keep this from our friends, our supervisors, and the rest of the team?”

      I sighed. “You are good. I bet you are thinking about the same thing.”

      “True.”

      “Great minds.”

      “That we are,” Gary said.

      “I’m not sure we can do this,” I said.

      “We already did it. This has begun. We can’t take it back, right?”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “But that isn’t what I meant. This happened. And it was beautiful. I would never want to take it back if we could. I think we can recover and move on from this and pretend that nothing has really changed. But if this becomes a regular thing, if we are actually together, then that changes everything.”

      “I don’t see how it changes the way we behave at work. We are professionals. As long as we maintain the utmost in professionalism at work, which we already are expected to do, then I don’t see how anyone can find out. It’s our life with our co-workers outside of work that we have to be careful of.”

      “Right,” I said. “You are making some valid points here.”

      “Thanks. Basically, if we let something slip with some of our friends from the station, or we act a little different if we all happen to be hanging out together, which happens every now and then, that is when we will have to worry. That scrutiny, those targets will be put on our backs and we will be caught red handed. Our friends will figure that out. We just have to be careful in those circumstances.”

      “And here I thought you weren’t too concerned,” I said. “It turns out that you have thought all of this through. It makes me wonder if you’ve done this before.”

      I hadn’t meant that last statement to be accusatory, but I was aware that it had come out that way. Gary kissed my forehead and said, “No, never. I’ve never dated someone from the station. I’ve never dated anyone I’ve worked with ever.”

      “Is that a policy that you’ve always had for yourself?”

      “Yes. I just never felt it would work out well.”

      “So, what makes this different?”

      “I don’t know that it is, but I am just so drawn to you that this all seemed to be completely out of my hands.”

      “I agree,” I said. “But I’m not sure we should do this again. It’s just too risky. I don’t think I can be that on all the time. I will blow this for us. Somehow I will let it slip by saying, or doing the wrong thing. I’m afraid that I can’t hold up my end of this bargain.”

      Gary sighed. “I get it. And again, it’s your choice. You know how I stand on it. I’m ready to go all in. I think we can be brilliant together. But if you are uncomfortable about something then I respect that. I would never want you to feel that way. I care too much about you and I respect you far too much.”

      I nuzzled my head against his chest and rested, closing my eyes. It was still early in the day, but I was exhausted. I was physically and emotionally drained. I needed a nap, and I was ready to close my eyes for a while. I had a lot of thinking to do. I appreciated how Gary was not trying to convince me of anything. He was not trying to change my mind. He was content with however things played out. I knew he was falling for me and he wanted this to continue, but he was fine with me having doubts and not being ready. And he wasn’t trying to make me feel bad about it either.

      Dammit, he was too perfect sometimes. That made everything seem so much more confusing. My mind was getting so muddled about what to do and how to handle things. I just wanted to be free and happy.

      But it seemed that no matter what I did here, there was going to be a price to pay one way or another. I just had to decide which price I was willing to accept.
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      I was getting ready for work the following Monday when Shelly face timed me. I was in a bit of a rush and I was a bit annoyed that someone was calling, but when I saw it was her, my mood lightened considerably. Was there something wrong? I had a feeling I was not going to like the contents of this phone call.

      “Hey,” I answered. “This is a surprise.”

      Shelly smiled weakly. “Hey, I know this is last minute, but can I talk with you a minute?”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “It’s about us,” she said. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”

      “And?”

      “And I think we need to make sure this thing with us doesn’t happen again. I’m so sorry. I really care about you and I want this. I really do, but I just don’t think I can handle it. The stress is getting to me. It’s going to start interfering with my work. I’m not sleeping well. I’ve been through a lot the past few years and I don’t need this extra stress right now. I’m not handling it well. I’m sorry.”

      I sighed quietly, but did my best to keep my composure. I kind of figured this, but I was getting a bit tired of Shelly’s back and forth. I’m the kind of guy who makes up his mind about something and I just follow through, but if Shelly needed more time I was not going to try to convince her or argue with her. I knew she would eventually agree that this thing between us was too valuable to just let go of. That was a conclusion I’d come to a while ago. It just sounded like she needed a bit more time to see it for herself.

      “Ok,” I said. “I understand.”

      “I’m really sorry,” she said.

      “No worries,” I said. “I got to go. See you later.”

      With that, I ended the call and finished my cup of coffee. Then I headed out the door ready for another fun filled day of waiting for a tragedy to happen. Most likely it would be another day of hanging with the crew, playing some games, working out, and training to keep our skills sharp. I would now have to add trying to avoid Shelly, or at the very least pretend like I hardly knew her, to that list.

      I could do that. No problem.

      As I drove to work, I turned on the radio and blasted some old eighties hair metal. It was my favorite morning music and it always got me pumped and ready for the day. I’ve never understood how most radio has a bunch of talk shows first thing in the morning. What’s wrong with starting your day with some great music instead? That is much more likely to get you awake and pumped up, especially when you had a physical job like I did.

      As I drove, I tried not to think too much about Shelly. The night we’d shared was phenomenal. I’d never experienced sex like that before. Every single fiber of my being had been on fire with lust and orgasmic pleasure. I was surprised I could walk at all after that. And I desperately wanted to make love to Shelly again, and again…

      She was a strong woman, but I knew she’d been through a lot. She hadn’t really opened up that much about her past, but there were definitely some demons there that were pulling on her that were preventing her from really opening up and being who she truly wanted to be. I could tell she wasn’t the type to lie down and let someone tell her what to do with her life. That was one of the things I enjoyed most about her. I found this to be very attractive.

      I arrived at work and greeted everyone while making my way to the break room and filling up my mug with piping hot coffee. I hadn’t slept that great the night before. I wasn’t sure why. I supposed it had something to do with Shelly, as if I had anticipated whether she would contact me or pull me aside before the work week started and give me the speech about how she really was doing. That was fine. I expected it. I was doing my best to put myself in her shoes and try to see what she was going through.

      “Hey, man. How was your weekend?” Max asked me as I sat down at the table.

      “Good,” I replied. “How was yours?”

      “Not bad. I went to see that Stonesour concert. Those guys melt faces live. It was sick and awesome.”

      “Nice. How come you didn’t ask me to go?”

      “I didn’t know you would be interested. I thought you loved that old music.”

      “The eighties was the golden decade of amazing rock music. It is by far my favorite, but I’ve evolved with the times man. I even love Nickelback.”

      He laughed. “You aren’t allowed to admit you like Nickelback.”

      I grinned and sipped my coffee. A moment later I saw Shelly walk into the breakroom. She poured some coffee into her cup. At first when she saw me sitting there, I could see her breath catching inside of her. She was taken aback, afraid of what to do or say. But then she was over it and doing her best to act normal. No one else seemed to notice, but I could tell immediately that she looked tense and distracted, as if something was actually bothering her. She was even humming slightly, which I had never heard her do before.

      I glanced around a bit nervously to see if anyone else was picking up on her demeanor, but luckily everyone seemed lost in their own world. Then again, it was eight in the morning. Most people were still half asleep and just trying to get into the groove of the day.

      As Shelly left the room heading to her office, I could sense that she had turned her head slightly to look at me. I refused to look at her, instead playing it cool. Wow, she was right; she was having a very hard time playing it right.

      If this went farther, it very well might blow up in our faces. Maybe Shelly was right. But I was convinced that she could really start to do better with it and that eventually, after she was convinced that nobody could tell, she would be doing fine with things.

      The morning went along pretty easily. I drank a few cups of coffee and talked to Max and Richie a bit about a few random things. Then the afternoon started to drag. No calls were coming in, so we were both grateful and bored. I played some cards with Max and Richie. We were possibly going to go to a ball game Thursday. And we were possibly going to go out drinking after that. It would be a good night, but it would be almost weekend, so why not?

      After this, I hit the gym and got a great workout in. I loved the pump I got after lifting weights. It was almost as good as sex. Well, almost as good as regular sex. With Shelly, sex was mind-blowing on a whole other level. I couldn’t stop thinking about it and every time I did, I got raging hard and I felt the wildest urge to go to her office and whip it out for her approval. I was sure she could think of a few ways to satisfy that sort of need.

      I smiled to myself, especially when some of the small talk in the gym turned to talk about Shelly.

      “Man, did you see how good she looked today?” Devon asked.

      Shawn Wyatt laughed. “Yeah, she is so beautiful. But I think she puts on a tough face, just to keep people away.”

      “I’ll bet,” Max said. “She is probably doing it to make sure morons don’t try to hit on her and get fired. She is doing everybody a great service. But I do wonder who she’d be interested in if this was not a problem. I don’t know much about her, but from what I can gather I think she would like a guy in a sports car. I only believe this though, if he can find a way to be tough and manly at the same time.”

      “And guys who drive sports cars can’t be tough and manly?” Devon asked.

      “No,” Max replied. “Those guys are into flashy and being seen. They just want to be popular. Real tough guys don’t care about that.”

      Devon rubbed his chin. “I can see that. Hey, Gary what do you think?”

      I pretended to not have any idea what they were talking about. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “You’ve seen the new trainer, Shelly. What do you think? If she was able to go out with someone here, who do you think she would choose?”

      I had to work hard to hold a straight face with them. “Well, I think it would be you Max, most definitely.”

      Max smirked. “Yeah, that’s funny, but I would be the ideal candidate. With all my skills and my ambition, how would I not be the guy?”

      I laughed and tried to cover my mouth with my hand.

      Max gave me a serious look. “What’s so funny?”

      “You are delusional,” I replied. “You think every woman out there wants you. There are some women who have a specific type and you are not it.”

      “Handsome and charming is everyone’s type. You’re bound to have seen this.”

      I could tell Max was getting angry about it. I wasn’t sure why he was getting worked up. It was just a joke. He had a tendency towards anger sometimes, but he’d never even tried to get mad with me. He knew better. I had established this relationship with the guys. They respected me and I respected them if they acted worthy of respect. But sometimes guys got into fights about silly things. I always did my best to avoid that sort of nonsense, but it did happen at the station sometimes.

      “Well, Shelly isn’t going with anyone. She is well aware of policy as we all have. So, let’s drop it. This is a stupid discussion,” I said.

      I realized as I said it that I might have been taking up too much for Shelly, or at least more than was reasonable. If someone wanted to test me, they might be able to make it through my cover and realize that I had some strong feelings for Shelly. But I didn’t lend any more weight to it than was necessary.

      I slid back under the bar and began to pound out my last set. As I hoisted the heavy weight, I thought about Shelly and I wished that we could just be a normal couple. I wanted so badly for us to be together like a regular couple. We could make it work, but the policy dictated rigidly that we had to follow this silly format.

      After finishing up the workout and hitting the showers, it was time for a training session with Shelly. I was looking forward to it. This gave me an excuse to actually be near her without having it look awkward. But every man in that training room was thinking the same thoughts about her. She was a ravishing beauty. We had several attractive, wonderful women who were a part of the crew, but Shelly had them all beat by a country mile in the looks department, and she had this amazing spark inside of her that was so contagious and so moving that it automatically made you just want to hold her and be near her all the time.

      As I stood there in class, watching Shelly work her magic and teach us all about the importance of assessing the level of the victim when we found them, I felt myself growing hotter and hotter inside. I wanted to run over to her and grab my beloved in my arms, hold her, kiss her, and completely ravish her body until I was physically unable to do anymore.

      I was starting to sweat, despite the cool air conditioning. This was so difficult. Just knowing what we’d done together, the love, and the beautiful affection and lust we’d experienced together, made standing there watching the training going on almost impossible. I felt my heart racing. My body was compelling me to make a move, especially as Shelly walked past me. She barely glanced in my direction. Wow, she was doing so well here. I loved to see the way she had taken ownership of the situation. I now felt that I was the one who might crack and reveal everything. If that happened, I would lose Shelly forever. I would lose firefighting. I would lose most of anything that really meant anything to me.

      I could barely pay attention as Shelly ran over the types of victims and what to look for, assessing the need, et cetera. My mind was in so many different places that I could hardly think straight on anything. My mind was all about Shelly. I needed her with me all the time. I was sure that if Shelly did agree to us, if she did care about me, I’d gladly give up firefighting if it meant being by her side always.

      And that was ludicrous. What was I saying? I had never been that close to another person in my life. Why was I going to start that now? I loved Shelly. I was determined to be the best version of myself possible for her, but I was never going to compromise my ideals and allow myself to become dependent in any way on anyone else.

      I got through the training and left the room fairly quickly. It was almost time for me to head home, and I was getting crazy hungry. I didn’t eat breakfast and not much lunch. I occasionally skip breakfast, as I’m usually not that hungry first thing in the morning. But I wasn’t sure why my appetite hadn’t been there for lunch. That was a little odd for me.

      I was starting down the hall towards the lounge when I heard a commotion going on behind me in the training room.

      I turned back and through the crowd of others jammed in the doorway trying to get out of the room, I saw Max and Ian going at it. The two guys were engaged in an old fashioned fistfight. This was ridiculous. But I had predicted that someone might get in a fight that day. There was something in the air. It was no big surprise that this someone was Max. He’d been agitated that day, but I wasn’t sure why. Sometimes he could get a very hot head. That was always in his nature. It had become so much better. And now he was really going for it.

      And Shelly was trying to break it up by herself. What in the world was she doing? I quickly rushed back through, trying to get through the crowd that was still somewhat oblivious that this was really happening. I made it through the line just in time to see Ian swing wildly and collide with Shelly’s arm knocking her to the ground.

      The fire of anger roared to life within me. I could see nothing but red in that moment. I had to get it together. I knew this was the very thing that could get me fired and get us caught. But I was beyond control at this moment.

      My feet lunged ahead and my body got in between Ian and Max. Ian was charging ahead, almost completely unaware that I was even there. He was hell bent on killing Max and beating him to a bloody pulp, but Max was not a slouch. Ian was already bleeding from his lip. A shiner was starting to settle around his eye as well. It served him right.

      I blocked his punch and started to throw one of my own, but just then I caught sight of Shelly who was watching from the ground. I had a few urges. On the one hand, I wanted to pound Ian’s face for hurting Shelly and on the other hand I wanted to keep what Shelly and I had started totally safe and secret. In that split second I had to make a decision that would affect the both of us.

      I uncurled my fist and instead shoved Ian back with an open hand. He staggered backwards losing his balance and almost falling to the ground.

      “Stay right there!” I yelled at him. “Do not even think about trying that again!”

      I could sense that Max was trying to make his move as well. He didn’t want to back down. Was he also under the impression that this was a bar fight against a total stranger I was going to step in to and allow him to continue to pummel the other guy? No. Ian was a member of the crew, albeit a new member of the crew.

      Ian stopped in his tracks as he saw the anger in my face. He knew that he had better not try to punch a senior member. As it was, he was possibly going to be fired. Maybe Max, too. It would serve them both right. If I was chief I would have done the same. It was up to him and completely out of my hands. There was no excuse for this sort of thing. It was understandable in a sense. The team was basically locked together all day every day with mostly boredom to do. That could give you a case of cabin fever really fast.

      The rest of the crew was pouring in now helping to break things up and bring order to everything.  The Chief was the last to show up on the scene of course. He stormed into the room with an irate look on his face. He took one look at both men disgusted.

      “Both of you get to my office now!” The Chief yelled.

      Max and Ian sauntered off. The fight seemed to have gone out of them by then. I watched them go and stayed silent, but I wanted to check on Shelly and make sure she was ok. At the same time, I didn’t want to appear overly concerned. The Chief helped out with this.

      “Are you alright, Shelly?” he asked helping her to her feet.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just a nasty bruise on my arm. I guess I should have waited for backup.”

      “It’s alright,” he said. “That was good instinct.”

      “Glad you’re alright,” I said to Shelly.

      She nodded and smiled at me. The bruise on her arm had a cut below it that was starting to blead a bit. “I’ll go take care of this,” she said. Shelly walked out of the room and headed toward the medical supply room, most likely to get a bandage and maybe some ointment. She was a tough woman. I wanted to caress her and hold her, make sure she was really fine, even though she needed nothing of the sort. Somehow, it would have made me feel better.

      I hated to see her in any pain.

      “And I’ll go take care of those two jackasses,” the chief said as he stormed off. The rest of the crew had left the room and were now going about their days. I was starting to head out, as well. My stomach was really rumbling now. Maybe a big burger would hit the spot…

      That was when I saw the phone on the ground. I picked it up. The screensaver was a picture of Shelly and another woman whom I did not recognize. Shelly’s phone.

      I went to the medical supplies office. No Shelly. Then I checked in her office, but Shelly was not there. Where did she go? Ladies room?

      Maybe she went outside to get some air? I went to the front of the building and glanced out the window. There was Shelly. She was getting into her car. A fresh bandage was on her arm. I checked the time. It was about five. It had been a long, uneventful day, or at least it was until the fight.

      Shelly was going home. I wondered if she was hurt worse than she was letting on, or if there was something else wrong with her. It was unlike her to just take off that way without saying goodbye to anyone, but she was more or less free to go as she chose as long as she got all of her work done. That was the perk of being a bit higher up in the company.

      I clutched her phone tightly in my hand. She would need this back right away. I decided that I would return it to her then. I got in my car and drove out of there heading toward Shelly’s.

      Besides, this would give me a great excuse to see her again outside of work.
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        Shelly

      

      

      I was shocked to hear the knock at my door about five minutes after I arrived home. I’d just made it to the bathroom to take a real look at the big bruise and cut on my arms I’d suffered during my knock to the floor during the fight at the end of the day. I took this to mean that my training had an ill effect on a few people. Or the guys were just tired of being so cooped up inside.

      I understood this. These were physical, active people and when they weren’t allowed to get that active, they tended to go a little bit haywire. It did throw me for a loop though. I hadn’t expected to be knocked to the floor, that was for sure. But I did want to help and stop this senseless fight before anyone got hurt. I thought foolishly that if a woman stepped in the way, it would trigger the men to stand down.

      That had not been the case.

      But I was fine. Just another bump and bruise to add to my collection I’d picked up over the years. That was the name of the game sometimes.

      I opened the door surprised to see Gary standing there. We had just made it through the entire day without wigging out and getting mushy with each other. And it had not been easy. I couldn’t count the times I wanted to hug him, kiss him, even talk to him, but I was so paranoid that it would get misconstrued that I barely even glanced his way.

      Gary felt the same way. I could tell. Once or twice I caught him staring at me, that look full of lust in his eyes. It looked the way that I felt when I was around him. This wasn’t going to work. I knew it wouldn’t. To be that close to each other all day, pretending to be strangers, and to know that at the end of the day there would be no payoff, no release for your trouble… that was just maddening.

      “Gary? What are you doing here?” I asked. He was violating the rules by being there. What if someone had seen him follow me? This was too risky.

      Gary pulled an object out of his pocket. He was holding my phone. Shit. I hadn’t even noticed that I lost it.

      “You dropped this during that little scuffle back there,” Gary said.

      “Oh, thanks,” I said. “I would have been looking for that.”

      “No problem,” Gary said. “Are you alright?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. I’ll survive.”

      I did a little dance to indicate the line from the famous disco song.

      Gary laughed. “Glad to hear it.”

      “What do you think will happen to them?”

      “Knowing our chief? They will be gone.”

      “Even Max?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” He said. “He might get off lucky with a suspension due to his seniority, but the company does not tolerate crap like this at all.”

      “I guess I can see that,” I said. “What were they fighting about?”

      Gary shrugged. “I’m not sure. I really have no idea.”

      “Well, I hope it was worth it for them,” I said.

      “I doubt it,” Gary replied.

      “Would you like to come in for a cup of coffee? I was just about to make myself some,” I said. “I hope you don’t mind instant.”

      Gary smiled. “Instant will be just fine,” he said.

      It was a mistake to invite him in, but once again I found my mouth acting without any permission from my brain. And this was leading somewhere I knew it would not be right to go. But I couldn’t help myself. What was it about this man that drove me so wild that I acted without any other thoughts other than the desperate need for his touch? I grabbed a few coffee mugs from the kitchen cupboard, and then I started up my electric kettle that was already full of water. As I watched it heating up and listened to the silence in the air, I began to feel so turned on I couldn’t stand it. I was there, in my apartment, in a confined space with perhaps the sexiest man I’d ever known.

      And he was standing right behind me now. I didn’t want to turn around. I didn’t want to face him because I knew that the second I did all rational thought would go right out the window. I would be lost in his eyes, his essence, and his spirit that would envelop me completely. But it was so hard to resist. I knew it was going to happen one way or another. Why did I continue to fight it? I hadn’t come to Chicago looking for this. In fact, I’d been trying to avoid anything of the sort. I wanted to start over. I wanted to heal.

      But I was starting to see that this was the healing I was so anxiously seeking. And I was ready to be healed inside and out.

      “Today was hard,” Gary said. His voice was low and deep, a slow, deliberate rumble right behind me. He was close to me, but not too close. I could have leaned back against his massive chest and felt his warm, strong arms wrap around me if I wanted to, but I didn’t. I held myself firm. I stood strong and watched the water starting to boil.

      Gary continued to speak. “I must have bit my tongue a hundred times as I eyed you. I know we’ve agreed to remain just friends and to make sure that nothing romantic ever happens again, but I feel I would be a bad friend if I didn’t let you know what was in my heart.”

      Those words entered my ears slowly and rang out within me. I felt my whole body tingling under the weight of his sweet sentences. I knew how he felt. I had been screaming and broadcasting those same thoughts and feelings out of my body since the day I met this man. I was incapable of saying no to him. And I believed it was now time to take that as a sign.

      It was time to stop resisting. It was time to start embracing.

      I turned around just then. Gary looked into my eyes deeply, his gaze shifting from my eyes to my lips and back again. The tension between us was thick. It was painful to wait through.  I had no choice but to cut through that distance and just be there with him. Enough of this madness. I could no longer take it.

      I rushed Gary and wrapped my arms around his neck. He read my movement and caught me, placing his lips hard against mine. Instantly my brain was alight with the synapses buzzing at the speed of light. I felt nothing but pure delight and total pleasure in that moment. Yes, this was what I needed right now. This was what I needed always. I would never forget this. I would never fight this again. I couldn’t. It was hopeless. I was helpless to resist it.

      Gary’s tongue pressed into my mouth and I swallowed it down my throat as far as I could. I sucked and sucked harder as I held onto his succulence with my teeth, my lips gnashing and writhing back and forth across his in a fury full of passion and total release.

      His hands were around my waist now. He pulled me in closer to him, pressing me against his chest, almost smashing my large breasts. He pulled his tongue back and licked hard across my lips, dragging it slowly against my flesh and finishing on my cheek as his hands worked their magic around my waist. It took me a moment to realize that Gary had reached back to the front and undone my pants completely. They were now falling off my hips. All it took was a snug jerk from him and off they went.

      Gary spun me around quickly and yanked my panties down, almost ripping them to shreds.

      Then I heard him grunting behind me as he worked to get his own pants down. A moment later I heard him breaking free and I felt his hard erection pushing against my ass. He grabbed his cock and smacked my cheeks with it a few times.  The feeling of his dick bouncing off my ass was exhilarating and I found it rather amusing. I wanted him inside of me right now.

      I wiggled my ass against him to give him the signal to enter me. He did just that. Gary’s massive dick penetrated my cheeks and entered my sweet folds tightly as he pushed as far into me as was possible. He held it there, his body shaking and moving back and forth a bit. It was as if he was trying to send me the signal that this was going to be worth it, so I’d better get really good and loose. I was ready. I could feel my pussy totally wet, dripping even. I was gushing my sweet juices over his luscious prick as he nudged his full length a bit farther into my waiting pool.

      Gary grunted loudly. Then he pulled out of me and instantly thrust himself even harder inside. With each thrust he let out a loud groan. They were getting faster and a bit harder. Each time I got a little wetter, a bit more turned on, and I was sure that I was going to finish this very soon. I was so wet…but I hadn’t lost a bit of the friction because I felt tighter than I’d ever felt before, or he was harder than before. I wasn’t sure. But the two of us fit together perfectly. I didn’t want this to end. I’d been dreaming of it all day long. I just wanted to take Gary into an empty room and fuck his brains out. That shouldn’t have been a crime in my mind, but it would have been to some.

      Gary grabbed my hair and pumped his hips harder. His cock tore into me over and over again, separating my luscious slit with delicious brutality. I was biting my lip, running my tongue over my mouth as I gave in to the sensations that were now coursing through my body at breakneck speeds. I couldn’t wait to come all over this long, smooth, thick, beautiful dick. Oh, it was perfect. I wanted to taste it. I wanted so badly to just suck on it for a while until I was too dizzy to see straight. Yeah, I had a feeling that sucking on a dick that perfect would be the most amazing head rush.

      But some other time. Right now, his phenomenal dick was taking my pussy to heights of new pleasures.

      The kettle went off right then. I almost laughed at it. I’d forgotten completely about the coffee. Well, we were both indisposed at the moment, so the coffee would just have to wait.

      Gary stopped suddenly. He spun me back around and kissed me hard before entering me missionary style. While maintaining the sweet kiss, I hopped up on the counter and Gary pummeled my core with staggering ferocity as I climbed ever closer to that beautiful orgasm I could see waiting on me.

      He placed his hands under my knees and suddenly hoisted me up in the air as I put my arms around his neck. While still fucking me like mad, Gary carried me over to an empty space on the wall. There he held me against the wall while he pummeled me with everything he had. His sweet prick was bouncing into me every bit as much as I was bouncing off him. His strength was astounding and I found the way he was manhandling me to be a huge turn on. I’m not a small woman, yet he was carrying me around as if I was a rag doll. And he was fucking me like nothing I’d ever felt before.

      “Fuck!” I gasped. A shot of sweet surrender skyrocketed through my body. I could hardly breathe. The succulent sensations were coming through me in waves now, rolling from the tip of my toes to my loins and then spreading everywhere. My head felt like it was about to collapse and roll right off my body. I felt totally surrendered.

      Gary kissed me hard on the mouth. He bucked his hips harder. His huge cock fed my tight pussy well. I never in my wildest dreams ever dreamt that I might one day be plowed like this by the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

      “That’s it baby!” Gary hissed. “You are so tight, so wet on that cock. Are you going to make me come? I want to come so badly inside you. Please make me come…oh, shit…!”

      “Fuck me! Do it! That’s it… oh, wow… how can I feel this good…?  You make me feel so good baby…”

      Both of us were mentally drained by the exquisite pleasure we were receiving. I couldn’t hold on much longer. I was going to come hard any second.

      Gary changed our positions once again, just when I was getting close. Oh, why did he have to tease me so?

      He laid me down on the carpeted living room and turned me over. There, in a doggy style position, his sweet cock plunged tighter into my aching, wet pussy. I was gushing down the insides of my legs. With every single pump of his magnificent dick, Gary was spilling even more of my savory juices. It felt so good. I was barely hanging on now. My head was spinning with bliss. I needed time to go somewhere to recover from this. But we couldn’t stop now. No, we were almost there. Yes… fuck… so close…

      Gary suddenly started moaning loudly. “Shit! I’m…COMING!”

      He bellowed the last word and it echoed off the walls of my apartment. I didn’t care about the neighbors. They could enjoy the free show if they wanted to listen. In fact, that idea was kind of naughty. It was possible that I needed some professional help. I was a sick puppy at times.

      Gary’s body exploded inside of mine. He roared like a wild animal caught in a trap at that moment. He fucked me so hard then, I thought he might break something inside of me. Even through the chaos, it was still so pleasurable.

      The bliss overtook me then as my own orgasm was triggered and hit my body as hard as could be. I felt my being lurch forward while the sweet release struck me down.

      I let my head fall towards the floor where I finally rested. My body was shaking, shivering with the adrenaline flooding my system. My eyes twitched. My ears were humming. And my breathing was labored. I felt dizzy, but as the effects of it started to come down I was left with the most beautiful high. My whole world came into orbit right then, like any confusion that had been swirling around in my brain before now had suddenly cleared up.

      It all made sense now. With this blissful event in my life coming to fruition, I now knew what I had to do.
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        Three Weeks Later…

      

      

      I sat the grocery sack down on the table with a sigh. The bag was heavier than it looked. My body was tired from a long week at work. It seemed that every single person in the city had decided to break every possible fire code and the results had been disastrous. But so far we hadn’t lost anyone, so the biggest tragedies had been averted. Still, it was Friday night and I had the whole weekend ahead of me to relax and unwind.

      But I was a bit nervous this evening. I was going to cook a romantic dinner for Shelly and I. She was coming over in a little less than an hour. I had to get everything ready and it had to be just right.

      After taking a quick shower, I got to work on dinner. I took the pasta, the sauce, the garlic bread, and the red wine out of the bag. Lastly, I took the salad mix and veggies out and sat them on the counter. Then I stared at it all. The dinner I was preparing seemed easy enough. I’d made it before, but I just wanted this to turn out perfectly. I wasn’t sure why I was being paranoid about it. Did I think that Shelly would suddenly not want to be with me anymore when she found out I was much better at microwaving food than cooking it?

      I laughed at my own nervousness and got to work fixing the food. The past three weeks with Shelly had been something of a whirlwind. We’d finally decided that there was no way we could continue fighting our carnal urges. Our bodies would not let us be that close to each other on a continuous basis and not give in. We had to be together.

      And emotionally, I was becoming more in love with her than I’d ever been with anyone in my entire life. This was something I couldn’t have fathomed a few months back. In fact, I was questioning whether or not I would ever be able to have a love this strong in my life. I really thought that it was not in the cards for me. It was just one of those things I’d given up on and I was fine with. It didn’t matter to me. My life was very fulfilling and I was having a blast living it.

      At least that was what I thought. Since being with Shelly, all of that had turned around. I now realized how much I’d been missing in my life before her. I was really not living. Now everything had a purpose, everything had a reason behind it. Everything felt like it was exciting and new. It was crazy how my perspective on things had changed so quickly.

      I grabbed a big pot and filled it with water, which I set on the stove to start boiling. As I waited, I grabbed myself a beer and popped the top before bringing the foamy can to my lips. It tasted good and sweet. I wondered if it might calm my nerves a bit and improve my cooking ability. Maybe I’d start a YouTube channel about cooking and drinking. Would that take off?

      “You are a nutball, Gary. You know that right?” I asked myself out loud with a chuckle. The answer was yes. I did know that. And I’d also made peace with that awhile back. Shelly seemed to get me and my sense of humor. I found I could be myself with her more than I could with anyone else that I knew.

      And it was so odd that we had to pretend to be total strangers a majority of the time. At work, it was all business. And it was so damn hard. Wow, it was hard. I hated what we had to go through just to be happy. The longer we did it, the more I resented where I worked. I hated being an underling. Even with the seniority I had built up by being a veteran of the company, I was still nothing more than a peon. I was a cog in the machine—nothing else. And I was fooling myself if I ever believed otherwise. I was disposable. I hated that. I figured by my age that I would have achieved some level of higher ranking within the company, but I liked the company I worked with and until someone above me moved on, there was little in the way of moving up that would happen.

      So, right now I was stuck. I could have started looking around and seeing what else was available with other units, other cities. But that would have been like starting over with a brand new crew. I told myself before that I was content where I was, and that was true. Until now. It was true until it began to affect me in negative ways. The fact that I had to hide a big part of my life in order to keep my job made me angrier day by day. I desperately wanted to storm into the Chief’s office and tell him straight to his face how much this policy of theirs sucked ass and that he could shove it if he didn’t like the way that I felt about it. That would have been satisfying on so many levels.

      But I had Shelly to think about now. I had to consider how my actions would affect her. I would never do anything to hurt her.

      The water was boiling now, so I put the spaghetti into the pot and stirred it occasionally as it boiled. Then I heated up a small sauce pan and poured the sauce into it. After ten minutes it was pretty much done. I popped the garlic bread in the oven and began to mix together the salad while I waited.

      After washing the veggies and putting everything to simmer, I took a look at myself in the mirror and decided that I was as good as I was going to get. Shelly seemed to like me anyway. That was good enough for me. I had never really felt that handsome or sexy until she had come into my life. I knew that women seemed to find me attractive, but for whatever reason the idea of myself being some sort of a great, handsome guy had not really appealed to me. I just didn’t care. That was superficial nonsense. But now that I had Shelly, I wanted to look my best at all times. Then again, she liked me before, so I was starting to think that I was overthinking this. What was wrong with me? I’d never acted like this before.

      I laughed and removed my sport coat, unbuttoned the top button on my collar and rolled up my sleeves to be more natural. I was not going to be comfortable and quell the nerves coursing through my body if I was dressed all stuffy and not being like myself.

      “You’re a geek,” I said to myself in the mirror with a smile.  I’d never cared what anyone really thought about me. I didn’t see a reason to start now. Shelly liked me for me and that was the only way I wanted her to like me.

      I certainly wasn’t going to try to change her. She was perfect in every way. I thought of her constantly and the way I had to keep my feelings inside all day at work was pure torture. How much longer would it be that way? How much longer would I have to wait to declare my love for her to the world? That was all I wanted to do. I had a feeling that this would make me the happiest man in the world. It felt dirty somehow to keep it all a secret, as if it wasn’t real, or like we were ashamed of it.

      But then again, it also felt exciting. Shelly had even told me how much she enjoyed the sneaking around, to an extent. It was fun to do what was considered Taboo. It was the same reason people had sex in public, or pretended to be strangers just meeting in a bar. It was just that little something extra that made life a bit more exciting.

      I set the table with my best dishes, laying the food out in as expert of a fashion as I could. This included the basket of garlic bread right in the middle of the table. On either side were two candles which I lit. Then I put on some soft music on the stereo and dimmed the light to be just perfect.

      It was all ready.

      A few minutes later Shelly arrived. She was instantly impressed by the work I’d put into our lovely feast.

      “Wow, you really outdid yourself,” she said. I was pretty sure she knew that I did little more than add water and heat, but she was being gracious anyway. I think it impressed her that I had just made the effort. Not that I was secretly some wonderful chef.

      “Thank you, my dear,” I said.

      We sat down and started dinner. I was hungrier than I realized, but I could not take my eyes off Shelly. She was so beautiful. She was wearing a tight, sleek, sexy black dress, which showcased her perfect cleavage just right. And it showed off her long, slender, but toned legs as well. In the lighting, her skin looked even more tan than usual, and her soft, wavy hair rested comfortably on her shoulders. She wore little makeup, which was her usual. She was so beautiful that makeup would only cover up the beauty of what was already there.

      “So, I almost dragged you into the ladies room today,” Shelly admitted.

      My interest was piqued. “Really? That sounds interesting.”

      “Yeah, it was an impulse. I have to admit, those are getting more difficult to control.”

      I nodded. “I have to agree with you on that.”

      “I’m just so tired of the sneaking around,” Shelly said.

      “I was just thinking the same thing. But I have faith that one day we won’t have to. I’m not sure how or when, but I think eventually we will find a way out of this.”

      “We could just chuck it all and say to hell with it. If we get fired, we get fired.”

      I looked into her eyes to see if she was serious. She was. I knew that. And I believed that she truly felt that way in the moment, but our relationship was still so new, there were still so many things that we weren’t able to predict, that it would have been reckless for both of us to throw it all away.

      “I think we should wait,” I said. “My thinking is, if this happens, then they win.”

      “I’m not sure I care about winning or losing,” Shelly said. “I just want to be free. And with this sort of crap hanging over my head, I don’t feel free. I feel oppressed. It’s like we are working for some fascist dictator or something.”

      “A lot of jobs feel that way. When you have a boss, that’s basically what that means. We both love what we do and for us to allow this entity to tell us we can’t do that anymore feels awful, but I don’t think we should ever enter into anything like this lightly. Let’s just keep playing along for now and see what happens.”

      “Ok,” Shelly said. After a few moments of eating, she smiled at me. “This is really good.” She was finishing up her plate of pasta and now munching on her salad. I loved how she always ate her entrée first. That was classic.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I made the pasta myself. It was very painstaking.”

      She laughed. “Oh, I’ll bet it was.”

      We shared the laugh and I poured us both another glass of wine. Shelly flashed her eyebrows at me. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      “No. I’m trying to get us both drunk,” I said honestly.

      “Well, pour right on then.”

      I poured us both large glasses full of the merlot and then sat the bottle down. “The bottle is from a winery about ten miles outside of town that I go to every so often. It is wonderful actually. They have the purest tasting wine that I’ve ever had.”

      “I love it,” Shelly said. “I’ve never been a huge wine fan, but on the right occasion, with the right company, a glass of wine can be the perfect thing.”

      “So, did I hear that you used to be a softball champion?” I asked.

      Shelly blushed. “Where in the world did you hear that?”

      “You know how rumors fly around the unit. Nothing stays secret very long there. I’m not sure how I heard it.”

      “Then maybe us pretending to not be a thing is pretty useless,” Shelly said.

      I smiled. “Maybe.”

      “Yes,” she replied. “I was on a champion softball team in high school and again in college.”

      “Nice,” I said. “Do you ever play now? The city is full of some great leagues.”

      “Slow pitch? No thanks,” she laughed.

      “I play slow pitch,” I replied with an offended grunt.

      She giggled. “I’m sorry, but after playing competitive fast pitch for so many years, slow pitch to me just doesn’t make any sense. I mean, how hard can it be?”

      “Oh, it has its challenges,” I said. “You should come play with my team sometime.”

      “Sure, I might do that,” she said. “Maybe I’ll bat left handed, to give the other team a fighting chance.”

      “No, we don’t play to be merciful,” I said seriously.

      Shelly threw her head back and chuckled. I loved to listen to this woman laugh and I could tell the wine was loosening her up a bit. We were both so tense from work and from hiding the truth about our relationship that we were really just ready to unwind and cut loose.

      After we finished dinner, I quickly cleaned up everything. Then I poured the last of the wine into our glasses. “Wow, I’m not sure how much more I can handle. You might have to carry me to bed. I’m not usually such a heavy drinker.”

      “Ah, the plight of the lightweight,” I teased her.

      She hit me playfully on the arm.

      I stood up then and reached for her hand. A good song was playing in the background and I could see how turned on Shelly was at the moment. She was getting that sexy, horny look in her eyes that signaled to me it was time for us to take our encounter to the next level. And I knew that we were both more than ready to make that leap.

      I blew out the candles in anticipation.

      “May I have this dance?” I asked.

      “Oh, why yes, you may,” Shelly said.

      I took her hand and led her to the middle of the living room floor. She immediately snuggled her body up close to mine. It felt amazing. Her soft warmth, the beauty in of her eyes staring into mine, the sweet smells of her succulent scent wafting into my nostrils as I held her closely to me. All of it was turning me on like crazy.

      I hoped she understood what she did to me. She was so perfect and I thought that we were perfect together. We danced slowly, softly, sensuously to the music. Our bodies swayed from side to side. Her face was so close to mine. I could smell her sweet breath mingling with my own as I leaned into her. Our eyes were locked on each other, the gazes meeting in a beautiful whirlwind of intense passion. We barely spoke with each other. This was enough for us. We could just keep rocking back and forth to the music and wait for the passion to overtake us. It did not take long.

      “You are so beautiful,” I said softly.

      Shelly smiled warmly at me and leaned her head in a little more. Our lips were almost touching, but I was waiting for the passion to build just a little bit more. This was going to take some time. I was in no hurry, even though my body was screaming at me desperately to take her and ravish her right there and then. I wanted to make this nice and slow.

      “You are sweet,” she said. “And you are the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Her mouth was close to mine. I knew she wanted me to lean in for the kiss, but I decided to let it go, to make her come to me. I loved the control this gave me and I could tell that she was getting turned on by it, too.

      She pressed her lips against mine, caressing me slowly with her sweet kiss. I inhaled the presence of the kiss, consuming her succulence into my body. Her lips were so soft, so wonderful. They sent tingles of pleasure swirling into my being and dancing all through my soul. I felt myself growing harder by the second. I desperately wanted to escape from my pants and enter her with everything I had. My cock was ready for her. It had been ready all day long. And now was the time for me to unleash myself upon her.

      I pressed back into the kiss, pushing my lips harder against her, letting my tongue slip between her lips and taste the full range of flavors that belonged to her sweet mouth. My mouth covered hers in lapping waves of kiss after kiss. My strong jaws were dominating this exchange and I could feel her relinquishing herself to me as she gave into the passion that I was extracting from her beautiful form.

      I could no longer wait. I had to act now. I quickly scooped her up in my arms and carried her to my bedroom. There I dropped her on the bed and leaned down over her to smother her hot mouth with my kisses. She responded instantly. Her mouth came to life, caressing and kissing me with every bit of lust she could muster. Her tongue invaded my mouth like some kind of epic monster that was trying to take me down, and I had a feeling that down was where I wanted to go. I wanted her to take some control here. It was a huge turn on for Shelly to take control in the bedroom, even though she eventually relinquished it back to me. It was a fun game of back and forth. And it turned us both on like nothing else that we ever could have imagined.

      I was there for her. I was ready for her in every possible way and I could see the fire in her eyes that she knew this. Shelly was already reaching for my crotch and unbuckling my belt. Her slender fingers tugging at my belt, pulling it free from the buckle and stroking the elongated form of it in anticipation for something else was almost too much to take.

      Shelly unzipped me and reached inside my pants to find my hard cock ready for her. She pulled me out of my pants and stroked my stiff prick. It felt so good in her clutching hand. I loved the way she grasped at it, she squeezed it, and she tugged me in those ever loving languid strokes. I gasped as she touched me. I’d never been touched in such a way. She just had this grace, this perfect way of touching me that turned me on more than anything else ever had. I was desperate to get inside of her.

      I reached up under her dress and found her underwear, which I began to pull down her legs. I was able to free myself from her grasp just long enough to drop her underwear to the floor. She was now fully exposed, available for my easy access.

      My lips found hers again while she continued to stroke me, beating my hard cock with a fury and a passion that I had not seen from her before. It was obvious that this lust had been building up inside of her all day as well. I wished she had taken me into the ladies room at work. That would have been the most epic experience, just knowing that someone could walk in at any time and hear that was maddening. I kept imagining that scenario. Why couldn’t it happen to us? Why did we have to shy away from the world with who we were and who we loved? It was wrong on so many levels. And I was sick of it.

      Shelly scooted herself to the edge of the bed and before I even realized what was happening, her sweet mouth was on me. My tip was fully enveloped between her lips. Her tongue draped back and forth across me like a mad woman. It felt so good that my legs buckled and I had to grab her shoulder to steady myself and remain standing. A wave of pleasure and dizzying sensation whirled through my head and caused the room to tilt in front of my very eyes.

      Shelly pushed her mouth down farther on my dick until I was fully in her mouth. I sighed as she slid her tongue up and down my shaft vividly, her hot, wet mouth sucking hard on me and sending me towards dizzying mountains of pleasure. I was hard as could be and she had swallowed all of me, deep throating my cock into her as far as she could go and she was doing it with the most passion in her eyes. I could tell she was getting as much pleasure from this as I was. That was important to me.

      I humped my hips to feed her my cock. I eased in and out of her mouth trying to match her head movements as she went back and forth on me. She closed her mouth a little bit to allow her teeth to come into play a bit more. This felt so epic. I knew that if it continued much longer I was going to come and blow my load right there. Shelly might have enjoyed it, but I wanted so much more from this experience than foreplay. This was going to go to heights of true beauty.

      I pulled out of her mouth and quickly dropped to my knees. From there, I hiked up her dress and buried my face in her soft, wet pussy. She was dripping now, and I could tell she was swelling with anticipation and tightness. I couldn’t wait for my cock to get inside of there, but first I had to taste her. I wanted to warm her up a bit, and plus her flavors were so exquisite that I could hardly contain myself. I was so full of passion right then that it was almost frightening. I was dizzy, I was gasping for air, and my heart was running a million miles per second. I just felt like I was about to pass out at any moment and I would have been just fine with that. If Shelly wanted to use my body any way she saw fit after that, then that was just fine by me. I would allow her to take me any way she would have me. I existed only for her pleasure right then and I hoped she understood this.

      I quickly sucked her pussy into my mouth, savoring the flavors of the juices as they gushed onto my tongue. It was like biting into the juiciest peach I’d ever had and every single drop of flavor was pure Shelly. I held the pose, sucking hard against her folds and drawing every single drop of Shelly’s essence into me.

      Then once I felt this was done, I shoved my tongue hard up inside of her as far as it would go. She moaned loudly above me. Her hips bucked against my mouth as she tried fucking my tongue. I speared her with it repeatedly, even though it was starting to hurt in the back of my throat.

      I pulled my appendage out of her and then proceeded to lick up and down, sliding effortlessly between those wet, dripping folds of sweet juice. I loved every single moment of it. She was amazing. Her taste set my body on fire and I couldn’t help but stroke my cock which was still wet from her saliva. It felt fantastic and I could feel myself growing even harder as I waited for that ultimate moment when I could just get inside of her tight, succulent pussy.

      “You like that, baby?” I asked.

      “Fuck yes!” Shelly moaned.

      “How badly do you want my cock?”

      “I need it, baby,” she said. “Fuck…lick me…”

      I proceeded with eating her out. There was nothing in the world that tasted as good as she did. Her sweet juices were dripping down my chin, spilling onto my chest. I did my best to lap it all up as it gushed from her. I licked her inner thighs trying to get it all. Then I slid my tongue deeply within her soft pussy once again, forcing my face as closely to her skin and going as deeply as I possibly could one final time. She bucked hard against my face, wiggling her hips back and forth and up and down as hard as she could while rounds of moans and pleasure groans erupted in her throat involuntarily.

      “Are you ready for it?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes!” She exclaimed.

      I stood up and then positioned myself between her legs. I kissed her softly before I entered her. Then I slowly moved my hard prick into her waiting pussy. She was so tight and wet that I could only move in about halfway before the sensation became too much for me and I was instantly overcome with physical pleasure. Wow… this felt so good.

      I kissed her again and then completed my entrance. I was fully engorged in her now.

      “Fuck!” she gasped as I entered her. Her body was squirming. She was going a little nuts with the pleasure and I loved every single second of it. This was amazing. I’d never had pleasure of this magnitude before. Each time we made love was almost like the first time. It was like resetting the switch and the pleasure that I thought I was almost somewhat used to had been fully erased from my mind, so it was brand new. And it was staggering.

      I took a long, deep breath as I pushed my hardness into her repeatedly, moving slowly at first, but then growing more extreme with each passing second. “Oh, fuck…”I moaned. “This feels so… good…”

      My grunts were punctuating each of my thrusts as I began to pulsate harder into her, rocking my hips back and forth. My eyes kept rolling up inside of my head as if the experience was just proving to be almost too much for me.

      Shelly reached up and grabbed me behind the neck. She brought me down to her and kissed me hard, violently almost on the mouth. Her tongue pulverized itself into my mouth and began dancing and twisting back and forth against my own tongue. It felt so good, adding another layer of passion to this moment. I kissed her back hard as I began to pound her pussy harder and harder with my stiff cock. I was so thick, so large inside of her that it had created almost a vacuum seal between us. She wanted me to give her more. I could tell as her body signals produced this riveting demand from me. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. I was really starting to feel like my head was about to fall to the wayside and my whole body was going to shut down. There was only so much bliss a man could take. I was fading fast, but determined to stick it out. I had a feeling the keys to total paradise were right on the other side of this sweet pleasure.

      I pulled back a little bit and held out my tongue for her to come and get it. She giggled and then enveloped my tongue with her mouth, sucking hard on it, just as she had sucked so beautifully hard on my prick a little while ago. Yes, this was all I wanted in life. This was it. I had found the most pleasurable, meaningful, and fulfilling thing in this life, and it was all about Shelly. I loved her so much. She was my heart and soul. I wanted her to know how much she meant to me.

      Overcome with the joy and the passion, I verbalized my feelings to her as I continued to thrust my hard prick into her. “I love you,” I said. “I love you so much.”

      Shelly paused a moment. Her breathing became less heavy as if she was in shock from what I’d just said. I thought I might have made a mistake at first, but suddenly, I knew that she felt the same way. I saw that sweet smile move its way across her beautiful face. “I love you, too.”

      I kissed her hard right then. Hearing those words was enough to make me come hard in my mind, body, and soul. I felt the orgasm building through me. I was ready.

      The climax tore out of my body just then with an epic magnitude rocking my entire world. “Yes!” I groaned loudly as my body continued to pump my luscious, hot seed into her waiting pussy. She was so tight and so wet. I could tell she was on the verge, too.

      Shelly kissed me hard on the lips and wrapped her legs strongly around my torso to hold on. I was pumping her so hard right then. I couldn’t hold it back. My body was in control of me and the orgasm would not be stopped or reasoned with. I emptied myself hard into her and with every single epic thrust of my masculine energy, Shelly smiled a bit more widely.

      Then the she began to moan loudly in my ear. I could tell by the sound that she was ready to enjoy her own climax. It was happening. I was finishing the last bits of my own release and my body was feeling almost fragile right then. I wanted to stop. I wanted to relax and come back to a normal state of being. I felt as if I’d left my body and I was doing my best to come back to it, but this wasn’t happening yet. I had some more work to do.

      “Shit!” Shelly exclaimed as she came hard all over my hard cock. I was deep within her now, holding my pose, holding that last thrust as she bucked her hips wildly against me. I held on for as long as I possibly could before collapsing to the bed in exhaustion.

      We both lay there for several minutes not saying a word. Our bodies were spent. My heart was beating a mile a minute as I tried to relax and come back to a more present state of being. This was the most amazing time in my life. I’d never known that I could be so fully encompassed in someone. I wanted her so badly that I could hardly breathe properly when she was no longer with me. Sex with her was far beyond mere physical pleasure. There were so many emotions wrapped up in it that I could hardly think straight when I was making love to her. It was all about feelings.

      “Did you mean it?” Shelly asked me.

      I turned to her. I believed I knew what she was asking me. “Did I mean what?”

      “That you love me,” Shelly replied.

      I touched her face gently with my finger, caressing her sweet beauty. “Yes,” I said. “Absolutely.”

      “Me too,” she replied. I kissed her and brought her closer in my arms.
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      “Ah! That game is rigged! I’m convinced of it!” I yelled as I walked away from the basketball toss.

      “You’re right,” Gary said. “You know these games are all rigged. I’m not sure why people play them.”

      “If you know they are rigged, then why didn’t you warn me?” I teased.

      “Because I enjoy watching you play and I was hoping you might get lucky.”

      “Well, thanks,” I said. “But how was that game rigged exactly? And how do you know so much about it?”

      “I saw a show once about this sort of thing. It was eye opening. I’m not sure you noticed, but when the girl at the booth was setting things up for your game, she shot a ball in to show you how easy it was. Then she gave you a ball. Well, when she shot her ball, there was already a ball in there. It helped keep the ball in the net, but when you went that wasn’t there. So the net is rigged to bounce balls out of it. It is made with a special type of material. None of these carnival games are fair. They are designed to separate you from your money. And to make sure that you don’t win any cute stuffed animals for me.”

      I laughed and hit him playfully on the arm. “Why didn’t you warn me? And why am I winning stuff for you? Aren’t you supposed to win stuff for me?”

      “Isn’t that old fashioned thinking?” Gary teased.

      I laughed. “No. I still want stuffed animals won for me. I am old fashioned.”

      “Alright, then I now know,” Gary said.

      We decided to go to a carnival one county over, about fifty miles from the city, in Westbridge. It was large town with a small town feel to it. It was a way that we could actually do something together without people we worked with catching on to the fact that we were together. And it somehow made me feel like some sort of an outlaw. I thought it was hilarious and fun.

      I wasn’t so sure that Gary necessarily felt the same way though. I mean, I could tell he was enjoying himself, but I also could tell that he felt ridiculous that we were going so far out of our way to be together. I knew he understood, but he just didn’t agree. I appreciated him being there for me though and doing things to make me feel comfortable. It was important to me.

      I was aware of how large and sprawling Chicago was, but there was always a chance that someone we knew could somehow see us and put two and two together. And besides, the carnival was awesome and I had actually enjoyed the little drive out there.

      “You know, I was eight the first time that my dad took me to a carnival,” I said. “It was amazing. We rode all the rides, ate cotton candy until I thought I was going to puke, and we had that special father/daughter bonding time. My mom was never much for rides, and she knew it was important for dad and me to have that time together.”

      “What was your favorite ride? Did he make you go on all the kiddie rides? Or did he let you ride really cool shit?”

      I smiled. I loved reliving these memories. “He let me ride all of the crazy cool shit. Our favorite was called The Hurricane. It was the best ride. I loved it. There was just this intense feeling that came over me when I was flying up in the air and the ride was thrashing about and moving at a crazy speed. It’s the illusion of danger that really makes it exciting.”

      “That’s cool,” Gary said. “My parents didn’t really take me to things that much. My dad was always working. He never really seemed to have time or didn’t want to make time to do anything fun or interesting with me. He was not a very happy man and he seemed to want everyone around him to be miserable, too.”

      “What made him so unhappy?”

      “I’m not sure. We never really talked that much about it,” Gary said. “I used to think it was me, but I eventually got past it. I think my dad’s life just never turned out quite the way that he had planned. I discovered when I was a teenager that he had an old guitar in the attic. I would see him disappear up there for hours at a time on Saturdays. He’d come back down late at night and go to bed, usually drunk. Then he’d be mean and hungover on Sundays, so I just left early on Sundays and came home late.”

      “Was he abusive?” I asked cautiously. I wondered how deeply Gary wanted to get with this conversation.

      Gary shook his head. “No. He was never like abusive or anything. He really just was a very unhappy guy, so he mostly ignored me and my mom to some extent. You learned not to push his buttons or you would get yelled at or grounded for practically nothing. I just discovered that if I wanted the type of relationship that a lot of boys had with their dad where we would play catch and go to ball games, it was just not going to happen.

      I sighed. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s fine,” Gary said. “My dad and I have an alright relationship now. We still don’t talk much, but when we do it is a lot more amicable. I just don’t think he ever wanted to be a father. I believe that he had a dream of making it in music when he was young. It didn’t pan out and some label executive told him he was no good and would never make it. And my dad crumpled up and took this man at his word. He stopped caring and stopped trying. At least, that’s what my mom eventually told me. But I could tell it pained her to say those things to me.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because, it meant that my dad had settled. He settled for a life he didn’t want, which included me and it included her. That’s a tough pill to swallow for anyone.”

      “Then why did your mother fall in love with him?”

      “Because this happened when my dad still had the dream. He was still working hard on his vision and playing with his band several times a week. But shortly after they were married, that crushing blow came. After that he hung it up and went to work in real estate. He was a good salesman, but he hated the boring humdrum nature of a nine to five gig. That’s something not everyone is cut out for.”

      “I can get that,” I said. “If I didn’t do what I loved with my life, then I would feel that I didn’t have a life. Does that make sense?”

      “Absolutely. Life is too short to spend it doing what you don’t want to do.”

      “So, what should we look at next?”  I asked. “Want to go on the Ferris wheel? It’s very romantic.”

      Gary laughed. “I don’t think it’s romantic at all, but if you want to go I can swallow my pride long enough to tough through it.”

      “Oh, I see. Well, thank you so much for your sacrifices.”

      “But it will cost you a fee,” Gary said with a smile.

      “Oh, strings? That’s rich.”

      Gary leaned over and kissed me softly on the lips. “That’s better.”

      “Ok, then. I can get used to that,” I said.

      We stood in line for the Ferris wheel and when we finally got into the seat it felt like something new had clicked for us. As the attendant clicked our security bar into place and we waited for the ride to begin, I began to feel that this was somehow a metaphor for our relationship and for everything that we would have to go through, what we’d have to endure to make this work. And I was prepared to go through it all. I was fully prepared to do whatever it took to achieve the happiness I sought with this man. Gary made me happy. I liked to think I made him happy as well.

      “Here we go,” Gary said cheerfully as the ride started. We rode high into the sky in a soft, circular motion before being brought back down towards the earth. This was one of the more relaxing rides that you could enjoy at a fair. It had been a while since I’d actually gone to a carnival. So far, I was having a blast.

      It was wonderful. We didn’t say anything to each other the first few loops around, but by the third loop we were snuggling close. Gary had his arm around me and was holding me softly against him. It felt nice. It felt safe, and safe wasn’t something that I’d felt for a good while. It was easy to get caught up in being strong all the time when you were on your own. Vulnerability did not agree with loneliness. It would only make it worse and then feelings of despair would start to creep in there. That was a nasty recipe.

      But now for the first time in a long time, I had hope. I knew that no matter what happened in the world that Gary and I had each other, and that love between us would only grow stronger with time. I was having difficulty visioning a time in my future where I did not see Gary beside me. I just didn’t think that was going to ever happen. We were one, he and I, and it felt miraculous.

      “It’s amazing how you can see so far in every direction from up here,” Gary said as we reached the top.

      “Yeah,” I said. “It is pretty incredible, isn’t it? Just imagine being a bird and taking flight right here and now. I would love to have that freedom. That’s something people take for granted. A bird riding high on the wind has nothing in the world to worry about. There is nothing up there that can harm you. When I was a kid, I used to dream about flying.”

      “I think most kids do, right?” Gary asked. “I used to dream about being Superman and flying high to keep up with the things that were going wrong in the world. I would be able to solve them all. I would take care of all the problems, all of the sadness, and all of the pain.”

      “That’s pretty noble,” I said. “I would dream about flying above everyone so that I could feel like I belonged wherever I went. I was there, but I was so high above that no one really noticed me. I’ve lived my life that way quite a bit. I think it’s time I stopped flying so high above.”

      “I agree,” Gary said.

      He kissed me gently on the lips right then and rubbed my shoulders.

      When we got home from the carnival, I was feeling a bit tired, but I didn’t want to go to sleep. The evening had been wonderful and I didn’t want anything to stop that. After the Ferris wheel, we rode a few more rides, and played several more games. Then we decided to call it a night. The drive back home had been relaxing and quiet, with some soothing music on the radio. I almost dozed off twice, but I held on.

      “Wine?” Gary asked when we arrived at his place.

      “Sure,” I said, even though I was sure that the wine would only increase my drowsiness. I had a feeling Gary was going to drink some regardless and it was no fun to drink alone. There was an innate desire between us to always be at the same level of sobriety or inebriation. That was an unspoken rule.

      He filled a glass and handed it to me. I took a sip and sat down on the couch. My legs were so heavy that I felt I had just run my first marathon. I wasn’t sure why I was so tired. I think the stress of everything was starting to get to me.

      “So, what would you do if we were called into the Chief’s office tomorrow?” I asked.

      “About what?” Gary toyed with me.

      I smiled. “You know about what? If the Chief told us that he knew about us and that we were both out of a job. What would you say?”

      “I’d try to convince him he was wrong, but if that didn’t work I’d tell him to kiss my ass.”

      “Really? You’d tell him off?”

      “I’d love to tell him off. If he is willing to get rid of the best fireman he has over something like that, then he is not worth a damn to me. And I would probably slug him for firing you.”

      “Wouldn’t you go to jail?”

      He shook his head. “No. The Chief would never allow that sort of thing to get out. Calling the cops would be too much of a wussy move.”

      “Men and their macho egos,” I said with a grin.

      “What? Women are just as egomaniacal,” he replied. “Women just can’t stand to be obvious about anything. Guys are more transparent.”

      I laughed. He had a point there.

      Gary was staring at my pants. He had an odd look on his face. I glanced down and saw nothing. Then I met his gaze. He was still staring at me.

      “What are you looking at?” I asked.

      “I just can’t help noticing that you look very uncomfortable in those pants.”

      I smiled at him. “Oh, really? You think I’m uncomfortable? Well, what if I am? It’s too much effort to take them off right now.”

      “I believe I can help with that,” Gary said.

      He sat his glass on the table and then knelt down on the floor where he crawled out towards me. I watched him inching towards me with a hungry look in his eyes that was turning me on like crazy. He could always get me going with as little as a look. That was amazing to me.

      Gary unfastened my jeans and began to slide them down my legs slowly. When he reached my ankles, he untied my sneakers and eased them off. Then he dropped my pants off my ankles to the floor. I was left with just my panties. His eyes were growing hungrier, even wilder as he reached up towards my underwear.

      Gary pulled my panties down and threw them to the floor. I was now bottomless in his apartment. I was already wet and ready. I wanted him badly now. I’d been growing hornier all day. Each time we touched, each time we kissed, raised my thermometer of lust just a little bit more. I was ready for whatever he had in mind.

      I quickly found out what that was.

      Gary’s fingers reached my pussy and slipped inside quickly. Two of his fingers were penetrating me deeply now. It felt so damn good as my folds fluttered and wrapped around his sweet fingers. He was fingering me slowly, but deeply, penetrating me using his fingers as a makeshift cock. He was really thrusting deeply, turning his hand over and then pulling out those delicious, dripping wet digits as he came back out. He would pause right before exiting my body completely where he would finger my G spot with a “come hither” motion. It sent shockwaves of bliss throughout my being every single time he did this. And then he would push his digits back inside of me.

      “How does that feel?” Gary asked.

      “Oh… good…” I moaned. I was clutching at my chest now, massaging my breasts through my t-shirt. I could feel my hard nipples even through the bra beneath. I was getting turned on all over. I needed his cock inside of me. I wanted him to fuck the living shit out of me. I wanted to have trouble walking afterwards and be too weak in the knees to stand up straight. I deserved a good, hard fucking.

      “How good? Do you want more?” Gary asked. He was teasing me a bit. I liked that. “Have you been good? Do you deserve more?”

      “Yes, I want more… I need it… lick me… please lick me…” I moaned.

      “Take your shirt off, first,” Gary demanded.

      I removed the t-shirt, pulling it over my head and dropping it to the floor behind me.

      “The bra, too,” Gary said.

      I removed my bra and let it slide off my large breasts to the floor. Gary’s eyes widened as he licked his lips and began to stare even harder at my body. I was totally nude now. It felt good to be so free and naked here in front of him. Damn, this was delicious. I was getting so wet. I found myself moving my hips with his fingers, trying to fuck those digits as much as they were fucking me.

      He used three fingers next, really trying to take me to that next level. I continued to massage my tits, really getting into it. My nipples were so hard. They ached for his touch. Soon, I knew he would be sucking on them, and biting down a bit to give me that little bit of extra pain that I craved. I wanted this so badly I could hardly think straight. My pussy was aching wet with want. I needed more than his fingers.

      “Give me that dick,” I said.

      Gary was surprised by my request. “What do you want?”

      I slapped his hand away suddenly and dropped to my knees where I pushed him back on the carpet of his living room. He laughed as the surprise overtook him. I quickly undid his belt and unfastened his pants. A quick unzip later and his hard cock was bouncing out of its cage to play.

      I smiled as he the huge dick slapped me in the face, sliding against my lips. It knew where it wanted to go. I opened my mouth widely and swallowed down on him as far as I could go. My mind grew dizzy from the sweet taste of his flesh and the thickness of his hard boner in my mouth. Slowly, I inched my way down his shaft to the bottom where I pulsed my lips and my throat muscles to swallow him even more deeply down my throat. I loved giving a good deep throat. There was something about being able to give that much pleasure to a man so easily that always turned me on.

      I closed my mouth tightly around his cock as I pulled back on it. He moaned loudly as I did so. Yeah, I loved to make it tight and feel him squirm. It was good that way for him. You had to inflict that little segment of danger in there sometimes, didn’t you?

      His cock bounced from my mouth and I stroked it as I caught my breath. “Yeah, you like it when I bite that dick a little, don’t you?”

      “Fuck… yeah… so good, baby. I can’t believe how far you can swallow me.”

      “Oh, I’ve got you covered baby,” I said.

      I quickly swallowed him again. I took him down as far as I could possibly go. For a second I thought I might pass out as I gagged. I held on tightly and let him pulsate into my mouth with his hips. I loved that he pushed the envelope as much as he could.

      I pulled him back out of my mouth and stared hard at the sweet, beautiful dick in my hand. It was covered by my spit and it glistened perfectly. Yeah, that was it… oh, fuck… I was ready.

      I climbed on top of Gary and slid his cock deep into my wet, aching pussy. Being on top meant I was in control. Fuck, I loved that. As he entered me, I held on as tightly as I could to allow my body a moment to get used to his size. He almost split me in half every time he entered me. My pussy took a moment to stretch to accommodate this new pleasure.

      But soon, it was on. I was humping up and down on his stiff cock, his hips pounding into me from below, and his face an expression of total exertion. He was going to come deeply inside of me very soon. Oh, yeah…that’s right… I would be coming hard on his stiff dick any minute now. I was too worked up for this sex to last long, and honestly I thought he was, too.

      His body began to shake and shudder beneath me as he held on as long as he could to build up the anticipation that was coming. Oh, shit… it was going to be mind blowing. I could feel it…

      “That’s it,” I said. “Come for me… fill me with that cum… I want it all…” I coached him. My hands stroked his face gingerly, lovingly. I wanted him to know that I was there to take care of him. And that would enable him to take care of me.

      Inside of my wet, tight pussy his girth was building, growing stronger and longer, until that pulsating prick was jabbing my darkest recesses. I cried out in pleasure, my throat vibrating with the force of it that led up to my jaws causing my whole head to quiver. I was so close. And so was he.

      “Fuck!” Gary yelled as he came hard inside of me. The tight seal our bodies made with each other right then was miraculous. We could hardly move, but somehow he was still pumping into me with total aggression. This turned me on so much. I could only imagine how much exertion and stress his body was under with the force of such a beautiful orgasm happening to him.

      I felt his hot seed enter my body and this instantly triggered me to slip past the point of no return and do a cascading dive bomb into my own orgasm. Wow, this felt so good I couldn’t even keep my eyes open. It was like doing so would cause them to burst from the pressure that had built up between our totally spent bodies.

      My whole being rocked, quivering, and shivering throughout my being until I found myself falling farther off the rails into a temporary insanity of sexual delight. I tried to verbalize my feelings, but all that came out were demented sounding grunts and squeals as my body tried to make sense of what was actually happening to me.

      I finally felt the last remnants of the shockwaves of bliss echoing through me and my body slumped down on top of his. I was done. I was finished.

      And I had never felt more alive or more loved before. Whatever would happen in our lives, I was sure that nothing really mattered as long as we were together. We were in love. It was real. That’s how real love behaved. That’s how it worked. We were both living proof of this.

      As I drifted off to sleep beside him, I knew that no matter what, I would never leave Gary’s side and I knew that he would never leave mine. That was the most comforting thought I could have imagined.
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        Gary

      

      

      I was awakened from a dead sleep by a bloodcurdling scream.

      My first instinct was to sit straight up and step out of the bed. I did so in a half sleep induced stupor causing my body to fall to the floor. I landed hard and this helped to jar me awake into a somewhat conducive state of consciousness. At least I was able to see what was happening here.

      Shelly was screaming at the top of her lungs. “NO! NO! Wait!”

      I scrambled back into the bed and wrapped my arms around her. “Shelly! Hey! Wake up! Honey, you are having a nightmare!”

      I shook her firmly and stroked her face trying to get her to come around. She was deeply entranced in this dream and at first I wasn’t sure what I was going to do to fix this situation. But then there she was coming around and looking at me with eyes that were becoming totally aware. She was coming back to reality of where she was and what was happening to her.

      “Baby, you’re ok,” I said.

      Shelly was gasping for air, her breathing labored, and I could see that she was drenched with sweat. Her whole body was heaving as if she was about to dive farther into some kind of a total fit or break with reality.

      I grabbed the bottle of water by the bed and handed it to her. “Drink, baby,” I said twisting off the cap. She gulped down several drinks of the water, almost downing the bottle. Then she began to slow her breathing and come back into reality a bit. I could see the clarity in her eyes, the slowing of her emotions in her face. Then the tears started falling hard. I hated seeing the amount of pain inside this beautiful woman starting to emerge at that moment. She was breaking down bawling in front of me, burying her face in her hands.

      I placed a hand on her shoulder and tried to console her, but I didn’t try to stop the tears. I allowed her to feel the pain, to let it out. She needed this. I was going to let her deal with her grief. Too many people tried to console people by not allowing them to go through the pain and the grief process. That did nothing but pent up everything until it eventually exploded in volatile ways.

      After she started to calm down, I tried to speak with her. “Babe, are you alright?”

      “Yes,” Shelly replied. Her voice sounded so meek and small.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked softly.

      “I… I’m sorry,” Shelly said.

      “What are you sorry for?”

      “I don’t want to burden you with my problems. I hoped you wouldn’t find out about this.”

      I brushed a few strands of hair off her face. “Baby, you could never burden me. I love you. There is nothing that you could do that I would ever find a bother. What did you hope I wouldn’t find out? You can talk to me about anything that you want to.”

      Shelly took another drink of the water, finishing the bottle. She tossed it to the wastebasket beside the bed. Then she looked over at me. The tears in her eyes were starting to subside, but those beautiful eyes were still a little bit red and bloodshot. She was so strong. I could tell that whatever was going on with her was so painful, but she was coming through it.

      Shelly started to speak. “I lost someone in a fire while back. His name was Edward. He and I were in love. I thought we would get married. We were both firefighters in Detroit.”

      “Ok,” I said. This was hard for her. I could tell she was struggling, so I didn’t want to say too much to get her emotions running too high again.

      “During the fire, I saw him getting trapped. I knew he was in trouble. But we had victims who needed help. The policy was that we put the victims ahead of ourselves. That was that company’s main motto. I ignored this and went to save Ed. But I was too late. A large beam fell on top of him right in front of me. I was about five feet from where I could help him. I was so devastated that I almost froze. I could barely move. I could hardly get myself to safety. Another firefighter found me then and helped get me to safety. We couldn’t get to the victims in time. They all perished. It was my fault.”

      Shelly began to cry again. I reached out my hand and rested it on her leg. “Baby, how do you know that it was your fault? How do you know you could have saved those victims in time?”

      “I don’t,” Shelly replied. “But I was blamed for it. They said I violated company policy and that we lost the victims because of it. I was fired. That is why my resume is falsified.”

      I nodded. “It’s understandable,” I said. “It wasn’t your fault. You were placed with an impossible decision to make. I think you did the right thing. You followed your heart. Sometimes, you have to do that and do what you feel is right, consequences be damned. That’s why you and I are together. We finally decided that we cared more about each other than our careers, right?”

      She nodded. “Yes,” she replied. “I love you so much.”

      I kissed her softly on the lips and brushed her hair back again as she hugged into me. She was trembling slightly.

      “Ever since then, I’ve suffered some post-traumatic stress symptoms. I used to do therapy, but it seemed to go nowhere. And I realized that the best thing for me to do would be to just move on and just start over. That’s what I’m trying to do. But then I met you, and I am so afraid of losing you the way I lost Ed…”

      Shelly broke down and started crying again. I put my arm around her and pulled her close to me. She felt so soft, but I could feel her inner strength and that cut through the trembles of her anguish. I hated to see her in any kind of pain. That was wrong for her to carry the weight of so much guilt with her, but I knew that just telling her and reassuring her that she was not at fault would never be enough.

      So, all I could do was hold her. I waited until the pain had passed through her enough that she started to calm down again, and then I pulled back slightly from her. I wiped her tears with the back of my hand and looked into her hypnotic eyes. “Honey, you will get through this. I can’t even imagine what you are really going through, but know that I am here and I’m not going anywhere. I give you my word. I will always be right here for you.”

      I meant it too. There was no way a fire would ever beat me when I had something this amazing to live for. When you had someone to live for and not just yourself, it was amazing how much farther you would go to save yourself in a dire situation.

      Shelly rolled out of bed and gave herself a bit of a shake. She was trying to come out of it and get on with the day at hand. I checked the clock on the nightstand. It said it was a quarter after five. It was too late to go back to sleep. I usually set my own alarm for six, whether it was a workday or not.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” Shelly said. “I’m covered in sweat.”

      I could see that she was wet from head to toe. She was nude, her body glistening in the dimly lit room, illuminated only by the shreds of daylight creeping under the cracks of the blinds. She looked amazing and I couldn’t help but feel turned on. I was also nude and my hard cock began to swell and graze against the soft sheets on the bed.

      Shelly walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind her, but not all the way. I waited a moment until I heard the shower running and then I stood up to stretch. I was getting harder by the second thinking about how sexy she looked.  And I loved the closeness we’d just felt, holding her and letting her lean on me. I was there for her in any way she ever needed me to be. That love would never leave me for her. She was my angel. I wanted her to know that she was the most important thing in the world to me.

      I sauntered over to the door and watched through the crack as Shelly stepped into the shower and closed the glass door behind her. She stood under the shower getting herself all wet, allowing the stress of it all to wash over her and out of her.

      I opened the door and stepped into the bathroom. I wasn’t sure she’d necessarily be in the mood for this, but sometimes making love during times of intense stress was the best way to get rid of that stress. At least it was for me.

      Opening the door to the shower, I paused a moment as Shelly turned her head to look at me and locked eyes with me. I saw her gaze soften and I knew that she was feeling the same way that I was.

      I stepped behind her and closed the door. She stood there facing the shower, her head held back as the water sprayed over her face and down her chest. She looked immaculate. The most amazing woman I’d ever seen right there in front of me. I was her man and I felt like the luckiest guy who’d ever lived.

      I was so hard right then. My arms wrapped around her and held her close to me, quickly finding her soft, round breasts. I got harder still, my boner grazing against the most beautiful, shapely clefts of her ass. I rubbed my cock against her crack, slowly moving back and forth, up and down, gently working my way into her crack until I found her sweet entrance points.

      Meanwhile, my hands kneaded her breasts, fingering the nipples and letting them slip between my fingers as I kissed the back of her neck. She moaned softly and her ass pressed firmly against my raging erection. I wanted to move forward slowly and enter her asshole. I wondered if she’d ever had that form of lovemaking before. I thought I might have asked her at one point, but feeling the way I was there I thought it might have been a good idea now. Why not…?

      I moved one hand down to the sweet cleft between her legs. My fingers found her pussy wet as could be already, the clit fully engorged with sensation. I placed my thumb on it and pushed gently, moving in a nice circular motion. My other digits entered between her slippery folds. I floated around the entrance and then pushed harder into her tight canal.

      My cock was flirting with her asshole, moving from that tight, unchartered territory and moving down to the wetness of her pussy. She did not seem put off or at all daunted by the idea of having me enter her back door and I took that as a great sign.

      I tilted her head back and to the side with the edge of my hand and then I kissed her hard on the mouth, covering her lips with mine as I inhaled the passion from her body. She moaned and gasped at the same time with my mouth over hers. Her body bent backwards at the signs of lust that were working their way through the two of us.

      Her nipples were so hard now. They slipped back and forth between my fingers as I laid my hands back on her magnificent breasts. I was so hard, so ready for her that I could barely contain myself any longer. I could tell that Shelly did not need any more build up here either. She was ready to get rid of the bad feelings she had and replace them with good ones. She needed me to make her feel good right then, and I was more than happy to do it. I wanted to feel that sweet release as well.

      I gently bent her over. She leaned against the wall of the shower, letting the hot water fall over her back and splash down her ass and onto me. I massaged her soft, sweet ass for a moment, admiring its beauty and perfection. Then I entered her pussy. She was so wet. And already tight as could be. I could feel her lust making her swell inside, as if she wanted to trap me in there and do whatever she could to ensure my maximum orgasmic potential.

      “Fuck,” I said as I entered her. “That’s so good, baby.”

      “You like that?” she asked. “Fuck me hard. I need it. Don’t hold back. Fuck the living shit out of me.”

      I was surprised by her words, but I did as she demanded. I was in no position to hold back anyways. I was just too ready, too horny. I had become overpowered by passion.

      I grabbed her hair and pulled tightly as I began to fuck her hard. My cock pounded in and out of her tight pussy with every single thrust forward. I could feel that she was enjoying it so much. The pleasure I felt in that moment was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. The thoughts, the feelings, they were all so primal. It was like the deepest most animalistic parts of my brain and limbic system were working together to tap into something that I’d never accessed before.

      I pumped Shelly harder with every single stroke. Her breasts were bouncing wildly beneath her. I loved to watch them sway back and forth. It turned me on to no end and gave what we were doing that sweet, little spark.

      “That’s it! Ah… fuck me!” Shelly cried out.

      I thrusted hard, spearing her tight pussy with my dick. I paused after every thrust to enjoy the savoring of pleasure between the two of us. Her hips bucked back against me as if trying to speed up the process, but I was in control now. I was going to dictate the speed that this whole thing went.

      I pushed harder into her, going as deeply as I possibly could and then pulling out vigorously all the way. I admired my wet, throbbing cock that was now dripping with her sweet juices and then I pushed it right back into her. Shelly moaned loudly with every single thrust. She was loving every second of it and I was getting closer to what felt like an epic orgasm, but I wasn’t quite done yet. I wanted something else.

      “You are so good,” I said. “How does this feel?”

      “Good. I want it harder. Oh… shit… baby… that’s so…ah…” Shelly moaned, trying to put together coherent sentences, but she was too caught up in the passion of it all.

      “Your asshole looks so hot,” I said. “Have you ever had it that way?”

      “No, but I want to… try…” she moaned.

      I knew that if she’d never done anal before, she was going to need some build up. As my cock continued to penetrate her pussy, I placed a finger against her tight asshole. Then I gently eased it into her. She moaned even louder then, as if that was adding to her pleasure. The combination of anal play with our sex was something that she was definitely not used to. I was throbbing now inside of her. I loved the way her tight asshole felt around my finger. It was so forbidden, so naughty, and yet so…there…

      I then pushed in two fingers, pushing her out a bit more. She was getting stretched a little bit. I could see that she loved the pleasure of it. I let her body get used to the idea of something being in her ass. It was a new experience. Though I wanted it so badly, there was no need to rush.

      I continued to fuck her harder until it felt like she was on the verge of coming. I could feel her legs buckling slightly, but it wasn’t quite ready for us to finish yet. No, we had some exploring to do. I was now three fingers deep inside of her tight asshole. Before placing the third finger in, I used a bit of facial soap for lube. It was always important to use plenty of lube for anal. Otherwise it would not work properly.

      “Are you ready?” I asked her.

      “Yes, do it,” Shelly said. “I need it.”

      I pulled out of her pussy and placed the head of my dick against her asshole. “Now, as I enter you, I want you to push out like you are taking a shit. This will relax the muscles and it will feel so much better.”

      “Ok,” she said.

      I entered her slowly, inching my large cock into her tight asshole. She gasped and her body leaned back, undulating in response. I kept moving until I was fully inside of her. She was so tight. It felt amazing. It was different than regular sex. It felt better in some ways, and it was something special to do. It was so much more intimate. It was like we were really bonded as one person now. I was inside her most intimate of body parts and I felt that she loved me as much as I loved her and we would always be together. I felt blessed to be the first person to show her this way of lovemaking. And it was a beautiful experience.

      I started to pull in and out of her slowly. She groaned and I could see a look of surprised pleasure overtaking her. She had not expected it to feel this good. If it was done right, anal could be a miraculous way to get off. I was so happy that she had trusted me enough to do this.

      I was inside of her asshole deeply, moving in and out as far as I could go, right to the base of my cock. I loved being so far inside of her. The tight asshole wrapped around my dick was massaging me in all the right ways, pulsating against me.

      “Oh, shit… that feels so good...” Shelly said.

      “I want you to finger your pussy while I fuck your ass,” I said. “This will be amazing for you.”

      Shelly began to finger herself then as I instructed. “Shit…” she uttered as she did so. I could see that the pleasure was already coursing through her as I fucked her hard in her tight, little asshole. I was going to come soon. I could feel it. I wanted to fill her with my seed, let her have every single drop of me that I could.

      “I’m going to come!” Shelly yelled. Her hand was beating furiously as she bucked her hips back against me, pushing my cock faster into her tight back end. Every time I entered her, I slipped through that sweetness and she squeezed the base of my cock with her body. It sent shivers of delight all over me and I could feel the come about to explode from my hard dick. I was ready.

      Shelly writhed around me, shaking almost uncontrollably as the orgasm tore through her. I held tightly to her hair to both steady myself and her as I placed my other hand on her hips to control her flailing about. She was gushing now. I could see the wetness pouring through her fingertips as I looked between her legs beneath me while I continued to fuck her tight ass.

      “That’s it! Come for me, baby!” I yelled. “That’s it!”

      “Fuck! Shit…oh… ahh…” Shelly squealed. I loved every second of it. She felt amazingly tight as she came. I could feel it reverberating through the thin wall that separated her ass from her pussy. Her muscles were contracting against my cock as I continued to enter, adding an extra layer of stroking to me. I was so ready for her… I was going to let it go any second.

      “Are you ready…?”  I asked, grunting as Shelly finished the last aftershocks of her own orgasm. Her knees were buckling and I was not sure what exactly was holding her up at the moment besides me. I was almost there… oh… shit!

      “Yes!” Shelly yelled. “Let me have it!”

      I groaned loudly as my come belted from my hard cock, quickly filling up Shelly’s tight ass. Her ass responded by quivering and groping me, sucking me tighter into her. It was feeling good for her. I could tell by the moans that she was eliciting.

      I felt my body shaking, my heart racing, and the thudding of my pulse in my temples. My eyesight went slightly blind at that moment and I had to close my eyes to regain the sight. Now everything was coming back to me.

      As I finished and we slumped down together, I felt totally spent. Holding Shelly, I dropped to the bottom of the shower and I held her gently as the water spilled down over us. It was so warm and inviting, nurturing almost. Shelly kissed me hard on the mouth, her tongue entering and finding its playmate. Out tongues wiggled together, wrestling back and forth. Wow, this was spectacular. I wasn’t sure how I ever could have gotten along without this angel by my side before. I was the luckiest man alive. It was a cliché thing to say, and a cliché thing to think, but it was absolutely true. I was the happiest I’d ever been in my life. I had a woman who loved me to the point that I felt like it was almost unconditional, as much as any two lonely souls who found each other in this world could love each other.

      I was finally at peace in my life.
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        One Month Later…

      

      

      “Are you sure?” I asked again for what had to be the fourth or fifth time. I couldn’t believe this. No way was this really happening. This was the worst timing in the world for this to happen. So many emotions were swirling through my head at the moment. I was going from happy to sad to angry to depressed and back around again to start the cycle all over. What was I going to do?

      The doctor nodded and sighed. He could see how painful this was for me, and he was doing his best to deliver the blow gently. “Yes, you are pregnant. We ran the test a few times to make sure. Your own diagnosis was right on the money.”

      The past several weeks I had not been feeling that well. I was waking up nauseas in the mornings, and hormonally I just felt a bit off. I thought it was caused by the stress of juggling two lives. Things had continued to heat up between Gary and me, and we were still doing our best to keep our relationship top secret from everyone at work, and so far we’d been doing a bang up job with it. Ever since that morning in the shower, we’d been making love almost every single evening. We’d even done the new thing a few more times… wow… I never thought that would be so amazing, but it was.

      But this… there was no way to hide this. It was going to ruin all we’d worked for. But at the same time it was such a blessing that I couldn’t feel bad about it. A baby… I was going to have a baby. I was actually going to be a mother. Gary and I had never used protection. I guess we both felt that if something like this happened, then it would only solidify our love. It would elevate us to new heights and force us to move forward in another direction.

      But those were thoughts. Just thoughts and plans for something that might happen, but was very low risk. That’s all it was. But now here we were. This was something we were actually facing.

      Or at least I was. Gary knew nothing about this. I hadn’t told him about how bad I’d been feeling. I didn’t tell him about the positive reading on the home pregnancy test I took. And I didn’t tell him anything about this doctor’s appointment. No way. There was no need to. Nothing was set in stone until now. It all might have been a mistake, something to not even worry about. I wasn’t going to distract him with things like that. He had a dangerous enough job as it was.

      But now… everyone would know I was pregnant. I would start to show in a few months. I would have to take a leave of absence at the very least. I didn’t have enough time with the company to really do that, so I would have to quit. I would have to find another job. And of course everyone would eventually find out that I was carrying Gary’s baby, even if I didn’t work there any longer. Unless, he hid me away in some kind of closet whenever other people were around. It was ridiculous. This was going to come out. The gig was up. We were done for.

      “Wow,” I said. “I can’t believe this.”

      “So, this was an unplanned pregnancy?” The doctor asked. He was concerned with the way I was handling things. I could see he knew I was very emotionally distraught. I was. I knew that I had a huge mountain in front of me to climb and I was going to have a hard time trying to get my way out of this. That was actually the point. There was no way out of this. I was sunk. I would be lucky if I could somehow make myself tell Gary the truth.

      “It is, but I’ll be ok,” I said.

      When I left the doctor’s office, I felt broken. I had the rest of the day off and I went home to my apartment. It was quiet and relaxing. I had originally only took the time off to see the doctor, but I thought that might be suspicious, so I decided to take the whole day off as a sick day, instead of scheduling it ahead of time. When Gary texted me earlier to see if I was alright, I told him that I thought I had some food poisoning. I would be fine.

      I loved the way he looked after me. I never wanted to give that up. But this was going to get Gary fired. It would ruin his career. He would end up like me. I was only working because I falsified my resume. I had no idea how long it might be before someone discovered this. When it happened, I would be moving again. I had played with delusions of grandeur that I might be able to keep this ruse going for years to come, or if someone did find out down the road it would seem almost inconsequential. I’d be in their good graces and they would want me to stay on anyway. That was the dream.

      But as of right now, I was broken. I felt ashamed, and I felt that I was about to lose everything again. I couldn’t do this to Gary. I couldn’t ask him to give up his whole life for me. It was a fun, even romantic, idea to think about before when there were no real consequences happening, but now that it was about to get real, this was no laughing matter. He would lose his job and I would lose mine. We’d both be miserable doing something else to get by, something we hated. I doubted that Gary would be so inclined to falsify his resume to get hired on somewhere else. What kind of security was that for a couple with a baby? We needed stability for our child.

      Did Gary even want kids right now? We’d never really spoken much about it. I wasn’t sure that it was even in the cards for him at this point in his life. He was probably just happy doing what he wanted to do with his time, not being tied down to a baby.

      Would he marry me? If I told him about the baby, would he marry me? I would love to marry him. That was the most beautiful idea… it would work, right? Somehow, this would all come out alright with us. It would work itself out.

      Who was I kidding? No, it wouldn’t.

      The idea of what I had to do began to creep into my head. I hated the idea. I hated it. And most of all, I hated myself for wanting to give into it. I think I knew I was going to do this before the thought even came into my head. But there it was, fully formed and everything. I was going to leave.

      I was going to leave and just disappear. I would not tell anyone where I was going or why. Gary would be devastated, I knew. That thought broke me into a million pieces. As I sat there on my couch knowing the pain I was about to cause the man I loved, I sobbed uncontrollably. Why was this happening now? There had to be another way.

      Of course there was. But that way would involve destroying Gary and everything he wanted in his life. Firefighting was everything to him. It was the reason he woke up in the morning. I saw the flames of desire in his eyes. He was a fireman through and through. I would hate myself forever if I caused that to be taken from him.

      And Gary would resent me for it. He would never say anything. No, he would never say a word and he’d be just as wonderful as could be, but I knew that he would resent me. And years might go by with this resentment building up inside of him. I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let that happen to him. I wouldn’t let that happen to us.

      Later that night, when Gary came over to my place after his shift ended, I had put the tears behind me and I was doing my best to act like I was feeling much better.

      “I tell you, it was a rough morning, but by noon I was feeling much better,” I said.

      “Glad to hear it,” Gary replied. “I wonder what you ate that made you sick?”

      “I don’t know. It might have been one of those short lived stomach bugs or something. How was your day?”

      “Oh, it was great,” Gary said. “Guess who got offered a promotion to Lieutenant?”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You? They offered you that job? That’s amazing!” I yelled. I was so thrilled to hear that. He deserved it more than anyone else, that was for sure.

      “Thanks,” Gary said. “It will be a bump in pay and prestige. I guess someone values what I do around that place.”

      “Everyone does,” I said. I kissed him and snuggled up against his broad chest. I was going to miss this so much. But knowing that Gary was getting this great opportunity, this promotion, I was sure that I was making the right decision. If I told him about the baby, he would be thrilled and so excited, but he would lose the promotion. He would be fired from the company. Being Lieutenant was great, but it would not put him above company policy. There was only one man who could make exceptions, and Chief Walker was not about to do this. He was a stern man and very hard to please. If he found out about this he would feel lied and betrayed. There would be no second chances. Then he would owe everyone a second chance, at least that was how it would look.

      I’d thought long and hard the whole day about the decision I was making, and while I was not sure it was the right one, it was the one that I felt in the long run would cause the least amount of pain for Gary. But looking back, I could see it was the path that would cause the least amount of pain in me. I couldn’t have stood living with myself knowing the great opportunity for happiness that I had cost Gary. I had to get away from him. He would be devastated. He would hurt, he would mourn, but he’d throw himself into his work, he would dust himself off, and he would move on. That was the type of strength that he possessed. He was not the kind of man to lay down under adversity.

      I respected that so much.

      As he held me in his arms, I felt the love and support emanating from him in waves onto me. I never wanted to leave this place. But I knew I had to go. And just one last time, I wanted the man I loved to make love to me.

      “I’d say this calls for a celebration,” I said. I walked towards the bedroom stripping my clothes off. By the time I was mid hallway, I was totally nude. Gary’s eyes widened with lust and then he started taking his own clothes off.

      I walked into the bedroom and then I waited for him. When Gary arrived, he was now nude as well. His hard cock was standing up in the air, protruding from his hard, muscular body. I was so ready for him.

      “Sit on the edge of the bed,” I said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Gary said with a smile. He sauntered over and sat down there in front of me.

      I crouched to my knees and grabbed his cock in my hand. I held his huge dick, massaging it, grasping at his large sack below with my other hand, and watching his overall package grow with excitement. I licked my lips in anticipation and then slowly slid my tongue up the underside of his prick, taking a long, steady lick of him. He quivered and smiled as I proceeded to lick him.

      “Shit, that’s good,” Gary moaned.

      “You like that, do you?” I asked. “Good. That’s sweet.”

      Gary smiled as I held his hard prick in my hand. I was squeezing it now, stroking it up and down. He was growing towards maximum girth in my grip. It was a beautiful thing to watch and experience.

      “Do you want me to suck it?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes… please…” Gary begged.

      I took the head of his dick between my lips, sucking it slowly into my mouth, really drawing it into me. It tasted so damn delicious. It was a head rush like no other to have his sweet, dick in my hot, wet mouth. I sucked it hard, pulling him into me as far as I could manage, letting the tip of his prick move slowly down towards the back of my throat. I loved to deep throat his cock. It was the most amazing feeling to me. I knew he loved it and that gave me this intense rush of power that made me so wet I could hardly stand it. I smiled as I slid my tongue around his epic prick and licked up the delicious flavor.

      He was bucking his hips now, feeding his dick to me a little bit more at a time, as if he was trying to be careful not to go too far, too fast. I was going to take control of him. He didn’t have to worry about a thing.

      I pulled his cock out of my mouth, and then went right back down on it pushing my mouth to the base of his erection. His stiff cock was probing the back of my throat now sliding down into my trachea. I was almost to the point of gagging, but I was able to hold on and keep that reflex from happening. I loved this far too much to ever gag or choke on it.

      My head was bobbing up and down on it faster and faster now, really working up that sweet rhythm. I could feel his body growing warmer, his balls starting to vibrate slowly under my grip, and his cock trembling under my touch as I draped my tongue over the top of him and then licked up the bottom. All the while, my teeth were gliding right over his head just to give him that sweet, sharp sensation he liked. The air of danger had to be real. That was important for him.

      I pulled him from my mouth and watched his sweet dick dancing around in the air. It wanted something else from me. And I was more than happy to give him what he needed.

      I climbed onto the bed, straddling Gary and slid his cock into my tight pussy as I came down slowly, impaling myself on his stiffness. I gasped at the feeling of such a huge cock being inserted into me. It was always so tight at first that I thought I wouldn’t be able to take it, but after a few minutes, I warmed up nicely. And it was perfect.

      I rode up and down on his cock, bouncing with a swinging, but gentle effort. He loved every single second of it. His eyes were rolling back up inside his head. He was all smiles, his body rocking with me as he bounced with me. He thrusted his cock into me as fast as he could from the bottom, pushing into me with the greatest of ease thanks to the gushing juices that dripped from my now elated pussy.

      I placed my hands on his shoulders and steadied myself as I rode him hard. I bucked my hips up and down on him as fast as I could now, grinding on him, making him work for it, watching him sweat with lust and effort.

      I leaned forward and kissed him hard on the mouth, finishing the kiss with a strong lick across his lips. His hands found my breasts and began to rub them in small, but firm circles. I loved it when he pushed into the smooth flesh of my chest and began to increase this pressure. It always turned me on so much.

      I held my pussy on his cock, letting him dwell completely inside of me and I concentrated all of my efforts on his prick and I bucked my hips wildly up and down like a rabbit in short, fast movements. I was almost there. I was going to come so hard. It would be something that I would never forget.

      I would never forget this man that I loved so much. Was I being crazy? Was I really doing this? I had been given a second chance at love and now I was about to walk away from it. But I was sure it was the right thing. I was doing it for Gary. He deserved so much better than this. I had come into his world and now I was going to mess things up for him. This was now the world I was going to be leaving.

      I tried to think about the sex, only focusing on the act of lovemaking, but the pain of it all was really starting to get to me and the sadness was overwhelming.

      Wiping a tear from my eye, I doubled my efforts with grinding on his dick. He was so hard inside of me, stretching me to my ultimate limits, taking me away to a faraway place of pure delights and pleasure.

      “I’m coming! Oh, fuck. I’m gonna come!” Gary roared from beneath me as he held my hips and rammed his stiff cock into me as hard, fast, and deeply as he could. I was teetering on the brink myself and when I felt him come hard inside of me, I knew I was right behind him.

      The splash of his come entering me and crashing into my inner walls was enough for me to begin my own climax. My body shook. My head roared to life with pleasure unlike anything I’d ever known before, and then I was screaming with bliss as I bucked against him, forcing his cock to continue pounding away at my tenderness.

      And when it was over, we just laid there together, the both of us wishing that this moment would never end. But Gary thought that we would have an endless supply of these moments, while I knew that I was leaving the next day. I felt awful about it.

      But it had to be done. It truly was the best way for us to go about this. I couldn’t ruin Gary’s life, just when everything was coming together for him. I was going to live a quiet life raising our child, and maybe one day when the time was right I would introduce Gary to the child he would not know he had. It would be painful, but when it was all said and done, I had to realize that this was going to be the right thing for us. In the end it would bring us both closer to what we really wanted out of life.

      At least, that was the lie I was telling myself. I knew I would never get over it, and I was terrified to move on without the love of my life. What was I really doing? Would I regret the decision? And if I did regret it, how would I ever take it back?

      I closed my eyes and turned out the light. There in the darkness, I cried silently.
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      I knocked on the door to Shelly’s office. There was no answer. I glanced at my watch and grimaced. It was almost noon. When I woke up that morning, we had a quick breakfast and I headed to work. Shelly was going to take a shower and do the same. It was better for us to not arrive near the same time, to keep suspicions down. We had a nice little system worked out that was doing great.

      But then she never showed at work. I tried not to raise much fuss or even ask anyone if they’d seen her. About nine o’clock, I went to the bathroom and sent her a text. She never responded. Then I checked her office again. She was nowhere to be found.

      Was she sick again? She had been the day before, but she was fine by the time I met her and we had a wonderful night together. I wanted to see her badly. I was getting really worried.

      “She isn’t in today,” April said as she walked past. I looked at her casually and nodded.

      “Oh, ok. I just needed to ask her something,” I said. “She still sick, I guess.”

      “No, I heard that she quit,” April replied with a shrug. “Weird. I was just getting to know her.”

      “She quit? Just like that? That is weird,” I said.

      April walked away and I stood there wondering what was going on. There was no way that Shelly would have just quit. That had to be a mistake on April’s part. People were always starting really stupid rumors. I decided to get to the bottom of this.

      I went to the Chief and knocked on his door. He opened up looking his usual, semi-annoyed self. “What can I do for you?”

      “Um, I was just wondering if you’d seen the new trainer, Shelly?” I asked.

      “No. She called up this morning and quit. She didn’t even bother to clean out her office.”

      This couldn’t be right. “What do you mean? She quit? Just out of the blue?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “Strangest thing. Well, now I have to start looking for someone new. Ugh, that is never fun. Why do people just try to ruin my day?”

      I left the office feeling bewildered. I texted Shelly a few more times, then I called and left a couple voicemails. I was really getting scared. What could have happened to her? Why had she just disappeared? She seemed fine last night.

      The end of the day could not come fast enough. I was so tempted to fake sickness and go home early, but I knew that would draw far too much suspicion. That was the last thing I needed at this point.

      The moment I was cleared of my shift, I drove like mad to Shelly’s apartment. I tried her door. It was locked, of course. Then I rang her bell several times and then when I received no response, I began to knock and pound on the door. Shelly had given me a key to her place, but I didn’t just want to barge in, even though we’d been dating a little while now.

      But I had no choice. I tried the key and it did not work. The locks had been changed. What in the hell?

      I had to speak to someone. I went downstairs to the building manager’s office. There I was greeted by a little, old man of about eighty. He looked like he’d seen his fair share of trouble in this world and the next already and he was just ready to leave it all behind.

      “Can I help you?” The man asked me. His voice was hoarse and a bit husky.

      “Yeah, I was wondering if you could let me into apartment nineteen,” I said.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’m a friend of Shelly Henry, the woman who lives there. She gave me a key and it’s not working. I haven’t been able to reach her all day. I just want to make sure that she is ok.

      “Ah,” the man said. “Yeah, the funniest thing. She moved out this morning. She had a truck here to get all of her stuff and off she went. I wasn’t sure what to make of it.”

      “Wait… she just moved out? She didn’t say a word to me or anyone else about it.”

      “That’s her business, I guess. I’m not sure why she didn’t tell you, but I suspect she has her reasons. Maybe because of those reasons, you should just let her be, son.”

      I left his office feeling stunned. What in the world was going on here? I felt completely sick to my stomach. The woman I loved, the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with had simply vanished, but according to everyone that she’d spoken to, it was her own choice. She had quit her job and vacated her apartment.

      Whatever she was doing, she did not want anyone to know about it. And that included me now.

      I drove home in a daze. I didn’t know what to do, or how to reach out to Shelly. I wasn’t sure if she was hurt. I didn’t know if she needed help of some sort. I had no idea where she was, what she was doing, or where she was going. I needed to know she was safe. I had to do whatever I could to find out what happened to her.

      I called her several times again, but she didn’t respond still. I sat there in my apartment drinking beer and feeling sorry for myself. Was it me? Was it something I did? Was it something I neglected to do? What would make a woman who was seemingly happy just chuck it all and start over? I didn’t have the faintest idea what was happening.

      An idea popped into my head. I grabbed the laptop and fired it up. I quickly pulled up Shelly’s social media accounts. I began digging, trying to find anything that might have been remotely relative to an explanation about what had happened to her. She had simply vanished on purpose.

      It was driving me mad to discover why. After scouring her social media for over an hour, I had come up with nothing. Most of her posts were quotes and memes, and most of anything remotely meaningful was almost a year old. Shelly had never gotten too much into the modern technology of today, and for that matter, neither had I. We had other things to keep our interests, more hands on things.

      It was too much to deal with. I felt like my head was going to explode. I tried to sit still, but after a few minutes I started pacing back and forth. I felt so restless. I was going insane. The fear and adrenaline was rushing through me. I felt sick all over. Somewhere out there was the woman I loved and she was on the run. She was leaving it all behind. Why? She might have been scared. She might have been in some kind of trouble. I had nothing to go on.

      I groaned and sat back down to swig on the beer. It was the only thing keeping me at all together. I felt desperate as if I needed to call someone for help. I couldn’t call the cops. She was not missing. She’d turned in her notice at work and cancelled her lease. That was not a trouble scenario. Grown people could pack it up and leave any time they chose to do so.

      There was nothing I could do about it. I just had to wait for her to contact me. But what if she didn’t? What if she was angry at me for something, or had decided that for whatever reason she did not want this life after all?

      Tears stung my eyes as they began to fall down my cheeks. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. I felt so confused, so hurt, and so uncertain about what my future was looking like. It was maddening just not knowing what happened to the love of my life. Why would she just up and leave that way?

      She had to have been unhappy somehow. There must have been so much hurt simmering underneath the surface that she just didn’t know how to deal with it. But what hurt? Was it just her past? Was it the demons she was running from? How much about the past had she not told me? I just wanted to talk to her. Didn’t she know that she could tell me anything and I would be there for her? Surely, she had to know that.

      But she’d gone anyway. I had lost her. All I could do now was sit there and wait for her to contact me.

      And as I sat there on the couch crying, drinking a beer, and feeling totally sorry for myself, somehow deep down, I knew that she would never come back. Nobody ran that way unless they were certain that it was what they had to do. And she had run as quickly as anyone I’d ever heard of.

      I just hoped that one day she would stop running and realize that I was there waiting for her. I would always wait for her. And I would never stop loving her. I would never stop searching for her.
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        Shelly

      

      

      “This is your office.”

      I entered the office and looked around. It was nice. Small, but nice. Hell, I was sure that I was going to have a small little cubicle, and that was if I was lucky, but to get my own personal office was amazing. This might actually work out pretty well after all. I was starting to feel a bit better about all of this.

      “Great,” I said trying my best to sound professional while not groveling at how amazed I was to have this new office with my name on the door. I was finally putting my two year communications degree to some good use, even though I was sure I was going to miss working at a fire station. That was my life, my blood, and my love. But with being pregnant, I knew that I couldn’t really do that right now. And I was gonna have to support myself some way.

      “I’ll let you get settled in. We have a meeting in an hour that you will need to attend. This will be your first assignment, your first campaign that we need you to work on. I think you will be very happy here.”

      “Thanks, Jackie,” I said. Jackie Desmond was my new boss. She was the CEO of Myers Ink and Paper, a medium sized company that produced ink and paper. It was apparently a shrinking market with everything going digital nowadays, but they were fighting to hang on tooth and nail. They wanted someone with new marketing ideas to help them out of a slump. They actually preferred someone without experience, which was how I got the job. I went into the interview thinking there was no way. I was approaching thirty, I was pregnant, and I had no experience in a fast changing marketplace, but there was something they saw in me. I was offered the job nearly on the spot.

      It had been three weeks since I moved out of my apartment and left Chicago. I’d decided to settle in Columbus, Ohio. It was a nice, big city with a lot of opportunity, and I figured it would be easy enough for me to hide away from things there. It was a good place to start fresh.

      Once I hit the road, I found it was easier than I thought it would be to just keep going. I had a vague notion of where I wanted to end up, but I wasn’t sure until I saw the sprawling buildings of Columbus looming ahead of me. I decided that would be a good place for me to stop. Luckily, I had a friend there named Lucy Shane. I’d actually known her back in college and we’d been roommates there for a bit. And now it appeared that we would be roommates once again. I reached out to her and she agreed.

      As I drove towards Columbus though, I must have almost turned the car around about fifty times. I was really wondering what I was thinking. I was starting to question my sanity. I could only imagine the hell that Gary was going through right now. What was he doing? How was he reacting? I wished him all the best in the world, and it was my hope that deep down he would eventually forgive me, and there might have been a chance for us down the line somewhere, when our lives were less complicated.

      But then again, maybe I was making the wrong choice. I kept thinking this in the back of my mind, until I realized that there was no right and wrong choice to make here. They were both hard choices with dire consequences. If I stayed, I ruined Gary’s life; if I left, then I broke his heart. I had chosen the option I thought would be the least devastating.

      And I was broken, too. I wasn’t sleeping well. I was not eating enough, despite the constant hunger I was undergoing. I felt about half sick to my stomach most of the time, but I was told the morning sickness would eventually fade. And the waves of depression washing over me were frightening. There were times when I struggled just to get out of bed. What was it all for? I was alone. I’d destroyed the most important thing in my life. And now I was broken.

      I got settled into my office, arranged things to my liking, tried my computer log in, and got ready for the meeting. When I arrived in the large conference room, I was surprised to see that there were only five other people there. I thought the meeting would be much bigger. I was quickly introduced to some of the other members of my team. They all seemed nice enough, but most of them eyed me suspiciously. It gave me the impression that they didn’t want another new person with possibly great ideas who might steal some thunder. I had done nothing yet to prove I was a threat, but I was already being treated that way. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      The meeting was slow and boring and I did my best to pay attention to the new campaign we were supposed to push and sell. My job was to come up with as many creative ads that might work well for television spots, as well as online advertisements, and print media. They wanted the first of the ads done by the end of the week. It was going to be a lot of work, quite a bit of brainstorming, but I was confident that I could handle the job. I was ready for the challenge.

      Besides, I wanted to make my child proud of me. It was going to be us against the world for a while. I was going to suck it up and do this job I was sure to hate until after the baby arrived, and then I would simply try to find work back at a fire station. But I had to admit, the money I was going to make in advertising was way better. That was attractive, but I always swore to myself I’d never do a job just for the money. But that was when I only had myself to support. With a child on the way, I wanted to provide the best possible life I could. But did that mean I needed to be miserable and bored out of my mind to do it? I didn’t think so.

      I was going to work hard to make as much money as I could until I could land on my feet properly, and then I would have a nice little cushion for me and the baby when that time came.

      After the meeting, I was headed back to my office to get to work when a woman about my age approached me. She was tall, slender, very attractive, and she had the kind of smile that would light up any room. I could already see several of the men walking past leering at her in a not so obvious way unless you had a trained eye. She seemed to possess the kind of confidence that anyone would dream of having. And for whatever reasons she had zoned in on me.

      “Hi, I’m Courtney,” she said extending her hand.

      “I’m Shelly,” I replied.

      “I just wanted to welcome you to the team.”

      “Thanks. I’m excited to be here.”

      “So, do you have much experience in advertising?” she asked. I had the feeling that I should have stopped to talk to her, but I was busy and eager to get to work so I kept walking. She could talk as I walked if she wanted to. I got the impression that she was not used to being viewed on such equal footing, especially by a newbie.

      “No, not really,” I said. “But I decided to give it my best shot.”

      “Wow, that’s an interesting approach,” she replied. I could hear a slight bit of disdain in her voice. I took an instant disliking to her and I could tell that feeling was mutual. She was an alpha female trying to make sure I knew my place, which told me she was already threatened by me. I’d seen the way a few of the men around the office had looked at me. I was kind of used to it. The fact that I’ve always been attractive to men has never been lost on me. It was just one of those things that I was blessed with, but I never paid too much attention to.

      I didn’t respond to her with anything more than a nod and a smile. She continued. “Well, I do have to warn you that this place can be a bit rough on the new people. Don’t take it personally if they don’t accept any of your initial ideas. That really is just par for the course. You will get there.”

      I smiled easily. I almost laughed in her face. This woman was really trying to lay it on thick, wasn’t she? Hilarious. “Oh, I think I’ll be fine.”

      “Well, if there is anything you need, just let me know,” she replied.

      I ignored her and went into my office closing the door behind me. I could just imagine how flustered Courtney was by the fact that I’d just basically shut the door in her face. It felt good. I wanted to rip that smug little smirk off her face. How insecure could one woman be? I’d never cared for any sort of office politics or game playing like this. I didn’t understand the point. That was one of the best things about being a firefighter. I never had to think about crap like that. But I was in a different world now.

      “Sounds like that bitch has a stick up her ass,” Lucy said that night after I told her about my day.

      “I think you might be on to something,” I replied. “She might purposely try to give me some sort of trouble. That’s what I’m worried about anyway. I just started there and already I have an enemy. What in the hell?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said as she placed another slice of pizza on her plate. We’d decided to order from a place called Danny’s and I was very impressed with it. I loved a good pizza, and lately fatty, greasy foods had tasted better for me than they ever had before. I guessed I had a fast food junkie for a child on my hands. It was fun to think about. My child… what would this sweet angel really be like? I couldn’t wait. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to know the baby’s sex. I thought it would be better to just be surprised.

      “I’m trying not to, but it is unnerving. I just started there and already some stupid woman is gunning for me. I’m not sure whether to just ignore her or just tell her off and show her who I really am.”

      “Well, that might be an extreme way to handle it right now. You are the new person. I think you handled it the right way by ignoring it. That’s the best way for now. Eventually, when you have a bit of clout and a bit of time under your belt, then if need be you can get firm with the bitch.”

      “I think you’re right,” I said. I grabbed another slice of the pizza.

      “So, have you talked to Gary?” Lucy asked.

      “No. I’m not going to. As I explained, I really can’t talk to him. I feel that this is the best thing. But you don’t agree?”

      Lucy paused before answering. She looked over at me and sighed, resting her hands on the couch, she twisted her body to look over at me. “No, I don’t agree,” she said. “I actually think you need to be real with him and talk to him. Now, I love having you here. I love that we are able to catch up and it is so nice having someone to actually talk to. I’ve lived alone for way too long. I was on the verge of turning into one of those weird cat ladies, but I do think that keeping this baby from him and just taking off the way you did is really wrong. He sounds like a great guy and he doesn’t deserve to be treated that way.”

      I felt the tears welling up in my eyes. I cleared my throat and sighed. Shit. She had a good point, but I’d thought about this long and hard. I was determined to stick to my guns here. “I know. He is a wonderful man. That’s precisely why I’m doing this. I just don’t think I can do this to him. It would ruin his life, his career, and even though I know he would do the right thing by me and the baby, he would be miserable.”

      “But that is his choice what he wants to do. You are taking that decision away from him. It’s not your place to decide how he feels about anything. Are you sure this isn’t really about you? Some intense fear that you actually have about things?”

      I sighed. I took a drink of my water and closed my eyes. It was like I was trying to shut things out. I didn’t want to hear what Lucy was saying. She was making too much sense. But I knew that I needed to hear this. Dammit. What was I going to do?

      I’d made a decision already. It was still the best thing. I knew that Lucy was trying to help and she was making some very valid points, but I didn’t want to go back on the decision that I’d made. This was the choice and I was sticking to it. I would have to live with it.

      “To an extent, it probably is,” I said. “But that is on me. That is something I have to work out. I still feel that this is the right choice for me and the baby. I know that Gary would be an amazing father, but I also know that if he resents the baby because it ruined his life and his dreams, then that greatness will dim over time. That is how people become bitter and disillusioned.”

      “You sound like you are speaking from experience,” Lucy said.

      Shit. She was good. I didn’t answer for a moment, but finally I said, “Yes, kind of.  Gary told me it happened to his father. He was a musician and when his mother became pregnant with Gary, his father felt forced to get a more stable job so he could be there with them. Growing up, there was always this disconnect between them, as if he didn’t really want to be there with Gary, you know? He never said anything like that and he never acted openly like he felt that way, but Gary could still tell it. There was just a boredom in his interactions with him. I don’t want Gary to feel like his father did. I couldn’t let him turn out that way.”

      “Ok,” Lucy said. “It’s your life. You can do what you want with it, but I hope that one day you realize that this might not have been your finest moment Shelly.”

      We turned the television on and found a funny movie to watch as we finished our pizza. I was thankful for the rest in conversation. I was tired after my first day of work. And now my head was full of doubts about the way I was handling my life. It was always harder hearing these things coming from another person.

      When I went to bed that night, I found myself almost on the verge of tears as I laid down. I just wanted my life to be simple again. When did everything get so messed up and complicated? I just wanted life to be normal. Was that so hard? Why couldn’t I just have Gary and our child with me? I wanted this more than anything, but I knew that this would be something that I would never live down. Gary would always resent me and the baby, I just knew it. I might have been wrong. Certainly this was possible, but I was not sure I could handle that risk.

      And I was doing a great disservice to Gary by shutting him completely out of the loop this way. I knew this. These thoughts plagued me daily, but yet I could not force myself to pick up that phone and call him, to tell him I was sorry. To tell him I loved him and that I wanted to come home. What was wrong with me? When would this pain stop?

      I closed my eyes with tears in them and somehow I was able to drift off to sleep.
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      I slipped my tongue between Shelly’s wet folds and licked upwards, taking my time, moving my tongue nice and slowly as I tasted her sweet wetness. I pulled the tongue away and watched her quiver with excitement. She moaned softly as I went back in for another long lick. This time I settled my tongue in deeper, moving between the folds of that tight, wet pussy. I loved the way she tasted. It had been too long. I was so glad that she was back with me. I’d missed her terribly, but now that she was here I could not hold back the lust that had built up in the interim.

      I couldn’t remember exactly how she’d come back into my life at that moment, but she was there. That was all that really mattered. We would work out the details later. I’d been so destroyed by her leaving that I was willing to do anything to get her back. And right now the two of us needed each other as we’d never needed each other before. The want, that driving need, that pulsing desire was filling us both deeply. I wanted to become totally at one with her.

      I loved this woman more than I ever thought I could love, and now that she was back with me, I was determined to not let her go again. I would do whatever it took to keep her happy and safe right by my side.

      My lips kissed her labia, followed by my tongue moving up to caress her tight, clit. This was beautiful. This was immaculate. This was in fact, the most pleasurable thing I could remember experiencing in my entire life. It was a melding of mind, body, and spirit coming together in a beautiful way through a wondrous physical act of love.

      I was so hard right then. My erection was slithering across the silky sheets, giving me tingles all over from the sensation of my very sensitive cock. I wanted to bury this deeply up inside of her, so tightly. Soon… I had to have patience. This would happen. I would just have to be patient for it. I wanted to take my time.

      My fingers found their way inside of her, slipping past the outer folds and into her inner walls. She was already so tight, her walls tightening and thickening as they swelled up with desire, preparing for the ride of a lifetime. I was going to take her on the type of journey that she’d never had before. We were going to experience righteous pleasure inside and out.

      I had two fingers deep inside of her, moving in and out of her, riding the bottom of her entrance. “You like that?” I asked.

      “Fuck yeah!” Shelly exclaimed with glee. “Yes… oh, right there…”

      I applied my tongue to her clit once again, dragging it across that beautiful, tight, little nub. It was a bundle of sweet nerves, hard and full of passion from the lust coursing through her body. I could tell that if I spent much more time there she might blow right then and there. I couldn’t have that. The fun was just beginning.

      My hands reached up to caress her large breasts just then as I continued to eat her out. I was flashing my tongue in and out of her, moving up and down the wetness of her folds, and every so often I would wrap my mouth around her clit and twirl my tongue on it as I applied a nice sucking movement. Shelly would moan with exquisite pleasure. This was amazing.

      Her nipples were so hard. Her breasts were soft, but still firm. They were big, smooth, wondrous beacons of desire. They called out to me. They turned me on like nothing else in this world. I loved the way her tight nipples grazed the palm of my hands as I squeezed the breasts, massaged them softly, and felt their soft flesh mingling with mine.

      Meanwhile, Shelly’s pussy was gushing wet with desire. I loved the way she tasted. The sensations, the scents, the aura of her essence just invaded my senses, entering through my nostrils and causing my head to swirl around. This was a high like nothing I ever could have imagined. I was so hard that I could no longer stand it. I had to enter her.

      But Shelly had other plans.

      As I stood up and climbed on top of the bed, Shelly sat up and grabbed my cock in both of her hands. She started to rub me up and down, choking my cock with her tight squeezes, twisting it like a pepper grinder. I tilted my head back and let her have her way with me, even though some of this was actually painful. I found a beauty in that pain. There was something real about it, a tangible feeling that connected us somehow and I felt that I deserved some of this pain for whatever reason.

      Shelly adjusted herself on my bed until she was lying face down on the mattress and staring up at me. She propped her head up and without a moment’s hesitation swallowed my cock down to the base. I almost blacked out momentarily from that pleasure. It was pure bliss washing over me. The hot, wetness of her mouth, the tight suction from her teeth, and the smooth dancing, ever changing attack from her sensuous tongue—it was all too much. I found myself feeling a bit sick to my stomach, but only for the briefest moment. It was like a flood of butterflies had been released inside of me just then. When it washed out of me, I felt so alive that I thought I could have flown off the roof and never come down again.

      “Oh, baby…” I moaned as Shelly continued to deep throat me. I was moving into the farthest recesses of her tight, hot throat with every single thrust and with the sweet sounds she was making as she accommodated this, I found myself getting very close to coming. I had to hold it back the best I could. I tried my hardest to get my thoughts moving onto something else. I needed to just think of anything else right then. I wasn’t sure I could get another great load built back up if I let this one go. I wanted this orgasm to be epic and to blow my mind away.

      And I wanted us to share in this fantasy. To make that happen, I could not come right then. No. I had to hold on a bit longer. Shelly deserved it.

      I placed my hand on her head and guided her mouth up and down on my cock. She was moving at the perfect pace, her tongue lapping up and down the underside of it. As she pulled back each time, she would pause enough to lick the entire head of my cock and give it a few sensuous kisses and sucks with her soft, luscious lips. Oh, she was so perfect. She knew exactly how to give me the most pleasure I’d ever had in my life.

      There was no way I could stand to wait another moment. No. It was now time.

      I pulled myself out of her mouth. Some sweet spittle came out with it, dripping on her chin. I beat her to it and licked it up, slipping my tongue across her chin and kissing her hard on the lips right then. I sucked her tongue out of her mouth and into mine. Our appendages began to dance together, swirling around and dominating each other back and forth.

      I then positioned myself between her legs and without farther adieu, I entered her deeply. She wrapped her arms and legs around me to pull me in tighter and to hold onto me as I entered. This felt too damn good. I had to hold it a second before I moved anymore. My body would have surely released my epic load right then into an earth shattering orgasm if I hadn’t waited. I was so ready. I just wanted nothing more than to dump my epic seed as far inside of her tightness as I possibly could.

      Shelly began to wiggle and move her hips against me. It felt sweet. I kissed her hard on the mouth and pushed myself into her even more deeply, before pulling back out all the way and then thrusting inside of her once again. I loved the contrast of being fully inside of her and fully outside of her. She seemed to gasp every time I gave her all ten inches and then slid those inches right back out, only to wait a beat before giving it to her again.

      But now, that was over and I was just thrusting in and out at a slow, steady, hard pace. I have always loved a slow, sensual lovemaking as opposed to a fast and hard one, but sometimes I got so worked up that I couldn’t take going slowly and I had to ram it home as hard and fast as I could. Shelly seemed to love both ways and I could see that she loved being kept off balance by it. She never really knew what to expect from me.

      “Fuck me,” Shelly said. “Oh, that’s it… baby, I love you so fucking much… yes…” Her teeth were grinding intermittently as she spoke. I covered her mouth with mine. She knew that I loved to hear the feedback from her when I was doing something she enjoyed. It was important to have that communication during sex. We strived to build that kind of dialogue during our lovemaking, but it was important that she know that sometimes it was fine if she didn’t or couldn’t really say anything. I could see the pleasure in her face and that was beautiful. I loved that lustful look in her eyes, the moans escaping from her body, and the way she loved me.

      I kissed her hard on the mouth, enjoying her breath as she breathed into me. I loved the taste of it, the way her tongue darted in and out of my mouth, and the exchange of sweet bodily fluids between us. All of this turned me on like nothing else. I wasn’t sure I’d ever been as hard as I was right then. I felt like I might break my manhood at any moment. But it felt so good that I just didn’t care. I had to get off soon. And more importantly, I had to get her off. That was just the top thing on my agenda.

      “Roll over,” I said as I pulled out of her. I wanted to see her sweet ass and I wanted to fuck her from behind. That was the best way to get as deep as possible for me.

      She did as I demanded and a moment later her tight, soft ass was pressed against me. It felt so warm, almost snuggly which I loved as I nestled between her cheeks and found that sweet entry point into her pussy. I plunged inside of her as deeply as I could. I felt like all ten of my long, thick inches were being submerged into the most amazing pool of warm fluid that I’d ever known. It was relaxing, it was loving, and it was the height of pleasure for me.

      Shelly also moaned loudly with delight. “Oh, shit! Go deep! Ah… fuck…”

      I leaned forward and whispered in her ear as I continued to enter her and withdrawal repeatedly. She somehow felt even tighter this way. I wasn’t sure how, but it was even better than missionary.

      “I love you so much,” I said. “You are my entire world. I would die if you ever left me again, baby.” My voice came out in whispers, interspersed with the occasional kiss or nibble on her earlobe. My hard dick was still pressing into the tight, wet pool of her lust dead set on bringing about an insane orgasm that she might never recover from.

      “Baby,” Shelly said. “I’m so sorry…I will never… ah… leave you again…ah… yes…”

      Her teeth were gritting as she tried to speak through the pleasure. I held her warmly in my arms and doubled my efforts. My cock was now plunging into her with as much strength and speed as I could muster. I could feel that we were both getting to that point, almost there. I was so ready to let my epic seed flow into her.

      “I’m coming!” Shelly announced loudly. She leaned her head back against my shoulder as I turned to the side so that now we were spooning. I felt this would be a softer, more comfortable landing for her orgasm.

      And it hit her hard right then. “Fuck!” Shelly yelled. She gasped loudly, sucking in breath after breath as if she couldn’t breathe. She was really falling into it. Her entire body began to shake violently from her toes to the top of her head. She bucked her hips as hard as she could into my stiff cock and I continued my onslaught of probing in and out of her tightness, which was growing tighter and wetter still.

      Finally, as her orgasm started to die down, I kissed her on the lips, stroked her sweet face and then prepared to finally let go of my own orgasm. It came out of me hard right then, ripping through me in a way that was almost painful. The sharpness of the orgasm cut through me like a knife and I felt that sharpness up inside of my stomach as well.

      I held my breath trying not to scream into Shelly’s ear, but the intensity of the orgasm was almost too much for me to take. I felt like my brain was going to explode from the pressure that had built up inside of me. And then, just like that, everything was over. All was calm.

      I snuggled up beside my angel, kissing her, caressing her, and showing her how much I loved her and how much she meant to me.

      Then somewhere all went to darkness.

      But it only lasted a moment. I was awake now.

      And I was in pain. I was heartbroken in tears. I felt the pain as tiny razor blades slicing through every single vein in my body over and over again as I tried to regain focus. I think I knew it was all a dream before I even finished it. There was a sense of disconnect to it all, as if this was not really happening to me. But it was perfect. That was also it. The thing was too perfect.

      I’d just made the most epic love to the woman of my dreams, the woman I wanted for eternity by my side, and she was not really there. It had all been a damn dream.

      “NO!” I yelled in my dark room. I was breaking down then. I was losing control and I had nothing to help me. There was nothing in the world that could heal this sort of heartbreak. I felt like my love had been taken from me suddenly. It was almost, not quite, but almost as bad as if I’d lost her in a tragic accident. One minute she was here and we were happy; the next minute she was gone forever.

      Except, I still knew she was alive. As far as I knew, she was just fine. I had no way of knowing this for sure about her anymore because it had been almost a month, but I had been pretty certain that Shelly was fine.

      But I wondered how fine she was. I mean, was she at least hurting the way that I was hurting? Was she wishing that she was back with me? Did she think she might have made the worst mistake of her life? Or was she riding off into the sunset having a blast and not giving me a second thought?

      I doubted that the latter was true. But I had no way of knowing how she felt or how she was doing. I was lost without her and I would stay lost until I knew what happened to her. No matter what, I had to find her. I had to talk to Shelly. She owed me an explanation at least. You didn’t just do this to someone that you loved. You did not shut them out and just take off. That was not right.

      I resolved within myself right then that I would not rest until I found Shelly and I got the answers I needed. There wasn’t any way I could truly function until I did. This was not the way my life was supposed to turn out. It was affecting my job performance and it was affecting both my mental and physical health.

      If I found nothing, then I found nothing. But at least I was going to have the peace of mind in knowing that I tried.

      I got up and got a drink of water. I tried to go back to sleep, but it just wasn’t happening, so I fired up the laptop and went about searching for ways that I could find someone who didn’t want to be found. With the internet nowadays, it was logical that you could find someone regardless of whether they wanted to be found or not. It was almost impossible to hide.

      That’s what I was counting on anyway. I would find Shelly and I would make her talk to me. There had to be something that had driven her away, something beyond her control. I knew her better than that. She would not have left that way without a good reason. And while at times it was easier to say that she just decided to leave because she wanted to and that she didn’t care about me, at the same time I did not really believe that.

      I knew Shelly.

      And come hell or high water, I was going to find her.
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        Three years later…

      

      

      I leaned back in my chair and groaned out loud. It had been a hell of a long week. Thankfully, it was Friday and I could spend some time this weekend relaxing. We’d had three fires that week and all of them had been huge. Thankfully, nobody was hurt badly and no one in the crew had been injured either. We’d saved lives and property, so we could all consider it a great win.

      Still, weeks like this left you physically exhausted and drained. In many units with such a busy week going on, the Chief would take it easy on assigning training, but Chief Josephs was different. He was a stickler. It was his belief that if you rested on your laurels then you were doing the job for the wrong reasons. And it would soon come to pass that you were really just going to phone it in next time. I wasn’t sure I understood his logic, but he was a complicated, mean spirited little man who loved to abuse his power. I disliked him for the most part, but working for him was really not that bad. He just expected hard work and results. If you gave him those things he would forever sing you praises. They would be silent praises sung with his eyes and minute facial expressions, but they would be praises nonetheless. And sometimes that was enough.

      I was lucky enough two months after Amber was born to get another job as a trainer here in Columbus. It was a city I’d fallen in love with and it had become my home over the past three years. It had seen me through my pregnancy, giving birth to the most amazing little girl (Amber was two now and walking and talking like mad), some good friends, and also a new life. That didn’t mean that I missed the old life any less, but it did help ease the pain a bit.

      There was not a day, an hour even, that I didn’t think about Gary. I wondered what he was doing now, who he was with, and I wondered how often he thought of me. That beautiful, sweet face…I stared at it on my phone every single day and every night before I fell back to sleep. I hadn’t so much as thought of dating another man, even though I’d had offers here and there. I politely declined and said I was involved with someone. And in a sense, that was true. My heart would always belong to Gary.

      Even three years later, I still wrestled with that choice that I had made, and three years later I still did not know if I’d made the right one or not. Of course, the question that Lucy pestered me with constantly was when I was going to call up Gary and tell him the truth. He had a little girl that he deserved to know about. It wasn’t right that I was keeping his child, our child, a secret from him.

      But it had been so long now. I’d waited so long that I thought there was no way I could tell him that wouldn’t just crush his heart and soul and cause him to hate me forever. Even though I’d left out of the blue like that, I still held onto the belief that Gary did not actually hate me. He was most likely just very hurt.

      I packed up my things and headed out the door locking the office behind me. I said goodbye to a few of my crew and then headed out to the car. I had to pick up Amber from preschool. She had just started and she was already doing great. It was mostly a daycare, but at least a portion of the day was spent on learning. She was the sweetest little girl and everyone who came in contact with her fell in love with her instantly. I just hoped that one day when she did meet her father, he would, too.

      But when would that be? “You’ve got to stop beating yourself up here, Shelly,” I mumbled out loud as I got behind the wheel. I fired up the engine and drove out of the parking lot headed towards the school.

      The traffic was fairly light and I was glad to get ahead of it. I had worked out my shift so that I could be done by midafternoon and actually spend some quality time with my little girl before she got too tired and sacked out sometime around six or seven. I would usually put her to bed then and she would sleep soundly through the night. She needed at least eleven or twelve hours of sleep a day or she was not happy. She could turn in to a little demon child if she didn’t get sufficient rest.

      When I picked her up, Amber was a ball of energy. She was cheering and clapping, trying to squeeze my nose and pinch my cheeks, as I strapped her into her car seat.

      “Momma, we go?” she asked with a giggle and a big clap of her hands.

      “Yes, sweetie. We go,” I said.

      “Yay!” she yelled loudly. Wow, the kid had a set of pipes on her. I wasn’t sure how such a loud scream could come out of such a little voice box, but she had it in spades.

      When I got her home, we went through our normal routine of snack time (an apple) and then we did some story time. She loved it when I read to her. Dr. Seuss was her favorite. I’d loved those books as a kid as well.

      After I read a story to her and she ate her snack, we played some games with her dollies and her little miniature vacuum, which she used in her space as I vacuumed the floor for real. It was fun when she tried to be like me. I never understood the love a parent could have for a child being so extreme, but now I totally got it. I believed that she was part of the reason I’d never told Gary about her. What if he handled the situation badly and sued for partial custody? A judge might see how I just never told him about his child as being some sort of neglect on my part and award Gary at least partial custody, or even full custody. There was just no telling with something like that. It was a terrifying thought.

      But I never thought Gary would be that type of person. Then again I had lied to him, and he would have thought this was a big deal. This was the type of thing that Gary might actually lose his shit over. And I wouldn’t blame him one bit.

      I’d bought the new house about six weeks after Amber was born, right before I’d started work at the fire station. I’d done well with advertising, and I even enjoyed it, but my heart was not really in it and I swore I was always going to go back to what I loved. And I had done that. I hated that I had to dust off the fake resume again, but it had done its job once more. It had gotten me the job I loved. I just hoped I could hang onto it this time.

      After dinner, it was bath time. Then another story and finally bed time for Amber. Now I had the house to myself. It was too quiet. I actually dreaded this time of the evening, mostly because it reminded me of how lonely I was outside of Amber. I had some friends, several of them I worked with, and occasionally I would hire a sitter, but most of the time I just didn’t feel comfortable leaving Amber that much. I knew I was being a bit overprotective, and I figured that this feeling might leave me one day when she was a bit older. Right now, she still seemed so helpless that I hated to leave her with anyone.

      I decided to call up Lucy and see what she was into. As I did so, I grabbed beer from the fridge and sat down on the couch. Lucy answered on the second ring. “Hey, girl,” Lucy said. “What’s up?”

      “Not much,” I said. “I just put the munchkin to bed.”

      “This early? Are you one of those parents who is always going to be looking for ways to get rid of your kid? You know, like summer camp all summer, relatives on holidays, and absurdly early bed times?”

      I laughed. “No, but she is two and she needs her rest. She will sleep a good twelve hours and still be a bit tired and cranky when I wake her up. But if I let her sleep beyond that then she will be a holy terror. There is a very scientific thing going on there. I have to find that sweet spot, you know?”

      “I have no kids, so no. I have no idea what you are talking about,” Lucy replied.

      “Speaking of which, why aren’t you out with what’s his name?”

      “Really? You got to call him what’s his name? You’ve met him several times. We’ve been going out for three months now. His name is George.”

      “Ok, I’m sorry. Why aren’t you out with George.”

      “He said he was playing poker with his friends tonight,” Lucy replied.

      “He would rather do that than hang with you? That sounds weird,” I said.

      “Yeah, he is probably cheating on me,” Lucy said.

      I almost choked on my beer. “How do you always go to such an extremely illogical conclusion?”

      “I don’t think it’s that illogical. The man is doing something out of routine. If this turns into several things, then it becomes a cluster. That’s what we look for.”

      “Who is we?”

      “We… us… people who suspect they are being cheated on.”

      “Not us. I’m not in a relationship. There is no way for me to be cheated on.”

      “Ok, fine. But yes, I think it is a possibility. I always look for this. I have a history.”

      “Well, that’s because you usually go after bad boys. I’m not sure why.”

      “Because they are fun. Most nice guys are boring and predictable and whiney—“

      “And secure and stable…” I said.

      “Yeah, they have that, but bad boys are always more fun. You know I’m right.”

      “I do not know that,” I said.

      “You meet a guy who is dark, mysterious, with an edge to him, someone who will make you think that he has bad things on his mind, and he might just do some of those bad things to you.”

      I couldn’t stop laughing. Lucy always made me feel better. She was so out of it that it was hilarious.

      “That is why you always get burned, but George isn’t one of those guys. He is so good to you. That is what you deserve.”

      “Yeah, but I’m so bored with him that I’m actually relieved he isn’t bugging me this evening. That’s a problem, isn’t it? Aren’t you supposed to want to be with the one you’re with?”

      “Yeah, but not all the time, I don’t think. People need time to figure themselves out and to not be bothered by others. You need some alone time, too. But now when you have alone time you know it’s because you chose it, not because some guy is going to run off for several days and do whatever he wants and probably whomever he wants, right? Bad boys have a tendency to be always on the move.”

      “You’re right. Hey, was Gary a bad boy?”

      I was shocked that she’d changed the subject. “Um, no. I wouldn’t say that, but he had a lot of the good bad boy qualities, if that makes sense.”

      “I’m intrigued.”

      “Well, he was rugged, strong, spontaneous, fun, and he didn’t take any guff from anyone. He would put you in your place in a heartbeat, and that included me. There were very clearly defined boundaries with him. I always enjoyed that. But he was also very loving and very loyal, almost to a fault. I knew that he would never do anything to hurt me and he would never lie to me. Which, is one of the reasons I feel so horrible about the way I left him.”

      Bringing up all of the great qualities in Gary really was not fun for me at that moment. I could feel the pain knifing through my heart. It was sharp and it pulsated through me. What had I done? Why did I leave everything this way? I hated myself for doing this and it was getting worse. The longer I watched my little girl grow up without her father, and knowing it was my fault, the worse it got.

      I had to wipe the tears from my eyes. I tried to keep my crying silent, but I could tell that Lucy was picking up on it anyway. She didn’t say anything for a moment, just sitting there idly waiting for me to continue as I dealt with my crying jag. I felt so sad. I needed to do something about this, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. What was wrong with me?

      “Are you ok?” Lucy asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’ll be fine. I just don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”

      “Why don’t you just call him? It will not be as bad as you think. All of that has been created in your mind. You are better than that, stronger than that. I know you pretty damn well and I know you can handle this. The guilt is eating you up inside. It has been for three years. I’ve seen it. You owe it to yourself and to Amber. She needs to know her father.”

      “You are right,” I said. “I have to muster up the courage somehow, the strength. I have to get through this. I just have to be strong enough to make that call. I can only imagine how his response will be. Should I even tell him something like this over the phone? Or would it be better to arrange to have him meet me in person?”

      “I think the phone call would be a good start. After that, you can gauge him on how well you think he would handle the news. There is no reason to delay it any farther. You will feel so much better after you do this.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I laughed. “I think I’ll probably end up with a hole in my head.”

      “You can do anything you set your mind to, and I know that you will eventually make the right decision.”

      I thanked her. We talked for a bit longer and when I ended the call with her, I stared blankly at my phone. I’d had my number changed when I started over here in Columbus, but I’d programmed his number into my phone in case I ever wanted to make that call. I hoped it was still the right one.

      I sighed and started to dial his number, but at the last moment, I stopped myself. Dammit. I couldn’t do it. What was wrong with me? It would have been so easy to just push that button and make that call, but no. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      But I missed Gary so much. I had dreamt of his touch, his love, and his sweet surrender for a long time. Even after three years, I still felt like I had been in his arms yesterday. I could still feel him and still smell his masculine scent on me. I wanted it again. I wanted him. Dammit, I wanted him.

      I started to call him again, and this time I was sure I would make it, but once again the second my finger got close enough to touch the screen to select him from my saved numbers, I wasn’t able to go any farther.

      I sat the phone down and began to sob. I was so miserable without him. I was raising a little girl on my own and I knew that her father needed to be in her life, would want to be here, and that she would benefit greatly from it as well. I had a family; all I had to do was make a phone call. That was it.

      But I was terrified of how that conversation would go. I would have to admit to Gary that I’d lied to him for three years about something major in his life, possibly the most major thing he would ever experience. He had a child. He was a father. He just didn’t know about it.

      He would curse me and hate me forever. That was a given. Any normal man would react that way. I knew it. And I expected it. I deserved it. But I wasn’t sure I could stand it. What would he say? In his anger, what horrible things would he call me? I could just envision it. I could hear horrible words being thrown my way loudly in his voice and it would break my heart. It would tear me down in such a way that I wasn’t sure I would ever recover.

      I just could not stand to go through that. So, I was keeping the secret covered up for now. There would come a day when that might change, but for now that was all I could do.

      I just wished I had been given more strength.
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      When the Chief called me into his office that day, I knew it was either going to be great news, or terrible news. And honestly, the way that I was feeling that particular day, I didn’t really care which news I received. It had been a crazy busy month and I was just getting over the stress of it all, hoping for a nice, long two days of rest in front of me. If those two days turned into some kind of a permanent vacation then I might have been a happy camper.

      The stress of being a firefighter was starting to get to me. After all these years, it was finally starting to wear me down. And I knew that mostly, it had nothing to do with the work. Not really. The truth was that ever since Shelly left me, I’d sank into a bit of a depression and I just didn’t care about myself anymore. I almost welcomed a fiery death, and the fact that it had not come for me yet was a bit of a rub. I just wanted the pain I had to be over. Shelly, my angel, my life—where are you?

      I’d spent the first few months hiring private investigators to track her down, but so far they’d turned up pretty much zilch.  Either she was the best at disappearing in the entire world, or these investigators were little more than overpriced security guards who thought they could somehow be private cops. That was a laugh. None of them had produced so much as a urine sample for me.

      Eventually, I’d given up looking. Shelly was not coming back and I wasn’t going to find her. She didn’t want to be found. This was the only thing that had kept me going for a while, the search for her, the belief that one day I would know the truth. But that had eventually run out. Now I felt like I was running on empty. I was running on fumes. I was out of it completely. And the worst part was that I did not care one bit.

      I entered the Chief’s office. I felt tired, wasted, and I just wanted to go home to take a nice nap. Not that it would do much good. I was not sleeping well and hadn’t really for a while. I could at best manage an hour or so and then I would be wide awake for a bit. The rest of the guys knew that something was wrong with me, but they didn’t know what.

      “You wanted to see me Chief?” I asked.

      “Yeah, have a seat,” Walker said.

      “Thanks.” I sat down and made myself comfortable. I looked up at him trying to decipher what was behind the odd gaze he was giving me. He looked like I felt. He was old, tired, and a bit pissed off at the world around him. That was exactly the way I felt all the time. But even through all the turmoil, I never let my feelings escape. I held them all inside and I dealt with them. I didn’t talk to anyone and I didn’t want anyone’s help. I would deal with things on my own in my own way and on my own damn time.

      I sighed heavily into my hand as I held back a yawn. I still needed to hit the gym before I headed home. I’d skipped the last two workouts and I was feeling it. Not just physically, but mentally. I sometimes forgot how important the gym was for my mental health. It kept the waves of depression at bay and it allowed me to move past so many foes in my way.

      “How are things going?” Walker asked.

      “Good. How are you?” I asked.

      “I couldn’t be doing any better,” he said.

      “Good,” I replied. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Well, I just received an interesting phone call. It was from station twenty-two, Columbus, Ohio. Apparently, their Chief is retiring and they are looking for someone new. They heard of you and your stellar performance since becoming lieutenant and they want to see you. I put in some great words for you and they are very interested, kid.”

      I was floored. My work recently had been far from exemplary, but I guess I was still doing the job on a basic level, or at least enough to be considered competent. That was only because I loved what I did and I cared deeply about the people that I did it for. It was my saving grace in so many ways. Without the job, I would have come completely unhinged and fallen into a pit of despair. At least, the feelings might have been there for that to happen, but the structure of these responsibilities had kept me grounded and kept me going. I was eternally grateful.

      “Wow, that’s amazing,” I said. “Thank you for all the great words.”

      “Well, you are very welcome. I’ve never had a better man serving under me.”

      “Thanks,” I replied.

      “Now, they want you to fly there in two days to meet with them and talk about the job. It’s virtually yours, if you want it, but they want you to come there and make sure you believe it will be a great fit.”

      “Oh, ok. I guess I’m flying to Columbus then,” I said. This was a bit different and unexpected. Ok, if that was what they wanted me to do, then I would suit up and fly to Columbus.

      I shook his hand firmly. “You will do us all proud, especially me. I’ve always wanted to train a future Chief and I know you will be a great one.”

      “Well, I would definitely miss everyone, and it has always been a dream of mine to be a Chief, but I’m not sure if I want to leave Chicago. This is my home. This is where I want to stay.”

      “What? You aren’t going to pass something like this because of geography. You are going there and you are going to do awesome. End of story. If you come back here, I’m going to kick your ass,” he said with a large grin.

      I thanked him and went home to start packing. The company in Columbus had taken care of the tickets and flight arrangements for me. I went home feeling a bit better about my situation than I had in a while. Maybe this was what I needed. Perhaps, doing something new in another city, a fresh start, a place where everything did not remind me of Shelly and the way she’d broken me in pieces was a good thing. At times I felt so stupid for allowing that hate to linger, but other times I was thankful for it since it was one of the few things that made me feel like she was still there with me.

      When I got home, I changed my clothes, grabbed a six pack from the fridge, and sat down on the couch with my acoustic guitar. I’d been writing a lot of songs lately. It was the most therapeutic way I had for dealing with things. And it was working. Since, I’d started getting my feelings out into the world through my music, I’d felt so much better. I was still hurting, but it was something I was able to hide and I was able to deal with. It would not bury me. I was stronger than these feelings and I would do whatever it took to triumph over them.

      I’d also been doing a lot of recording. In fact, I was putting together my first album. A few months back, I downloaded a new version of ProTools, and started teaching myself how to use it properly. After a while I started getting the hang of it, and now I was recording my completed songs. I’d picked up a cheap bass to lay down those parts with and I had put together a great electronic drum sound through the system as well. It sounded almost like real drums and gave everything a slight inhuman feel that made the songs sound even more painful I thought.

      I strummed out a new chord pattern I wanted to try for the newest song. I only had three more songs and then the album would be complete. I would spend a few weeks mastering it and then I would upload it all online. There were now a myriad of places to sell music and to give music away. I wasn’t really trying to make much money with this. It was mostly about artistic expression. I was in pain and I wanted to make sure the rest of the world heard these songs. If there was any money to be made, it could come later through other avenues.

      After writing some chord changes, I grabbed my legal pad and scribbled down some lyrics. I sang them into a microphone and recorded a scratch vocal. Then I started putting other elements to it to make the rough demo that I was going to work with.  It was amazing nowadays how easy it was to record a professional quality album on a laptop in your living room.

      By the time I was finished, I was getting hungry. I decided to order a pizza and spend the rest of the evening watching movies. This had become a fairly regular routine for me.

      But maybe Columbus would bring about a much needed change of pace. I didn’t know much about that area, other than it was almost as cold as Chicago. Most likely less windy, but it was still plagued by miserable winters. I often wondered if I would be happier moving to a warm climate where it never snowed or got that cold. Then again, that would probably get boring as well.

      I ate my pizza, watched a few horror movies, and then I hit the sack. I was tired. I had the next day off, and I spent a bit of time packing for the trip. I only filled one duffle bag full of stuff, but then again I was only going for a few days. After that I went to meet Max and Richie for a game of pool.

      “Hey, the man is alive,” Max said. He was chiding me because the past few times we were supposed to hang out, I told them I was busy. Mostly, I was just working on my album. They still did not know I did that much with music. They had heard me once at an open mic a while back, but they were not the biggest of music lovers. I often wondered what it was these two guys actually found interesting or powerful enough that it really spoke to them, something that drove them. As near as I could see, they did not have anything like this.

      “Yes, I’m alive,” I said. “Wow, you guys are going to miss me when I’m gone.”

      Max looked puzzled. “Gone? Where are you going?”

      I looked at the both of them and they appeared as if they had no idea what I was talking about. “Really? You don’t know? I figured that word would have spread all over that place by now.”

      “Yeah, what’s up?” Richie asked.

      “I’ve been offered a job as Chief for station number twenty-two in Columbus, Ohio.”

      “What? You are leaving us? For real?” Max asked. He seemed genuinely confused.

      “I might,” I said. “Look, right now I have an offer I am considering. I’m flying there tomorrow to check everything out. If it goes well, then I might go for it. This is a hell of an opportunity. It’s a chance to experience something new.”

      Max ran his hands through is hair. He was flustered. “I never thought I’d see the day. I was surprised that you took the lieutenant job, but to remove yourself from the field entirely and be the Chief…wow, that’s not what I expected you to ever do. You love being out there too much. I’m telling you, it will be the death of you. The boredom will put you six feet under.”

      I nodded. “You’re probably right, but my head hasn’t been in the game for a while now. I’m not sure what it is, but I’m stagnating. I don’t know if you’ve noticed.”

      Max and Richie both looked at each other. “Yeah, we’ve noticed,” Max said. “We just figured you were stressed. It happens to the best of us, but we have full confidence you will pull through and get back on your feet again.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do,” I said. “That’s all I’m trying to do here.”

      “But do you think you really need to do this for that to happen? It just seems kind of extreme.”

      “I know, but it feels right. And besides I haven’t done it, yet. Stop talking like it’s a done deal. Right now they are interested and I’m interested. That is really all.”

      We started playing the game and the conversation kind of stalled. I knew what was really going on. Max and Richie were my best friends. They were going to miss me and I was going to miss them. But as guys we are often uncomfortable talking about our feelings, so we spent a bunch of time arguing about bullshit that didn’t really matter and trying to plant seeds of doubt in the other person’s head. That was all they were doing to me.

      It was ok. I appreciated the effort. They made some valid points, but so did I. There was nothing that said I had to take the job, even though I was leaning that way. There was nothing left for me where I was. Everything around me reminded me of Shelly. My home, work, when I would purposely take the wrong exit to drive past her old apartment—it all reminded me of her. The city was stained with her presence now. I just needed to move on and start over. I was going to miss my good friends, but we could all visit every now and then. Sometimes you had to go where the wind took you.

      And I was stretching my legs to do just that right now. I was excited to see the new station and meet the people there. Maybe something wonderful was waiting for me to discover it, but to discover it would mean I’d have to move on and leave the past behind me.
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      I knew it was a dream. The moment it began, somehow I knew I was not awake, but I didn’t care. I had to at least experience this any way that I could. The fantasy was too real for me to shake myself from it. This was what I wanted to feel right now. I had to get it out of my system and let it play out properly. It was an important step in moving on.

      I approached the stage in the bar where Gary was playing his acoustic guitar and singing a sweet, ballad. His haunting voice, the beautiful lights shining on his handsome face, and the sweetness of the melody that tumbled from his lips filled the air around me. I was entranced by the magic of it all.

      The bar was empty. We were the only ones there. No patrons, no staff. It was just he and I there in the quiet bar waiting for whatever magic that could happen between us to start. I wasn’t sure what city we were in. I didn’t even recognize the place and I didn’t care. I was with Gary and he was singing to me. At least it felt like he was singing to me. He might have been singing to anyone else in the universe, but being that I was the only one there, I felt that his words were meant for me. His words… they were beautiful, but for the life of me I could not hone in on what he was actually singing. I just felt it. The love was there. He was professing love to me and telling me how much he missed me and that no matter what he would always love me. I could do no wrong. He forgave me for everything I’d done and he now just wanted me and our child in his arms.

      I wanted that more than anything in the world. I was so scared. What would Gary do when I finally faced him with this information? He would be so shattered. I had lied to him about the worst thing possible you could lie to a man about.

      But for right now, Gary loved me. He was telling me so in the beauty of one of his original songs. He just wanted me to listen to him. I was now standing right in front of him. His lyrics poured into my heart, his melody singing to my soul, and his eyes washing over me with total love, affection, and lust. And then he was done. The last note had tumbled out of his mouth.

      He sat the guitar down on a stand to his left and stepped down off the stool moving past the microphone. He was standing in front of me now. For a moment he just stared into my eyes, not moving, not making a sound, and he was wearing a sweet smile with that same charming twinkle in his eyes I would always remember.

      Then without a word, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me forward. His lips found mine and we began to kiss passionately. I’d forgotten what he felt like almost, and how amazing it was to taste his perfectly formed mouth. The way he kissed was soft and tender, yet frenzied and savage, somehow mixing the two styles together. And his tongue... oh, his strong, sensual tongue was full of mischievous delight as it lapped against my own and drew me into his mouth where he sucked on my tongue hard, moving it down his throat while all the while continuing to kiss my mouth hard.

      I was so wet. It was like I instantly had a wet, boiling pool of lust coming together between my legs. I felt like I was almost dripping, my underwear clinging to me and the moisture seeping through to trickle down my legs inside of my short skirt. I was dressed for the easiest access for him just for this reason.

      Gary took my hand and led me quickly over to the bar where I hopped up on top of it. He leaned in as I wrapped my legs around his torso and we continued to kiss like our very lives depended on it. I was turned on beyond belief. I could hardly see straight right now. My whole body felt like it was on fire and there was no end in sight to the sweet, succulence of pleasure being wrought upon my being.

      Gary took his lips to my cheek, to my chin, then back to the lips, and then the neck, over to my jugular where he sucked, but not quite enough for a hickey. He was just giving me enough to get me excited. I could feel my pulse vibrating through my neck to his lips as he moved slowly down my long neck until he reached my collar bone.

      His hands were suddenly on my chest. He squeezed me through my t-shirt and the bra, his strong hands felt wonderful against my large chest. My breasts have always been big, and they’ve always been super sensitive. Somehow, Gary has always known precisely how to touch them. I loved it when he was tough and rough with my large endowment. He would squeeze them tightly until I thought they were going to burst, but the pain wasn’t really there. It felt more like pressure building up inside of me, and the touch always made my nipples harder.

      Gary quickly removed my t-shirt and flipped it over my head. He threw it to the ground hard. His eyes went wide as he viewed my bosom beneath the bra. “Beautiful,” he said. He moved in and kissed me hard once again, wiggling his delicious tongue into my mouth. I suckled at him and then gave it back to him as much as I could. Gary used two fingers and swiftly undid my bra in the back. He threw it to the ground and then grabbed both of my large, soft breasts in his large hands. I was so big that I overflowed his huge mitts. He took my right nipple in his mouth and sucked hard. He was trying to swallow as much of my tit as he possibly could into his mouth. His tongue flicked and twisted around the nipple, branching out to my large areola, and then back to the nipple where he would occasionally bite down on the nipple. Yes, that was great… I loved the hint of danger when he used his teeth. It sent shivers up and down my spine and tingled my sweet spot.

      The wetness between my legs was growing. I needed his perfect, large cock inside of me. I wanted him to fuck me silly and split me open until I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to be punished for what I’d done. I wanted to be fucked.

      I reached down and undid his belt. Gary took the initiative and undid his jeans completely, letting them fall to his ankles. Then he reached up under my skirt and quickly yanked down my panties. He was so hard. His cock stood up stiff and proud in front of me. I knew what was going to happen next.

      He hoisted me even closer to the edge of the bar and shoved every single rock hard inch of his luscious cock into my aching pussy. “Fuck!” I yelled. My head flopped back and I almost fell off the bar as I twisted under the onslaught of his perfect dick. Gary held me tightly and without missing a beat began to thrust his dick into me using long, deliberately fast strokes, holding for a beat and staring into my face.

      “How do you like that? Is that what you want?” Gary hissed.

      I loved it when he got stern with me. There was something so powerful about it. I knew he would do anything to protect me and would never let any harm befall me in any way, but I loved knowing how capable he was of aggression. I would have felt sorry for anyone that he did want to unload on in a fit of anger. But at the same time it made me feel so safe to be with him.

      “Fuck me… oh, shit… that’s it… pound me raw…” I spouted the words that came to my mind as I felt my lust increasing, propelling through my body and my mind to reach the eventual goal of total bliss in the form of a sweet orgasm. Yes, this was what I’d been craving for three long years. This was what I might never actually have again in my life. But right now I was going to enjoy it as much as I possibly could.

      My words seemed to spur him on faster. He was becoming more aggressive with his sex. His cock was ripping into me as I tightened and got even wetter, both things increasing my desire and sensation. It was not going to be long until I came hard all over his sweet, succulent cock. I wanted him to feel his balls exploding into me, to fill me with a river of his special seed. I wanted him to put another beautiful baby in me dammit.

      And I wanted him to raise our children with me. We could be so happy together, if only I could summon half the guts that Gary had.

      He pulled back just then and quickly spun me around so that I was now bent over in a doggy style position over the bar. And then Gary’s cock was pushing between my cheeks into my tight, wet center, my pussy grabbing at him trying not to let him go as he pulled right out of me. Oh, I was getting so close now. This was so perfect. I wasn’t sure I could hold on much longer.

      “Fill me up, baby!” I yelled.

      I could feel he was getting close as well, but hearing my words turned him on and spurned him farther, faster towards his own orgasm. He grabbed my hair and pulled hard as he held his face close to mine and fucked the shit out of me with his tight, hard cock.

      “AAAGGGHH!” Gary yelled as he came. He erupted like a volcano inside of me, spewing his hot sexual lava into me. He held his cock deeply inside of me at that moment, trying to wait until he was finished before he pulled out of me.

      This was all it took to get me to experience my own orgasm. I came hard right then. The pleasure started between my legs and then went up my spine and branched out to the other areas of my body with sweet, epic tingles of lust.

      Gary continued to pump me, ever so slightly, moving slowly, his cock dragging out of my tightness and then plunging back in slowly. I loved it when he pushed back inside of me. Oh… shit…

      I expected to feel his arms around me then. I wanted him to hold me, to tell me that he loved me and that he missed me so much. I wanted to break the silence and tell him everything about me as well, but that didn’t happen. Not because I didn’t really want to say these things, but because I was no longer there.

      I was home in my bed. It was in the middle of the night. All I saw was darkness. But my orgasm… that had been real. I’d came from the sweet dream. It felt so real. I could feel Gary there with me. I was sure that it couldn’t have been a dream. It was just too damn real, but after searching the room, I realized that I’d just had the most erotic, most vivid dream that I’d ever had before.

      What did that mean? To me, I felt that I had some sort of a breakthrough since I was even having that type of a dream. Did this mean that I was almost to the point of telling Gary everything? I wanted to. I wanted so badly to just reach out to him and tell him everything. He needed to know.

      I was doing so much harm by keeping this secret. And the longer I kept it, the harder it was going to be to reveal it.
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      I arrived in Columbus from the airport at ten in the morning. It was a decent flight, little bad air, a few good snacks, and I actually didn’t have anyone sitting beside me. It was great. I almost took a nap, but the flight was short enough and I was there in no time. I felt a bit strange about flying. It would have been a long drive, but a decent one if I’d decided to go that route. But with someone else footing the bill for the ticket, I was happy to fly.

      I grabbed my carryon bag, stepped off the plain, and then hailed a cab to take me to the station.  I would swing by my hotel and all of that stuff later. Today, I just wanted to tour the facility and get it over with. I’d done some thinking on the plane. There wasn’t that much else to do. And I’d decided that I was actually going to accept this job. Unless there was some really good reason not to, I was going to take it. I had to get out of Chicago. Just being away from the city on the plain had made me feel about ten years younger. It was the first time in a long time that I wasn’t feeling wore down by life. I was handling everything that was going on in my life with the greatest of ease, when it usually filled me with dread and anxiety. I’d even been dreading this trip at first, but as soon as the plane left the ground I felt free and like I was being given a new lease on life.

      Now I’d landed and I was looking forward to meeting everyone at the station and seeing the place in action for myself. It was most likely a lot like my old crew and the working environment would be similar, except I’d be the big guy at the top making all the decisions. I had not yet decided what kind of authoritative style I was going to adopt, but I knew I would figure it out as I went along. Most of that depended on how the others would respond to me being in charge. If they all tried to push my buttons, then they were going to get the bad side of me. I would control and micromanage the shit out of everyone. That was the management style I hated, but if they demanded that then they would get it.

      The cab pulled up to the fire station. I grabbed my bag and went inside. When I arrived, I was met by an attractive woman in uniform. She smiled at me as I came through the door, a bit too much I could see. That was interesting, but I ignored it. “Can I help you?” she asked. Her voice was sweet and bubbly.

      “Yeah, I need to speak to the Chief,” I said.  “My name is Gary Tenny.”

      “Oh, ok,” she replied. “I’m Michelle. Right this way,” she said.

      I followed her down a long hallway and around a corner to a big office to the right. The placard on the outside of the door read Chief Josephs. She knocked and a moment later the door opened. “Chief, there is a Gary Tenny here to see you.”

      “Ah, great,” Josephs said.

      Michelle motioned me to come on in and I followed. The office was small, but it was nice overall. It was a place I felt that I could get used to. I’d never had my own office before. I felt somehow special and distinguished to be a man who would soon have one. I could shut the world out and just be left alone with my thoughts as I got as much work done as I could muster. I knew the job was very high stress and the extra pay was not that much greater, especially for the job requirements. I would be responsible for an entire unit of people. That was a terrifying prospect, but I somehow recognized it as a good way to live life and spend my days. I wanted to give back and to help those who were new to the fold, coming up the ranks. This was a great way to do that. I felt like I belonged there right from the start.

      Michele left then. She gave me the eye as she walked out, but I didn’t really pay her any attention. There was only one woman in the world for me and I still held onto the hope that one day I would in fact find her. I had become virtually immune to the charms of other women. I would never lose hope that I would one day find Shelly and hold her in my arms. I knew she loved me and that there had to be a special reason to do what she did. I just wished could get to the bottom of it.

      “Gary! It’s an honor to meet you,” Josephs said. “Chief Walker speaks very highly of you.”

      “Thank you very much. I really appreciate this opportunity.”

      “Absolutely,” he said. “We found your resume online and then did a bit of checking before we finally called your station and spoke to your chief. Then he confirmed everything for us. The man sang you great praises. You should thank him.”

      “I’ll be certain to do that,” I said.

      “Well, let’s show you around the facility and introduce you to some of the crew,” he said.

      I nodded and followed him out the door. The facility was more modern, newer, and much nicer than our own station. The place smelled better, too. It was like they had an outside cleaning crew working to keep everything in pristine condition. I loved that. Everything just seemed to be much more official and professional looking. At our last station, mostly everything was pretty laid back and chill, which I liked, but now that I saw how nicely structured everything was here, I felt like I should have been here years ago.

      “This is our break room,” Josephs said. I marveled at how much larger it was than our break room in Chicago. This place looked like a full-fledged cafeteria compared to that. The chairs were more comfortable looking, the place was nicely painted, and the television hanging on the wall was much larger. This was shaping up to be a most interesting trip.

      Next we visited the weight room. The machines were much more numerous as well. The crew would not have to wait as long for machines and even free weights as we did with my crew. And all of the equipment looked so much newer. I was seriously impressed.

      At last we came to the equipment room. Everything was clean and pristine looking, almost as if they focused so much on appearance that after every single fire or even after drills, they wanted to make sure that everything stayed orderly and showcased the utmost in professionalism. My old crew thought they were doing that same type of thing, but here I was seeing how this was really done and put into practice. I loved it. I instantly felt at home here. I was going to take this job. I was going to relocate and start over. This was what my life had been missing. I was stagnating in still water. I had to get going.

      “Wow, that’s fantastic,” I said.

      “I’m so glad you think so,” Josephs said. “You know, I’ve been Chief here for almost twenty-five years. It saddens me to let this go, but it is time for me to move on. I know I’ll be leaving it in good hands if you agree to come on board.”

      I looked around the station and I felt the surge of pride coursing through me. This was where I wanted to be. I belonged here. I didn’t feel that I belonged in Chicago anymore. There were too many bad memories there. The past three years of bad memories. My life had been overshadowed by the pain I’d dealt with since Shelly left.

      And now it was time to start over and move on from that pain.

      “I would love to accept the offer,” I said.

      Josephs smiled widely. “That’s fantastic,” he said. “Wow, that is great. I had a feeling you would. I just had that feeling. Let’s go to my office and have a drink to celebrate while you fill out some papers.”

      “Sounds good.” I followed him back to the office where he poured us both a tumbler of scotch and then went to work with gathering the paperwork. I’d always despised filling out papers, but it was a necessary evil sometimes. I had to do it to officially accept the job.

      I finished up the paperwork and handed it to Josephs. “Well, that is done. When can you start? I was thinking a week from today.”

      “That should be fine,” I replied. “I’m really looking forward to this. To new beginnings,” I said holding up my glass. He touched his to mine to complete the toast.

      “To new beginnings for both us,” Josephs said. He took a large gulp of the scotch. “Now, what am I going to do with myself? I’ll probably be bored out of my mind.”

      “Well, you could move somewhere warm and take up golf,” I said.

      “You’re a funny guy. They will love that around here,” he said.

      We finished up and I left his office. Suddenly, Josephs said, “Hey, you got a minute? I want you to meet someone.”

      I turned to him. “Sure.”

      He led me over to an office just down the hall from his. The door was open now. It had been closed before with the blinds drawn. I could now see that there was a light on and I heard someone rustling around in the office.

      Josephs poked his head into the tiny office. “Hey, I want you to meet your new Chief.”

      A moment later a face appeared at the door. My heart stopped. This was not happening. I was dreaming, or hallucinating. I closed my eyes tightly and then opened them again. She was still there. I felt faint. My legs were wobbly and I thought my heart was going to seize up at any second. How was this happening? What was going on here? A strange twist of cosmic fate or coincidence…? What?

      I was looking at Shelly. She was right there in front of me. Shelly was there.

      How did this happen?
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      I felt sick all over. I instantly broke out in a cold sweat. I felt feverish and like I might vomit and pass out all at once. Gary was there. He was right in front of me. He’d found me. In fact, he’d tracked me down. I should have known I could never hide from him forever. He loved me that much. He had come looking for me.

      But why was he so surprised to see me? If he knew I was there, if he had in fact tracked me to here, why did he look like he’d seen a ghost?

      Unless…

      He didn’t know I was there. Wait, did Josephs just say Gary was the new chief? What…that was what happened? He was going to be there from now on. He was my new boss… no… this couldn’t be… I wasn’t ready yet. Why? Why was this happening?

      I was going to faint. I knew it. Any moment now the ground was going to raise up to smack me in the face. Shit. Fuck. I was in so much trouble. This was really happening. There would be no running from this. Still… it was too soon. I couldn’t deal with this.

      “Shelly…?” Gary asked. His voice came out in a whisper. He looked like he was going to be sick, too.

      “Oh, you two know each other?” Josephs asked.

      Neither of us said a word for a moment. Finally, Gary said, “From long ago.”

      “Ah, it’s a small world,” Josephs said. “Well, I’ll let you two get reacquainted, and I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “Sure,” Gary said. “Absolutely.”

      Josephs went back to his office.

      “What are you doing here?” Gary asked. “Why…what…?”

      I could tell he was speechless, too.  Somehow, I found the words to speak. “I’m sorry… I… I have to go.”

      I couldn’t deal with this right now. It was too much, too extreme. I felt like the world was crashing down around me all at once right now. I was really going to lose my mind here.

      I started to head for the door. As soon as I was outside, a hand grabbed me and pulled me back. It was Gary. He pulled me over to the side out of sight of the windows to keep this as discreet as possible. I appreciated his forethought.

      “Why did you leave?” Gary demanded. “You owe me an explanation.”

      “I’m sorry… I had to… I’ve got to go,” I said.

      “You need to tell me what happened. I deserve to know. You just left without saying a word to anyone,” Gary said. He was getting louder, but I could tell that he was trying to keep himself under control and act professional at our place of work. I really loved him for that. I needed my job. But he was my boss now. He could fire me if he wanted to. Wow, how did things get so messed up?

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I just can’t…”

      I was trying to speak, but my mouth would hardly move.  It was so dry that there was barely any sound coming out at all. My throat was tight. I was clenching down on my vocal chords as if my body was purposely trying to make sure that I did not say the wrong thing, or anything at all.

      “Really? That’s all I get? You aren’t going to say a word?” Gary asked. He was so disgusted, but I could still see the love and care in his eyes.

      I didn’t say anything else. I couldn’t. I turned and ran towards my car. I got in and started up the engine. I backed up and started to head out of the parking lot. As I backed up, I could see Gary in the rearview still standing in the same spot. I thought he might try to chase the car and get me to stop, but that would have caused a huge scene. He was being more careful than that.

      When I got home, I sat down on my couch and cried my eyes out. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I’d tried to outrun the past and it had caught up with me eventually. I wondered if this was why I was having so many dreams lately. This wasn’t the way I wanted this to happen. I was going to call Gary and ease into things. But now I didn’t have that option. That luxury was now off the table completely.

      I was fucked. I had to face him. But I had to gather my thoughts first. I didn’t have the faintest idea how to begin this conversation. I wasn’t sure how to tell him about why I’d left, or the fact that we now had a two year old together he’d never seen and knew nothing about. Would it be best to start with that, or was that too shocking? I just didn’t know.

      I stood up and paced back and forth trying to get my bearings. What was going to happen next?
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      “Tell me everything,” I said.

      I was sitting across from Shelly in her living room. She had a nice house, cozy and very well kept. I liked it.

      After I ran into her at the fire station and she refused to talk to me, I decided to look up her address. I drove to her house and knocked on her door. At first, there was no answer, but after a few minutes, the door swung open. Shelly was there. She looked as if she’d been waiting for me.

      “I left because of something that happened,” Shelly said. “It happened very quickly, or at least I found out about it suddenly. I made the decision that it was best for me to leave. It was nothing you did. It was nothing I did. It was nobody’s fault really, but I knew if I stayed it would have messed up everything for you.”

      I listened as she spoke. She was beating around the bush. There was something big she had to tell me. I braced myself and waited. I wanted to push her to get on with it, but I knew that would only make her resist it more and it would take longer to get anything out of her. This conversation was three years in the making. I was not going to blow it here. I had to be patient and let her explain.

      “Ok,” I said. “I’m listening.” I tried to keep my voice as calm as I could. Inside I was exploding.

      “I found out I was pregnant, the day before I left,” Shelly said.

      The words hung in the air, settling down slowly over me, pushing their full weight against my being until I felt like I was being crushed to death. What was she saying? Really? This was happening?

      “You… we…” I started. I felt the emotions rising up in me. I held it together the best I could, but I knew that I was about to fall apart. This was too much, way more than anything I ever could have expected.

      “Yes,” she said. Shelly was wiping tears from her eyes now. “I left because I knew that this would ruin your career. You were being promoted and everyone was going to know I was pregnant and that the baby was yours. Your promotion, your job—everything would have been taken away from you. I couldn’t do that to you. This job means everything to you. It’s your reason for living. I made the choice that you would be better off without me.”

      “You made that choice for me?” I asked. “Well, let me tell you something. That was the wrong fucking choice. Yes, the job means everything to me, but that is not before you. Baby, you mean everything to me. Our child would have meant everything to me. Our child… what happened?” I braced myself for possible more bad news. No… please… don’t tell me something happened…

      “We have a two year old daughter named Amber,” Shelly said. “She is in preschool right now. It’s just a few blocks away.”

      I was trembling now with emotion. “I have a daughter? We… baby…”

      I was trying to keep it together and not lose myself completely, but it was so hard. I couldn’t ever imagine being in any more distress.

      “Yes,” Shelly said. “We have a daughter. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. It was with the best intentions, you have to believe me. I knew that this would have made you bitter and unhappy if I’d stayed. You did not need this in your life then.”

      “Oh, come off it,” I was getting mad. “You took this from me. I have a daughter I didn’t even know existed and now you act like keeping this from me was a good idea. It was for my own benefit. That wasn’t your decision to make. Do you really think I’d put a job over you and our baby?”

      I was standing up now pacing back and forth. I felt broken, as if everything about my life was a total lie.

      “I’m so sorry. I really never meant to hurt you. I love you so much. I have dreamt of you incessantly ever since then. You have to believe me.”

      I knew she was telling the truth. I could see it in her eyes. I could not stay mad at her no matter what. I just wanted her. I wanted our daughter. I wanted my family. This had happened for a reason, and even though she’d betrayed me and deceived me all this time, I could not help the way I felt about the love of my life. I knew I would forgive her, even if I couldn’t stop the anger in the moment.

      Looking into her eyes, I knew that this was going to be ok. We would be together. And more importantly, I was the Chief now. I was in charge. If there was some policy here that would keep me from Shelly and my baby, then I would just overturn it.

      I was going to have my family once and for all.
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        One Month Later…

      

      

      He’d popped the question. It had happened last night, but all I’d done since that moment was replay it over and over again in my mind, as if it was stuck some kind of loop. I just couldn’t stop looking at it. The ring was so beautiful. The moment was priceless. I would always remember it.

      Gary had taken me to La Fleyer, a French restaurant that he’d heard about. The atmosphere was amazing, the music was amazing, and the food was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted. Every single taste was like I’d taken a plane to Paris. That was how perfect it was.

      The past month had been a bit of whirlwind. After I told Gary everything, he was very angry with me, which I totally expected. But after his anger had subsided, he was actually very gracious and understanding. We talked some things over and by the end of the conversation both of us knew that this was going to work this time.  We held all the cards and we were going to do what was best for us and our family.

      The moment that Gary had laid eyes on Amber was the most precious thing. He looked as if he might melt. The tears of total joy would not stop coming. He was sobbing so much that Amber kept asking, “Why is he so sad?”

      Gary picked her up and held her as Amber showed him all the wonderful things in her room, and then they played tea party together for a bit. Gary fell right into the role and instantly fell in love with his child.

      It was only a few weeks before Amber started to call him daddy. We did our best to explain to her that he was her real daddy and that he had been away for a while because of work, but now he would be there with us all the time. Gary moved into my house that week and we started to feel like a real family. It was wonderful.

      And now we were getting married. The world had turned around into our favor, finally. It was miraculous to think about how it all came together. For so long I didn’t know what was really going to happen, or if I would ever actually get to see Gary again. I knew I would make that phone call eventually, but what would happen next was anyone’s guess.

      Gary fell into his role as the new chief as well. He loved being the boss and he loved his new team. They really were a great team that he was working with. They were all surprised to hear that we were actually a thing and that now we were engaged, mostly because they’d never even heard me mention him before and now he was the Chief and my fiancée, all within a few weeks. Life would do that to you sometimes. You had to stay on your toes to get ready for whatever came next. That was one of the most important things I’d learned in my time.

      I finished preparing the training class lesson plans for the next few weeks. There were some things we had to work on and some things that we had to do entirely differently from now on. That was the job, always changing. And I loved it dearly. I did occasionally miss being out in the field, but mostly since I’d become a mother, I was grateful that I had a job that never actually put me in harm’s way.

      And I was thankful that applied to Gary, also.

      But not today.

      I bit my lip as I glanced at the time nervously. The team had been called about forty minutes ago to a large structure fire. It was bad apparently. And we were so short staffed. Several people were on vacation and several others had some nasty stomach flu that was going around. Gary had no choice but to suit up and take command out in the field. I was worried sick about him. I knew that I could never stand it to know that he was putting his life on the line out there every day anymore. I wasn’t sure how I did it before. But then again, he wasn’t my husband and he wasn’t the father of our beautiful little girl, either.

      So, while I waited, I threw myself into finishing up the work for the day. I was a little bit behind, but with some drive and focus, I was well on my way to having everything back on track by the end of the day. Gary would be pleased to know that. I didn’t want to be lectured about it not being done on time. As much as I loved Gary, and as wonderful as he was a fiancée and a father, he was a strict one when it came to being Chief. At work, we separated our personal lives from the job as best we could. And for the most part we did a pretty good job of it, I would have said. But sometimes things did carry over from one to the other. That was something that couldn’t be helped sometimes.

      I was almost done with filing the lesson plan in the computer when the phone call came in.  It was Gary.

      It was bad.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t stand sitting there. I was watching my future husband, the man I loved more than anyone could possible explain, the father of my daughter, fighting for his life. He was stable, but there was a possibility that he would not recover. The doctor told me that the next twenty-four hours were crucial and it was up to him. They’d done all they could.

      Lucy was holding Amber sitting beside me. I was too distraught to hardly speak. It was all crashing down now. I’d been so happy just a few hours ago.

      And now… everything was up in the air. Gary’s life was hanging in the balance. How had we gone from where we were to here? I tried not to dwell on it. If I continued it might very well destroy me. Amber needed me to be strong here. Gary needed me to be strong.

      He’d been so wonderful with everything. I couldn’t believe that he had actually forgiven me for everything I’d done. The choice was wrong. I knew that and if I really looked back to how I was feeling when I made that choice, then I would have seen that it was not the right thing to do. But I’d done it. Why? Why did I do this to us?

      I wasn’t sure. I knew I had done it because in my heart I felt that it was the best option to protect Gary, but was that the entire truth? Was there some ulterior motive going on in my twisted little brain? I wasn’t sure. I just didn’t know. I’d apologized profusely to Gary and he had accepted my apology. He wanted to look to the future and not dwell on the past. Now it looked like he might not have a future.

      What had happened? The other guys in the crew said that Gary had jumped out of the way of some fire burst inside the house when he was coming down the stairs. He’d helped get someone out to safety by handing them off to someone else, and then as he was making his way out of the house this crazy thing happened to him. It was one of those rare things, but they were known to happen.

      Gary was knocked off his feet and went tumbling down over the rail to the floor below. At some point his mask was knocked off his face and he was half unconscious breathing in the toxic levels of smoke. He had severe smoke inhalation by the time someone found him.

      But he was tough. He was a fighter. He would survive this. I knew that. There was no doubt in my mind that he would get through this. He would not leave me. He would not leave Amber. He was so strong. There was nothing that would keep him from doing what he had to do for his family. I’d never seen a happier man than Gary was nowadays. He loved being part of a family. It was as if this had completed his life somehow. I was a fool to ever think that he would feel any other way about it.

      Amber climbed down off Lucy’s lap and came over to me. She was crying looking on. She knew that her dad was hurt badly, even if she didn’t fully understand. I picked her up and held her. My little girl was trembling now, her tears starting to run out of her sweet, little eyes. She was trying to be so brave, but she was scared. Gary and she had become so close lately. She loved her daddy dearly and he loved her.

      Amber reached out right then and touched Gary’s hand. She stroked his index finger and cried louder. “Daddy… wake up… daddy…”

      I tried to hold it together but this was the most heartbreaking thing I’d ever heard. She was crying for her daddy to wake up and be ok. That’s all any of us wanted. “Daddy will be alright, sweetie,” I said. I hated telling her something that I didn’t know would be true, but I just wanted to believe it so badly and I wanted to dry her eyes as fast as I could. I hated to see my little girl crying. She was being so strong.

      “Daddy, wake up… daddy!” Amber cried again.

      Lucy was wiping tears from her eyes trying to keep it together as well. My friend had been so great, so strong for me and Amber. I didn’t know what I would have done without her.

      Gary’s hand moved.

      I did not imagine it. I could see it clear as day right in front of me. His hand was moving, twitching his finger against his daughter’s little hand.

      “Daddy…”Amber said, uncertain.

      Gary’s hand began to move more pronounced now, several fingers twitching now.  A moment later his whole hand was grasping, lightly holding his daughter’s little hand inside of his.

      I couldn’t believe it. This was really happening. Gary was waking up. I stared into his face at his furrowed brow. He was wincing from the pain and from the haze of being between dream and being awake.

      “Gary…?” I asked out loud. The words left my mouth subconsciously. I could hardly breathe. My voice was shaky and unsure. Was this real? Was Gary really going to wake up? I reached out and touched his hand as well, squeezing his hand with mine.

      Just then Gary opened his eyes. He appeared dazed, but he was conscious. He was clearly there and present. I believed that he even knew where he was and as I locked eyes with his, I could see the recall of the day’s events happening behind his eyes. He had realized what happened and was trying to process it all.

      “I’ll get a doctor,” Lucy said. She left the room to alert the staff that Gary was waking up.

      “Baby…?” I said. “Baby… I love you.”

      Gary looked at me and smiled slightly, his eyes still very dazed and a bit unsure of what was going on. His hand held his daughter’s hand lovingly.

      “I love you,” Gary spoke softly. “I love you both.”

      I laid my head on his chest and listened to his strong, steady heartbeat pounding in his chest. He was going to be ok. I somehow knew this. He would never leave us. Never.

      And I would never leave him, not ever again. His little girl needed him and so did I. We would be together forever. I had no doubts about this.
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        Six Months Later…

      

      

      It had finally happened. I was a married man. I still had to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming, but there I was standing up in front of all of our friends and family being sworn in as husband and wife, Shelly and I.

      Just thinking back about seven months earlier, I wasn’t sure I’d ever even see Shelly again. And then that sweet little twist of fate had occurred and brought us both in to each other’s lives again. That was the strangest thing about the universe, the cosmos, life; you just never knew how it was going to swing things your way sometimes. And you had to be prepared to take advantage of the opportunity.

      I thought a lot about what would have happened if I had decided not to fly to Columbus. What if I’d just decided to stay where I was happy and content to continue being miserable and pining over Shelly? What would have happened then?

      I imagined that my life would have continued to suck and I would have stayed miserable and completely alone. Maybe I would have come out of it, but I knew that there was no way I ever would have been able to love anyone like Shelly. And that would have prevented me from ever even attempting to try to get close to anyone else.

      As fate would have it, I ran into Shelly when I least expected it. That was crazy to think about. There she had been, just randomly out of the blue, almost as if she was waiting for me to find her in some way. And I think looking back on it now, she might have been. She was as lost as I was when I really thought about it.

      I’d been so angry at first over the lies and the betrayal, but nothing could have prepared me for the fact that I had a little girl that I knew nothing about. How could Shelly have kept this from me for so long? I… I just couldn’t fathom keeping a secret like that from her. It was unthinkable.

      But I did my best to keep a level head and to try to maintain some perspective, or at least try to see things from her point of view and get inside her head to understand why on earth she would have thought it was the best thing. I realized she had never tried to do anything malicious at all. She was in a tough spot and she made the wrong decision. It was a mistake. She was scared and she reacted to her fear incorrectly. Maybe it was my fault for not communicating to her how she could always talk to me about whatever was going on in her world, especially if it affected me. We were a team and we would work these things out together.

      The moment I laid eyes on my daughter was the most amazing moment in my entire life. I didn’t know how I would feel, but the fact that it happened so quickly really solidified to me what was real and important in life. I had a whole new meaning, a new role, a brand new purpose. Nothing else in the world really mattered except that I was there for my little girl. I wanted to be the best father I could possibly be and I wanted to be the best husband I could be as well.

      After I got over the initial shock of reconnecting with Shelly and after I had done a bit of soul searching, I knew that I had to be with her. I wanted to be married to her. That was not even a question on my mind anymore. It was just a fact. I was going to propose to her and I hoped that she would happily accept it.

      She did. And now we were here getting married in front of what felt like the world, or at least our little world. We had friends from the old station there, both of our families, and even some of our new friends came to support us and celebrate our happiest of days.

      The wedding was a fairly small ceremony, nothing crazy or elaborate, even though I told Shelly we could go all out and make it as wonderful and outrageous as we wanted to. In the end we decided that we would just make it quiet, intimate, and a real day to remember. We didn’t need to go wild and spend an insane amount of money or anything.

      As the minister said, “I now pronounce you husband and wife,” I glanced down at our little girl in the front row with Lucy watching on with a sweet smile on her face. I knew that this was the beginning of a wonderful life together. Amber was our little flower girl and she relished the idea of having an important job in the wedding. And she was wonderful, so adorable.

      I kissed my new bride softly on the lips after lifting her veil to reveal the most beautiful face I’d ever seen. I held her closely in my arms as the kiss finished and whispered, “I love you, baby.”

      “I love you,” she said back to me.

      After the wedding ceremony, we changed our clothes into something more comfortable so that we could enjoy the reception properly. There was a great band that we’d hired, who actually let me come up and play a few songs, including a tender ballad I’d written just for Shelly. I’d spent some time working on it in secret and I played it over and over again in rehearsal trying to get it all just right. Shelly loved how I sang to her. She was almost in tears when it was done. “That is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.”

      I kissed her and snuggled her closely to me. “I will sing to you every single day if I have to just to remind you how much I love you, baby.”

      I held my sweet bride in my arms as everyone around us cheered us on.

      “I knew there was something going on with you two,” Max said to me when I asked him to be my best man. “I couldn’t prove it, but I knew there was something.”

      “You didn’t know anything. No one did,” I gloated. It was nice having Max and Richie there with me and to have their blessings. I did notice that Chief Walker and a few of the others from the old station didn’t even respond to the invitation. I could tell that they were bothered by the lies, which was unfortunate. But when you used a silly rule to control people, you shouldn’t be surprised when they deceive you. That was how I felt about it.

      Chief Walker was an honorable man in most respects, but by not even responding to the invitation and from some of the rumors I’d heard from the others, he was very angry. “Yeah, he kept talking about betrayal and even staged a whole meeting about it,” Cody said when I asked him. I had to shake my head and laugh. Shelly did, too. It actually made everything seem so funny now. We’d been so scared of being found out because of the power this man had over our lives. That was ridiculous. In fact, this fear had almost cost me everything. It had scared Shelly into running away, and it had kept me from knowing about my daughter for the first two years of her life. It made me angry and it filled me with total derision for Walker. That bastard had caused a lot of pain by pretending to care about others. At the end of the day, it all boiled down to his own fears and inadequacies. He wanted to make himself look like an even more effective chief. That was it.

      I had to let it go. There was no point in dwelling on the past. It would just eat you alive with anger. I wouldn’t forget and I would not forgive, but I would stop putting my mental and emotional energies on this. That was one thing I could promise myself.

      It wasn’t long before Shelly and I had our first dance as husband and wife. She looked so amazing. It wasn’t just the physical beauty, the clothes, her makeup, and her hair that did it. No, it was her glow. She was truly glowing with life and energy. We both were I believed. At least, I felt like I was. I finally had everything in my life I’d ever wanted, everything I ever thought could make me happy.

      “So, here is to the next step, baby,” I said.

      “Yes, to the next seventy years or so,” Shelly laughed.

      “Seventy? Oh, I’m living may more years than that. I’m not stopping at one hundred. I was thinking more like one fifty, something like that.”

      “One fifty? Really? Ok, as long as you keep those abs around, I’ll accept that,” Shelly teased.

      “Oh, these abs aren’t going anywhere,” I said. “You can see that.”

      I kissed her and hugged her tightly against me. Everything had worked out perfectly for the two of us. I considered myself very lucky. When Shelly went missing, I searched high and low exhaustively, but she didn’t want me to find her. That was obvious, and of course I had no idea why. There were a zillion possible reasons floating around in my head about why she had left, including the idea she might be pregnant, but of course I told myself that she would never do that. I had to admit the idea that she was capable of going to such lengths to keep a secret could have made me nervous, but I understood her mind and the reasoning behind it. She thought she was trying to protect us. That was normal. But we had moved past all of that. We knew each other enough now that we would always be perfectly honest with each other.

      I had faith that Shelly would uphold her end of the bargain. I felt so blessed to be married to her now. We had the strongest, most loving family. It was just the three of us, but I thought there would definitely be more babies in our future. I hadn’t talked to Shelly about it yet, but that was something that I definitely wanted. I’d always dreamt of having a big family.

      We finished the reception and then went back to our house to get ready to head to the airport. Lucy was going to take care of Amber for the next week while Shelly and I enjoyed ourselves a nice honeymoon. We had decided to go to Paris. Neither of us had ever done much real traveling, and it seemed to be a popular destination that we could cross off the bucket list.

      When we were in the car, Shelly placed her hand on mine. “I love you so much. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that we are always as happy as we can be.”

      “Right back at you, sweetie.”
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      “Oh, I think ate enough to kill a horse,” Gary said as he collapsed on the couch.

      We’d just been to some dancing and then dinner afterwards at a great restaurant just down the road. I could not remember the name of the place to save my life, though. The two of us had been in Paris for several days, taking in the sights, doing as much touristy stuff as possible, and meeting some great people as well. The culture was fun and interesting.

      I was dead tired now, though. But I was not quite finished with the evening. Our suite was excellent. We had saved long and hard to afford the honeymoon of our dreams and the most important part of that was the honeymoon suite I thought. It had to be big and spacious. It needed to have all of the amenities of home, plus the extras. Ours did.

      We had the big screen television, the pool table, the sauna, and the Jacuzzi as well. All of those things had been put to good use the past several days by us. That was the point of a real vacation, I thought. You wanted to leave as much of the old life behind as you possibly could and live like the rich and famous for a bit. It was destroying our little nest egg of savings, but with both of us working we’d be able to save that back in no time. Amber was still small enough that the space of our one story house was fine for us at the time being. Though we would soon be expecting an addition to the family…

      Gary had no idea, yet. I’d known since two days before the wedding, but I’d chosen to wait until the right moment to tell him. I knew that he was going to be thrilled. He’d always wanted a large family, so the more kids around, the merrier for him. I was fine with that as long as we were able to separate out the ages a bit. I had no aspirations to have three kids under the age of five. That just sounded like a lot of insanity. I felt it would be better for the development of the children to separate them out a little as well.

      “Wow, someone is beat,” I said. “Are you feeling the effects of father time already?”

      Gary looked at me and laughed. “That’s not even right. I’m fine. I’m only a year older than you, remember that.”

      “I do. You never let me forget it,” I said.

      “Our age is fine.”

      “I’m aware, but thirty is one of those ugly ages. It means you are past the official screw off phase of life. It means you are expected to be mature and adult at all times. That’s a lot of pressure.”

      “Nah, I disagree. I don’t care about fake social constructs such as that. I’m going to act as goofy as I can for as long as I can. I do whatever makes me happy. That is all.”

      “Well, that is one of the reasons I love you so much. You give me a license to be a jackass.”

      Gary laughed. “Yeah, I guess I do. But ideally, you should give yourself that license.”

      I chuckled and ran my hand through my hair.

      “It is so sexy when you do that,” Gary said.

      “Oh, you think so?” I asked.

      “Yeah, everything you do is sexy,” he replied. “That is just something innate inside of you.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “You as well. You may not realize it, and I know you hate it when I give you those compliments, but you are an extremely sexy man. I’m just worried I’m going to be competing for your affections from all of your rock star groupies.”

      “What groupies? I put an album on the internet. No one knows who I am. I’m hardly getting any views anyway.”

      “It’s just a matter of time,” I said. “People will find you.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t really care. I didn’t do it for people. I did it for me. Honestly, it’s the thing that got me through when you were gone. I poured my heart and soul into that music, into that album. Without that, I’m not sure what I would have done.”

      “I know. I’ve listened to it so many times. It’s brilliant.”

      “Thanks,” Gary said. “I’m glad you like it, and it will give you a deeper understanding of how I was feeling during that time.”

      “It does. I hate myself a little bit more every time I listen to it, but the music is so beautiful that I can’t help myself. I am so sorry for all I’ve put you through, baby.”

      Gary held me close. “Stop thinking about it. That is all in the past. We’ve moved on. This album doesn’t represent me anymore. It just represents a time in my life. That’s all. And now I can work on new music to represent the current time in my life. The current time is wonderful.”

      “It’s even more wonderful than you know,” I said.

      He got a puzzled look on his face. “What do you mean?”

      I smiled and held him. Looking into his eyes, I said, “I’m pregnant.”

      Gary didn’t say anything for a moment. He just stared into me. Tears formed in the corner of his eyes and he wiped them clean as if he was trying to restore his vision. “You are? Really?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I wanted to surprise you. I went to the doctor last week to confirm. I’m pregnant.”

      Gary kissed me hard on the mouth and held me to his chest. “Baby, I’m so happy. Wow… I… I just can’t believe it.”

      “I love you, so much,” I said. “You are the most amazing husband and father. Our children are so lucky to have you in their lives.”

      “Baby, you are amazing in every single way. From the moment I met you, I knew that there was something very special about you. All of this happened the way it did for a reason, and I believe that we are just now starting to see what those reasons really are. The meaning behind them is coming to the front. And I couldn’t be happier. I’m truly the luckiest man in the entire world. No one could ever convince me otherwise.”

      He kissed me softly on the lips and I wrapped my arms around him returning the kiss deeper. Without saying a word, Gary carried me to the bedroom and laid me down on the bed.

      There he began to make love to me, sweet, loving, and full of life. Our lives had really begun.

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed reading Slow Burn. If you liked this one, then you would definitely love my other best seller and Amazon TOP 100 Book - Burning with Desire. In the following pages, I have included an excerpt from the same. So, keep reading!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you to all my readers, especially those who are reading my work for the first time. I know there are so many books to choose from these days, and I am glad and thankful that you all chose to spend a day or two reading mine.

      If you have a minute—or even, say, like 30-40 seconds—please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon for SLOW BURN. Reviews help indie authors so much!

      

      
        
        XO, Bella
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      I hired her to help my daughter sleep easy,

      But now I want her in my bed!

      Julie: my daughter’s new nanny and my …

      Damn, this is so wrong,

      Give yourself a break Ricky.

      She’s your employee and so much younger and…innocent.

      But what if I want to claim her innocence,

      What if her love warms my heart,

      What if her curves ignite that flame of passion once again!

      And what if my daughter is falling in love with her too.

      But just when I think my damaged past is over,

      And never again going to haunt me,

      She disappears…

      Would the strength of my love ever bring her back?

      Would she ever have the guts to stand up against her own family?

      
        
        Ricky

      

      

      You never know which call will end up being your last.

      The adrenaline flooded throughout my body as always when this call came in. I’d been sitting around the table in the lounge playing some cards with my coworkers/friends and really enjoying the nice, relaxing day when the bell started ringing and we had to grab our gear and rush to the trucks. It had been a relatively slow week in the fire game, but you could never really let yourself relax and think that everything was going to stay that way for long. That’s the way it was, the nature of the beast. Sometimes we would go for days without a single fire and then we’d have a week where we’d have one or two calls a day.

      Regardless, when the call finally came in, your chest felt like it was being gripped tightly by some invisible force and you would experience the fear that most people would never ever think of. They were lucky. It was the worst kind of fear. You were up against a formidable enemy, a brute force of nature, and you didn’t know if you would get out alive. And you weren’t sure if the people who needed your help would get out alive either.

      I tried not to overthink as I grabbed my gear and put it on before heading hastily to the truck. But sometimes fear just grabbed you and it wouldn’t let go. That was a dangerous situation. In training and in practice we learned to respect the enemy, but never fear it. Fear would paralyze you, it would muddle your brain, make you second guess yourself, and make you hesitate. Those things cost lives. And one day it would cost you your own.

      I couldn’t have that. I had Zoe to think about. Sweet Zoe, my eight year old daughter, my angel. I was all she had since her mother died a few years ago. Amanda… the love of my life. It had been over two years since she’d succumbed to the cancer that had ravaged her body. My sweet wife was gone, laid to rest, leaving Zoe and me alone. I’d tried to do the best I could for Zoe on my own, and most of the time I thought I did a really good job.

      “We’re almost there! Get in the game!” Patterson, our foreman yelled. He was leading the charge on the scene today, which basically meant he directed everything right down to the most subtle of movements. He was basically the coach of the team and if you wanted to keep working and you wanted to stay alive, you better listened to what the thirty nine year veteran firefighter had to say without a question.

      When we got to the blaze, even I was shocked by the magnitude of it. The entire house was up. Bright fire illuminated the windows pouring from the openings, practically melting the wood beneath, each mass of fire writhing in the wind like some kind of banshee wailing to be set free.

      The truck stopped and we all hopped out. There was a crowd of people standing in front of the house - watching, and some screaming. It was important that we zeroed in quickly on the people who might have actually lived there. It was usually easy to tell since they were emotional and visibly upset typically.

      Quickly, one young woman about twenty-five or so ran up to us screaming. “Amber is still in there! I can’t find her anywhere!”

      “Do you know where she might be? How old is she?”

      “She is twenty. I don’t know! I fell asleep!”

      The woman was screaming so loud that I could barely make out what she was saying. But I had my orders. The rest I would figure out along the way. A couple of us grabbed an axe and chopped down the door. It was so hot that it splintered easily. As it did so, a flood of black smoke began pouring out the door. I adjusted my gear and ran inside, doing my best to see through my flame retardant goggles.

      I tried to keep my head low as I entered. I was inside the living room. Most of the fire seemed confined on the floor above, but I could see the ceiling starting to give way. We had to move fast. Without waiting for a backup, I hurried up the stairs expecting each step to give under my foot and my body to go crashing through the wreckage of the staircase. But I made it to the top in one piece.

      “Ricky! Wait!” Toby Guiger yelled from below.

      “We don’t have time!” I yelled back. It is safety 101 that we don’t head off by ourselves during a rescue. This is how people get trapped and left behind. We work together as a unit, as a team in every single thing that we do. But if this girl was anywhere inside, we had to find her fast and we had to do it now. This fire was out of control, consuming everything in its path and turning to cinders.

      I knew the house would not be standing much longer.

      I glanced right and left and saw what appeared to be the bedrooms on the left side. “Amber! Are you there?” I screamed.

      I heard nothing as I kicked one of the doors. I anticipated that a wave of fire would come roaring out of the door at me at any moment, but so far I was being lucky. During a stressful time like this, you often had to rely on luck.

      The first door was a bathroom. I tried another. An office. Nobody there. Finally, I came to a bedroom. I didn’t see anyone at first. I was ready to move on, but then I heard a soft moan. I double checked and found a young woman lying down on the floor. She was propped slightly against the bed, as if she’d tried to get out but by the time she realized that there was a fire, the smoke had engulfed her too much.

      She might still be ok, but I had to get her out of there immediately.

      I knelt down and slumped her over my shoulders. Then I stood up under her weight to bring her out.

      Nearing the doorway, I suddenly heard loud cracks and flakes of plaster falling in front of me. I looked up and I could see flames engulfing the ceiling. Any second now it was going to collapse on us.

      I hurried out of the room. “Go! The ceiling is falling!” I yelled to Toby who was just at the top of the stairs coming to offer assistance. I hurried down the stairs with the girl on my back taking two at a time right on Toby’s heels.

      When we made it outside, I felt a rush of relief washing over me. I was covered in sweat. I felt my body being pushed to its limits from the extreme heat to now a more moderate air pressure of the summer. My legs felt heavy and this small woman on my shoulders suddenly weighed a ton. I carried her over to a stretcher where I noticed that she was totally out now. She wasn’t breathing anymore either. Dammit! Were we too late?

      I removed my gear off my head and face and instantly started to perform CPR on her. She was not going to die on my watch; I was determined not to let that happen. Toby helped with the chest compressions. One…two…three…four…five… Breathe!

      I breathed three gasps into her mouth. We continued this procedure four… five… and finally on the sixth time the woman started breathing and opened her eyes. She was gasping, terrified of what had just happened to her. My body suddenly felt exhausted as the adrenaline began to subside and relief washed through me. I thought she was going to be ok, but we definitely needed to get her to the hospital and get her checked out.

      Her eyes were white and bright looking compared to the smoky, soot that was now covering her pretty face. Amber was breathing deeply and strongly, her chest heaving up and down as the panic seethed through her eyes. She’d been through quite an ordeal.

      “Amber, you are going to be ok,” I said. “We got you out. You are safe.”

      Hearing those words caused her to break into tears. She was so grateful. And so was I. Grateful we’d got there just in the nick of time. This poor girl had almost died. This was why I had become a firefighter.

      This was why I had dedicated so much of my life and my time to this great purpose. It wasn’t always a day to celebrate, but today we’d achieved a bit of a victory. The house was a total loss, but it was just a house.

      “Amber!” Her hysterical friend came over just then screaming and crying. The two girls reunited and gave each other big hugs as they shared a good cry together.

      The crew fought the fire until it was finally out. Then most of us went home while they waited for the investigators to determine the root cause of the blaze. When I got back to the station, I jumped in the shower and scrubbed vigorously. The black soot from the smoke washed off my body turning the water and soap black as well. It was disgusting to look at and even after all those years when I am now used to it, it still made me cringe. It just reminded me that I had vexed a foe that had been trying to put me in the ground for too long. I knew one day, I would probably lose that fight. Any firefighter who made it through a long distinguished career without serious injury was lucky--plain and simple, no matter how skilled and knowledgeable you were.

      I finished my shower and since it was the end of my shift, I said goodbye to the guys and headed home. I was tired. This job had a way of draining you dry, both physically and emotionally. No matter how much training you had, it would get you every time. Sitting around waiting for the call for sometimes days on end would wear you out, and then going for a call, fighting the fire with all that gear on you was also brutally difficult.

      Amanda had always wanted me to get out and find another line of work. But this was what I was born to do. I could never see myself ever doing anything else.

      I was about halfway home and looking forward to a nice, relaxing evening when my phone rang. It was Katy, my sister in law. Well, technically, she was my former sister in law since Amanda’s death. She was supposed to be picking up my daughter, Zoe. What was this about? As a father, I immediately suspected the worst, that something was wrong with Zoe.

      “Katy? What’s going on?” I answered. I tried to keep my voice friendly so that my words did not come out accusatory. But I believed I may have failed in that endeavor.

      “Hey, Ricky,” Katy said. “Listen, I am stuck in traffic. There is some big accident and traffic hasn’t moved in like an hour. I’m not going to make it on time to pick up Zoe today. I’m so sorry.”

      I cursed silently and squeezed the phone a little. This was not what I needed to hear. I regained my composure and returned to the call. “Ok, I understand. I’ll get her. Thanks, Katy,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m so sorry,” Katy replied. She could probably tell I was angry, but I wasn’t angry at her.

      “It’s not your fault. I got to run. Talk to you later,” I said.

      I ended the call and turned off at the next exit. I would have to circle around a bit to drive towards Zoe’s school. Shit. This was going to be bad. I was going to be almost an hour late to pick her up. I called the admin office at her school to let them know what happened and that I was on my way. They would keep her in the office until I arrived.

      I really needed to hire another nanny. It had been almost a month since Lisa Williams, Zoe’s former nanny had quit to move across the country with her husband who’d just gotten a new job. It happened very quickly and it was very inconvenient as it left us in a bit of a lurch. I’d been trying to hire someone, but so far all of the applicants that I had just did not have the right temperament, the right experience, and there just didn’t seem to be that right connection that said they were a good fit. This shouldn’t have been that hard, and in recent weeks I’d been working so much that I just hadn’t had time to really get back to the interviewing process. It was so repetitive.

      So, Katy had been picking up the slack a bit here and there, but she had her own family and I didn’t expect her to really be a nanny to Zoe.

      I would have to get back to the selection process. I just hated that I wasn’t able to be there more for my daughter, but I had to work and I was doing the best I could on my own. I hoped I could find a good nanny, a nurturing woman who could be there for Zoe after school.

      I’d reached out to my circle of friends and family and after getting the runaround and the constant advice of how I should start dating again--which was annoying beyond belief-- I’d finally secured a meeting with a woman named Julie. My friend Ben and his wife Becky had recommended her after I’d spoken with them on the phone last night. I was actually supposed to meet with her today, but due to a change in my work schedule, I had to put it off until tomorrow.

      I didn’t know a lot about her other than she was twenty-five, and that she had been a nanny for a neighbor of Ben and Becky’s. They’d moved and she was now looking for something regular. Becky told me she was fantastic, so I was really looking forward to meeting her. I trusted Becky’s instincts.

      Becky also told me Julie was beautiful and that I should ask her out at some point. This was the last thing on my mind. I wasn’t sure what it was that made all of my friends think that I needed to be set up for romantic encounters. I was not ready. It had been over two years since Amanda had passed, but I still wasn’t ready to get romantic with anyone. This wasn’t what I wanted to do now.

      But when I really thought about it, I realized they could all see that I was lonely, I was broken, and I was not dealing properly with my grief and allowing myself to move on. I understood all of this perfectly, but it was still hard. I just couldn’t let myself go there.

      I kept thinking about the guilt, and how I would betray Amanda. We’d never really talked about what would happen if one of us passed on. We were too young to think about it really, but I knew that deep down Amanda wouldn’t have wanted me to be lonely. I wouldn’t have wanted her to spend her life alone if the roles were reversed.

      Yet, knowing all of this, I couldn’t bring myself to go on and find someone that might end up taking her place in my life. My wife was dead. My angel, my partner, my entire world — she was long gone. I was alone.

      And that was the way I was going to stay. At least for now.

      
        
        Julie

      

      

      What was that noise?

      I felt the grip of fear embracing me as a shiver ran over my body. I’d heard something… it probably might have just been the wind. It had been really blowing like crazy this evening. I didn’t want to admit that I was afraid of being alone at night in a big and a quiet house, but I was spooking myself out now. I just wished the Normans would come home soon. I hated waiting for people, but I supposed that the longer they were out, the more I got paid. It paid to think positively.

      The Normans had tapped me to babysit for them that evening on super short notice. Luckily, I had nothing else going on and I was able to accept the job, but this was not my ideal scenario. I’ve always loved kids, and their kids were both as sweet as could be, but I needed something full time. Picking up a few hours here and there babysitting wasn’t going to cut it.

      So, I was thrilled earlier when Becky told me their friend Ricky needed a full-time nanny for his daughter. I was so excited. I had been advertising everywhere and not really getting much response since my previous employer had abruptly moved out of the city two weeks ago. It had been rough, but luckily my roommate and best friend Tessa was sweet enough to pick up the slack on food and bills until I was fully employed again.

      I was sitting at the table doing some sketches when I heard the scratching noise again. The house was dead quiet since I put the kids to bed about an hour and a half earlier. I thought maybe I might turn the television on to distract me, but I stopped myself as I wanted to be aware of if the kids were up wandering around or fighting sleep as four-year-old’s often did. I couldn’t remember a time when I had ever fought the idea of having ten straight hours of sleep at the end of every day with no other responsibilities. One day they would miss this period in their lives, too.

      I stopped sketching and glanced around. I waited a moment and held my breath to hear nothing but deafening silence. Then I heard the scratching again. My overactive artistic imagination started to go into overdrive and I was picturing some maniac trying to break in.

      I knew that I would not rest easy until I went to investigate. The noise was coming from upstairs. I glanced up at the ceiling for a few seconds, just listening. I heard nothing.  Then I stood up slowly and I continued to listen intently. There it was again. What was that I was hearing?

      The sounds of the house settling interspersed with the slight bit of scratches that I continued to hear. I was feeling a bit uneasy, but I forced myself to walk through the living room to the staircase. Then I made my feet march up the steps, moving slowly, step by step, one at a time. I was trying to be quiet because I didn’t want to wake the kids up, and because I did not want to face what might be something terribly frightening making that awful sound.

      I felt silly. I was being scared over what would probably turn out to be nothing. Really, as I thought about it, I had just been feeling very uneasy. I was uneasy with life. Losing my stable source of income which I’d held for almost two years had really shaken my confidence and made me re-evaluate where I was in my life. What was I doing? I loved being a nanny. I loved working with kids and taking care of them, but was it really what I wanted to do professionally forever? I wasn’t sure. Well, actually I knew the answer to that question. It was no.

      I wanted to be an artist. Ever since I was a kid, it was all I’d wanted to do. After high school, I applied to several art schools, but they had all rejected me. This hurt my confidence so badly that I hadn’t touched a brush or even sketched anything for almost a year afterwards. Gradually, I came to it again and I just did the art for myself. I desperately wanted to be a real, professional artist. That was the dream. And one day I wanted a family with several kids.

      And of course, I needed the perfect man to make that happen. I was becoming increasingly aware that this perfect man did not exist and was only a figment of my imagination. My dating record was less than stellar. My last relationship had lasted only three months and then I’d been dumped out of the blue. I wasn’t really given an explanation at all. “It just isn’t working out”. That was all Jeremy had said, but without any real explanation at all. It was unbelievable. But I had the worst track record with men.

      It was no wonder I was saving myself for the right guy. I was proud to be a virgin. I always told myself that I would give my V-card away to the right man, not necessarily the guy I wanted to marry, but the right man. It was going to be a very special thing and he would have to be the perfect man to make that happen. I wasn’t exactly sure what criteria that man would have to meet but I was sure I would know it when I met him. That I was certain of. All of my girlfriends thought I was crazy.

      I made it upstairs and paused a moment to listen again. I heard nothing. Making my way over to the kids’ room, I opened the door quietly to peer inside. They were both deeply asleep. I closed the door gently and stood there for a moment. What in the hell was I hearing? It was gone now? Was it downstairs after all?

      I headed towards the stairs, but stopped dead in my tracks when the sound grazed the air. The scratching sounds once again. Where was it coming from? I paused a moment to listen to it and then I realized that it sounded like it was coming from the master bedroom.

      I entered the master bedroom and flicked on the light. I felt weird being in the Normans’ bedroom (where the magic happened, I presumed). I giggled at my own joke. I wondered how often the Normans got it on. They had been married for years and they had two young kids. Did they ever have the time or the opportunity anymore? I did want a family one day, but I swore that my husband and I would make the time to be intimate with each other no matter what. I knew it was important in a marriage.

      Looking around the room, I was impressed to see a king-sized bed, a large chair in the corner, and a small library of books in a glass case. I moved over to take a closer look. Most of the books appeared to be fairly ordinary mystery/suspense thrillers. I wondered why they were treated so well. It was weird.

      After finding nothing, I started to leave. Then I heard the scratching noises right behind me. They were very loud. I almost jumped out of my skin and I couldn’t help but yell a bit out of fear. It was so close. What was about to happen to me?

      But after a moment of coming to the realization that I was in fact, perfectly fine, I turned around and saw the culprit that had been making so much racket and scaring me to death. There was a small branch scraping back and forth against the window in the wind.

      “Really? Wow, girl. You’ve got to get ahold of yourself. This is nuts.”

      I laughed at my delusion, turned off the light, and left the room. I felt very silly, but at least I’d had myself a little bit of an adventure for the evening. I went back downstairs and resumed my drawing.

      The scratching did not seem so loud anymore. I wondered how the Normans slept with that racket going on though. 

      It wasn’t my business, but I wondered if they were too busy making love and loud noises that they didn’t notice. Wow, my head had really been in the gutter lately. I wasn’t sure why, but lately I’d been so worked up that I’d been thinking about sex almost nonstop. I really needed to find that man, I thought. But no matter how curious and hot I was, I did not want to give in and break my principles. I would only get one shot at the first time, and I wanted it to be very special. That’s the way I’d always been and that was the way I would stay. I wasn’t going to give in on this.

      After sketching for about another ten minutes I heard the Normans come in. I greeted them warmly and decided not to tell them about my little adventure to their room. That would stay my little secret, as well as my musings about their sex life. I’d wanted to snoop in their room and see what type of paraphernalia I would find. I wasn’t having any sex of my own, so I was more than happy to snoop about in the sex lives of others.

      But I would never actually go through someone else’s stuff. I knew that. There was nothing that would make me compromise my morals. But it was still a lot of fun to think about.

      “So, how were the little monsters?” Ben asked. “Did they give you any trouble?”

      “No,” I said. “Not at all. They both sacked out pretty easy.”

      “Awesome,” Ben said. I noticed he liked to say the word ‘awesome’ a lot. It was kind of funny given the fact that he looked like an accountant, which he was. He was tall, a bit podgy, with glasses and a very mild-mannered vibe. His wife was much spunkier and more interesting. Becky was fun to talk to and a lot of times I found myself wondering why she settled with a man like Ben. They were such opposites, a mismatch, but what they had seemed to work very well.

      “Glad to hear it,” Becky said. She pulled fifty dollars out of her purse and handed it to me. “Thank you so much for coming on such short notice. You are a lifesaver.”

      I smiled. “No problem. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      “Absolutely. Now, are you ready for your interview tomorrow with Ricky?” Becky asked me with excitement in her eyes.

      “Yeah, I think so. I’m actually a bit nervous.”

      “What? Don’t be. Ricky is a real sweetheart. You will be fine.”

      “Thanks, but I guess I’m nervous because if I don’t get that job then I don’t know what I might do. There just doesn’t seem to be anyone else reasonably close to me right now that is looking for anyone full time.”

      “Well, Ricky is desperate. His last nanny abruptly quit, leaving him in a bind. You know how that goes. So, he is really excited that you are coming. I just hope you can keep from staring too long into his eyes. Girl, the man is gorgeous.”

      I laughed. “Well, I’ll try.”

      I left the Normans’ house and drove home. I kept thinking about what Becky had said. This was the second time that she had brought up how good-looking Ricky really was. Now, I was really nervous. What if he was so handsome that I forgot how to speak, or how to do well in the interview with the right answers? I couldn’t handle that. I needed to relax and just breathe.

      When I got home, Tessa was binge watching some old eighties show she found online. She was a true television junkie. She rarely did anything else when she wasn’t working, except hang out with her boyfriend, Marty at his place. I suspected that when they weren’t being intimate, they were probably just watching a lot of television. It was a real sickness with her.

      “How was it?” She asked.

      I shrugged. “It was a babysitting gig. Nothing special. I did get freaked out at one point.” I told her the whole story about the scratching sounds.

      She got a bang out of it and erupted with laughter. Tessa loved to hear about other’s misfortune. That was probably why she loved television so much. It was nothing but people having bad stuff happen to them.

      “Tomorrow is the big interview, right? That should be cool. I know you are going to nail it,” she told me.

      “Thanks,” I said. “You know, Becky went out of her way to tell me just how good looking this guy is supposed to be.”

      Tessa’s face perked up with a bright smile. “Ah, that sounds delicious,” she said. “You are going to make a move, right?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, I’m not going to make a move on my potential boss. That sounds to me like a really bad idea.”

      “Hey, he might be the guy to take that pesky virginity from you. That’s something you need to let go of. Hell, you can probably sell that thing for millions.”

      I laughed. “You are so warped in the head.”

      “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

      “Well, if you know that you are warped, then why aren’t you trying to do something about it?”

      “I like it. That is really part of my sweet character.”

      I giggled and gave her a big hug. “I love you, bitch.”

      “Right back at you skank,” she replied. That was part of our little thing we did together. “But seriously, what are you waiting for with this virginity thing?”

      “It’s not a thing,” I said. “I want it to be special and perfect the first time.”

      “See, right away you are setting yourself up for a bad experience. The first time isn’t romantic or special for hardly anyone. It’s messy, it’s awkward, and it’s painful. That’s it. It isn’t anything to wait around with. Get that first time out of the way so you can move on with your life.”

      “We will just have to agree to disagree on this. I’m fine and I will be ok with it. When it happens, it will happen. That’s all I can say about it.”

      “Alright, suit yourself. But when it is over, you will be asking yourself why the hell you waited so long for it.”

      I shook my head and went to take a shower. Tessa’s thoughts were with me though. I knew that she had a point, and I wished that I could let myself go enough to just break free of this, but there was something that was preventing it. I knew that one day I would meet the perfect guy that I wanted to lose my virginity to. The right man at the right time.

      It would all line up eventually.
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