
  
    [image: Burning Up]
  

  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

    

    
      
        Books by Tara Wyatt

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Burning Up © 2022 by Tara Wyatt

        All rights reserved.

        Cover Design by Croco Designs

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form without written permission of the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review purposes only.

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

        

      
        ISBN 978-1-7777458-6-8

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For Libby.

        This book wouldn’t exist without you because Noah and Felicity wouldn’t exist without you.

        “True friends are always together in spirit.” – L.M. Montgomery

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Felicity Hawthorne walked down the dark, cavernous hallway, her arms laden with binders and books. To her right, a thick, heavy red velvet curtain hung from the high ceiling, pooling gently on the polished wood floor. To her left, half-finished pieces of scenery sat in the shadows, lined up against the walls. Felicity grinned at how much progress they’d made over the past week. Mr. Boddy’s mansion was really coming together, and she had a feeling that the senior class’s year-end production of Clue was going to be a memorable one. It was one of her favorite plays, and she loved sharing the things she loved with her students.

      She stepped over a neat coil of wires, her heels clicking against the floor. She could hear a few students talking on the other side of the curtain, discussing weekend plans and some band they were going to go see, if they could get in. Given that they didn’t know she was there, and that they were high school seniors on the brink of graduation, she decided to turn a deaf ear to their talk of fake ID’s and/or sneaking in.

      “Not my circus,” she mouthed to herself, shaking her head. It wasn’t that long ago that she’d been young and carefree like that, even though sometimes it felt like it might as well have been a century ago.

      “Hey, is it true that Ms. Hawthorne used to be Mrs. Moore?” asked one of the students, and Felicity’s steps faltered. Her cheeks flamed, and she adjusted her grip on the binders and books weighing her arms down. It sounded like Aiden, who’d only started at the school that year after his family had moved to New York from Dublin, Ireland. He’d spent the entire school year charming all the girls—and some of the boys—with his Irish accent and head of messy black curls.

      “Yeah,” said another student. Emily. One of Felicity’s favorites, even though she didn’t officially have favorites. Of course not. That would be unprofessional. “She got divorced like a year ago or something.”

      “That’s so sad,” came a third voice. Hailey, Emily’s constant sidekick. “She’s so pretty and sweet. She’s like my favorite teacher.”

      Felicity smiled softly, the words soothing some of the sting out of her students gossiping about her marital status. And it was true—until about a year ago, she’d been Mrs. Moore. But in an effort to reclaim her identity and move past the way her marriage had crashed and burned, she’d resumed using her maiden name.

      “God, I would never get divorced,” said Riley, one of Felicity’s least favorite students. Again, not that she officially had favorites. Because, you know. Professionalism and all that. “It’s so tacky.”

      “Tacky?” Emily shot back. “I think it’s probably a lot more complicated than tacky.”

      “My parents are divorced,” said Aiden quietly. “That’s why we moved. Mum has family here. Dad’s back in Ireland.”

      An awkward silence fell over the group and Felicity decided that that was her cue to leave. She had more important stuff to do than sit around listening to her students talk about her, anyway. There were tests to grade, a lesson to plan, and then she was meeting up with her group of friends for dinner. The students were responsible for cleaning up the art supplies they’d been using to work on the scenery. If they didn’t, they’d be hearing about it.

      Stepping as quietly as she could, she moved toward the freight elevator at the end of the hallway. She didn’t want to haul these heavy books and binders all the way up the stairs to her classroom on the fifth floor. The auditorium where rehearsal and set construction for the play had taken place was on the main floor of the sprawling, seven-story school, and she needed to get back to her desk in order to get her work done so she could meet her friends.

      The Tribeca High School for the Arts was an arts magnet school that had been established over fifty years ago, and it was one of the top ranked high schools in not just the state, but the country. Felicity had been teaching English there for a few years now, and it was far and away the best teaching job she’d ever had. The students were interested and dedicated, and it fed something in her soul to be surrounded by art, literature, music, and theater on a daily basis.

      She reached the end of the hallway and pressed the large button to call the freight elevator, knowing it would emerge into a storage area on the fifth floor only a few doors down from her classroom. While it was tempting to simply go to the teacher’s lounge instead, she knew she’d end up socializing instead of getting her work done, and then she’d feel guilty about it throughout her dinner.

      Work first, play second. It was a balance she still sometimes struggled with, given the way she’d launched herself into her work to escape the painful aftermath of her divorce. But now, almost eighteen months later, she felt as though she were finally emerging from that fog of heartbreak and workaholism, ready to actually enjoy life again. The past year had been a series of lessons, both about life and herself, and although the divorce had been brutal, she was starting to really love the person she’d become on the other side. She hadn’t realized just how miserable she’d been while married to Peter until she’d had the time and space to just be. To listen to her heart, for the first time in a long time.

      She stepped inside the elevator car when the grate-like metal doors rattled open and then hit the button for the fifth floor. The doors closed, and with a familiar lurch, the elevator started its slow rise, clanking and vibrating. She watched through the door as the elevator climbed slowly, thick concrete walls gliding past her.

      She shifted the items in her arms and her brick-sized copy of The Complete Works of Jane Austen fell to the ground with a papery thwak. Sighing, bent down and tried to retrieve the fallen book. The elevator juddered and everything fell out of her arms, landing around her feet in a heap of fluttering papers.

      “Well, fuck me,” she muttered, crouching down to pick up the scattered items. Just then, the elevator let out an extra loud groan and jerked violently, sending her sprawling to the ground. She let out a little shriek as the elevator shuddered and then stopped completely. Peering up, she could see the edge of the floor above at the very top of the elevator doors. Maybe an inch or two of light, and then nothing but gray concrete and the flickering bulb above her.

      “Well, fuck me again,” she said, scowling and brushing her hands on her now dusty skirt. Rising to her feet, she called out, trying to project her voice into the bit of open space. “Hello! Hello! Anyone? The elevator’s stuck!” Nothing but silence and the distant whir of a floor buffer came back to her, so with a sigh, she hit the red alarm button. Immediately, a loud clanging filled her ears, making her jump, even though she’d pressed the button. After what felt like an eternity—but was probably only about thirty seconds—the alarm shut off, leaving her ears ringing, and a voice crackled through the ancient intercom.

      “Everything okay in there?”

      Felicity moved forward and pressed the button on the intercom. “No, it’s not. This is Ms. Hawthorne, and I’m currently stuck in the freight elevator.”

      “Can you get out?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No. As I said, I’m stuck.” She bit her tongue, holding back her sarcastic reply. If she could get out, she wouldn’t be stuck, would she? Sigh.

      “Okay, just hang on. We’ll have to get the FDNY down here to get you out. What were you doing in that thing, anyway?”

      Felicity pressed a finger to her temple. “Going up to my classroom.” What on earth did he think she was doing in an elevator? Taking a joyride?

      “Right, right. Okay. Sit tight.”

      With a fizz of static, the intercom shut off, and she sank down to the dusty floor, nestling herself into the corner and kicking her legs out in front of her. She’d locked her phone in a drawer in her desk, so she didn’t have that to keep her busy. Instead, she started slowly gathering up everything she’d dropped, organizing it as neatly as possible. Then, deciding she might as well make the best of the situation, she pulled her red pen out of her bun, letting her auburn hair fall loose around her shoulders, and started grading that morning’s quiz on T.S. Eliot. She didn’t have her answer key with her, but she didn’t need it. For a bonus point at the end of the quiz, she’d asked them to make up a nonsense word, inspired by their reading of “Jabberwocky,” and she found herself chuckling at some of the submissions.

      This was why she loved teaching. There was something magical about watching young, keen minds blossom and grow as they learned to interpret the world around them. She saw her role as one of guidance more than simple instruction or didacticism. She wanted to give them the confidence to pursue their curiosity, to challenge themselves, to discover new things and learn new ways of seeing the world.

      Once the quizzes were all graded, she set them aside in a neat stack and blew out a breath. Thank goodness she wasn’t claustrophobic, otherwise spending over twenty minutes trapped in the rickety freight elevator might really freak her out. Glancing at her watch, she picked up the Jane Austen book and started thumbing through it, smiling as she came across underlined passages and penciled in notes in the margins. She’d had the book since college and re-read it regularly. Yes, it was a pain to carry around such an enormous book, and yes, the print was too small, but she didn’t care. She loved it, just as it was.

      She’d just finished re-reading one of her favorite passages in Sense and Sensibility—she was stronger alone indeed, an idea she’d spent a lot of time thinking over with her divorce—when she heard several male voices and heavy footsteps.

      “Where’s the mechanical room? We’ll need to shut off the power.”

      “It’s right through here,” came another voice, one she recognized as belonging to Duff, the head custodian. There was a rattle of keys, followed by more footsteps.

      “This is hydraulic, yeah?” Another male voice, this one deep and gruff.

      “It is.”

      “You have the service key?”

      “Yeah, got it.”

      “Good.”

      Some of the footsteps moved farther away, while others moved closer.

      “Hey, are you okay in there?” came another male voice, this one deliciously deep and smooth. Even though she couldn’t see him, something about that voice sent flutters rippling through her stomach.

      She brushed her hands on her skirt and stood up, craning her neck to see a firefighter crouched at the top of the elevator, leaning in to the few visible inches of the floor above.

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “It’s just you in there?” he asked. She nodded, then remembered that he probably couldn’t see her very well.

      “Just me.”

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Felicity Hawthorne.”

      “Nice to meet you, Felicity. My name’s Noah Prescott and I’m with the FDNY. Hang tight and we’ll get you out of there as soon as we can, okay?”

      She nodded, even though he couldn’t possibly see her very well. “Okay.”

      Firefighter Noah moved away, and she heard the low rumbling of male voices discussing the best approach to getting her out of the elevator. Heavy footsteps approached again, and Noah returned.

      “We may need your help with a couple of things, depending on what we decide to do and how the elevator responds when we try to open it up. Are you up for that?”

      “I don’t know. I’m a little busy staring at the walls, so I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      He chuckled, the sound moving over her like sunshine. “I’ll have my people call your people.”

      She laughed, stacking her papers and binders into a neat pile. “Perfect.”

      Noah moved away for a moment and she heard him talking to one of the other firefighters.

      “One female occupant, and she’s okay.”

      “Good. Brandon just located the shut-off switch, so we can cut the power. The articulating dropped key should work to force the hoistway doors.”

      “We’re going to have to pull it up manually once the power’s cut,” said Noah. “We don’t have enough clearance to get a ladder in there so she can climb out.”

      “How much more do we need?” asked another male voice.

      “Probably three feet.”

      “Okay, so we’ll haul it up, use the key to open the doors and then I’ll put the chock in to hold them while she climbs out,” said the man with the gruff voice.

      Footsteps came closer again. “Felicity, are you physically capable of climbing up a ladder to get out of there?”

      “Yep, no problem,” she called back. “I have some things in here with me, too.”

      “You can pass them up to me and then climb out once we’re ready,” he said. “We’re going to cut the power, so the light’s going to go off. It’s probably best if you sit down, if you’re not already.”

      “Got it.” She sank back down to the floor, nestling herself into the corner. A few moments later, the power cut off, leaving her in almost complete darkness save for the sliver of light slanting in through the top of the elevator. There was a jerking motion, and then she felt the elevator being lifted, a few inches at a time. More light came into view, and after several minutes, she had a clear view of the fifth floor.

      “You got the key? I think we’re ready to force the doors.”

      “Ready.”

      There was a metallic grinding noise, and then the doors slowly peeled back. One of the firefighters inserted some kind of tool to keep them open and then a portable ladder was lowered into the car.

      One of the firefighters lay down on the floor on his belly, holding the top of the ladder steady. Felicity gathered her things and passed them up into someone’s waiting hands and waited for further instruction, ready to get the hell out of there. She knew her life could use a little more excitement, but this wasn’t what she’d had in mind.

      “Hey, Felicity. Noah again. We’re ready for you to climb up now. Just take your time, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said, peering up at the light and the freedom it promised. She stepped onto the bottom rung and began to climb. She’d taken several more steps when she came face to face with the firefighter holding the ladder steady.

      Oh. Holy. Hell.

      She tightened her grip on the ladder as a pair of deep brown eyes fanned with thick lashes slammed into hers. She swallowed thickly as she stared helplessly at the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen in person. He had thick, wavy brown hair that she wanted to run her fingers through, full lips, chiseled features. Straight, perfect nose, and a jawline most models would kill for. He was impossibly sexy. The stuff of fantasies. Their faces were only inches apart, and everything inside her went still. Frozen in shock at being this close to someone so beautiful.

      “Oh, wow,” she whispered, and then immediately clamped her mouth shut as embarrassment churned through her. Her face flamed, and she sucked in a breath.

      He grinned at her, showcasing a devastating pair of dimples. “Happy to be free?”

      She swallowed thickly and nodded. “Uh huh.” Her pulse raced in her temples, and sweat slicked her palms. It felt as though time were slowing down, swallowing her up, freezing her in this moment as she stared into Noah’s eyes.

      Just then, the elevator car jerked, and she let out a shriek as she nearly slipped off of the ladder.

      “It’s not stable!” called Noah as he grabbed for her hands. Solid warmth encased her wrists, and she swallowed, her pulse racing frantically.

      “Shit, get her out of there!” came another voice, and her vision narrowed, panic starting to take over everything else.

      She forced her legs to move, taking another shaky step up the ladder and then the elevator shook again, letting out a loud, ominous creak.

      Noah lunged forward and grabbed her, sliding his hands around her waist and throwing himself backward onto the floor of the hallway. Felicity landed directly on top of him, her body splayed over his. Oh God, he was big. So strong and solid and long. She sucked in a shuddering breath, her lips parted slightly as she tried to process what had just happened.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, her eyes once again magnetized to his.

      His grip tightened on her waist, his handsome features tight with concern. “Are you okay?”

      She managed to nod. “I am. Just a little shaken up.”

      Another one of the firefighters helped her up, and she was sorry to lose the reassuring, solid warmth of Noah’s body against hers.

      Talk about a stress response.

      “Thanks,” she said, nodding at the firefighter with the name SANTIAGO blazoned across his uniform.

      “You sure you’re okay?” he asked, and she knew Santiago was the man with the deep, gruff voice. “We could call EMS down here, have them check you out.”

      She shook her head, starting to feel a little embarrassed about the fuss they were making over her. “No, that’s really not necessary. I’m fine.”

      “Let me just do a quick check,” said Noah, rising to his feet. Suddenly, her hands were enveloped in his again as he studied her pupils, his fingers resting on her wrists to check her pulse. His hands were massive, and they swallowed hers up completely, engulfing them in rough warmth. Her stomach exploded with butterflies and her legs actually gave out a little, sending her stumbling forward into Noah, who caught her easily with an arm around her waist. He was tall, probably 6’1, and solid. So, so solid. Had she mentioned solid? Broad shoulders and powerful arms, all encased in firefighter gear. She’d never thought the firefighter thing was her catnip, but based on the butterflies exploding in her stomach and the heat rippling over her skin, it definitely was.

      “Easy there,” he said, that deep voice washing over her and making her want to rub herself on him like a cat. His fingers curled into her waist for a second time and then, as though he realized what he was doing, he dropped his hand. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      She swallowed and licked her lips, her mouth impossibly dry, her face embarrassingly hot. “Yes, I’m fine. I swear.”

      He arched an eyebrow at her, clearly skeptical. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, his eyes not leaving her face. “Are you sure you don’t want me to call EMS?”

      She shook her head, unable to tear her gaze away from his face. “No, no. I’m absolutely fine. Just want to get home.”

      “Big plans tonight?” he asked, not moving away from her. Which was good, because she didn’t want him to move away.

      “Just dinner with friends.”

      His eyes cut downward, and she could’ve sworn he’d just checked her hand for a ring. Which was highly unlikely. She was letting her imagination run wild, fueled by hormones and adrenaline.

      “Cap, we gotta go,” said one of the other firefighters, a younger guy with short, blond hair. “You wanna talk to the custodian about calling the elevator company?” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, pointing to where Gus, the head custodian, was talking to another of the firefighters.

      Noah cleared his throat. “Right. Yeah.” His eyes met hers one last time. “Glad you’re okay. Enjoy your dinner.” She shot him a smile and bent to retrieve her things when Noah ducked down. “Here, let me help you with that.” He gathered up her things from their neat pile on the floor and handed them to her, their fingers brushing as he did. A little zing shot up her arm, and she ducked her head. And then he moved away to rejoin his team, leaving her alone. With a sigh, she headed to her office, slowing every few feet to glance back over her shoulder to see if Noah was watching her.

      He was. Every single time. And every single time, butterflies exploded through her stomach. She knew he was probably just making sure she didn’t almost eat it again. He was probably married. Or at least in a relationship. No way a man who looked like that didn’t have women throwing themselves at him on the regular. He was probably going to go home to his wife and kids and dog and never think about her again.

      Thanks, brain. Killjoy.

      She chuckled as she walked, knowing her friends were going to love this story. She loved it, too. So much so that she found herself replaying it over and over.

      She let herself into her locked classroom and set her things down on her desk, not even caring when everything slumped over into a messy pile. She dropped into the chair behind her desk, swiveling back and forth as she stared unfocused at the white board still covered in notes from that afternoon’s lesson on Animal Farm. It was a good thing she’d gotten the quizzes marked earlier, because there was no way she’d have the focus to do it now. Not when her head was filled with fantasies involving Noah Prescott, FDNY Captain.

      She unlocked her desk drawer and pulled her phone out, navigating to the group chat with her friends who she was meeting later.

      Felicity: I’m going to be running a little late. I got stuck in an elevator at school.

      Audrey: Holy moly. Are you okay?

      Felicity: I’m fine. It was actually kind of exciting. I’ll tell you all about it at dinner.

      Mal: Glad you’re okay! Don’t worry about running late, we’ll wait for you.

      Kara: And make sure there’s a glass of wine on the table waiting when you get there.

      Felicity: You guys are the best. See you soon!
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      Noah stepped out of the shower at the firehouse, grabbing his towel and running it roughly over his body. His muscles groaned in protest, exhausted after his twenty-four-hour shift. They’d gone out on several calls, cleaned the station, washed the truck, and gone through a couple of drills. He knew he probably overdid it on the drills and training with his team, but he didn’t want to leave anything to chance. He was their captain, and it was his job to keep them safe, and to make sure they had the equipment, tools, and knowledge to handle any situation.

      He finished drying himself off and pulled on his boxer briefs, jeans, and a dark blue T-shirt, padding barefoot back to the bunkhouse. The mood inside was light and happy, and Noah knew why. It was a gorgeous spring day, it was Friday afternoon, and they were off all weekend, not due to report back to the station until 6 AM on Monday. Normally they worked 24 hours on, 48 hours off, but they’d all stayed for an extra 8 of overtime.

      “Big plans tonight, Cap?” asked Jesse Larsen, the youngest guy on their crew. Noah knew he looked up to him, and he did his best to set a good example every single shift. He wasn’t sure he always succeeded, but he tried nonetheless.

      “Nah, nothing crazy. I’m helping my mom with something and then I might swing by the boxing gym later.” A couple of years ago, he, Dominick, and Brandon had bought a beat up old warehouse in Jersey City and painstakingly converted into a private boxing gym. Now, dozens of members of the FDNY were members, along with some of his, Dom’s and Brandon’s friends and family. He’d done it as a passion project, not as an investment of any kind, and he liked to hang out there. Most of the time, he’d rather be there, hitting something to work out the tension caused by the pressure on his shoulders than sitting home alone. It was his happy place. His escape. The place where he could just be and feel and not have to worry about everyone and everything. His job, his family, his community. It wasn’t a mantle he was willing to put down—not for anything—but damn, did it get heavy sometimes.

      “That place is cool,” said Jesse, tossing a few things in his bag and shutting his locker.

      Noah nodded, absently running a hand over his mouth as he thought. “I’ll take that delivery to the food bank, too.” They had a bin for canned goods at the front of the fire station, and whenever it was full, they were supposed to call the food bank to come and pick it up. But Noah knew how busy and short staffed they were, so he usually took it over in his Jeep, instead. “And I got a buddy who wants me to look at his truck, see if we can figure out what’s wrong with it.” He wasn’t a mechanic—not by a longshot—but he liked to tinker and knew a thing or two about engines.

      Jesse arched an eyebrow, then rubbed a hand over his damp hair. “Yeah, uh. Sounds like a fun weekend.”

      He tipped his chin at Jesse. “You should come to the boxing gym if you feel like it.”

      Jesse nodded. “Yeah, I think I might.”

      “Text me if you decide to go and I’ll send you the code.” The gym wasn’t staffed, and all members were responsible for cleaning up after themselves. They had an electronic lock on the door, so anyone with the code could let themselves in. “You got plans this weekend?”

      Jesse shook his head. “Nothing crazy. Drinks with some friends, and a fuckton of sleep.”

      Noah chuckled. “Sounds perfect.”

      Dominick Santiago walked by and clapped Jesse on the shoulder. “Good shift, kid,” he said gruffly. Dom was rough around the edges, but he was a good guy and a hell of a first responder. He was tough and dedicated, even if he was a bit of a bear personality wise. And fearless. So damn fearless Noah had to hold him back sometimes. Funny how his fearlessness was one of Noah’s biggest sources of fear, because he didn’t know what he’d do or how he’d handle it if he lost a man. After losing his father during the September 11th terrorist attacks over twenty years ago, he knew all too well the repercussions of losing a man on the job, and how that one event couple ripple through the lives of others for decades after.

      “It’s the weekend, and we’re not working, and to that I say halle-fucking-lujah,” said Brandon Knight, striding into the room wearing nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs and aviator sunglasses.

      “God, you’re such a fucking douche,” said Dom, chucking a shirt at Brandon.

      “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful,” he said, tossing his head. He’d been mistaken for Chris Evans more than once, something that had only further inflated his already enormous ego.

      “Speaking of beautiful,” said Jesse, sinking down onto his bed. “Did you get a load of that teacher we pulled from the elevator?” He let out a low whistle, and Noah had the sudden urge to punch him in the face.

      “Oh yeah,” said Brandon. “She was gorgeous. All that red hair and those big green eyes. Not to mention her other assets.” He held his hands out in front of his chest, cupping imaginary breasts.

      Anger, white hot and completely startling, flashed through Noah’s chest. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt oddly protective of Felicity. “Hey, let’s keep it professional,” he said, shaking his head.

      “You guys talking about that teacher?” asked Cameron Henning, stepping into the bunkhouse wearing a pair of low-slung gray sweatpants and nothing else. His dark blond hair was damp, a towel clutched in his massive hand. He sank down onto his bed, and it gave an audible groan as he did. Cameron was the biggest guy on the crew, bigger than Dom, and also the most mysterious. Noah could sum up what he knew about Cam in just a few words. Single. Hard-working. Loyal. Temper. Always willing to take overtime. Good firefighter. Noah was sure there was a hell of a lot more to him than that, but Cameron didn’t let anyone get close.

      “Yeah,” said Dom, bending down to tie his boots. “The sexy redhead.”

      “Please,” said Brandon, putting on the T-shirt Dom had chucked at him. “You talk a big game, but everyone here knows you’re still hung up on your ex-wife.”

      Dom let out a low rumble that sounded a hell of a lot like a growl, something he did whenever the subject of his divorce came up. To say he was touchy about it was the understatement of the year.

      Cam held up his hands as though appeasing a grumpy bear—which, let’s be honest, he sort of was—and returned his attention to gathering up his stuff, yanking his phone charger out of the wall.

      “Plans this weekend?” asked Noah, trying to diffuse the tension in the room and prevent the topic from veering back to Felicity. Ms. Hawthorne.

      Shit, he couldn’t fault the guys for being a little taken with her because he’d almost swallowed his fucking tongue when they’d first come face to face. Thick, reddish brown hair tumbling over her shoulders, bright green eyes, pert little nose dusted with freckles, wide smile. Curves for days, and God, it was as though every single thought had flown out of his brain when he’d felt all those curves pressed against him.

      It was as though something had lit up inside him and for just a second, he’d felt…different. He couldn’t explain it. Or hell, maybe the fact that he hadn’t had sex in way too long was explanation enough. He shook his head, trying to push the thoughts away. It wasn’t like he’d ever see her again, and it wasn’t as though he had room in his life for any kind of relationship, anyway. He had enough responsibility on his plate without taking on someone else to worry about, too.

      “I thought we were keeping it professional,” said Brandon, waving a hand in front of Noah’s face, smirking at him. Noah blinked, realizing he’d just completely zoned out and hadn’t heard a word of Cam’s answer.

      Noah arched an eyebrow at Brandon. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning you’re sitting here daydreaming about the exquisite Ms. Hawthorne, that’s what.”

      Noah shook his head. “Nah. Just tired. Daydreaming’s not really my style.” And that was true. Usually.

      “Great. I’m gonna head back to that school and ask her out.” Brandon chuckled and Noah once again wanted to punch him. But he knew Brandon was full of shit. He always was. Firefighting seemed to be the one thing in his life he actually took seriously. Everything else was just a game to him.

      “Not if I get there first,” said Jesse, grinning at Brandon.

      “Thought you had a girlfriend,” said Dom, frowning.

      Some of the mirth went out of Jesse’s smile, and he shook his head. “Nah. Didn’t work out.”

      “Well, then. In the name of mending broken hearts and all that shit, I won’t go hit on the teacher. She’s all yours, buddy.”

      “Come on, she’s probably married.” Cam groused from his bed, his attention on his phone.

      “She didn’t have a ring,” said Noah, and all four heads snapped in his direction.

      “Noticed that, did you Cap?” asked Brandon, a teasing glint in his eyes. Noah felt blood rush to his face, and he cleared his throat.

      “I literally had her hands in mine, so yeah, I noticed she didn’t have any jewelry on. We’re supposed to be observant, guys.”

      “Uh huh,” said Brandon, still smirking. Noah really hoped he showed up at the boxing gym this weekend so he could punch him a few dozen times. “Observant. Sure. If that’s what you wanna call it.”

      Just then, their battalion captain, a huge Black man named Curtis Masterston, poked his head into the bunkhouse. “Prescott, you have a second?” he asked, and then immediately started walking down the hallway, indicating that his question wasn’t really a question. Noah set his things down on his bed and followed the BC out into the hallway.

      “What’s up?” he asked, his mind already racing with what this could be about. Their calls had all gone well, they’d done all the mandatory cleaning and equipment maintenance, he’d even put them through an extra drill. Shit, did the BC think he was overworking his team? Because if he did, that might mean—

      “I need a favor,” said Masterson, his deep voice cutting through Noah’s anxiety. “And I know you’re trying to distance yourself from all the calendar stuff and the attention it got you, but I know you’re the man for the job.”

      A prickling sense of wariness crept over Noah and he kept his expression neutral. “And what job would that be?”

      Masterson crossed his arms over his impossibly wide chest, his white dress shirt adorned with several service medals stretching with the movement. “The Manhattan Coalition for the Homeless is having a charity event tomorrow night, and they asked us to send a participant. I originally asked O’Malley, and he agreed, but he’s out with the flu. So I’ll need you to fill in for him.”

      “Sure, no problem,” said Noah before he even knew what he was agreeing to. It wasn’t in him to say no to a charitable cause or his BC. It was his duty to step up when asked, plain and simple. “What, uh, what’s involved?”

      Masterson grimaced slightly. “Now, remember, you’ve already said yes.”

      Dread settled in Noah’s stomach like a stone, and he swallowed. “To what, exactly?”

      “It’s a bachelor auction. All the money raised will go to the coalition.”

      Noah’s lips parted, and he took a breath, not quite sure what to say. “A bachelor auction?” Well, fuck-a-doodle-doo. “Yeah, I don’t know, sir. That’s not really my scene, and I—”

      Masterson raised a hand. “I know. You’d be doing the department and the charity a huge favor by participating.”

      Noah sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. “Okay. Yeah. What do I need to do?”
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      It was several hours later when Noah pushed open the door to his semi in Jersey City. He’d gotten all the information about the charity bachelor auction from Masterson, then taken the canned goods over to the food bank. Then he’d stopped by the boxing gym and had worked off some pent up energy and stress by pummeling the shit out of the heavy bag for a while. Once he’d felt sufficiently drained, he’d picked up some groceries and headed home, ready to veg.

      Silence greeted him as he stepped inside, entering through the garage door. He lived alone in the semi he’d bought four years ago. No roommates, no pets, no responsibilities. Just himself to look after here, and because of that, it had always felt a bit like a sanctuary.

      Toeing off his boots, he carried his groceries to the kitchen, where he started to put them away, his mind whirring with everything else left on his list for the weekend. Tomorrow morning, he’d try on his suit to make sure it looked good for the bachelor auction he’d gotten roped into. He still didn’t want to do it, but what choice did he have? If he didn’t step up, they’d be left hanging, and that wasn’t fair. So he’d suck it up, let women bid on him, and then take some lady out for a nice dinner.

      Sad to think that his first “date” in over a year would be for charity, but, hey. He didn’t have time for a girlfriend. Given how much he worked, how busy he was with other responsibilities, it wouldn’t be fair to start dating someone and then expect her to just wait around for him all the time. He didn’t want to do that to someone, even if he was a little lonely.

      He’d just have to suck it up. There was no such thing as having it all, and he’d accepted that a long time ago.

      As he put a carton of eggs into the fridge, his phone started ringing. He pulled it out of the back pocket of his jeans, glancing at the screen before answering the call.

      “Hey, Mom,” he said, hitting the speakerphone button and then setting it on the counter so he could continue to put his groceries away. “How are you?”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” she said, and he could picture her sitting in her favorite armchair by the bay window at the front of their house, the lamp on, her knitting in her lap. She’d taught herself to knit a few years ago, and she’d been making Noah a sweater for the past six months. She’d started it in the fall, and at the rate she was going, it might be ready by Christmas. Every single time she saw him, she had him try on what she had, and it was always too small. She’d had to undo so many stitches it had come to be known as the “fucking sweater,” which was hilarious given that his mom didn’t really swear. “How are you?”

      “I’m good,” he answered automatically. It was what he always said no matter what was going on in his life—problems at work, loneliness, stress. It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t put that on her.

      “Mmm,” she said, not sounding convinced. “Will I see you this weekend?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m busy tomorrow, but maybe Sunday?”

      “Sunday’s good. Oh, do you think a bookcase from Ikea would fit in your Jeep?”

      “Yeah, sure. You need me to pick it up for you?”

      “Please, if you wouldn’t mind. I’ll make you dinner on Sunday, okay?”

      “And I assume you need me to put it together, too?”

      “Yes, please, honey. You know I’m no good with that stuff. Oh, and if you could take a look at the internet thingy? The Wi-Fi keeps cutting in and out.”

      “Did you try restarting it?” he asked, the first hint of a tension headache pulling at his temples.

      “Um…I’m not sure. If you could just look at it when you’re here…”

      “Sure, Mom. No problem.”

      “So, any exciting plans tomorrow?” she asked. He started piling the fruit and veggies he’d bought into the fridge.

      “I’m helping Cooper with his truck in the morning, and then I’ve got this charity thing tomorrow night.”

      “A charity thing? What is it?”

      He sighed. “It’s a bachelor auction.”

      His mom let out a little squeal of delight. “Does that mean you’ll have to take a human woman on an actual date?”

      “Yeah. I guess. It’s just for charity. It’s not an actual date or anything, Mom.”

      “Right, right. No, of course. Well, you’re so handsome and a firefighter to boot, so I’m sure you’ll have loads of bids.”

      Noah’s face warmed, and he shook his head. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Seriously. I don’t know why you can’t find a nice girl to date.”

      Noah rolled his eyes. Ever since his younger brother, Levi, had gotten serious with his girlfriend, Madison, his mother had backed off Noah about finding a woman, but now that Levi and Madison were living together and settled, it appeared she’d turned her sights back on him. Hudson, on the other hand, got left alone. Noah would call him lucky, if he wasn’t acutely aware of the reason why she let him be.

      “It’s not a matter of finding a nice girl. I’m just really busy.”

      “Busy doesn’t keep you warm at night or hold you when you’re having a bad day or give me grandbabies. You’re so good looking, you have a good job, a nice house. You have everything going for you. I don’t understand why you’re single.”

      “I just am, Mom,” he said. Everything she’d said was true. He knew he was a good-looking guy. As a captain with the FDNY, he made good money. On the outside, he had a lot going for him. But on the inside, he was a mess, and he knew it. And the last thing he wanted to do was to saddle some woman with the burden of dealing with his anxiety and workaholism.

      “Well, a mother can dream, can’t she? I just want you to be happy, and don’t give me that bunk about being happy just as you are. Because it’s not true. Don’t lie to me.”

      “Okay, I won’t.”

      A silence fell between them. “Maybe the woman who bids on you will be The One,” she said dreamily after a moment. “Can you imagine? What a great story to tell your grandkids.”

      Noah’s stomach twisted, and he shoved a bag of frozen berries into the freezer with a little more force than was necessary.

      “Uh huh,” he said in as non-committal a tone as possible. “I gotta go. I’ll see you Sunday. Text me the details about the Ikea thing. I’ll pick it up for you.”

      “Okay. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      He disconnected the call and slumped back against the counter, bracing his hands on the cool granite.

      Sometimes, he felt as though he were white knuckling his way through his life. Just getting through this shift, this week, this month. But getting through until what, exactly? This was it. This was his life. And he felt guilty for not feeling more grateful for everything he had. And yet…something was definitely missing. He didn’t want to feel as though he were just getting through until some magical, mystical point in the future where he suddenly somehow felt better. Felt happier and less lonely and less stressed and worried all the goddamn time. Guilty and struggling to control all the things he needed to control. Responsibility pressing in on him from all sides, like the trash compactor that nearly took out Han Solo, Luke Skywalker, Princess Leia and Chewie.

      With a sigh, he put away the last of his groceries and trudged up the stairs to bed.
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      The restaurant was loud and crowded, filled to the brim with both locals and tourists wanting to feast on some of the best sushi NYC had to offer. Felicity sipped at her wine, the liquor light and fruity on her tongue. She wasn’t normally a big drinker, but after being stuck in an elevator earlier and seeing her life flash before her eyes for a brief instant, she figured she’d more than earned it.

      “Okay, so tell us about this elevator thing,” said Audrey Tanner, tucking a strand of her dark brown hair behind her ear. She was wearing her trademark red lipstick, something she’d started doing in college. Felicity knew that she’d started wearing bold lipstick in order to feel more confident in her skin. She was a bigger girl, and a few times in college people—mostly jerkass frat boys—had been unkind about her weight. Her red lips were a shield of sorts. Thankfully, Audrey was happily married to a man who appreciated her luscious curves, and she now wore the red lipstick simply because she liked it. “That must’ve been scary.”

      Felicity shrugged and helped herself to some seaweed salad. “It was. I don’t even know how many times I’ve ridden in that thing, and it’s always been fine. But then it just stopped moving, so I hit the alarm, and they had to call the fire department.”

      “God, firefighters are so hot,” said Kara Fan as she toyed with her disposable chopsticks. “You’re so lucky.”

      Mallory Stinson shot out an arm and playfully smacked Kara. “She could’ve died! She’s not lucky to have gotten stuck in an elevator.”

      “No, but she’s lucky to have been rescued by one.” Kara pressed a hand to her chest and sighed. “You guys know firefighters are one of my all-time favorite hero types. They’re brave, and selfless, have amazing muscles and can tie you up in less than five seconds.”

      Felicity laughed, heat rushing through her at the thought of Noah tying her up. Not that she was into that sort of thing. At least, she was pretty sure she wasn’t into that sort of thing. Sex with Peter had always been of the vanilla variety, and she’d never felt inclined to explore other areas of her sexuality with him. Maybe with someone else, it would be different. She didn’t know.

      “Really? I thought you were more into billionaires right now,” said Mal, biting into a piece of tempura broccoli.

      “Well, yeah. I mean, who doesn’t want a hot billionaire to come sweep them off their feet and whisk them away from their boring ass life and solve all of their problems with money and orgasms?”

      Audrey laughed. “See, this is why I like small-town romance more. Those guys aren’t my type. Give me the son trying to save his family’s bed-and-breakfast, or the sexy contractor hired to fix the heroine’s house while the entire town gossips about them.”

      “Okay, so what we really need is a small-town firefighter who’s a secret billionaire,” said Felicity, taking another sip of her drink. The server arrived and set a platter of sushi and sashimi in front of them, and they all eagerly started filling their little plates.

      “Perfect,” said Mal with a decisive nod, peering at a piece of salmon.

      The four of them had been friends since their freshman year at CUNY. Felicity and Audrey had been roommates, and Mal and Kara had lived across the hall. They’d quickly bonded, exploring New York City together, supporting each other through their first hellish week of exams, and drinking wine and watching trashy reality TV when they should’ve been doing homework. Felicity and Audrey had been English Lit majors, while Kara had majored in social work and Mal had taken marketing.

      After college, they’d all stayed in the city and had remained friends, even as their careers had taken them in different directions. Audrey had gone to culinary school and now taught cooking classes, Mal was a freelance web designer, and Kara was a social worker. They’d all been in Felicity’s wedding, and Audrey’s. And they’d all been there to help Felicity pick up the pieces after Peter’s affair and the subsequent crumbling of her marriage.

      Now, they met at least twice a month for dinner, drinks, and dishing about their favorite romance novels. Originally, reading steamy romances had been something only Felicity and Kara were into, but they’d gradually won Audrey and Mal over once they’d hit on their catnip. They were her girls, her crew, her ride or die tribe, and Felicity would do anything for them, just like she knew they’d do anything for her.

      “Okay, but seriously,” said Audrey, biting into a California roll. “Tell us more about this firefighter who rescued you.”

      Between bites of sushi and sips of wine, she told them all about Captain Prescott of the FDNY. “And then we came face to face, and I kid you not, he was the most stunningly gorgeous man I’ve ever seen in person.”

      “We need details,” said Kara, her chopsticks poised over her plate as she hung on Felicity’s every word.

      “Dark hair, thick and wavy. Deep brown eyes and crazy long eyelashes. Amazing mouth. Like, really full lips, incredible smile, dimples. Perfect and sexy and like he had to have been Photoshopped.”

      “Okay, so then what happened with you and Mr. Firefighter?”

      “Noah. He said his name was Noah.”

      “That’s a sexy name,” said Mal. “Can you imagine if his name was, like, Boris or Eugene?”

      “Oh, fuck me Eugene!” said Audrey just a little too loudly, causing several people to glance in their direction. They all burst out laughing. “See? It doesn’t work.”

      “Give it to me, Boris,” said Mal, and they all laughed more, so much that tears streamed down their faces.

      When they’d finally calmed down, Kara lifted her hands in the air. “Okay, okay. Back to Noah. What happened after you got out of the elevator?”

      “Well, it kind of jerked, and he pulled me up and I landed on top of him.”

      “You were on top of him?” Kara squealed, earning them another round of stares.

      “I was. And it was amazing. Like, just lying on top of him felt better than almost anything with Peter.”

      “You mean One-Pump-Peter,” said Audrey dryly.

      “Can’t get it up unless you’re listening to Maroon 5 and have had two glasses of wine, Peter,” added Mal.

      “Thinks vaginas are icky, Peter,” said Kara.

      Felicity laughed, warmth flowing over her. “Yeah. He was tall, probably 6’1, and so built. Like, thick and broad and just so, so yummy. And honestly…I kinda felt like we had a little moment, but obviously nothing came of it. Oh, and I almost fainted, and he had to catch me, so that was embarrassing.”

      “From how hot he was?” joked Audrey, and Felicity shrugged.

      “I mean, I think that had to be part of it.”

      They all laughed and tucked into their food, talking about work, books, their families. But as they talked and ate, something lingered inside her, tugging at her chest and making her feel unsettled. It felt good to laugh about the sorry state of her sex life with Peter, but what if he hadn’t been the problem? What if all of their sexual issues were down to the fact that she sucked in bed? Peter was the only man she’d ever been with—she’d lost her virginity to him six months into their relationship during freshman year—and part of what was holding her back from jumping back into dating was a lack of confidence in herself. She didn’t even know what she liked—not really. She knew what she liked to read about in sexy romance novels, knew the type of man she was attracted to, but what if she met a great guy and he found her utterly and completely lacking? After Peter’s affair, she wasn’t sure that her battered and bruised ego (not to mention her heart) could handle it.

      So it was all well and good to make jokes at Peter’s expense, but what if she’d been the problem? Or at least a big part of it? She didn’t know. She didn’t even know how to find out without making herself vulnerable in a way she wasn’t sure she was ready for again. After spending the past eighteen months rebuilding her life and getting to know herself would everything she’d worked for fall to pieces if she got her heart broken again?

      “Mmm, before I forget,” said Kara, holding a hand in front of her mouth as she talked around a mouthful of salmon sashimi, “the agency bought a table at this charity event this weekend. My boss was going to go, but her son has a karate tournament in Connecticut, so she gave the table to me!”

      “Oh, fun,” said Mal, sipping at her water. “What’s the event?”

      Kara pulled her phone out of her purse. “It’s the Manhattan Coalition for Homelessness’s annual bachelor auction. It’s tomorrow night.”

      “That sounds fun!” said Felicity, taking another bite of her gyoza dumpling, even though she was full to bursting. “I’m in.” Ogling hot men while raising money for charity sounded like a fantastic way to spend her Saturday night.

      “Me too,” said Audrey. “Do you think Craig will be mad if I go on a date with another man? I mean, it is for charity.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be supportive since it’s for a good cause,” said Mal, shaking her head.

      “Okay, perfect. It’s at a restaurant in Midtown. I’ll forward you guys the email.” Kara tapped away on her phone.

      “Speaking of bachelors, how’s the online dating thing going?” asked Felicity. Kara glanced up and shrugged.

      “I mean, it’s fine, I guess. It’s hard not to have analysis paralysis. There are so many choices, and it’s impossible to know if people are being genuine. But I don’t know how the hell else I’m going to meet someone, so…” She shrugged again and then smiled and grabbed Felicity’s arm. “You should do it with me!”

      Felicity took a deep breath and shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?” asked Audrey. “You’ve said that you think you’re ready to date again.”

      Felicity nodded. “And I am. I think. I’ve been on my own for the past eighteen months now, and I do feel a lot more in touch with who I am and what I want. Like, more centered in myself, if that makes sense? So yeah, I think I’m probably ready. But I have almost no dating experience, and that makes it this big scary thing. And I just…I dunno. I don’t think I’m going to meet Mr. Right on Tinder or Bumble or Match or whatever it is people are using. No offense, Kara.”

      “None taken. But who says you need to meet Mr. Right?” she challenged, one eyebrow arched. She smoothed her sleek black hair away from her face. “There’s an entire spectrum out there between single as a Pringle and married. You feel uncomfortable because you don’t have any dating experience. So get some. Don’t worry about finding Mr. Right. All you need is Mr. Right Now.”

      She nodded. “Maybe, yeah. I’ll think about it. Be back in a sec. I need the ladies’ room.” She stood and started weaving her way between the tables, mulling over what Kara had said. Maybe she needed to treat this like something unpleasant but ultimately inevitable, like ripping off a Band-Aid. Just do it, get it over with, and survive it. Learn from it.

      She was nearly at the ladies’ room at the back of the bustling restaurant when her steps faltered. There, sitting only about ten feet away, was her ex-husband Peter, and the woman he’d left her for, Stella. Stella with her long black hair and pale skin and big gray eyes. With her tiny, slender body and impossibly delicate features. She was everything Felicity wasn’t—slim where she was curvy, worldly when Felicity had only ever traveled through books, sleek and elegant and grown up in a way Felicity didn’t think she’d ever be. That just wasn’t her. She was Felicity Hawthorne from Ann Arbor, Michigan, and she loved books and teaching and New York and Cheetos. Felicity Hawthorne, who danced around her kitchen in her SpongeBob sweatshirt, belting out off-key Adele songs into a wooden spoon.

      Felicity Hawthorne, who loved comedies and fast food and celebrity gossip magazines.

      God, Stella probably wouldn’t know what a Cheeto was if it hit her in her tiny face.

      She stood frozen to the spot, staring at Stella and Peter, emotions slamming into her one after the other, making it hard to breathe. Hard to think. Hard to do anything but stare.

      Sadness, and disappointment, and the feeling of failure. Of not being enough. Loss that verged on grief, not over Peter, but over the future she’d once assumed was hers, but now was Stella’s. She stared until her heart hurt. Until she felt dizzy and it felt as though time had stopped.

      Peter reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Stella’s ear, smiling at her like she’d hung the moon. Had Peter ever looked at her like that?

      She didn’t think he had.

      She wrapped her arms around her middle, trying to get herself to move before they saw her. Her throat thickened, and she knew she was dangerously close to tears. The fear of breaking down in the middle of a Manhattan sushi restaurant on a busy Friday night was enough to get her moving, and she dashed into the ladies’ room, shutting herself away in a stall.

      God, she hadn’t been prepared for that. For a borough of nearly two million people, Manhattan could feel so small sometimes. She closed her eyes and took a breath, trying to get it together. Everything she was feeling wasn’t about Peter. It wasn’t really even about Stella. It was about her. Maybe she was lonelier than she’d thought. When people got divorced on TV or in movies, they often made it look so simple, but really, it was the rending apart of two lives that had once been one, and there was absolutely nothing simple about it. Even though she’d found a modicum of contentment in her new life, the need for connection, for companionship, to have a person…it was intense.

      Once she’d recovered from the unexpected shock of seeing Peter and Stella, she made her way back to her table, deciding not to tell her friends about what she’d just seen. Audrey would get all flustered and awkward, Kara would make a fuss over her, and Mal…Mal would probably go over there and dump a drink on each of their heads.

      She dropped back down into her chair and bumped her shoulder against Kara’s. “You know what? I think I will do the online dating thing with you.”

      “Really?” Kara’s face lit up, and she scrambled for her phone. “Awesome! Okay, let’s help Felicity get her profile set up.”

      Proud of herself for recovering after being knocked unexpectedly off-kilter, Felicity tried to enjoy selecting some cute photos and filling out her profile information. With Kara’s help, she created profiles on Tinder, Match, and Bumble.

      “Oh, and you should try Blind Date, too,” said Kara, her face bright with enthusiasm. Felicity wished she were feeling equally enthusiastic, but Kara was right. This was the most practical way to meet someone, and she needed to put herself out there. “It’s cool. There’s no pictures, just a personality profile, and then you get matched with others the app’s algorithm says are suitable for you.”

      “I’ll have to fill that one out later. I don’t want to make you guys sit around while I do that,” she hedged, already feeling a little overwhelmed with the entire process. Pictures and swiping and messaging and games and…God. Couldn’t she just meet someone the old-fashioned way? Was this what the dating world had come to?

      You haven’t even tried it yet, she chided herself, trying to have a positive attitude. Keep an open mind.

      They finished their dinner, paid their bill and said their goodbyes, making plans to meet up before the charity bachelor auction tomorrow. Keeping her fingers crossed as they passed by where Peter and Stella had been sitting, Felicity was relieved to see that they’d already left. The last thing she wanted was to run into them again.

      She walked to the 50th Street subway station, her phone chiming in her purse as she did. But she didn’t feel like looking at her phone, so instead, she immersed herself in the city as she walked. The evening was cool with only a hint of the spring warmth that had permeated the April air earlier that day, but the air was fresh—as fresh as it got, anyway—and the city felt both soft and alive as winter finally receded. Street vendors lined the sidewalk, selling hot pretzels and coffee and all kinds of things that smelled amazing, making her mouth water despite the amazing meal she’d just had. Her phone chimed again, and then again, but she ignored it, preferring to be in the present and soak in the city she loved so much. The glittering lights, the honk of yellow taxis, the occasional siren blast that made her think of Noah, riding on one of those firetrucks. It was funny; she didn’t know him at all, and yet he’d become this presence in her mind, taking up space and making her feel warm inside.

      It took her an hour and a bit to get home by subway and then the PATH, and by the time she had, she’d received five unsolicited dick picks from the dating apps she’d set up. She let out a sigh of disgust as she flipped through them.

      “These aren’t even nice,” she said to herself, shaking her head as she scrolled. “Too small, too floppy, too skinny, too veiny, and oh my God, I think you should go to a doctor because that doesn’t look right, buddy.”

      She immediately deleted all the apps from her phone and went to bed.
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      Felicity wasn’t someone who was obsessed with clothes. She enjoyed them, and liked pretty things, but being on a budget meant she had to shop strategically, so she focused on timeless pieces she could wear over and over again instead of wasting her money on flash in the pan trends. But sometimes her pragmatism when it came to her wardrobe bit her in the ass when she had a specific event to dress for.

      “What does one wear to a charity bachelor auction?” she asked, pursing her lips and tapping a finger against them as she stood in front of her open closet door. She pulled out a white cocktail dress she’d worn to last year’s graduation ceremony, but then decided it was both too summery and too fancy. She wasn’t even sure if she was going to bid on anyone tonight, given how tight her budget was. Which she felt guilty about, but the table was already paid for, so why not go?

      Eventually, she settled on a pair of olive green skinny jeans, a black-and-white striped top, with a pretty red trench thrown over top. She finished the look with a simple, delicate necklace and a pair of leopard print flats. Classy and put together without trying too hard. Or so she hoped. As she studied herself in the mirror, she realized that somewhere along the way, she’d stopped dressing for others and only dressed for herself, now. If she looked good in her own eyes, that was what mattered most.

      Funny how it had taken her world crumbling around her for her to finally learn how to love herself. Which was still very much a work in progress, but then again, maybe it always would be. Wasn’t that how growth worked?

      The auction was taking place at a small concert hall in the Meatpacking District, which meant she had to take the train back into the city again, but she didn’t mind. It would give her a chance to read her book, and she was looking forward to seeing her friends again and checking out the event.

      She had to admit that while she was a little lonely and ready to move on with her life, she’d also learned that she enjoyed spending time in her own company more than she would’ve anticipated. She’d never lived alone before, and her weekends had often revolved around looking after the apartment and doing things that Peter wanted to do. Sometimes it made her almost irrationally angry at how she’d curved her life around his, bit by bit, until she’d forgotten what she liked. He always chose the movie because if she picked something and he didn’t like it, she’d hear about it for days. He always chose the restaurant. He decided if he was going to make plans with his friends or not and often left her waiting to find out what the plan for the weekend was. But if she made plans first, and he expected to hang out with her, he’d make her feel guilty. He’d mutter comments under his breath about selfishness and always putting herself first.

      Well. Now she really was putting herself first, and she’d learned to let go of the guilt. The past eighteen months had been a long, slow process of letting things go and excavating things long buried. Day by day, week by week, she was creating a new life for herself. It wasn’t perfect, and she clearly had a ways to go, but it was hers and she was doing it. Imperfectly perfect.

      She’d slept in that morning and then savored her coffee while paging through her copy of The New York Times. Then she’d taken a long shower, put on a face mask, and painted her nails a delicate shade of soft pink. Once she was ready, she’d gone out to do a few errands and then returned to do a speed clean of her apartment. Yes, it was small, but one of the perks was that she could clean the entire thing in under 45 minutes. No more spending hours every weekend dusting and scrubbing and vacuuming. After lunch, she’d curled up with her book and a cup of her favorite tea and lost herself in a world of fancy dresses and balls and estates.

      Not too shabby for a drizzly Saturday in April. She never would’ve been able to take so much time to just putter and be when she was married to Peter, and that thought had her pausing. Yes, she wanted to date again, but what if she brought someone else into her life and she lost that newfound sense of freedom that she was loving? She liked the space and the quiet and the simplicity of the life she’d made for herself. What if dating messed all of that up?

      She met her friends out in front of the Chelsea Ballroom on West 16th Street just before 7 PM, joining the long line of women queueing to head inside. There was a large banner advertising the event hanging above the doors, with the Manhattan Coalition for the Homeless’s logo right in the middle. As the line inched forward, Kara pulled out the ticket showing they had a table for four reserved, and soon they were inside and away from the damp spring air. Felicity smoothed a hand over her hair, hoping it hadn’t frizzed too much in the mist. Not that it mattered. She was here to support a good cause and maybe bid on something in the silent auction. She didn’t have the money to actually a buy a date with one of the volunteers, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy the show.

      They were shown to their table, and dinner was served soon after. While they were eating, a woman came by, passing out information packets about the bachelors who’d be up for auction. The first few pages contained information about the charity, the sponsors of the event, and other ways people could show their support that evening if they weren’t bidding on bachelors. There was a silent auction, a 50/50 raffle, and a form to fill out to donate directly to the charity.

      Audrey flipped past the first couple of pages as she picked at her salad, and they all leaned in, eager for a glimpse of some of Manhattan’s most eligible bachelors. There were three bachelors listed on every page, with twenty-four up for auction. Each had a color photograph, along with a brief bio and the starting bid.

      “There is something gravely wrong with the world if these men are single,” said Audrey, shaking her head.

      “Or something gravely wrong with these men,” said Mal, tapping her finger against the paper.

      Felicity laughed. “That’s probably true. Maybe these are the guys who write you a message that says ‘hey’ and then proceed to immediately send you a photo of their completely uninspiring dick.”

      “Please tell me that didn’t happen to you,” said Mal, shaking her head in disgust.

      “Oh, it did. Five times. I deleted all the apps.”

      “Felicity! You promised you’d try!” said Kara, swatting at her arm.

      “I did try. And then I had dicks in my eyeballs, so I decided that was enough trying for this century.”

      “I don’t blame you,” said Audrey. “I honestly don’t know how they walk around with those things.”

      “I’m sure it has its ups and downs,” deadpanned Felicity, and they all laughed.

      “It’s hard sometimes, for sure,” added Mal, grinning into her drink.

      “And it can be a total pain in the ass,” cracked Audrey, sending them all into fits of laughter.

      “Now, now, let’s not get cocky,” said Kara between giggles.

      Once the laughter had died down and Felicity had wiped the tears from her eyes, she sighed and shook her head. “The online dating thing just isn’t for me. Sorry, Kara. More power to you, but I just want to meet someone more…organically.”

      “But you do want to meet someone, right?” she asked, her head cocked.

      “I do. Even if the idea of dating again terrifies me, I think I’m ready. I wish you could, like, practice dating, you know? So that I don’t blow it with some great guy because I’m such a dunce when it comes to this stuff.”

      “By stuff, do you mean actually dating, as in the social part, or something else?” asked Mal.

      “Something else as in…” Felicity’s eyebrows rose, the facial expression equivalent of a question mark.

      “Sex.”

      Felicity’s cheeks warmed at the mention of it, and she shrugged. “I mean…yeah. Peter was the only guy I’ve ever been with and he cheated on me, so clearly something was lacking there.”

      “Yeah. Peter was lacking common decency, kindness, empathy…I could go on,” said Audrey.

      “I love you,” said Felicity, pulling her into a side hug. They returned to perusing the leaflet with the bachelor information, and Felicity had to admit that there were a lot of appealing sounding men. Maybe if she lived on ramen for a month and didn’t take any cabs, she could afford to bid on one.

      Soon, the lights dimmed, and the auction started, hosted by a DJ from the pop music station Z100, and Felicity sat back to enjoy the show. The first bachelor up was Gray, a detective with the NYPD who’d done some underwear modeling in the recent past. It was fun watching him up on stage, flirting with the crowd, trying to increase the bids. Once his date had been auctioned off for $4500, the next bachelor walked out, a football player for the New York Giants. Then there was a fantastic looking architect named Seth, followed by a tech millionaire named Cal. Kara practically melted in her seat when the veterinarian named Flynn brought a puppy on stage and then took off his shirt. The crowd was growing more and more uninhibited and wild with each man, and Felicity found herself laughing and hooting along.

      She’d always enjoyed charity, after all.

      After Flynn had been auctioned off—much to Kara’s dismay—the DJ lifted her microphone to introduce the next bachelor.

      “Now, ladies, for our next bachelor, we have a substitution. We were supposed to have Ian O’Malley from the FDNY up next, but he wasn’t able to make it tonight. But don’t worry!” she said cheerfully when a round of disappointed groans rose from the crowd. “There’s another firefighter filling in for him, and if you’ve seen the FDNY charity calendar recently, I think you might recognize him. Please welcome bachelor number six, Captain Noah Prescott.”

      Felicity almost fell out of her chair as Noah—her Noah—strode out onto the stage wearing a simple black suit that did him all kinds of favors.

      “Oh my God,” she said, curling her fingers around the white tablecloth, needing something to hang onto. She felt blindsided for the second time in twenty-four hours, but her response to seeing Noah unexpectedly was completely different from when she’d stumbled across Peter and Stella. She felt hot, almost feverish as Noah grinned at the DJ, somehow managing to look both a little shy and supremely confident.

      She reached out and grabbed for Audrey and Mal, who were sitting nearest her. “That’s him! That’s Noah.”

      Mal’s eyes went wide, and she almost sputtered on her drink. “That’s Noah from the elevator?” she asked, her eyes bouncing back and forth between the stage and Felicity.

      She nodded. “Yeah. That’s him.”

      “God, you weren’t kidding,” said Audrey, fanning herself. “I’d break him in half, given the chance.”

      Just then, the first bid came in, and the heat inside Felicity morphed into a bitter burning sensation in her throat. Yes, this was for charity, and yes, they were strangers, but the thought of him going on a date with someone else made her stomach feel as though it were full of concrete. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to watch this. If only she had the money…But then that was ridiculous. She wouldn’t even know what to do with a man like Captain Noah Prescott. She couldn’t quite muster up the courage to date a regular guy, never mind a freaking Adonis like him.

      “Guys, we need to make this happen,” said Audrey, meeting everyone’s eyes as she glanced around the table. “We need to make sure Felicity is the winner of a date with Noah.”

      “No,” said Felicity, cringing as another bid for Noah came in. “I can’t ask you guys to do that.”

      “If we pool our money, we can totally make it happen,” said Mal. “Think of it as your birthday and Christmas gifts combined.”

      Before she could say anything else, Kara stood up, holding her paddle high. “Two thousand!” she shouted, and the DJ/auctioneer pointed at her, acknowledging her bid.

      They huddled close together, talking in hurried whispers about how much each of them could afford to contribute.

      “Don’t leave me out, guys,” said Felicity, shaking her head. “I can put in $1000.”

      The bids inched higher, and Kara stood up again, outbidding everyone else. Then she turned to Felicity, her eyes bright and her cheeks pink. “I don’t care what it costs. You’re getting that date with your fantasy firefighter. I’ll sell a kidney if I have to.”

      “No one needs to sell any organs. We’ve got this,” said Mal. “Bid what it takes, and I’ll cover whatever we need.”

      “Mal, you don’t have to do that,” said Felicity, feeling a little too warm. She pushed her sleeves up her arms and took a sip of her water, anxiety and adrenaline and excitement making her sweaty.

      “I know I don’t,” she said with an affable shrug. “But I want to and I can.”

      Noah took off his suit jacket, giving everyone a glimpse of the rock-hard body evident beneath his white button-down. A series of screams and hoots rose from the crowd, and Felicity could’ve sworn he blushed.

      “I think we need to show them what’s beneath that T-shirt,” said the DJ just as Noah’s pictures from the FDNY calendar flashed up on the screen at the back of the stage. Several paddles shot up into the air.

      “Holy mother of abs,” said Audrey, smacking her palm down on the table. Felicity reached for her napkin, twisting it in her hands as heat pulsed wildly between her thighs. In the first picture, Noah was shirtless and wearing his helmet and his firefighter pants and boots, bracing himself against a fire escape in a way that made every single one of his muscles pop. A few tattoos decorated his tanned skin, only adding to his appeal. The screen darkened and then a new picture appeared, this one of Noah smiling at the camera while cuddling a kitten, wearing his pants and suspenders and nothing else.

      More paddles shot up into the air.

      “Mal, it’s gonna be too expensive,” said Felicity, feeling panicked. But she wasn’t sure if her panic was because she was worried about winning or losing the auction.

      Mal waved her away and thrust her paddle into the air. “Seven thousand!” she shouted. Felicity pressed her hands to her hot cheeks, her entire body vibrating with anxiety. On stage, Noah rubbed a hand over the back of his neck and then winked when the movement made his shirt pull tight around his biceps.

      Lust slammed into her, sending butterflies exploding through her stomach. God, he was so, so sexy it almost hurt to look at him. Her nipples had beaded into tight, aching points, and a dull but insistent throb had settled between her thighs. Oh God, how was she supposed to go on a date with him? She’d spontaneously combust. She’d embarrass herself—if she didn’t straight up die. It was too much. She couldn’t do it.

      “Sold to the ladies at table ten!” said the DJ, pointing at their table. Mal flourished her paddle and took a bow.
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      “Thanks again for doing this, Noah,” said Paula, the DJ/auctioneer for the event when she poked her head backstage. “You were awesome. Your winning bidder should be back to say hi in a minute.” Then she disappeared back out on stage, leaving Noah with a few other bachelors in the little room backstage. There was a table set up with bottled water, coffee, and pastries, but he wasn’t hungry.

      He pushed a hand through his hair and sank down in one of the plastic folding chairs. He had to admit, being up on stage and having those women bid for him had made him feel pretty damn good about himself, especially with the way they’d reacted to his firefighter calendar pics. His brothers teased him mercilessly about those pictures, but the calendar raised a lot of money for burn victims, so he was happy to do it. He figured that one day, if he was lucky to live long enough, he’d be old and fat and bald, so it’d be nice to have those pictures to look back on. He could just imagine showing his grandkids those pictures of when he’d been in his prime.

      Wait. Grandkids? When had grandkids entered his plans? To have grandkids, he’d need to have kids, and to have kids, he’d need to have a wife or a partner. And to have that…well. He’d have to be a different person, living a different life. An alternate universe Noah.

      The door to the room opened, and a volunteer for the event showed his winning bidder inside. The stage lights had been bright, and he hadn’t been able to see anyone in the crowd clearly. He wondered what she’d be like.

      “He’s right in here,” said the volunteer, and a very familiar woman stepped into the cramped room, narrowly missing bumping into a chair. Noah’s heart stopped completely and then restarted at double time as his brain scrambled to make sense of what he was seeing. It couldn’t be. Manhattan wasn’t that small, and he wasn’t that lucky.

      “Hi,” said Felicity softly, raising her hand in a half-wave. “I promise I’m not stalking you.” She closed her eyes and clamped her lips together, pink flushing her cheeks. “Not that you would think I was, I just…”

      He stood from the chair and approached her, holding her gaze. “If you were stalking me, I’d be flattered,” he said, shooting her a wink. The pink blooming across her cheeks deepened. God, she was cute. Cute and hot and sexy and pretty. All of it. He couldn’t stop staring at her. Something about her had burrowed under his skin when he’d helped her out of that elevator yesterday, something he didn’t quite understand.

      “Well, then,” she said, clearing her throat when her voice came out on a high-pitched squeak. “Hi.” She closed her eyes again. “I’m sorry. You make me nervous.”

      He grinned, totally charmed by her honesty and by how flustered she was. With the way women often threw themselves at him, it was endearing. Refreshing. “I do? Why?”

      She gestured at him, her hand moving up and down. “I mean, look at you. What woman wouldn’t be nervous around all of this?”

      He chuckled and shook his head, her compliment settling over him like sunshine. “I have to say, I’m surprised that you’re the winning bidder.” Seven thousand dollars seemed like a lot of money for a high school teacher to have on hand, but her finances weren’t any of his business.

      She laughed and shook her head, the sound cascading over him. Just being around her was making him feel…lighter, somehow. He couldn’t explain it.

      “My friends pooled all of their money together. I…” She twisted her fingers together, another blush streaking across her pretty face. “I told them about the elevator, and the sexy firefighter who rescued me, and then when I realized it was you up on stage, I told them and…here I am. Again, I swear I’m not stalking you.”

      He didn’t miss the fact that she’d described him as sexy to her friends. He’d been called sexy before, but hearing it come straight from Felicity in her sweet voice was something else altogether. It made him feel good. Fantastic, even.

      “Your friends pooled their money together to buy you dinner with me?” He just wanted to make sure he was hearing it right. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had put so much effort into just seeing him.

      She ignored his question and instead asked, “Oh, we’re going to dinner?” A smile danced at the corners of her lips. Just that hint of it made him want more. What would it take to earn a full-wattage grin?

      “We are. The charity provided a gift card for a French bistro. When did you want to go?”

      She bit her lip, and he shifted on his feet as his gaze dropped to her luscious mouth.

      “Is tomorrow too soon? Can we go tomorrow?”

      He grimaced, wanting to say yes, loving her enthusiasm. It was adorable. Fuck, she was adorable. “I have plans, and then I’m on shift. Could you do Wednesday night?”

      She nodded, her smile widening. “Yeah. Wednesday should work.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Why don’t you give me your number, so we can iron out the details?”

      “Okay,” she said, and it looked as though she were about to bounce on her toes. “I’m sorry,” she said as she typed. “I just thought I would never see you again and…” She shook her head and handed his phone back to him. Their fingers brushed as she did, sending electricity zinging up his arm and heating his blood. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this attracted to a woman. Not just attracted. Taken. Utterly fascinated.

      “And what?” he asked, putting his phone back in his pocket.

      She froze, a guilty, borderline horrified expression on her face, like a kid who’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. She swallowed and licked her lips, drawing his attention to her mouth again.

      “Nothing,” she breathed after a moment. “You’ll text me? About Wednesday?”

      “Yeah. I will. Promise.”

      At the word promise, her smile flickered and then returned, but not nearly as bright as before. “Right. Okay. I’ll, um, I guess I’ll see you.”

      “Yeah.” She started to walk away when he called out to her. “Hey, Felicity?”

      She turned in the doorway, her auburn hair swirling around her shoulders. The sudden vision of burying his hands in all of those reddish-brown locks flooded his brain, and he had to clear his throat in order to regain his train of thought.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m…glad we got to see each other again.”

      Her smile returned, wide and genuine this time. “Me too, Noah. Me, too.”
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      Noah stepped inside the cozy interior of Brooklyn Custom Skinwork, the tattoo parlor his brother Hudson owned and ran. The wooden floors were comprised of hand-scraped planks, the walls covered in ornate wallpaper and lavishly framed mirrors. Artwork filled in the open spaces, and several plants hung from the ceiling or sprouted up from ceramic pots on the floor. Several chairs, upholstered in a creamy, buttery yellow, sat by the front door, and large binders containing samples of the work done sat on the low-lying coffee table.

      Noah took another step inside the bustling shop, the buzz of a tattoo gun mingling with the indie rock playing at a low level through the speakers. Conversation and laughter wove its way through the other sounds, creating a sonic tapestry that was as enveloping as the décor. A smile pulled at Noah’s lips as he looked around, proud of what Hudson had accomplished. He’d been stubborn and hadn’t wanted to take the help Noah had offered at first, but eventually he’d softened and had accepted Noah’s loan—on the condition that he paid him back within five years. Noah didn’t care about the money. He just wanted to see Hudson thrive.

      “Noah, hey!” came a bright, bubbly voice, and he spun. Violet MacAllister was one of Hudson’s best tattoo artists and a close friend. She’d been working at the shop ever since it had opened, and while their friendship seemed an unlikely one, given how different Violet and Hudson were, it seemed to work.

      Violet pushed a blond curl out of her eyes and smiled at him. The piercing in her nose glinted in the light, her colorful, fairytale-themed sleeve visible beneath the arm of her T-shirt. “What brings you by?”

      Noah tipped his chin towards the back. “Hud’s been working on a new design for me. I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d stop in and see how it’s going.”

      Violet’s eyes lit up. “Cool! What are you getting?” she asked, leaning her elbows on the counter.

      “It’s a phoenix,” he said, feeling suddenly self-conscious.

      “Ooh, I like it. Where?”

      He held out his left arm and turned it over, showing her the bare underside of his inner forearm. “Here. Five, maybe six inches.”

      “Full color?”

      “Yeah. Watercolor style. I don’t have any like that.”

      Her eyes glinted mischievously. “Watercolor’s my specialty. You should let me do it.”

      He shook his head, smiling at her. “You know how sensitive he is. I can’t betray him like that.”

      “Pfft. It wouldn’t be a betrayal. But I get it,” she said, standing up and shrugging. She glanced over her shoulder and then moved closer. “Be gentle with him today. He ran into Jessica this morning.”

      Noah’s eyebrows rose. “Oh, really? Good to know. Thanks for the heads up, Vi.”

      “Anytime.”

      “He’s in the office?”

      “Yeah. He doesn’t have another appointment until…” She picked up the iPad from the counter and squinted at the screen. “Three. He’s all yours.”

      He nodded and started making his way through the shop. Each of the tattoo artists had their own space, marked off with black macrame room dividers. There were four sectioned off areas, and then a narrow hallway at the back that lead to the washrooms, a storage area where the autoclave was hidden, and Hudson’s windowless office.

      Noah rapped his knuckles on the open door and then stuck his head inside. Hudson was sitting behind a desk, hunched over a sketchbook and frowning, deep lines creasing his forehead. He could tell from the set of Hudson’s jaw, the slope of his shoulders, the slight flare of his nostrils that Jessica had happened.

      “Hey, Violet said you were back here,” he said when Hudson didn’t look up from his sketchpad. He heaved a sigh and set his pencil down, then looked up at Noah, crossing his arms.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he asked, his voice flat.

      Noah stepped into the office and closed the door behind him. “Came to talk about that piece you’re doing for me.”

      Hudson’s eyes widened, and he shoved a hair through his thick blond waves. “Shit. Yeah. The phoenix. I’m sorry, man. I haven’t started working on it yet.”

      Noah shrugged. “It’s fine. No rush.” He paused and then decided he needed to be the one to yank Hudson out of his head. “So. Violet said that you ran into Jessica this morning.”

      Hudson’s eyes cut to Noah, and he rubbed a hand over her mouth. “I did, but I didn’t mention it to Vi.”

      Noah snorted. “Well, she knew. Hell, if she hadn’t told me, one look at you and I would’ve known. You okay?”

      A silence hung in the office, thick and heavy as humid air.

      “She’s engaged. To someone else,” Hudson said quietly after several long seconds.

      Noah sank down into the chair opposite the desk, shaking his head. “Shit, man. I’m sorry. That’s rough.” A few years ago, Hudson and Jessica had been engaged, but then she’d called off the wedding the night before, asserting that she was in a different place in her life than he was, and while she loved him, she wasn’t ready to settle down. Except now, apparently she was.

      Hudson said nothing, just picked up his pencil and resumed sketching, retreating into his art, just like he always did. If it wasn’t drawing, it was painting, or photography, or writing poetry or short stories. He’d spent countless hours losing himself to creative pursuits to escape the reality of his heartbreak, and now, it was mere habit.

      “How did Vi know?” he asked, his pencil scratching over the page. “I didn’t say anything.”

      Noah shrugged. “She’s been one of your closest friends for a long time now, Hud. She knows you, cares about you.” Sometimes Noah wondered just how much Violet cared about Hudson, but even he had his limits on how much he stuck his nose into his brothers’ lives.

      “Yeah,” said Hudson, still sketching, tilting his head to look at his drawing. “Sorry about the phoenix. I’ll get a mockup done for you this week.”

      Noah waved a hand in the air. “Sure. Whatever. No rush.”

      “So, what’s new with you?” he asked, erasing something on the page and then delicately blowing away the tiny bits of rubber and lead.

      “Same old. Work. Mom. More work. Life. You know.” And then, a pair of green eyes flashed before him, surrounded by auburn hair. A freckled nose. A gorgeous laugh. “Oh. And I have a date this week. But it’s for charity.”

      Hudson looked up, one eyebrow lifted. “Charity? You’re gonna have to explain that one to me, brother.”

      “I represented the FDNY at a charity bachelor auction this weekend, raising money for the homeless. I’m taking the winning bidder out to dinner tomorrow night.”

      Hudson just stared at him and then blinked.

      “What?” asked Noah, shifting in his seat.

      “Just trying to decide whose dating life is more pathetic, mine or yours.”

      “I don’t think there are any winners in that competition.”

      Hudson let out a brittle laugh. “No. Definitely not.” He returned to his sketch. “So. Tell me about the lucky lady.”

      “I don’t really know that much about her. Her name’s Felicity Hawthorne and she’s a high school teacher. We actually—this is sort of funny—we actually met when she got stuck in the elevator at her school last week.”

      “Small world. So, a high school teacher. I’m picturing a bun, glasses on a chain, cardigan she knit herself with a bit of cat hair on it.”

      “Ha, nope. She’s actually…” Words danced on Noah’s tongue. Words like pretty. Adorable. Cute. Sexy. But he didn’t want to say them out loud. He wanted to keep them to himself. Maybe he wanted to keep Felicity to himself. That odd surge of protectiveness rose up inside him again. “Young,” he finally said. “Maybe late twenties.”

      “Can you do something for me?” Hudson asked suddenly, tossing his pencil into a mug on his desk filled with others just like it.

      “Yeah, of course. Anything.” The words were fast, automatic.

      Hudson closed his sketchbook and stood from behind his desk. “Try to enjoy it. I can’t remember the last time you went on a date. Charity or not, have some fun. For once.”

      “Hey, I have fun.” Noah stood too, following Hudson out of his office.

      Hudson snorted. “Yeah. Okay.”

      “I do.”

      “Work is not fun. Running around trying to take care of everyone and everything is not fun. Working out until you can’t think straight isn’t fun.”

      “Maybe not to you,” he said, elbowing Hudson in his stomach, which was just as flat as Noah’s, although not as defined.

      “Just…do it, okay? As a favor to me? Have fun.”

      Noah said goodbye to Hudson and headed to the station for the overtime shift he’d agreed to, even though he was tired. He turned over his brother’s words again and again, poking at them, trying to weigh the truth of them. Of course he’d have fun with Felicity on their date. He’d just…

      Okay. Maybe Hudson had a point. A teeny, tiny, insignificant but true point.

      Mentally, he added figure out how to have fun to the list of tasks constantly running through his head.
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      Felicity sat in the teachers’ lounge, picking at her chicken Caesar salad. She knew she needed to eat something, but try as she might, she couldn’t seem to get her stomach to settle down enough to make anything appetizing. Everything inside her felt knotted tight—her tongue, her lungs, her stomach, even her brain. All she could think about was her date tonight with Noah. Even just the thought of his name had her nerve endings sizzling and short circuiting.

      With a sigh, she dropped her fork into her plastic lunch container and sat back in the stiff wooden chair. Conversation buzzed around her as any teachers not assigned to cafeteria supervision sat crowded around the 90s-style dining table with its scuffed light oak surface and knobby chairs.

      “Feeling okay?” asked Ezra, one of the school’s drama teachers that Felicity had had a crush on once upon a time. Granted, pretty much the entire female faculty—along with more than a few students—had a crush on Ezra. In his early thirties, he had thick dark hair, kind blue eyes, a charming smile, and a fit body. He was sweet and disarming, with a good sense of humor and a calming presence.

      He was also happily married to his high school sweetheart, and they’d just had a baby boy last year. Which, given what Felicity was learning about the Manhattan dating scene, made perfect sense.

      “Oh yeah, I’m fine. Just not that hungry today.” She picked up her fork and dropped it back into her lunchbox, then put the lid back on her salad.

      Ezra nodded, then looked around the drab lounge. The carpet was gray, but the kind of gray that didn’t even feel like a color, it was so lacking in any memorable qualities. The walls were a faded lime green, a long-forgotten attempt to make the room a little cheerier. It clashed with the flamingo pink Formica countertops in the kitchenette, the plain white cabinets attempting to balance out the contrasting colors. Just then, the fridge kicked on, the compressor grinding and rattling noisily. Sometimes Felicity thought the entire fridge might take off, just shoot right up into the ceiling with how loud the motor was. It made everything in the fridge smell slightly of motor oil, along with long forgotten tuna sandwiches and dill pickles. That smell was why she’d invested in an insulated lunch box, so she wouldn’t have to hazard putting her lunch in there every day.

      Ezra leaned in closer, a thick strand of dark hair sticking straight up from his head endearingly. “I have an idea,” he said, tilting his head and studying her.

      “What’s that?” she asked. She assumed he meant about the senior class’s production of Clue.

      “What would you say about going on a blind date with my brother?”

      His question caught her totally off guard, and she reached for her water, taking a long sip hoping to cover her reaction.

      “Oh, um. I don’t know. I…” She’d been about to say that she wasn’t ready to date, but that wasn’t entirely true, was it? And she’d been the one to tell her friends that she wanted to meet someone organically. This was decidedly more organic than a dating app. At least, she was pretty sure it was.

      Ezra smiled that famously disarming smile and held a hand up. “Just hear me out. His name’s Garrett and he’s been divorced for about a year now.”

      “Okay…” she said, still not sure.

      “He works on Wall Street and lives here in the city.”

      She frowned slightly at the mention of Wall Street. Wall Street dudes weren’t really her type. Then again, did she know what her type was? She’d only ever dated Peter.

      “Do you have a picture?” she asked, straddling the line between gentle interest and politeness.

      Ezra pulled out his phone and pulled up a recent shot of his brother Garrett holding Ezra’s son. He was handsome, she had to admit. Dark blond hair cut close, same blue eyes as Ezra, pleasant smile. But looking at the picture, she didn’t really feel a rush of…anything.

      She swallowed and licked her lips. “How old is he?”

      “He just turned forty-one. Oh, and he has a daughter. Her name’s Ava, and she’s eight. He shares custody with his ex.”

      The seed of doubt that had planted itself right in the middle of Felicity’s chest bloomed. “I think he might be a little old for me,” she said gently. She wasn’t sure she was comfortable dating someone ten years older than her. “And I’m not sure I’m ready to date someone with a kid. No offense to your brother. He’s really good looking and I’m sure he’s a good guy. I just don’t know that he’d be the right match for me.”

      Ezra shrugged affably and slid his phone back into his pocket. “Fair enough. But if you change your mind, let me know.”

      “I will. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      She packed up her things and started the trek back to her classroom. She’d decided she’d make friends with the stairs, both to get a little exercise, and because she wasn’t getting back in an elevator anytime soon if she could avoid it. By the time she reached her classroom, she was out of breath and overly warm, and she sat down at her desk, intending to use the rest of her lunch period to work on a lesson plan for next week.

      But something was nagging at her, and it took her several minutes to put her finger on what. She realized she would’ve felt wrong to accept a date with Garrett, given that she had a date with Noah tonight.

      Which was absolutely ridiculous. This was for charity, and there was absolutely no way that Captain Noah Prescott of the FDNY was thinking of this as a proper date. He probably dated bikini models or something. Not regular, everyday women like her. That he was even single was a little puzzling, but then again, she was single and there wasn’t anything inherently wrong with her.

      At least, not on the surface.

      That same doubt from earlier came back, roots thickening and burrowing into her. She knew she was pretty. Smart, and interesting, and kind. But none of that had been enough for Peter. And if it hadn’t been enough for Peter, there was absolutely no way it would be enough for a man like Noah, who looked like he’d stepped out of the pages of a magazine and performed selfless, heroic acts on a daily basis.

      No, there was absolutely no way that he was thinking of their date as anything but a good deed for charity, and she needed to remember that. Tonight would be a night to indulge in a fantasy and have a little fun. To let herself imagine she could actually be with someone like Noah. But she’d be silly to let nerves get the better of her, despite how intimidating he was.

      Her friends had given her this gift, and the least she could do was try to enjoy it and not have any expectations. Years with Peter had taught her that if she lowered her expectations, she was less likely to be disappointed. And once upon a time, she’d thought having to lower her expectations was unfair. That it was selling herself short and why shouldn’t she want things? But then she’d come to learn that if she expected little, her feelings were safe. She was safe.

      And she was going to stay that way.
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      Noah stepped into the little French bistro and felt as though he’d stepped right into Europe. From the classic white wainscotting on the walls to the airy accordion music, the light blue tablecloths with the wicker-backed chairs to the flower boxes beneath the windows exploding with colorful tulips, it felt both elegant and romantic. He glanced around, wondering if Felicity was already here, and smoothed a hand down the front of his button-down shirt. An unexpected bout of nerves raced through him, making his skin tingle. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been on an actual date. His love life consisted mostly of Tinder hookups and one-night stands, and he hadn’t even done that in…shit. Close to a year. He’d been so caught up in everything else—work, his family, his community—that dating had just kind of fallen off the radar.

      Or maybe he’d dropped it on purpose. After a while, the one-night stands all started to blur together, and he knew he wasn’t cut out for more than that. Not with his already overflowing plate. He’d make a fucking shitty boyfriend, no doubt about it.

      He didn’t see Felicity anywhere, so he slipped his phone out of his pocket, checking for messages from her. They’d only texted briefly, so he could tell her the location of the restaurant and they could agree on a time for dinner. But he had to admit, he was looking forward to seeing her again. There was something about her—there’d been something about her when he’d pulled her out of that elevator. The brightness in her eyes, the kindness of her smile. The way her features all worked together to make her almost exquisitely pretty. And then again when she’d been the winning bidder. The way she’d blushed at his lame attempt at flirting, how she’d clearly been happy to see him again, too.

      Not that he could offer her anything beyond a nice dinner and conversation tonight, and that reminder acted like a bucket of ice water, tampering both his nerves and his excitement. This was one dinner for charity and then they’d go their separate ways.

      “Hey,” came a sweet voice from behind him, and he spun. He’d been so lost in his thoughts about her he hadn’t even registered the bistro’s door opening. He froze when his gaze locked on her, his entire body going haywire in a way he’d never experienced before.

      Heart at double speed. Prickling skin. Rocks in stomach.

      Felicity.

      He cleared his throat and smiled. She held out her hand just as he went in for a hug, and they laughed awkwardly as she patted his shoulder gingerly. Her fingers were delicate, warm through his shirt, and he had to suppress a little shiver. Normally, when it came to women, he was controlled. Deliberate and in charge. But with Felicity, he could feel some of that control eluding him, staying just out of his grasp. And fuck, he liked that.

      She was wearing an emerald green blouse that made her eyes look like matching jewels, a pair of jeans, and soft yellow ballet flats. Her hair was loose, tumbling over her shoulders and down her back in a sheet of auburn. A whiff of something—vanilla and sugar and cinnamon—danced around him, tightening his gut. God, she smelled good. His blood warmed, and his cock felt heavy.

      “Hi,” she said, shaking her head and laughing. “Sorry, I’m just…Like I said before. You make me nervous.”

      He couldn’t quite wrap his head around that. This woman probably had men falling at her feet on a regular basis. And if she didn’t, it was only proof of how fucked up society and dating and all of that was. His blood heated even further at the idea of being on his knees in front of her. Breathing her in. Finding out what sounds she’d make as he—

      He gave his head a shake, his cock hardening against his zipper. He took a step toward her, his gaze roving over her face. She sucked in a shaky breath, and he could see her pulse jumping in her throat. She blinked rapidly, her thick eyelashes fluttering. Lifting his hand, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She gasped quietly, almost inaudibly, as the pads of his fingers grazed the soft, warm skin of her cheek.

      “You don’t have to be nervous with me, Felicity.”

      She pressed ever so slightly into his touch, making arousal hum through his veins. The urge to take care of her, to protect her and look after her, was almost overwhelming in its intensity. Suddenly, the idea of Felicity—delicate, sweet, gorgeous Felicity—being on her own in this city made his stomach churn uncomfortably.

      She bit her lip, and he had to fight back a groan rising up in his throat. She had no idea what she was doing to him. Everything about her was so innocently sexy, and again, that innocence made him want to shelter her. Protect her.

      Keep her all to himself, away from the big bad world and the loads of creeps and jerks in it.

      Her lips parted on a soft exhale and she smiled up at him. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve been on a date of any kind, and while I know that this isn’t a real date, I’m just…” She licked her lips again, and his cock thickened. What would those lips feel like on him as he wove his fingers in her hair and told her what a good fucking girl she was?

      Holy. Hell. He needed to get a grip. Right fucking now.

      “You’re a little intimidating,” she admitted in a breathy whisper, her cheeks going pink.

      “I am?” He knew what she meant, but he was an asshole who couldn’t help himself around her, apparently. He wanted to hear her say it. Needed it with surprising urgency.

      She nodded, the movement making her skin brush against his fingers. “You’re this hot, sexy firefighter who poses for calendars and rescues people and it’s just…” She trailed off, her face flaming red. He dropped his hand from her face and gave her hip a squeeze.

      “What if I told you I haven’t been on a date in a long time, either? Maybe you’re not the only one feeling a little intimidated.”

      She let out a laugh that danced over his skin. “Right, like you’d find me intimidating.”

      He leaned in close and then wove his fingers through hers. “It’s not every day I get to have dinner with a gorgeous woman, and…I want it to be good for you.”

      She swallowed as his words hung between them. The air practically shimmered with heat. But then the hostess returned to the stand at the front of the restaurant and showed them to their table. Noah kept Felicity’s hand tucked in his as they wove their way between tables, that protective bear inside him taking over.

      Once they’d been seated at a prime table by the window, glasses of water poured, bread basket delivered, an awkward silence settled over them, and he shifted in his seat. He knew he should talk to her, make conversation, ask her all the myriad things he wanted know about her, but he couldn’t seem to stop staring. Every single thing about her was captivating in a way he’d never experienced before. The fall of her thick hair over her delicate shoulder. The dusting of freckles on the bridge of her nose. The purse of her lips as she sipped at her water.

      “So…” he finally said, wanting to put her at ease. “Tell me about yourself.”

      She shrugged and bit her lip again. Goddamn, she was going to kill him with that lip. Those teeth. “What do you want to know?” Her hand trembled a little as she adjusted the silverware on the table.

      He wanted to keep her talking, knowing it would help with her nerves. “I don’t even know your last name or where you’re from. Maybe we could start with that.”

      “It’s Mo—” She cut herself off, her hand flying to her mouth. “Hawthorne. Felicity Hawthorne. And I’m originally from Michigan, but I moved to the city for university and never left. Well, I live in Jersey now, so not technically the city, but you know what I mean.”

      He nodded, tilting his head as he studied her. “I live in Jersey, too. Jersey City.”

      Her face lit up. “Really? Me too! Where do you live?” She immediately clapped her hand over her mouth again. “You don’t need to answer that. That’s really invasive and personal. Like I said, it’s been a very long time since I’ve been on a date of any kind.”

      Just then, the server came to take their orders, so they busied themselves with studying the menus.

      “Do you drink?” Noah asked, studying the wine list.

      She nodded. “I do. Wine?”

      “Absolutely. Red or white?”

      “White, please.”

      He turned to the server. “Could we get a bottle of the chardonnay? And a charcuterie plate?” He wanted to stretch this out as long as possible. He was already dreading saying goodbye, have a nice life at the end of the date.

      Felicity reached out for her water glass, but her hand was shaking so badly that she nearly knocked it over. A blush fanned out across her face and she used her napkin to dab at the drops on the tablecloth. “Sorry,” she said, shaking her head.

      He reached out and took her hand in his, tracing her small knuckles with his thumb. “Hey, look at me.” When she did, her green eyes slamming into his, it felt as though a bolt of electricity had charged through him, making him feel hot and alive. “Take a deep breath. Everything’s fine. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. I’m having a nice time.” She sucked in a shuddering breath, and then another. “Good.”

      After a moment, she let out a soft giggle. “I feel bad. I’m making you use your firefighter skills on me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, when I was stuck in that elevator, you were so calm and reassuring. It didn’t even occur to me to be scared or worried because you were so…comforting. And now you’re doing it again.”

      He traced his thumb over her knuckles again, mesmerized by the softness of her skin. “I’m glad. And I want you to enjoy yourself this evening. Please. This was expensive, and…” He trailed off. “I’m sorry, but I gotta ask. How did you afford this?”

      Her blush deepened. “You’re going to think I’m a psycho stalker or something.”

      He shook his head even as the idea of Felicity stalking him made his gut tighten and his blood simmer. “Definitely not. I’m just curious.” Then he leaned closer. “And I have to admit, I was happy to see you again.”

      She swallowed thickly. “Now you’re just being nice.”

      “I am nice, but I’m telling you the truth.” He shook his head. “I…” The words wouldn’t come, so he shot her a smile and then a wink, trying to reassure her. To comfort her. The knowledge that he could give her that was powerful. Heady. He didn’t even know her, but the need to look after her was intense, sparking something long buried inside him. Something almost primal. He couldn’t explain it, and frankly, he didn’t care about the why. All that mattered was right now, Felicity sitting across the table from him. It felt important.

      “You what?” she asked softly. The server returned with their bottle of wine and two glasses. He opened the bottle and poured a tiny amount into Noah’s glass, forcing him to take his hand back. He took a small sip and nodded. The server poured them each a glass and then disappeared again.

      “So,” he said, taking another sip of his wine and dodging her question. “You were telling me about how you’re not stalking me?”

      She took a sip of her own wine and tucked her hair behind her ear, the tip of which was bright red. “Right. Okay, well. My friend Kara is a social worker, and the agency she works for bought a table at the auction, so she got the tickets. We just went for fun. I had no idea you were going to be there, obviously. I mean, you weren’t even in the brochure because you were a last-minute substitution.” She took another sip of her wine. “Anyway, when I saw you up on stage, I couldn’t believe it, and neither could my friends. I’d told them about the whole thing with getting stuck in the elevator and you and…” She trailed off, twisting her napkin in her slender fingers. “Um, yeah.”

      “You told your friends about me?” he asked, wanting to hear the rest of the story.

      “Well, yeah. I mean, I told them about the firefighter who helped me out of the elevator, and then there you were up on the stage. So they had this crazy idea that…I don’t know. I don’t know. Just that we should go on this date. So they pooled their money, and I chipped in and we won. I won.”

      Her eyes met his, and he felt something warm and heavy in his chest, like something inside him was magnetized to something inside her. There was an unmistakable pull. And fuck if he knew what to do with that. One date was one thing. But there was a reason he was single and planned to stay that way. And God, the last thing he’d ever want to do was hurt someone because he couldn’t…

      He grinned at her and clinked his wine glass against hers, that pull inside him seeming to take over. “I like your friends.”

      She laughed, a light, tinkling sound. “Me too. I owe them. Big time.”

      The server set their charcuterie plate down in the middle of the table and Felicity leaned forward, taking it all in. “Oh God, I’m so hungry. I hope you ordered something for yourself,” she said, shooting him a cheeky smile as she picked up her little plate and started filling it with cheese, crackers, fresh strawberries, thinly sliced meat, and pickles. She bit into a pickle and let out a tiny little moan.

      “Oh, that’s good,” she said in a way that had him imagining her saying exactly that while he—

      No. Stop. Can’t happen.

      He filled his own plate, and once they’d had a few bites, he sat back in his chair. “So, you don’t date much, huh?”

      She immediately stopped eating and wiped the tips of her fingers on her napkin. “No. Uh oh. Does it show?”

      He laughed, loving the way her eyes sparkled at him like emeralds when he did. “Not at all. I’m just trying to figure out how you’re single and why you don’t date.”

      “Oh.” The sparkle went out of her eyes and she wiped her fingers again. “Well. I’m divorced.”

      “Recently?”

      She shook her head. “No. We split up about a year and a half ago. He was my college sweetheart, my only actual relationship, first…well. First everything. And I want to get back into the dating world—I think—but I have no idea what I’m doing.” She popped an olive into her mouth. Noah was still stuck on the idea that she’d only ever been with one man. Fuck. His cock was rock hard against his thigh. She blew out a breath, once again completely oblivious to the effect she was having on him. “I tried some of the dating apps.”

      “And how did that go?” he asked, shoving a grape in his mouth to counteract the bitter taste of jealousy on his tongue.

      She laughed. “I lasted all of three hours.”

      He winced and took a sip of his wine. “That bad, huh?”

      “It was dick pick central.” She leaned forward on her elbows, a conspiratorial—and adorable—gleam in her eye. “And they weren’t even good ones.”

      He laughed. “I thought you’d only ever seen one?” he teased.

      Her mouth fell open, but she was smiling. “In person, yeah. But there are other places to see a dick, Noah.”

      His mouth went dry, and he took another sip of his wine. The sound of his name in her sweet, feminine voice was twisting up his insides, making him feel hot and restless.

      “Why, Felicity Hawthorne. Are you a naughty girl?”

      She sucked in a sharp breath, and he could see her nipples puckered beneath her shirt. But then she shook her head and sighed, drawing his attention back to where it belonged.

      “I don’t know what kind of girl I am, these days. Still figuring it out, I guess.”

      He reached for her hand again. “You will,” he said, sending her a reassuring smile.

      “Are you…I mean, so…why don’t you date much?” she asked. The server returned—he was getting an extra large tip for his impeccable timing—to take their dinner orders. Noah ordered the salmon, and Felicity ordered the roast chicken. Reaching into the ice bucket, he fished out the wine bottle and topped up her glass.

      “You’re not driving anywhere, are you?” he asked. She shook her head.

      “Nope. It’s the train for me.”

      “Alone?”

      “No, I have a bodyguard waiting outside.” She waited a beat and then laughed. “Yes, alone.”

      The idea of her taking the train back to Jersey alone at night didn’t sit well with him. Not at all. But he also didn’t know her well enough to do anything about it.

      “I’m not letting you dodge that last question,” she teased, clearly starting to get past her nerves. Good. He wanted to see this side of her, the playful, flirty side. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

      He chuckled, shoving a hand through his hair. “Mostly just busy, I guess.”

      “With work?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, that’s a big part of it. My job is intense. Twenty-four-hour shifts, overtime. And I have family responsibilities, too.”

      “Oh. Do you have a…um, are you a…”

      “No, no. No kids.” Something twisted in his chest.

      “Never married?”

      He shook his head. “Just to the job.”

      “Ah.” She nodded, but something in her expression changed. A slight downturn in her mouth, eyes cast away from him. “How long have you been a firefighter?” she asked.

      “Eleven years now.”

      “What made you become a firefighter?”

      “My dad,” he answered automatically before wishing he’d said something else. But when she simply leaned forward on her elbows, studying him, he felt his mouth moving all by itself. “He was a firefighter, too. He died on September 11th.” Noah had said the words so many times that they’d started to lose meaning, but right here, right now with Felicity, they felt sharp and new again.

      She reached out and laid her hand over his, her skin impossibly soft and enticingly warm against his. “Oh. I’m so sorry. How old were you?”

      “Fourteen.”

      She shook her head, a look of pure empathy on her face. Not pity, but empathy. “Noah. My God. That must’ve been so hard for you.”

      Something cracked open in his chest, and he found himself frantically trying to close it.

      He took a sip of his wine and shrugged. “It was, but it was a long time ago. How’d you get into teaching?” he asked, swiveling the conversation back to her. He wasn’t normally so honest, so forthcoming about his father, but Felicity was easy to talk to. This didn’t feel like a first date. It felt far easier than that. Maybe because it wasn’t a real date at all, as much as he was starting to wish it was one.

      She smiled, seeming to recover from the slight awkwardness of the previous moment. “I wanted to be a teacher since I was little. I used to line up all my stuffed animals in front of this little blackboard in my room and teach them the alphabet and how to add.”

      He chuckled, picturing a tiny Felicity schooling a row of teddy bears on their ABCs. Adorable.

      “My dad died, too,” she blurted, and when he met her eyes again, he couldn’t look away. Magnetized. Again.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice coming out rough around the edges. “What happened?”

      “He had an aneurism in his sleep when I was nine. I was—am—an only child, so it was just my mom and me.”

      The server brought out their food, but Noah found he’d suddenly lost his appetite at the idea of a nine-year-old Felicity losing her dad, only her mom to look after her.

      “Are you and your mom close?” he asked, picking at the salad on his plate.

      She nodded, holding her hand up in front of her mouth as she chewed a mouthful of roasted veggies. “We are.”

      “Did she ever get remarried?”

      She shook her head. “No, but she’s been with Stephen for about ten years now. He’s a retired airline pilot. They’re happy, so I’m happy. What about your mom?”

      “No. She had her hands full with me and my two younger brothers. I tried to help as much as I could, but…” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck and then forced himself to take a bite of his supper. “I tried to help as much as I could.”

      “Mmm. I get the sense you always help as much as you can.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged, toying with her fork. “You went into a profession that requires selflessness and dedication. You said that you don’t date because you’re too busy with other responsibilities. I mean, you stepped in at the last minute to fill in at the charity auction because they needed help.”

      He felt as though he’d just been nailed to his seat. How was it he’d known her for less than an hour and she could see him so clearly?

      “I think service is important,” he said carefully.

      “Oh, I agree. I wasn’t trying to criticize. It was just an observation. I got into teaching because I love learning and nurturing young minds. You got into firefighting because you’re a helper. I think if you can find a career that plays to your natural strengths, it’s so much more satisfying.” Her mouth twisted to the side. “What’s the worst job you’ve ever had?”

      “When I was in college, I spent one summer working for a moving company. It was hot, sweaty, people were stressed and cranky. It was brutal work.”

      “Hmm, but I bet you got good tips. Especially from your female customers.” She grinned at him, and he felt his face warm.

      “Maybe a few times,” he admitted. “What about you? Worst job ever?”

      She laughed. “Oh, that’s easy. When I was in high school, I worked in housekeeping at a local hotel. If it comes out of the human body, I’ve cleaned it up.”

      Noah wrinkled his nose, laughing and shaking his head. “Yuck.”

      “Yeah. People do crazy things in hotel rooms.”

      Their eyes met, heat simmering in the air. “Mmm,” he murmured. “They do.”

      Well, shit. Now he was thinking about Felicity in a hotel room, naked and begging and—

      Stop. Don’t let yourself go there. Can’t happen.

      She took a sip of her wine and a bite of her meal before turning those assessing green eyes back on him. There was something about the way she looked at him that made him feel as though she was seeing all of him. Not just the surface parts, but the things he didn’t show many people.

      Like the fact that his father’s death was his fault. It didn’t matter what his family said or thought, he knew the truth. And he’d spend the rest of his life trying to make things right, even though he knew he never could.

      “What would you do if you couldn’t be a firefighter?” she asked, taking another bite of her dinner.

      He sat back, considering her question. No one had ever asked him that before, and he’d never really given it any thought because he loved being a firefighter. There was no other career for him. Smoke and flames were part of who he was.

      “I don’t know,” he said after a moment. “I really don’t.”

      “You love it.”

      He nodded. “I do. Do you love teaching?”

      She smiled, big and wide. “I do. It’s rewarding watching these young kids follow their passions and open their minds to the world around them. The school I teach at is an arts magnet school, so the kids tend to be motivated and interested in what we’re studying.”

      “What do you teach?” he asked, realizing he didn’t know.

      “English. I typically have three classes per semester. It’s not the best paying job in the world, but I don’t think I’d trade it. It’s extremely gratifying to watch these kids learn and grow.”

      He nodded, respecting the hell out of the pride she took in her work, the obvious passion she had for it.

      For the next little while, they tucked into their meals, chatting about work and family. She told him about her mom, and he told her about his brothers. She told him about helping with the upcoming school play, and he told her about what it was like to fight a fire. And the longer they talked, the more he wanted to keep talking. To keep asking her questions. To keep basking in the way she looked at him while he talked.

      And Noah knew that meant one thing: he was in deep shit.
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      Felicity felt like she was floating. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this good. This happy, this carefree, this…delighted. But for the past couple of hours with Noah, that’s how she’d felt, and the feelings had only intensified the longer they talked.

      She couldn’t get enough. And not just of looking at him, although he was so gorgeous he didn’t look quite real. Of him. His voice, his laughter, the way his brown eyes seemed to pin her in place, making her feel as though she were melting. Dissolving. She kept having to curl her fingers into her palms to stop herself from reaching out for him. Yes, they’d touched a little, but only a little, and she knew that this wasn’t a real date.

      The reminder, while necessary, also soured the taste of the chocolate soufflé she’d just taken a bite of. She’d be a fool to confuse kindness and friendliness with anything more. Because while she was having a good time, there was no way that a man like Noah would seriously be interested in her—if he was even looking for a relationship, and he’d said that he wasn’t. That his job came first. And she respected that, even if it left her feeling a little sad. Bereft.

      He sipped his after dinner decaf coffee, tilting his head as he studying her. He had this way of looking at her that made her feel so…so alive. Like she’d been stuck in a black-and-white photo and now she was living in full Technicolor motion.

      “I want to ask you something,” he said, setting his cup down. “And I’m not trying to be rude.”

      “What is it?” she asked, taking another bite of her dessert. She was generally an open book, and she knew that she’d tell him whatever he asked.

      “What happened? With your divorce?”

      “Mmm,” she said, setting her spoon down. “Well.” She wiped at her mouth with her napkin. “The short version is that we grew apart, grew into different people and things were strained. Tense. We weren’t happy, but neither of us really knew what to do about it. And then he cheated and left me for another woman, and that was that.”

      She tried to sound matter of fact about it. She didn’t want Noah to think she was still hung up on Peter.

      Not that it mattered, since this wasn’t an actual date and Noah wasn’t interested in her.

      His eyebrows rose slowly, and his large hand inched across the tablecloth until his fingers were brushing against hers, sending tingles dancing up her arm.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his brown eyes soft and warm. Gentle and kind. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      She sighed and let herself lace her fingers with his. “No. I didn’t. But it was for the best. I can say that now, in hindsight. We weren’t happy, and we were never going to be happy.”

      “You deserve to be happy, Felicity,” he said quietly, this thumb tracing over her knuckles and making her shift in her seat, heat churning through her at the simple contact. It was as though every single nerve ending in her body was hypersensitized to him. She met his eyes again and was surprised to find sadness there. Regret. Maybe even longing.

      Which was crazy. Clearly, she’d had too much wine.

      “So do you,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Are you? Happy?”

      “I…” He hesitated, staring down at where their hands were joined. “Yeah. I think I’m happy.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      He smiled, and she was transfixed by the way his smile completely transformed his face. He could go from brooding and stern to playful in the blink of an eye, and she loved that she was getting to see all of him. As much of him as she could absorb in these few hours together. “I can tell you definitively that right now, in this moment, I’m happy.”

      Giddiness rushed over her, warmth flushing her skin. “This is the best non-date date I’ve ever been on.”

      He gave her fingers a squeeze that had her thighs pressing together. What would those big, powerful hands feel like on other parts of her body? Not that she’d ever know. “Me too.”

      She let out a sad sigh as the server brought their bill, and Noah paid with the gift card given to them by the charity. Then he opened his wallet and slipped a twenty-dollar bill under his empty cup.

      “Oh, we can split the tip,” she offered, reaching for her purse, but he shook his head.

      “I’ve got it.” He stood and held out his hand to her, helping her up from her chair. “Come on, I’ll walk you to the station.”

      “Oh,” she said, feeling slightly flustered. “You don’t have to do that.” Even in their best days, Peter never did anything like that for her. She’d never realized it while they were together, but even when she’d been in a relationship with him, she’d always been pretty much on her own in terms of looking after herself. Peter had loved her once, in his own way, but she didn’t think he’d ever cared for her, and there was a distinct difference.

      Noah leveled his gaze at her, his smoldering brown eyes sparkling. “Felicity, I’m not letting you walk through the city alone at night. No way.”

      “I walk through the city alone at night all the time.”

      “Not when you’re with me, you don’t.”

      Her stomach exploded with butterflies, giant wings flapping clumsily. God, the idea of being with Noah was enough to knock the breath right out of her lungs. Her heart felt bruised from how hard it was beating against her ribs.

      “Okay,” she said quietly, leaving her hand in his. His skin was warm, his fingers thick and strong between hers. They made their way to the door and then stepped out onto the sidewalk. The temperature had cooled significantly, but there was still a sweetness in the air that only happened in the spring. Or maybe the air smelled sweet because of how she was feeling. Floaty and happy and full of life.

      “This was really nice,” she said as they started walking down West 55th. The traffic was still heavy even though it was after nine, and the sidewalk was brightly lit and filled with pedestrians. “I wish all dates could be like this. Then I might actually feel like I know what I’m doing.”

      Noah’s grip tightened on her hand, as though the idea of her going on dates with other men bothered him. But that couldn’t be. Why would he care what she did after tonight?

      “Mmm,” he said gruffly, the sound rippling over her skin and making her ache between her legs. How was it that every single thing this man did was almost painfully sexy? It wasn’t fair.

      They passed by another restaurant and then beneath the ever-present scaffolding jutting out onto the sidewalk. When they reached 6th Avenue, they turned right. She tilted her head back, taking in the towering glass buildings and sweeping architecture surrounding them. She didn’t spend a ton of time in Midtown, but she liked it. It felt so alive and vibrant and cosmopolitan. In silence, the city buzzing around them, they passed coffee shops and restaurants, drug stores and bodegas, banks, and food carts.

      Her heart sank as they approached West 57th, where she’d catch the F train from the subway station there. She didn’t want the night to be over, but she knew it had to.

      “Well,” she said, as they stepped under yet another construction awning. “Thank you. I had a wonderful time. Even if it was just a…a practice date.”

      Noah shifted on his feet, his expression changing from stone faced to intrigued.

      “I have an idea.”

      Her eyebrows rose, and she swallowed, her heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings. “What’s that?”

      “What if we went on another practice date?”

      “What?” she asked, not following.

      “Hear me out. You’ve said that you’re ready to start dating again, but you wish there were a way you could practice so that you could feel more confident and not held back by your lack of dating experience. I could help.”

      She arched one eyebrow, caught entirely off guard by his offer. “I still don’t understand.”

      He rubbed his free hand over the back of his neck. “I’m not…I don’t have room in my life for a relationship. I’m not offering that, because I can’t, and trust me, it has nothing to do with you. But I could help you get some dating practice.”

      She bit her lip, weighing what he’d suggested. “Why?” she asked, studying him. “Why would you do that for me?”

      He shrugged. “Because I want to help.”

      She nodded. “Right. You like to help.” She didn’t want to feel like a charity case. Like he pitied her. “Was I really that bad tonight that I need practice dates?”

      “God, I’m really fucking this up, aren’t I?” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Yeah, I do like to help. But don’t think that I’m some saint, Felicity.” He lowered his head, leaning in so that his breath fanned against her ear as he spoke. “I’m a selfish asshole who wants to spend more time with you, but I don’t want to lead you on.”

      Her eyes widened, and her heart vaulted into her throat. “You want to spend more time with me?”

      He pulled back and grinned, making her knees weak and her head light. “Yeah. I do.”

      She bit her lip and something flashed in his eyes, something dark and hot. “So we’d go on more practice dates, just as friends, because you’re not looking for a commitment right now.”

      “Right.”

      “And then what happens when I’m ready for real dates?” She held her breath, even though she knew she wouldn’t get the answer she was hoping for. Because Noah liked her—as a friend. And while she liked him in a very different way, maybe she could settle for being friends. Going on practice dates.

      She glanced around, as though someone might be watching them. “I don’t know…what if the charity police come after us? Are we allowed to go on more than one date, practice or not?”

      He laughed, the skin around his eyes crinkling enticingly. “We might be breaking the charity laws, it’s true.”

      “We’ll be sanctioned by the official governing body of all charitable dates.”

      “I think that’s covered in the Geneva Convention.”

      They both started laughing, a lightness coming over her. “Okay, Noah. I’ll take you up on your offer. Practice dates so that you can get your good deed badge for the month.” Because the truth was, she didn’t really believe his other reason, that he just wanted to spend time with her. He was probably just trying to protect her ego while taking her dating life on as a cause.

      “I was never a boy scout,” he said, leaning forward again, his lips almost brushing her ear. “But I am very good with knots.”

      Her face flamed as she imagined just what Noah could do with those knots. “Is this flirting part of the practice dating package?”

      An expression flickered across his face, and for a tiny second, he almost looked disappointed. But then he smiled again, and it was like the sun coming out from behind clouds. “I think that’s a given. Flirting practice, dating practice.”

      She had a feeling that he didn’t smile much. Maybe that was something she could give to him in return. Dating practice and the chance to spend more time with him in exchange for a little levity. A little happiness.

      “So, um. When did you want to…” She paused, cleared her throat, feeling off-kilter. “Go on a pretend date?”

      “I’m working this weekend, but what about early next week?”

      “Sure. And since we both live in Jersey City, we can hang out there instead of trekking into the city.”

      He nodded. “Okay.” Then he lowered his head again and pressed a soft kiss to her cheek. Her toes curled in her ballet flats and her pulse fluttered in her throat at the simple, chaste contact. Head bloomed outward from where his lips had grazed her skin. “Will you do me a favor and text me when you get home? Just so I know you’re okay?”

      She nodded shakily, still trying to catch her breath. “I will.” No one had ever asked her to do that before. Ever. It was a new feeling, to be so cared for. “Um. Goodnight?”

      He smiled at her and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Goodnight Felicity. Text me when you’re home.”

      She nodded and turned, bouncing down the steps into the subway station, her cheek still tingling from where he’d kissed her. Her heart still throbbing, her breaths still raspy and uneven. Heat still pulsing between her legs. Her mind buzzing.

      Once she was on the train, she didn’t put in her earbuds to listen to music or a podcast, or take out her book to read. All she wanted to do was think. About Noah, their date, his offer, seeing him again.

      She knew she’d be a fool to let herself get caught up in this. He’d been extremely clear with her that he wasn’t looking for a relationship, that he wanted to be friends with her, and that their practice dates were to help her get more confident so that she could re-enter the dating world without being terrified. And that was all fine. It was. But she couldn’t deny that she was attracted to him, or that she felt some very un-platonic things for him. And that was the scary part, because what if spending more time with him only made her want him—the man who didn’t want her—more? What if she was only setting herself up for heartbreak and disappointment?

      No. She could handle this. She’d be crazy not to take Noah up on his offer, not only because she liked spending time with him, but because he was right. She needed the practice. After a few practice dates with Noah, she’d be ready to step out into the dating world on her own. He was like her safety net. A very sexy safety net who smelled like cedar and oranges. Whose smile made her feel weak. Whose laugh made her want to rub herself on her like an affection-starved cat.

      By the time she got home, she’d turned it all over in her mind at least a dozen times. She knew she could get hurt, that he was just trying to be nice, and that her feelings and attraction were one-sided. She also knew she wasn’t going to turn down the chance to spend more time with him, even if it was only because she got the distinct impression that he could use a little sweetness and light in his life, and if she could give him that, then she would. There was a heaviness to him, a weariness, as though he was carrying the world on his shoulders. But then he’d smile at something she’d done or said, and that felt like a reward all on its own.

      Maybe that was part of why he’d made his offer. Because he could use a little more happiness in his life. And she wanted to give him that, even if it meant risking her own heart in the process.
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      Noah socked his gloved fist into the heavy leather bag swinging in front of him. He’d had to come in early this morning because some asswipe had tried to break in to the private facility, setting off the alarm. Thankfully, the break-in attempt had been unsuccessful, but they’d done some damage to one of the doors. He’d spent the past hour on the phone with his contractor arranging for repairs to be made, then sending out an email to the members letting them know they’d have to use the back door for the next few days until it was repaired.

      He hit the bag again and again, sweat streaming down over his temples, soaking his hair, coating his bare chest. It was Monday, and this past weekend had been an absolute shitshow with back-to-back calls. Jesse had fucked up on one of those calls, rushing into a dangerous situation and almost getting himself killed. Thankfully, he was fine, but Noah had ripped him a new one. Then the battalion commander had ripped Noah a new one, and he’d had to work overtime drafting new training plans to reassure the BC that it wouldn’t happen again.

      His mom wanted him to go with him to his father’s grave at some point this week to plant some fresh flowers now that spring was in full bloom, and he felt guilty about how much he hated going. But all it did was bring up the horrible memories of the day he’d died, and the reason he’d been at work in the first place.

      All it did was remind Noah that it was his fault.

      He hit the bag so hard that the impact reverberated up his arm, but nothing seemed to be enough. It felt as though an iron-fisted giant was gripping his torso, squeezing him until he couldn’t get a good breath.

      “Hey,” said Hudson from behind him, a bag slung over his shoulder. Hudson wasn’t really into boxing, but he hung out at the gym often anyway. Noah was relieved to see that he looked better than the last time he’d seen him, after the run-in with his ex.

      “Hey,” said Noah, dragging his forearm across his sweaty forehead. “How’s it going?”

      “I…need a favor.” Hudson rocked back on his heels, his hands shoved in his pockets. Noah dropped his arms to his sides and turned to face his younger brother.

      “Anything. What’s up?”

      “We had a minor problem at the shop yesterday and blew a circuit. Well, it turns out that not only is the whole panel dead, but the wiring needs to be updated in order to be brought up to code.”

      “Shit. Okay. How much?”

      “It would be a loan. I’ll pay you back. The only reason I don’t have the cash on hand right now is because of the fancy new autoclave we bought, and we just upgraded all the chairs.”

      “It’s okay, Hudson. I’m happy to help. I’m basically an investor in the business, anyway.”

      Hudson sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. “The quote is $10,000.”

      “No problem.”

      Hudson’s shoulders dropped from around his ears. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” It would mean a lot of overtime over the next couple of months to replenish the money from his savings, but he wouldn’t turn Hudson down. “I’ll write you a check later today.”

      “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it. And I’ll pay you back.”

      “I know you will. Don’t worry about it.”

      He turned back to the bag and hit it a few more times, fresh tension coiling inside him, making him feel like a compressed spring.

      Just then, Brandon came out of the locker room, his hair damp from a shower. As one of the co-owners of the gym, he’d shown up too after the alarm had gone off and then had stayed for a workout. He clapped Noah on the shoulder as he passed.

      “Hey, thanks for taking care of the door.”

      “Yeah, no sweat,” said Noah, peppering the bag with jabs and hooks. But it wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough to get rid of the tightness in his chest, the heaviness in his limbs, the tightness of his shoulders.

      “Uh, you still good to help me move this weekend?” asked Brandon, shifting from foot to foot.

      “Yep.” Fuck. He’d forgotten he’d promised Brandon he’d help him move into his new place. But it was fine. He wanted to help. He needed to help.

      Because if he spent enough time and energy helping, maybe he could outrun the guilt he felt. If he did enough good, maybe it would make up for the bad he’d caused.

      “It’s cool if you’re busy, man. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate.” Brandon gave him an appraising look, but Noah just punched the bag again and then shot his friend and colleague a smile.

      “I’ll be there.” Noah hated letting people down. He hated not keeping his word. He needed people to see him as someone responsible, dependable. Solid and stable and worthy of trust and respect because of it.

      Just then, Noah’s phone chimed from where it sat on a nearby bench, and he dropped his hands, knowing he needed to take a break. He had a habit of pushing himself too hard when he was feeling overwhelmed.

      He pushed himself too hard a lot.

      He pulled at the strap of his glove with his teeth and then tugged the glove off, tossing it aside. When he picked up his phone, a smile spread across his face.

      Felicity: I hope you had a good weekend and that work wasn’t too crazy for you.

      Felicity: Also, good morning

      Felicity: Also also I’m looking forward to seeing you again.

      Felicity: Is that okay to say? Since this is just a friends thing and we’re only going on practice dates?

      He yanked his other glove off and tossed it aside so he could type out his response, warmth that had nothing to do with his workout radiating through his heaving chest.

      Noah: Work was nuts, but it often is on weekends, so I’m used to it.

      Noah: Also, good morning to you too. Hope you slept well.

      Noah: Also also I’m looking forward to seeing you again too. It’s 100% okay to say that. I want you to know that you can always be honest with me, Felicity. Okay?

      He wiped at his brow, and some of the tension started to ease out of him, loosening his shoulders, the knot in his stomach.

      Felicity: Okay. And I did sleep well. When are we going to go on our practice date?

      He navigated to his calendar, wincing. He was busy today and tomorrow, then back on duty on Wednesday. Maybe he could do Friday night, if he bailed on dinner with his brothers. Guilt tugged at him as he considered it.

      Fuck. This was why he didn’t date. This was why he didn’t do relationships. Try as he might, he couldn’t figure out how to fit someone into his life. His plate was overflowing. Sometimes he thought of his life like a big Thanksgiving dinner plate. He’d loaded his plate up with everything in front of him, everything offered to him, even things he didn’t like. Turkey, stuffing, cranberry sauce, mashed potatoes, rolls, mac and cheese, sweet potato casserole, Brussels sprouts. There wasn’t room for anything else. So now, when someone passed him something he wanted—like green bean casserole—he couldn’t have any because he’d used up the last of his space with fucking Brussels sprouts. But he’d feel bad if he pushed the Brussels sprouts aside to make room for something else.

      He was stuck. Stuck in his life. Stuck in his commitments.

      And that was why he was single, and would stay that way. Bringing a woman into this wouldn’t be fair to either of them, no matter how much he wanted her.

      And God, he wanted Felicity. Over the past several days, he’d thought about her a lot, and he wanted to see her again. He was going to see her again, and fuck, that probably made him a huge asshole. He’d been as upfront with her as he could, hoping he wasn’t leading her on, but also knowing he was being selfish.

      He thought for a moment, guilt warring with something bigger and brighter, and ultimately stronger.

      Noah: Are you free on Friday?

      Felicity: I am now.

      Noah chuckled, loving that she was just as eager to see him again, but also knowing he had to tread carefully. So, so carefully.

      Noah: Perfect. Have you ever been to Barcade?

      Felicity: No, but I’ve heard of it. It’s the place with the crazy drink menu and all the games and the bowling alley, right?

      Noah: That’s the one. I thought it might be fun for our next practice date.

      Felicity: Yeah. That sounds good.

      Noah: Would it be okay if I picked you up at your place? I hate the idea of you out alone at night.

      Felicity: That’s really sweet. And yeah. That’s fine with me.

      Noah mentally added clean Jeep to his growing list of things to do that week. But for once, adding an item to his list sent a little thrill through him, as opposed to making his shoulders feel heavy and tight.

      She texted him her address, and his smile grew.

      Noah: You live less than two miles from me.

      Felicity: Seriously? Small world sometimes, huh?

      Noah: No kidding.

      “Who the hell are you talking to?” asked Hudson, emerging from the locker room wearing actual workout clothes. Apparently he had some stress to work off today, too.

      “What?” asked Noah, darkening the screen of his phone and setting it down on the nearby bench. “Why?”

      Hudson shook his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile like that before. Like, ever.”

      “Like what?” Noah’s breath caught in his throat.

      Hudson shrugged and headed toward the weight rack. “I dunno. Like…you’re actually happy about something for once.”

      Something settled over Noah, something new and exciting and fucking terrifying. He could easily get caught up in these so-called dating lessons he’d concocted as an excuse to spend more time with Felicity. He could lead her on and hurt her if he let things go too far. And hurting her was the last thing he wanted to do. But he couldn’t deny how good he felt just texting Felicity. How his entire body felt as taut as a bowstring with the anticipation of seeing her again. Of hearing her laugh, of gorging himself on her cinnamon and vanilla scent again. Of forgetting about the rest of the world and all the shit on his plate, just for a few hours.

      “What’s her name?” asked Hudson without looking at him.

      Noah sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. “Felicity. But it’s not serious. It’s just…she’s just a friend.” He wasn’t sure if he was justifying himself to Hudson or reminding himself.

      Just then, there was a commotion from the back of the gym as several people entered through the back door. Loud male voices carried above the music, and Noah frowned until the men came into view. Then a wide grin spread across his face.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked, stepping away from Hudson and heading toward the group of five. “I didn’t even know you were in town.” Before him stood his brother, Levi, who worked out at the gym regularly, along with all four of his cousins, two of whom he hadn’t seen in a long time.

      Theo Prescott pulled Noah in for a hug, giving him a hard squeeze. As soon as he’d let go, Theo’s brother Sebastian hugged him too, and then did some crazy secret handshake type thing with Hudson. Theo had moved to Los Angeles over two years ago now to be with his then girlfriend—and now wife—Lauren. Lauren was a singer, and she’d needed to move to LA to work on her album, which had turned out to be a smash hit, catapulting her to stardom. She was currently working on her follow-up album.

      Sebastian had also moved out to California, but farther north to Lake Tahoe, where he was working as a snowboarding coach for the US national team. His girlfriend Kayla had joined him out there, and was now working for a non-profit.

      “I had no idea you guys were in town,” said Noah, clapping Max and Lucian on the shoulders as they passed. The last time all seven of them had been together had been almost a year ago, at Theo and Lauren’s wedding. Lucian and Max each held a tray of coffees and passed them around as everyone climbed into the boxing ring and sat down, legs stretched out in front. Something inside Noah’s chest warmed at the way his family just barged in and made themselves at home. He loved it. He’d missed it.

      “Lauren’s in town for work, and I had some time off, so I thought I’d join her,” said Theo with a shrug. Theo was a successful family law attorney back in LA.

      “And when I heard Theo was coming, Kayla insisted we come too,” said Sebastian. “I think she misses the city more than she lets on.”

      “And someone had to spring for coffee,” said Max wryly, a grin turning up the corner of his mouth.

      “And help carry them,” said Lucian dryly, shaking his head.

      “How’s married life treating you?” Noah asked Theo, sipping his coffee. Happiness radiated through him at the unexpected family time. He’d missed these guys. Missed the connection and the camaraderie.

      Theo chuckled and shook his head. “It’s good, man. Really fucking good.” He toyed with the simple silver band on his ring finger. “I’m only sorry that it took me so long to figure out that Lauren was the one for me.”

      “Hey, you wanna compare regrets, I think I’ve got you beat,” said Sebastian, who’d overcome a debilitating knee injury that had ended his promising snowboarding career, and then spiraled downward into a gambling addiction that had put both his and Kayla’s life in danger.

      “Who you were doesn’t define you,” said Max in his quiet, yet authoritative way. “It’s what you do moving forward that matters.”

      “A-fucking-men,” muttered Lucian, blowing out a breath.

      “Lauren didn’t want to stop by my sweaty gym this morning?” Noah teased, and Theo’s face went red. The tips of ears looked like glowing embers.

      “Uh, we were up late last night. We’re uh…” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Trying to get pregnant.”

      “Shit, really?” asked Levi, who’d been pretty quiet so far. “That’s awesome, man.”

      Theo chuckled. “Yeah, thanks. We’re just…we pulled the goalie and we’re going to see what happens. We’re not in a rush, we just…we’re ready.” Theo swallowed thickly and Sebastian reached over, laying a hand on his brother’s shoulder.

      “When the time comes, you’re going to be a kickass dad, Theo. You will.”

      “Yeah?”

      Lucian let out a laugh. “Hell, if I can do it, I think you’ll be just fine.”

      They all laughed. Lucian and his fiancée had welcomed baby Cora about six months ago.

      They spent a while talking about work, life, the world, getting caught up on each other’s lives. Theo and Lauren were married and trying to get pregnant. Max and Willa were loving life in their new penthouse and planning a trip to Italy in a couple of months. Lucian was loving fatherhood far more than he’d expected, and he couldn’t wait to marry Olivia that summer. Levi was happily coupled up with his girlfriend Madison.

      “So, when the fuck are you gonna propose to Kayla?” asked Noah, tipping his chin in Sebastian’s direction. “You guys have been together for like two years now.”

      “Soon. I just…I needed to make sure I was okay, you know? That I had a handle on everything. I didn’t want her to feel shackled to me if I went off the rails again.”

      “You’ve made so much progress, Bastian,” said Lucian quietly, thoughtfully. “I don’t think there’s any danger of that. You’ve really changed.”

      Sebastian sucked in a breath. “It’s been hard, but yeah. I feel like I’m in a good place, even though there are bad days sometimes. Hard days.”

      “Addiction is a motherfucker,” said Noah sympathetically. “You’re crushing it. You went to the Olympics as a coach. You’ve got a beautiful woman who loves the fuck out of you. You’re doing it, man. You’re winning.”

      Sebastian shot him a warm smile and nodded. “Thanks, man. That means a lot.”

      “So how soon is soon?” asked Max.

      Sebastian raised his eyebrows. “I bought a ring last month.”

      Everyone hooted and hollered and clapped him on the back. “So what are you waiting for?” asked Levi.

      “I guess I’m scared,” Sebastian said simply with a shrug. “Scared she’ll say no. Scared she’ll say yes and I’ll fuck it all up.” He sighed and shook his head. “I know I need to stop being a wuss, though. I wanna marry her. I’ve wanted to marry her for a long time now.”

      “And she’s not gonna say no,” said Theo. “No way.”

      “Definitely not,” agreed Noah. “You guys are awesome together.”

      “We’re going away for a weekend next month,” said Sebastian. “Maybe…yeah. Maybe then.”

      “And what about you?” asked Theo, tipping his chin in Noah’s direction. “Still single as fuck?”

      “There’s someone named Felicity,” said Hudson, and every single head whipped back in Noah’s direction. Mentally, he added murder Hudson, re-animate his corpse, and then murder him again to his to-do list.

      “Who’s Felicity?” asked Levi with a frown. “This is the first I’m hearing about her.”

      Noah felt his face flame. “She’s just a friend.”

      “Lauren and I were just friends. Now she has my last name and I’m trying to knock her up, so…” Theo grinned at him.

      “That means dick all, is what he’s saying,” said Max with a laugh.

      Despite the tightness in his chest, Noah laughed. Surrounded by family, he couldn’t seem to help it. It hit him in that moment that this was the shit that mattered. All the things on his plate felt so much less important when talking about love and babies and the future. About family. The people who loved you, no matter what.

      Maybe he needed to make room for the things that mattered by doing less of the things that didn’t.

      Easier said than done, though. Because he knew as soon as he started saying no and letting people down, the guilt would come roaring back and he’d be right back to punishing himself again.

      “I mean…I like her,” he said out loud and everyone grew quiet, staring at him. “I just…I don’t know how to fit her into my life. And she’s been through a divorce, and the last thing I want to do is lead her on or make her promises I can’t keep. I don’t want to hurt her.”

      “So she is more than a friend,” said Hudson casually. “I figured.”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that we’ve been on one date and I feel different around her. I can’t explain it.”

      “It’s called happiness,” said Levi simply. “And if this girl makes you happy, then you should go after it. I can’t remember the last time you even talked about a girl with us.”

      “I thought maybe you’d become a monk,” said Max.

      Noah flipped him off, and they all laughed.

      “Okay, but…you’re into her, yeah?” asked Sebastian, tilting his head as he studied Noah. Noah swallowed thickly and nodded.

      “Yeah,” he said, his mouth feeling as though it were full of sawdust. “I am.”

      “So then, what’s the problem?” asked Lucian.

      “I don’t think I have time to date. And she’s divorced and I don’t want to hurt her. We’re…we’re just hanging out. So she can get used to the idea of dating again.”

      “So you’re her practice boyfriend,” Max said flatly. “Even though you like her.”

      Noah shrugged. “I guess.”

      “I know what the problem is,” said Levi, shaking his head. He leveled his gaze at Noah. “You’re fucking terrified. You feel like you have to take care of everyone around you and that if you don’t, the sky will fall. You’re worried about adding someone else to look after, and you’re worried about dropping other responsibilities if you let someone else into your life.”

      Noah felt as though Levi had just nailed him to the fucking wall.

      “I don’t…” He started, not entirely sure how to defend himself against the stark truth Levi had just laid out.

      “The sky isn’t going to fall if you start dating someone,” said Hudson. “You may have to make some adjustments, but there’s no reason for you to not pursue things with this girl if you’re into her.”

      A weird, unpleasant tingling sensation worked its way through Noah’s body. As though something inside him was rearranging itself. They didn’t know how complicated all of this was. How his guilt and need to make sure everything and everyone was okay were so twisted up together. How they were a part of him, even if he didn’t want them anymore. He couldn’t just cut a part of himself out. It didn’t work like that. No, if he let himself get involved with Felicity, the demons would still be there, and she’d be the one to pay the price.

      And Noah was a lot of things, but he wasn’t cruel. And if he wasn’t careful, Felicity could get hurt.

      “So are we all having dinner tonight, or what?” asked Noah, changing the subject. He didn’t care how obvious it was. He was done talking about himself.

      They made plans to meet up at one of Lucian’s restaurants that night along with Lauren, Kayla, Willa, Olivia, and Madison.

      “I guess I’ll be Noah’s date,” said Hudson with a chuckle, and they all laughed. And Noah felt as though he were back on an even keel after being knocked sideways with dreams and ideas that were just out of reach.
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      Felicity glanced up from her desk, surveying the students all working in groups. She’d assigned them a group presentation on the theme of witchcraft in Shakespeare’s plays. Each group of four was responsible for putting together a five-minute oral essay on an aspect of witchcraft and how it contributed to the theme, setting, plot, or character development in Macbeth or Hamlet, both of which they’d read this semester.

      Satisfied that everyone was on task, she returned her attention to the binder spread open before her, going over her lesson plans for the next week. She heard her phone buzz from within her desk, and her heart picked up speed. Normally, she left her phone in her desk and didn’t touch it during school hours unless there was some kind of emergency or urgent matter. But for the past few days, she’d reached for it every single time it buzzed, hoping it was Noah.

      And it often was. He’d taken to asking her how she slept every single morning. She’d started sending him funny memes. They’d talked at length about work stuff, more about their families. He’d told her about everything he had going on that week, with the break in at his gym, helping his brother with the electrical problem at his tattoo shop, promising to help his friend move on the weekend. She liked that he was letting her into his life, even if it was just as a friend. Because regardless of how she felt about him, she had the distinct feeling he could use a friend.

      Sneaking another glance at her students, she stealthily opened her desk drawer and pulled her phone out, hoping it was Noah. Anticipation crackled over her skin, making her feel like a live wire. God, she was never going to judge her students for their relationship drama again. She’d been on one date with Noah and had spent hours texting with him, and she felt totally and completely infatuated. She wanted to know everything about him. She wanted to talk to him all the time.

      Just. Friends. She repeated the words to herself like a mantra as she reached for her phone. She was disappointed when she saw that it was a message in her ongoing group text with her friends, and then immediately felt bad for it.

      Mal: Excited for your date tonight?

      Felicity: It’s not a date. We’re just friends, and he’s helping me get some practice dates under my belt so that I feel more confident about going out into the dating world.

      Audrey: Okay…I wasn’t going to say anything, but…

      Felicity: But what?

      Audrey: Do you really buy his whole “helping you practice dating” thing? Because I don’t.

      Kara: Me neither. It feels like he’s trying to have his cake and eat it, too.

      Felicity: I don’t think so. He’s been pretty upfront with me about the fact that he’s not looking for a relationship. I don’t think he’s interested in me that way. I think we’re friends and he wants to help. He has a thing about helping.

      Mal: What do you mean?

      Felicity: He likes to help people. I think he sees me as a project, and he gets some kind of satisfaction from that. And that’s fine. I’m happy to hang out.

      Audrey: Really?

      Felicity: Really.

      Kara: I just don’t want you to get hurt. You’re obviously really into him, and I just worry that spending time with him will…I don’t know. Not be helpful in the way he’s hoping.

      Felicity: Well, I guess that’s a risk I’ll have to take. I like spending time with him. Besides, I’m not going to fall for someone who clearly isn’t looking for a relationship and only sees me as a friend.

      She closed the texting app on her phone and slipped it back into her desk drawer before her students could call her out. She appreciated her friends being concerned about her, but it was fine, really. Yes, she liked Noah, but liking someone and caring about them enough to get your feelings hurt were two very different things. And while she was inexperienced, she knew better than to catch feelings for someone who’d made it clear he wasn’t looking for a relationship of any kind.

      At least, she hoped she did.
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      Felicity stood outside of her apartment building, soaking in the spring air. It had rained earlier, leaving puddles on the stairs and the walkway in front of the building, but the sun had come out afterward, warming the air and making everything smell like spring. Like wet and green and fresh.

      New.

      Felicity had to admit that she was feeling new, too. Not that all of her problems were solved or that all of her insecurities had disappeared, but she felt different than she had before going on that date with Noah. As though she were growing. Which was probably the point of the practice dates, right? To grow and learn and figure out what she wanted.

      She smoothed her hands over her clothes, hoping she’d dressed right. She’d heard of Barcade, but had never actually been inside. Aiming for pretty but casual, she’d opted for a black T-shirt and white jeans with a light brown leather jacket thrown over top. She’d left her hair down and gone with simple jewelry—a pair of gold studs and a simple, delicate ring—and had finished the look with flats that matched the jacket and her dark brown hobo bag. She hoped it was right. She hoped Noah liked it, that he liked her.

      She gave her head a shake, interrupting her train of thought.

      Three minutes early, she spotted a dark gray Jeep Wrangler turning into the parking lot of her building, Noah behind the wheel. The butterflies in her stomach woke up and unfurled their wings, and she shifted on the spot, heat flushing through her. He pulled to a stop in front of the steps, and she hopped up into his Jeep.

      “Hi,” she said, shooting him a wide grin. The nerves she’d felt on their first “date” were still there, but they felt easier to control this time around. Maybe she was getting used to being around him, used to the idea that he just wanted to be friends. Maybe she was getting the hang of this dating thing.

      “Hey,” he said. With one arm still braced on the steering wheel, he leaned over and pressed a kiss to her cheek. As his scent hit her, her entire body went haywire, her stomach dipping and swirling as if she were on a roller coaster, her nipples beading, goosebumps erupting across her skin.

      “Nice ride,” she managed, her voice coming out rusty. She cleared her throat and forced herself to stop staring at him and glance around the interior of the Jeep. It was spotless, the black leather warm and smooth beneath her.

      “Thanks.” He glanced over at her, shooting her a smile as he pulled back onto the road. “You look really nice.”

      “Oh, um.” She blushed and smoothed her hands over her white jeans. “Thanks. So do you.” He was wearing a light blue Henley, rolled up nearly to his elbows, and a pair of jeans that hugged his muscular legs. The Henley clung to him, revealing the bulges in his arms, falling downward over his flat stomach.

      Had she Googled his firefighter calendar photos? Yes. Had she saved them to her phone? Also yes. Did she look at them multiple times a day? Obviously.

      Even so, seeing him in the flesh was a hundred times better than those photos. The photos didn’t capture the way his throat worked when he swallowed, or the way his big fingers looked wrapped around the steering wheel. They didn’t capture the deep rumble of his voice, or his unmistakable cedar scent.

      She rubbed her thighs together as discreetly as possible. God, this man. Gorgeous and sweet and warm and protective.

      “You excited?” he asked, hanging a left.

      Her head whipped in his direction. “What?”

      Oh, God. Could he tell that she was achy and a little wet and that her nipples were—

      “About going to Barcade. About our practice date.”

      “Yes,” she said on an exhale, forcing herself to sit back in her seat. “Definitely. What do you have planned for tonight?”

      He glanced over at her, one eyebrow arched. “We’re…going to Barcade?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “No, I mean, lesson wise. What’s on the curriculum for tonight?”

      “Oh.” He scratched at his cheek, leaving one hand on the wheel. Why was it so sexy when guys drove like that? Felicity didn’t understand it, but it was. If he were wearing a backward baseball cap and gray sweatpants, she’d probably combust. “I didn’t really plan anything specific.”

      She pursed her lips, deciding now was the perfect time to practice her flirting. “The teacher in me is very disappointed in you, Noah.”

      He glanced over at her, heat sparking in his eyes. “Are you going to make me stay after class?”

      She opened her mouth and froze. “Um.” And then she laughed. “I have no idea how to flirt.”

      “You were doing pretty good there.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I…it was good.”

      A silence fell between them, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. He reached forward and turned on the radio. “Feel free to put on whatever you like.”

      “I’m more curious what you like,” she said, hitting a button for one of his presets. The first one was for a hip hop station. She flicked to the next one, landing on NPR. “Well, aren’t you a man of varied interests?”

      He shrugged, shooting her a smile. “Sometimes I wanna listen to Drake. Other times, I want to stress out about global warming.”

      “Ah, balance.”

      He chuckled, and her cheeks warmed at the sound. It felt so good to make him laugh. She moved to the next station, which also happened to be one of hers. They played mainly 80s and 90s music, and a No Doubt song came through the speakers. She sat back in her seat, leaving the station on.

      She glanced over at him, unable to stop looking at him. His clean-shaven, chiseled jaw, his full lips, his mouthwatering body. His thick, dark brown hair curling around his ears, just a little too long.

      “How many first dates do you think you’ve been on?”

      He scratched his cheek again, something she was learning he did when he was thinking. She liked cataloguing all these little details about him. As though she could somehow have a claim to him if she knew enough about him.

      “I really don’t know. A couple dozen, total?”

      “I’ve been on one. Ever.” She held up her index finger.

      “Ever? I know you said your ex was your first serious relationship, but I didn’t realize…” He trailed off, swallowing. She could’ve sworn she heard him murmur “shit” under his breath.

      “Ever.” She waited a beat. “Will you tell me what you know about dating? What it’s supposed to be like? What you’ve learned?”

      “Uh…yeah. Okay.” He cleared his throat, his gaze trained on the road.

      “You can be the Obi Wan to my…Yoda?”

      He pulled up to a red light and swiveled his head in her direction. “Sorry, what?”

      She blushed. “Okay, confession. I’ve never actually seen Star Wars.”

      His mouth fell open, mock horror on his sexy face. “Guess I know what we’re doing for date number three. How have you never seen Star Wars? How old are you?”

      She laughed. “I guess I just missed it. I read a lot. And I’m thirty-two. Why, how old are you?”

      “Thirty-five. I’ll be thirty-six in July. When’s your birthday?”

      “August. The twentieth. When in July is yours?”

      “July 11th.”

      She wondered if they’d still be in each other’s lives by then. His birthday was only a couple of months away. She hoped they would be, even if it was just as friends.

      “It’s settled,” he said, glancing over at her. “Next date, you’re coming to my place and we’re watching Star Wars.”

      Heat curled through her at the thought of being snuggled up against him on the couch, a bowl of popcorn between them, a blanket thrown over their laps. Just the thought of it felt like too much. Too good to be true.

      “Okay, yeah.” Her voice was a little shaky, and she cleared her throat. But this was good, right? Going on different dates, getting her footing. Her sea legs. “So. Tell me everything you know. Teach me, Obi Wan.”

      He grinned at her, the twist of his lips making something twist in unison inside her. “I’m really not an expert when it comes to dating,” he said, the Jeep once again moving forward into the flow of traffic. “But I think the main thing is that it’s supposed to be fun. You’re meeting new people, trying new things, getting to know someone to see if they might be a good fit. That’s why I think it’s important to go into it without any expectations.”

      She studied him, wondering if he meant in general, or was speaking about them specifically.

      “Expectations make it hard to have fun and just get to know someone,” he continued, his eyes on the road.”

      “Okay, got it. Have fun and keep an open mind.”

      He nodded, glancing over at her. “Don’t be afraid to be yourself. Unapologetically yourself. Show them the real you. Ask the questions you want to ask. Share the opinions you want to share. Ask for what you want. If the guy you’re on a date with doesn’t respond well to that, don’t go out with him again.” His grip tightened on the steering wheel, his knuckles almost white. Tension radiated down his jaw.

      “That makes sense. How am I supposed to know if I have a connection with someone if I’m not authentic?”

      “Exactly. Which brings me to my next point. How much you like them is just as important as how much they like you. It’s a two-way street, you know? Yes, you want to make a good impression, but you’re also assessing if they might be a good fit for you.” A muscle in his jaw jumped, and she had the sudden urge to reach out and lay her hand on his forearm. He visibly relaxed at her touch, his shoulders coming down from around his ears. His skin was warm, the sinews of muscle moving beneath her fingers.

      “Like a job interview,” she said quietly, and he let out a low chuckle.

      “I mean, kind of. Yeah. You’re trying each other out. Seeing if there’s a connection.”

      “So if I tell him that I love Jane Austen and re-read her books constantly, and he says Jane Austen is stupid, I should probably run.”

      “Far and fast, sweetheart.”

      She almost whimpered at the word sweetheart falling from his lips, and a cacophony of emotion rushed through her. Longing for Noah, this man who’d made it clear he was totally unavailable. Gratitude that he was taking the time to help her figure out what to do, and what she liked, even. Apparently, she liked being called sweetheart. Then again, maybe she just liked it coming from Noah. Lust and happiness and sadness all tangled together, weaving together into a snarled knot that sat right in the center of her chest. She immediately reminded herself that they were just friends and that he saw her as nothing more than another project for his never-ending to-do list. As stunningly attractive as he was, she was a grown woman who could control her feelings while enjoying the fact that a hot guy was helping her learn how to date.

      “I’ve never read Jane Austen,” he confessed. “Which one should I read?”

      “You want to read Jane Austen?” she asked, sending him a surprised smile.

      “Sure. If you’re willing to watch Star Wars with me, I can read Jane Austen for you.”

      She pursed her lips, considering for a moment. Peter had never read Jane Austen. Peter had never taken much of an interest in any of her passions.

      “Pride and Prejudice. It’s a classic for a reason. Twisty plot, interesting, complex characters, total enemies to lovers vibes. What I love about it, and about Jane Austen in general, is that she clearly understood the importance of communication in romantic relationships, and how a small miscommunication can spiral into something catastrophic. It’s funny in parts, sad in others, and Lizzie Bennett is such a great heroine.”

      They’d come to another red light, and he was watching her with a soft expression, his eyes warm, a gentle smile on his face.

      “What?”

      His smile grew. “I like watching you talk about things you’re passionate about.”

      They just stared at each other for a beat, and Felicity could’ve sworn it felt like something was passing between them. But maybe she was just imagining it because of her ever-growing crush on Noah.

      “Any other dating advice?” she asked softly.

      “Try not to date any assholes who’ll break your heart. That’ll create a lot of problems for me.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “For you?”

      “Sure. I’ll have to figure out where to hide the body, come up with bail money, get a lawyer.” He looked over at her and winked. “But seriously, if anyone ever hurts you, if you ever need help, you can always come to me. I know we haven’t known each other long, but we’re friends, and I’ve…” He swallowed, his knuckles once again going white on the steering wheel. “I’ve got your back. Once you’re out there in the dating world.”

      She sat back in her seat, feeling as though she were tilted sideways. She didn’t want to go out into the dating world and date some nameless, faceless man who might end up being a total creep. She wanted to date Noah. Noah, who was unavailable and uninterested.
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      Noah slipped Felicity’s hand in his as they stepped inside Barcade, music and flashing lights and the beeps and blips of countless classic arcade games greeting them. Something inside him relaxed at the way she curled her fingers around his, as though she wanted the contact just as much as he did.

      He hoped they still had that punch out game. He felt the need to hit something after spending the past twenty minutes coaching Felicity on what to look for when dating another guy. The idea of her with someone else was enough to make his blood boil and froth in his veins, his pulse pounding dangerously in his temples. Which he knew made him an asshole of the first degree, because he wasn’t offering her anything either. He wanted to keep her to himself. He didn’t want to share her with the world. With strangers who might hurt her or use her or disappoint her. He wanted to shelter her from all of that, and yet he knew he couldn’t, and it was shredding his insides into jagged ribbons.

      The inside of Barcade was casual, with round wooden tables with metal chairs spaced throughout the bar, surrounded by different arcade games, all glowing brightly. With her hand in his, Noah led them toward an empty table in the back corner, which gave them a view of the Skee-Ball lanes nestled along the back wall. He pulled Felicity’s chair out for her and then sat down across from her, picking up the menu.

      “This is so fun,” she said, looking around, her eyes skimming over the lanes of games. “I can’t decide what I want to do first.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Yeah. And I do need fuel if I’m going to school you at Asteroids.”

      He leaned in, grinning at her. “Bring it on, Hawthorne.”

      She laughed, the sound rushing through him like a summer wind, leaving him feeling warm and light and happy.

      “Oh, it shall be brought.”

      They ordered burgers and fries and beer and then did a sweep around the games as they waited for their food.

      She gasped when they passed a bright yellow one. “Crazy Taxi! I remember playing this at the mall with my friends. I can’t believe they have this.”

      He held out his hand, gesturing for her to have a seat in the pretend taxi cab. “I’ve never played this one, so you’ll have to show me how it works.”

      She hopped inside, her excitement palpable. She wriggled in the seat, getting comfortable and making Noah’s blood rush south. There was more of that innocent, oblivious sexiness on full display, making him want things he shouldn’t want. Making him want to keep her instead of throwing her to the wolves waiting in the big city dating scene.

      Noah turned and slipped a $20 bill into the nearby token machine, returning with a bucket full of shiny coins. He held it out to her, and she took one, popping it into the slot.

      “You know, you don’t always have to pay for everything,” she said with a little shrug. “You’re the one doing me a favor.”

      “Consider it part of the dating lessons,” he said, lowering his head so he could be heard over the loud music coming from the game. “You deserve to be treated. Spoiled.”

      His cock thickened as he thought of all the different ways he could spoil her, and he forced himself to shove the thought away.

      She inhaled a shaky breath and then returned her attention to the game. For the next several minutes, she showed him how it was played, picking up passengers and getting them from point A to point B as fast as possible while causing crazy amounts of damage to the car and the town. When her turn was over, he slid into the seat, warm from her cute little ass, and had a turn too. He didn’t do as well as she had, even with her voice in his ear telling him what to do, her breath fanning over his skin, probably because he was too busy imagining that voice, that breath on his skin as she told him what to do in a completely different setting.

      Harder. Deeper. Right there. Don’t stop.

      By the time his turn was finished, their food was ready, and they returned to their table, tucking into their meals. He’d taken a single bite of his burger when one of the waitresses came over, her eyes trained on Noah in a way that already had him cringing.

      “Hey, just wanted to make sure you’ve got everything you need,” she said, ignoring Felicity completely.

      He smiled at her, as blandly as possible. “Yep, we’re all good, thanks.”

      She laid a hand on his shoulder. “Well, you just let me know if there’s anything you need, okay? My name’s Brittany.” She made a show of tapping her nametag right above her ample breast.

      “Sure thing,” he said in a neutral tone.

      “Enjoy your dinner,” she said in a flirty tone before sashaying away, her hips swiveling from side to side. Noah shook his head and moved to take a bite of his burger, but then he caught a glimpse of Felicity. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes were glued to the food on her plate. She bit her lip, dragging a French fry through the puddle of ketchup on her plate, back and forth, back and forth, clearly lost in her own thoughts.

      “Felicity,” he started, and she looked up, dropping the fry onto her plate. She smoothed her hair away from her face and smiled, but it wasn’t genuine.

      “That must happen a lot, huh?” she said in a rush, her voice just a little too loud. She lifted her napkin and wiped at her mouth, even though there was nothing there.

      He shrugged and reached for her hand, weaving his fingers with hers. She stilled, but he could see the insecurity, the hesitation written all over her face.

      “I’m here with you, Felicity. I’m exactly where I want to be.”

      She smiled, a hesitant but genuine one. “It’s okay, Noah. You don’t have to…” She shook her head, her smile dipping into a frown. “I’m okay.”

      “Hey, remember what I told you? About being real?”

      She squinted at him, her nose wrinkling slightly in a way that made his chest clench. God. She was so fucking adorable, and she had no clue. None whatsoever.

      “Right. I guess now’s a good time to practice, huh?”

      She picked up the French fry and popped it in her mouth, leaving a bit of ketchup clinging to the corner of her pretty mouth. Before he could talk himself out of it, Noah moved into the seat next to her, reached out and swiped at the ketchup with his thumb. She gasped softly, her eyes luminous and locked on him as he sucked the pad of his thumb into his mouth. The sweet acidity of the ketchup danced across his tongue as she stared at him, her nipples visible beneath her black T-shirt.

      Fuck.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking right now,” he said, and she blinked slowly.

      “Um. I don’t know. You just turned my brain off.”

      “The waitress flirting with me was clearly bringing something up for you.”

      “Oh. Right.” Her cheeks went pink and then she let out a long, slow breath. “I…When Peter and I split up, he left me for another woman.”

      Noah nodded. “You mentioned that when we had dinner.”

      “Right.” She hesitated, folding and unfolding her paper napkin, smoothing down the creases with delicate, feminine fingers. “He’d been having an affair with a co-worker for months. It wasn’t just sex. He’d fallen in love with her. And I know things weren’t good between us before that started. Honestly, we probably never should’ve gotten married in the first place, but it had just felt like the next step in our lives, so…” She shrugged. “We just did. It was what you did. I never stopped to think about if we should. If it was right.” She looked up, her green eyes pinning him in place. “When I found out he’d been having an affair, it made me feel like I wasn’t enough. That there was something fundamentally lacking in me that drove him to someone else. Someone who could give him what he needed. I wasn’t that person.”

      “You weren’t that person for him. That doesn’t mean that there’s something wrong with you, or that you can’t be that person for someone else.”

      You could be that person for me.

      The thought seared through Noah’s brain, rearranging his synapses. Putting down roots and setting up camp.

      Because as much as he wanted to fight it or deny it, he liked Felicity. A lot. In a very non-platonic way. He felt drawn to her, connected to her, protective of her in a way he’d never experienced before. And fuck if he knew what to do about it.

      She sighed. “I know. Objectively, I know that. But it’s part of why dating is so scary to me. I don’t know if I have the strength to be rejected again and again. Not when I’m already feeling…I don’t know. Raw, I guess. Unsure of myself.”

      “And that’s totally valid. Completely. But there’s nothing lacking in you, Felicity.”

      She laughed, pressing her hands to her cheeks. Then she reached for her beer and took a long drink. She set the glass down and leveled her green eyes at him.

      “You don’t know that. You can’t say that definitively.”

      “I haven’t known you long, but I’ve been around you enough to know that Peter didn’t leave because of you. He left because of him.”

      She swallowed thickly and pushed her French fries around on her plate. “What if…it wasn’t about my personality?” she asked, a slight tremor to her voice. Her cheeks were pink again.

      “What do you mean?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “What if…I’m…” She laughed and shook her head. “Never mind.”

      But he wasn’t willing to let it go. “No, tell me. What if you’re what, Felicity?”

      “Bad in bed.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, the words almost snatched away by the music and game sounds around them. But he heard her. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth as lust rocketed through him, and she must’ve taken his silence as an invitation to keep talking. “Peter was the only man I’ve ever…been with. So I don’t know. Maybe it’s me. What if I start dating only to find out that I am the problem because I’m bad in bed and don’t know what I like or want or—”

      It was as though something in his chest had burst open, something he’d been trying to contain but couldn’t anymore. He couldn’t let gorgeous, sweet, smart, funny Felicity think that there was something wrong with her. That she was undesirable in any way. He’d rather stab his fork through his hand than let her walk around thinking that.

      Reaching up, he cupped her cheek and brought his mouth to hers. She gasped softly against his lips and then softened. It took everything he had to go slow, gentle. He didn’t want slow and gentle. He wanted to own. Claim. Possess.

      But this kiss wasn’t about him. It was about her.

      He stroked his tongue along her bottom lip and she moaned softly and then opened for him tentatively. He made a gruff sound in the back of his throat as blood surged into his cock, making him hard against the zipper of his jeans. One taste, and he was ready to devour her. He slid his hand into her hair, angling her so he could take more of her mouth. She shuddered and stroked her tongue against his, the slight hesitation in her movements only making him want her more. To take care of her and show her how good she could feel.

      He’d kissed her to reassure her, but now with her tongue sweetly, almost innocently stroking his, her taste flooding him, he couldn’t stop. Heat rushed through him like a wave, leaving his skin tingling, his pulse throbbing everywhere. He groaned and swept his tongue against hers, hungry for her. She deepened the kiss, fisting her hands in his shirt, as though she were scared he was about to pull away. No fucking way.

      He fucked her mouth slowly, his tongue working against hers. She responded immediately, going pliant against him, letting him take. Or was he giving? He didn’t know anymore. Didn’t care. Now that he’d tasted her, all he could think about was more. His cock pulsed almost angrily in his pants. Throbbing. Begging. Needing.

      He pulled away just long enough to growl, “feels pretty fucking good to me,” against her lips before slanting his mouth over hers again. She whimpered and clutched at him, her tongue exploring his mouth with tentative, gentle sweeps and licks.

      She broke the kiss, gasping for air, her lips slightly swollen, her cheeks flaming red. “Holy shit,” she whispered, trembling. “Noah.”

      And right then and there, he knew. He was done. Gone. He wouldn’t be able to stay away from her. He was going to jump in with both feet, even though he knew better. Even though it might fuck up countless things. Didn’t matter. This was happening. It had to.

      He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her eyelids fluttering even as she watched him with a mixture of heat and wariness. “Been wanting to do that since I first laid eyes on you.”

      “I thought…” she cleared her throat, her hands still fisted in his shirt. “I thought we were just friends.”

      He sighed, guilt churning through him. This is exactly what he promised himself he wasn’t going to do. But he couldn’t undo it. Fuck, he didn’t want to undo it.

      “I can’t make you any promises, Felicity. My life is crazy. I’m a workaholic who buries himself in to-do lists to avoid dealing with shit I don’t want to deal with. It’s not healthy, and I don’t want to drag you into it. But I’m also a selfish asshole, and I can’t deny that I want more than friendship from you.” His heart throbbed in his throat, his blood whooshing in his ears.

      She bit her lip, her eyes like sparkling emeralds, full of lust and hope and worry. “I…No expectations, right? That’s what you said? About dating? That it’s better to not have expectations?”

      He nodded. He had said that.

      Her fingers curled tighter into his shirt. “So what if we just…see what this is? No expectations?” Her voice shook, and he knew what it was costing her to ask for what she wanted in this moment.

      Holy fuck, she wanted this, too.

      “My practice run,” she said softly, and he felt as though he were cracking in two. He didn’t want to just be a practice run for her, but was it fair to ask for more when he couldn’t promise it to her? Even though he should, he couldn’t turn down what she was suggesting. He wanted more than what she was offering, even though he shouldn’t.

      Greedy. She made him feel so goddamn greedy.

      And so he did the only thing that made sense.

      He kissed her again. He kissed her until the restaurant disappeared and the only thing that existed was the soft sweetness of Felicity’s mouth against his, the scent of her filling his lungs, the sounds she was making going straight to his heavy cock.

      When he pulled away, he pressed his forehead to hers. “There’s no way the problem was you, Felicity. No fucking way.”

      She shivered and finally let go of his shirt, smoothing her shaking hands down over her clothes and then staring down at her plate, as though she were just remembering they were in the middle of a meal.

      “I like you, too,” she finally said, sending him a tentative smile, her lips still a little swollen from his kiss. “This…” She shook her head and then thoughtfully chewed a French fry. “This doesn’t feel real.”

      He frowned, laying his arm over the back of her chair. Now that he’d had a taste, he couldn’t seem to tear himself away from her. He didn’t want to, and halle-fucking-lujah, he didn’t have to.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      She laughed, a blush spreading across her cheeks. He loved the way she blushed, all the way from her throat to the roots of her hair. Loved that she couldn’t hide how she was feeling from him.

      “I did not expect to start dating a super sexy, kind, sweet, smart firefighter. I just didn’t think a guy like you was in the cards for me. And I know you’re not like, my boyfriend or anything,” she added in a rush. “I know that. I just…you’re out of my league, Noah.”

      “Am not.”

      She scrunched up her nose, making a playful face. “Are too.”

      He leaned in, so close his nose was nuzzled against her cheek. “Are not. You’re gorgeous, Felicity. All this auburn hair I want to wrap around my fist. Beautiful green eyes like emeralds. Cute little nose, pretty mouth that makes me want to lose my mind.” She trembled against him and he grinned. “Should I keep going?”

      “Mmmhmm. No one’s ever said anything like this to me before.”

      “Curves I want to learn with my hands. My mouth. Not just learn. Memorize. Worship. Legs I want wrapped around my waist. Sweet voice saying my name. Laughing.”

      “Oh God,” she whimpered, shifting in her seat, trying to rub her thighs together subtly. “Noah.”

      “I am not out of your league. I think you’re gorgeous and sexy and sweet and I can’t stop thinking about you. I wish you could see yourself through my eyes.”

      She pulled back slightly and cupped his cheek. “You keep talking to me like that, I might start to.”

      He turned his face and kissed her palm. “Eat. Someone was going to school me at Asteroids, if I remember correctly.”

      She let out a little laugh. “I feel like I said that hours ago.”

      He just smiled at her because he knew what she meant. One kiss, one conversation, and everything had changed.

      They finished their meals and their drinks and then got up to wander around, checking out the different games. She did indeed school him at Asteroids, and then he kicked her butt at Frogger, coming close to the high score listed on the screen.

      “Maybe we should try that one,” she said, pointing over at a Star Wars pinball machine. “So I can learn more about it before watching the movie with you.”

      He nodded and handed the bucket of tokens to her. “Do you know how to play pinball?”

      “Um,” she frowned as she put the coin in the slot, the machine lighting up and coming to life. The sounds of light sabers swished through the air, paired with the famous opening music. “No? But how hard could it be?” She laid her hands on the paddles and lost almost immediately. “Oh. Well, shit.”

      He laughed and handed her another token. “Try again.” Then he pointed to the front panel, where the points and instructions were laid out. “Read this, and then take a second to look at the layout. The bumpers, the paddles. Check out where the bonus points are.” She did, her bottom lip caught between her teeth as she studied the machine. Fuck, he was half-hard just watching her. There was something about the way she followed his instructions that made him hot. Needy. “Use the flippers to hit the ball and use the bumpers to bounce the ball and get extra points. The goal is to rack up as many points as possible without losing the ball.”

      She nodded, determination stealing over her pretty face. “Okay.” She pulled the plunger to release the ball, and he moved in behind her, resting his hands on her hips. “Hey, you’re going to distract me,” she said, but she didn’t move to push him away. No, she pressed her ass back into him, and he had to fight back a groan.

      “Watch the board up here, too. It might give you clues about where to aim for more points.”

      She nodded, her body jerking as she flicked the flippers. “You’re making it hard to concentrate,” she said, her voice breathy. But again, she just wriggled against him. “Tell me about the story. The characters.”

      “I don’t want to spoil the movie for you.”

      “Just give me the basics.” Her shoulder jerked up as she yanked at the flippers, trying to keep the ball alive. She succeeded, but just barely.

      “It’s about an orphan named Luke Skywalker, who, while cleaning a droid, finds a holographic recording of a princess—Princess Leia—asking someone called Obi Wan Kenobi for help. Luke sets out to find Obi Wan because he wants to help the mysterious princess, and he hires Han Solo to be his pilot. Leia is part of a group of rebel forces determined to stop the evil Darth Vader from taking over the universe. In a nutshell, anyway.”

      He’d loved the movies as a kid, and had watched them with his dad countless times. For a long time after his death, he hadn’t been able to watch them, but now revisiting them felt like having a small piece of his father back. Watching the movies triggered memories of conversations, of rainy afternoons, of chasing each other around the house with toy light sabers.

      A hollow ache took root in his chest, and he swallowed thickly.

      “Very good summary,” she said distractedly just as she lost her ball. The game ended and her score flashed up on the screen. She turned just as he leaned forward, caging her in. She took a breath, her breasts pressing against his chest. Her brows drew downward as she studied him. “Hey, you okay?” He found it both unnerving and comforting how clearly she saw him. How well she could read him after such a short time.

      “Just thinking about my dad. We used to watch the movies together.”

      Her features softened, and she held his gaze. “It’s hard, isn’t it? The grief fades, but it never really goes away.”

      He swallowed thickly and shook his head. “No, it doesn’t.”

      She laid a hand on his chest, right over his heart. “Sometimes, when I see women my age with their fathers, I get angry at everything he missed out on. That I missed out on.”

      He nodded, and she offered him a small smile, rubbing soothing circles on his chest. Goosebumps erupted across his skin. He felt so connected to her. Already. And he knew that that realization should’ve had alarm bells going off in his brain, but all he could do was feel grateful that he’d met her. Even if things might be hard and complicated and he’d have to tread carefully to avoid hurting her, he couldn’t bring himself to even consider hitting the brakes.

      “I really want to kiss you again,” he said, his gaze locked on her lips.

      She slid her hands up his chest and wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him close. “Then kiss me, Noah.”

      He gently closed his mouth over hers, seeking out her warmth, her comfort. He didn’t think he’d ever get his fill of kissing her. The sweetness of her mouth against his, the gentle, tentative way her tongue stroked against his, the gorgeous little sounds she made were like sunshine after decades of rain.

      Lust surged through him, and he forced himself to break the kiss. They were in public. He couldn’t drag his lips down her throat and fill his palms with her breasts, or press his erection into her hip to see how she’d react. He couldn’t lift her up and pin her against the wall, as much as he might want to.

      She looked a little dazed when he pulled away, and he grinned at her, taking her hand. “Come on, let’s play some more games.” He shook their dwindling bucket of tokens at her. “Up for another round of Asteroids?” She nodded, her cheeks flushed.

      They spent the next couple of hours spending all of their tokens, playing Asteroids, and Friday the 13th, and Skee-Ball, and Daytona Racing. She even made him play this cheesy Fire Truck game, laughing her head off when he accidentally crashed the fire truck into a bridge.

      “I don’t think the fire truck’s supposed to be on fire?” she managed between fits of laughter, wiping at the tears trickling from her eyes. “I mean, I’m not the firefighter here, but that seems wrong to me?”

      He laughed and shot his hand out, tickling her ribs. She laughed even harder and danced away from him. The game ended, and he turned to her, a rueful grin on his face.

      “Tell you what. You come down to the fire station sometime, and I’ll show you what it’s like to be a real firefighter.”

      Her face lit up. “Really? Like, I could check out the truck and everything?”

      “Sure.” He’d get a lot of shit from the guys, but it was worth it if it was something that would put a smile on her face.

      They spent the rest of their tokens on classic games like Pac-Man, Super Mario, BurgerTime, and Tetris. By the time the tokens were gone, Noah was shocked to find that hours had passed. He’d been having so much fun, flirting with Felicity, teasing her, laughing with her, that he’d completely lost track of time.

      He couldn’t remember the last time that had happened to him. When had he last lost himself in the present, no worries or guilt or chores eating at him? He didn’t even know.

      And right then, he knew he could fall for Felicity. If he let himself.

      And he was going to let himself.

      Consequences be damned.
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      Five excruciatingly long days after their date at Barcade, Felicity pulled up in front of Noah’s house, parking at the curb. Nerves charged through her as she studied the semi-detached house with its light blue siding, cedar shingles and interlocking stone driveway. It was neat and modern looking, with a crisply trimmed hedge separating his driveway from the neighbor’s. Blowing out a breath and trying to chase her nerves away, she put the car in park and headed up to the front door. The peal of the doorbell echoed through the house, and a slight rumble of thunder sounded in the distance. The sky was overcast, and the air was humid, promising rain and maybe even a storm.

      Maybe it would storm so badly that she’d have no choice but to stay over here and…She shook her head.

      No expectations, remember? She reminded herself. She didn’t know where things were going with them, but she’d thought it over and decided that for the time being, she was okay with that. There was something liberating in entertaining their obvious connection in a pressure-free way, and she had the distinct impression that he needed that bit of space, too. For now, she was having fun, and she didn’t need him to make any promises about the future or anything like that. They were three dates in.

      But she did like him. That much was undeniable. She was beyond attracted to him, and the more she got to know him, the more she liked him. His confidence, and his sense of humor. The way he was always trying to lift others up and care for them. It was a stark difference from Peter and the only romantic relationship she’d experienced.

      And she had to admit that the “practice” dates were helping, although they’d crossed the line into proper dates now, hadn’t they? She was feeling more sure of herself, more comfortable with the idea of putting herself out there and getting to know someone new.

      A little ache flickered in her chest at the thought of dating someone besides Noah, but she pushed it aside. They’d cross that bridge when they came to it. For now, they were having fun, and she wasn’t going to turn down what he was offering.

      The door swung open and there stood Noah, wearing a navy blue T-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants, his feet bare, his hair slightly damp. He shot her a grin and held the door open wider for her.

      “Hey. Sorry about…this,” he said, gesturing to himself. “I was late getting home.”

      “From work?” she asked, stepping inside and glancing around. The entryway was painted a soft light blue color, with dark hardwood floors gleaming beneath her feet. She slipped her shoes off, placing them neatly beside his much bigger ones. He closed the door behind her and it hit her that for the first time since she’d met him, they were well and truly alone.

      Did she want to have sex with him? Yes. Should she? Maybe. But every single time she thought about it, nerves flooded her system and short-circuited her brain. What if she was bad at it, despite what Noah thought? What if he found her utterly and completely lacking, just like Peter had?

      “No, I was helping my brother with his motorcycle. He just got a new one—well, new to him—and we were tuning it up. I didn’t want to greet you with motor oil and grease on me.”

      “Mmm,” she said, the idea of Noah with motor oil and grease on him turning her on.

      “Come on, I’ll give you a tour,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her towards him. “Also, I really need to do this.” He dipped his head and kissed her, a soft, sweet kiss that stole her breath and made her knees weak.

      God, she wanted him. She’d never wanted a man the way she wanted him. It was enough to make her feel as though she were going to crawl out of her skin trying to get to him.

      When he pulled away, they were both breathing harder and faster than they’d been before, and he pressed his forehead to hers. “There’s no pressure,” he whispered. “We’re not going to do anything you don’t want to do. If you just want to watch the movie and hang out, that’s totally cool with me.”

      “And if I want to do more than that?” she asked, her voice raspy.

      “Then I’m a lucky bastard,” he growled, kissing her again, his mouth rougher and more insistent on hers this time. And she liked it. A lot. Peter had never kissed her that way, like she was air and he was drowning. Like he was claiming her somehow. It was awakening something inside her, something she didn’t fully understand. All she knew was that it made her feel all warm and melty and…peaceful.

      With a soft groan, he pulled away, then pressed a gentle kiss to the tip of her nose. “Tour,” he said, and she had the distinct impression it was taking all of his self-control to pull away from her. The realization sent a thrill charging through her. Noah was wound up—because of her. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever get used to that.

      He led her up a small set of stairs and onto the main level of the house. “So,” he said simply, not letting go of her hand. “This is me.”

      She smiled as she took it all in, looking around. The main level had an open floor plan, with the kitchen to her right and an expansive living room to her left. Large windows looked out onto the front yard, and the same hardwood she’d noticed in the entryway continued on this level. The kitchen was spotless, with marble countertops, simple white cabinets and stainless steel appliances. She took a few steps toward the living area and the comfy looking pale gray couches oriented toward the large TV mounted to the wall above the fireplace.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed, letting go of Noah’s hand and moving toward what had caught her attention. “You have a window seat. With built-in bookcases!” She flopped down onto the plush seat, sighing. “I love this.”

      When she turned to look at him, his face and his body were at odds. His eyes were soft, almost dreamy as he watched her, a half-smile turning up his full lips. But his hands were clenched into fists, his knuckles white, and…Oh, God. She could see the hint of a dick print beneath his sweatpants. There was no way that was all him, though. There had to be some shadow and fabric at play there, because otherwise…Jesus. He was going to split her in half if they…when they…

      She sucked in a breath and turned her attention to his bookshelves. She loved checking out the books people had in their homes. It always gave her a window into who they were.

      “Do you like to read?” she asked, trailing her fingers over the spines.

      “When I have time, yeah. I do.”

      “What are you reading right now?” His tastes were eclectic, with a mixture of non-fiction, cookbooks, memoirs, a handful of spy thrillers lining his shelves.

      “Pride and Prejudice.”

      She spun to face him. “You’re actually reading it?”

      “I said I would.” He shrugged.

      “What part are you at?”

      “The morning after the ball. They’re discussing that while Bingley danced with Charlotte first, he clearly favors Jane. Oh, and Elizabeth has just made it clear she’s never going to dance with Mr. Darcy. Total enemies to lovers vibes, just like you said.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Oh my God, you’re actually reading it.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. I wouldn’t tell you I was reading it if I wasn’t.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m just not used to people—men—following through and being truthful.” She met his eyes. “I’ll try not to make you carry my baggage.”

      He closed the distance between them, taking her hands in his. “I’ll carry whatever you need, Felicity.” He sighed and pressed his forehead to hers. “Whatever you need.”

      Just then, a crack of thunder split the air and the skies opened, big, fat raindrops splatting against the large front window. The power flickered, just for a second, but stayed on.

      “I’m gonna grab some candles and a flashlight. Just in case,” he said, heading toward the kitchen. She followed him, noting the large glass bowl and the un-popped bag of microwave popcorn on the counter.

      “And maybe we should make this now,” she said, picking up the bag and heading to the microwave. She was pleasantly surprised to find his microwave just as spotless as the rest of his kitchen when she opened it. She closed the door and set the timer, then leaned back against the counter.

      “What can I get you to drink?” he asked, moving toward the fridge. “Water, soda, iced tea, something stronger?”

      “Iced tea sounds perfect.”

      He poured them each a glass of ice tea and she dumped the steaming popcorn into the bowl. As they headed back into the living room, rain pounding against the windows, she noticed the framed photo on a side table.

      “Is this your family?” she asked, setting the bowl of popcorn on the coffee table and then returning to pick up the picture. Noah stood in the middle of the picture, between a woman who had to be his mother—she could see the resemblance—and two men, one dark-haired and the other fair and covered in tattoos. They were posed in front of a Christmas tree, lights twinkling in the background.

      The corner of his mouth turned up. “It is. That’s my mom, Veronica, and my brothers Levi,”—he pointed at the dark-haired man— “and Hudson.”

      “Who’s the one with the motorcycle?”

      “Hudson.”

      She set the picture back down. “Goes with the tattoos.”

      He laughed. “It does. Less so with the poetry and the painting, but we all have our quirks.”

      “And what are yours? Besides the fact that I think you might be a bit of a neat freak.”

      “Mmm. I do like…control.” There was something about the way he said the word that had her toes curling against the hardwood. He took a breath, his broad chest rising and falling. “My quirks are more…private.”

      She took a step toward him, peering up at him. His eyes were dark, glittering at her. “Well, now I’m intrigued.” She wanted to know every single private thing about him. Every quirk. Every secret. Every part of himself he kept closed away from the world. “I want to know what makes you tick.”

      He took another breath, his chest inflating beneath her touch. “Felicity.” Lightning flashed across the sky, followed almost immediately by a loud crack of thunder that made her jump. She laughed and shook her head, the heaviness of the moment gone.

      Even if her nipples were stiff to the point of aching, her pulse fluttering between her legs. She seemed to be in a constant state of semi-arousal around him, and it only got worse the more she got to know him.

      “Let’s watch the movie,” he said, his voice a little rusty sounding. She nodded and followed him to the couch. But just as he picked up the remote to turn on the TV, a streak of lightning so white it was almost blue cut across the sky, a sharp crack of thunder following close on its heels.

      And the entire house went dark.

      “Or not…” he said, letting the remote drop onto the couch. A taut silence, permeated only by the drumming of the rain on the window, stretched between them. “Tell me about you day,” he said, a tinge of desperation to his voice. He picked up his iced tea and drained about half of it, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Then he stood and lit the candles on the coffee table he’d set out just minutes before. There was still some light from outside coming in through the large window, but the candles added a warm, flickering glow.

      “It was good,” she said, settling back on the couch, nestling herself into the corner as he sat back down beside her. “Busy. I had senior play rehearsals after school, and I feel like I was running around all day. And I made the mistake of wearing these heels—I don’t really wear high heels—so my feet are killing me.”

      “Here.” He reached out and closed his hands around her ankles, gently pulling her feet into his lap. He held her gaze, his eyes dark in the candlelight as he slowly removed first one sock and then the other with sure, strong fingers.

      “Oh, you don’t have to—” But she lost her ability to speak when his warm hands cradled her foot, rubbing at her aching arch gently. Her eyes fluttered closed as his fingers worked pure magic on her. He added a little pressure, and she let her head loll back against the back of the couch. “Mmm. Noah. God.”

      “Does that feel good?” he asked, his voice a low rumble.

      “So good,” she moaned, knowing she should feel self-conscious about how wanton she sounded, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. It felt too good to have his hands on her, working her tired muscles.

      “You have such pretty feet,” he said, turning his attention to her other foot and giving it the same treatment. She blushed, her eyes opening. No one had ever noticed her feet before. His compliment made her feel soft and light. Happy.

      And almost painfully aroused. She hadn’t thought being told she had pretty feet would get her hot, but coming from Noah, it did.

      “Thank you.” She shifted her foot in his lap, going still when she brushed against his hard cock. Oh God, he was just as turned on as she was. His hands faltered on her foot, just for a second, but then he smoothed his thumb down her instep, making her shudder with pleasure. Studying him intently, she did it again, smoothing her foot over the impressive length of him. His cock jumped at her touch, visibly swelling even more beneath his sweatpants. She did it a third time, thrilling when he sucked in a sharp breath. His hands still working her foot, he met her eyes.

      “You feel what you do to me? That’s all you, Felicity. It’s all you, sweetheart. Fuck.”

      Lust unlike anything she’d ever felt spiraled through her, and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his. A shiver worked its way down her spine and she shifted, growing wet and achy. Rain drummed fiercely against the windows, but she could barely hear it over the pounding of her blood in her ears.

      “Noah,” she whispered, and he reached forward, hauling her into his lap with lightning speed, settling her so she was straddling him. She gasped as his hard cock pressed against her fluttering pussy and then his mouth was on hers, kissing her hungrily. He groaned, a sound ripped from deep inside him as he claimed her mouth with slow, hot sweeps of his tongue. She slid her hands up and down his chest, savoring the hard contours beneath her fingers.

      He broke the kiss, his chest heaving. “I told myself I was going to go slow with you. That we were going to take our time.” His hands landed on her hips and he worked her against his cock, making both of them moan. Thunder boomed above them, so loud and close that the house shook.

      Felicity could see the crossroads before her, clear as day. If she told him she wanted to slow down, she knew without a doubt that he’d respect her wishes. That he’d do whatever she asked. But was that what she wanted? Sex could complicate things. Make her more vulnerable. More attached.

      It was a risk worth taking.

      She wove her hands into his hair and kissed him, thrilling at the fact that he was even hers to kiss in the first place. “I think we both knew that this was inevitable, Noah.”

      “Fuck,” he ground out and then his mouth was on hers again, kissing her with drugging sweeps of his tongue, his mouth hot and insistent against hers. Hungry. Demanding. Needy.

      “Tell me what you like, sweetheart,” he said, his voice rough around the edges as he buried his face in her neck, kissing and sucking a scorching path from her jaw to her collarbone. “What turns you on? How do you like to be touched? Kissed?” Her head tipped to the side and her eyelids fluttered closed as she lost herself in the bliss of Noah’s mouth on her skin. He nipped at the juncture where her neck met her shoulder. “Wanna make you feel so fucking good.”

      He pulled her hips down firmly onto his lap, grinding his cock against her, and she let out a breathy shriek. Her clit felt swollen, pulsing and eager.

      “I…” She shook her head, trying to think, but he was making that nearly impossible with his mouth on her throat, his thick cock pressing against her right where she ached for him most. “I don’t know. What…” She licked her lips and swallowed thickly. “What do you like?”

      He slid a hand up under her shirt, his fingers tracing up the seam of her spine and to her bra. He worked the clasp open and then his warm, calloused hand was on her heavy breast, his fingers gently rolling her nipple.

      “I like to be in charge. I want to tell you what to do, and then tell you what a good fucking girl you are when you do it.”

      At the words good fucking girl, something unlocked inside her, fresh wetness gathering between her legs. “Say that again,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “I liked that.”

      His eyes went molten, and he pinched her nipple. “Good.” He nipped at her jaw. “Fucking.” He worked her against his cock again. “Girl.”

      She made a desperate whimpering sound and swiveled her hips against him. “Yes. Yes. I’ve never…” She shook her head. “But I like it.”

      He kissed her again, deep and slow, taking his time with her and turning her into a puddle of nerves and lust and need. Leaving her gasping and writhing and ready to beg for more.

      “You’re perfect, Felicity. So goddamn beautiful.”

      It was intoxicating, Noah speaking to her like that, praising her. Giving her something she hadn’t known she’d wanted, but now that she had it, it felt as though she’d discovered a missing piece of herself.

      “So pretty and sweet,” he murmured against her skin. “Gonna make you feel so good, sweetheart.”

      She felt as though she were in a trance, and she knew that tonight, she’d do whatever he wanted just to keep feeling like this. Free and floating and shiny.

      New.

      “Take your shirt off,” he said, his voice quiet but authoritative. The quiet command made heat flush over her skin and she only hesitated for a moment before slowly peeling her T-shirt off over her head. Her bra slipped down her arms, and she tossed it aside onto the couch.

      He traced his thick fingers over the outer swells of her breasts. “Look at you, sweetheart. Fucking gorgeous.” Then he dipped his head and captured one of her nipples in his mouth, sucking gently. Her back arched, pleasure shooting through her and arrowing straight down to her pulsing clit. “Mmm, you’re so responsive,” he said, his tone dripping with approval. “Love that.” He turned his attention to her other nipple, sucking it gently at first and then harder. He let her go with a soft pop and kissed his way back and forth between her breasts, biting and sucking and licking until she was restless in his lap, desperate for more.

      He looked up and met her eyes, weaving a hand into her hair. “I like to be in control, but ultimately, you’re in charge, Felicity. You say stop, and we stop. You say slow down and we slow down.”

      She shook her head, feeling senseless with how much she wanted him. This. “I don’t want to slow down.”

      He grinned, the corner of his mouth turning up. “Good girl.” He kissed her again, holding her tight against him, kissing her until they were both panting and moaning, fingers digging into each other. With a groan, he broke the kiss and reached behind him, tugging his shirt up and over his head. He tossed it aside and all the breath whooshed out of Felicity’s lungs. Leaning forward, she started kissing a path over his gorgeously defined pecs, learning their contours with her lips, with her tongue. She teased his nipple, earning a soft groan from him, and her hands dipped lower, exploring the ridges and valleys of his abs. She shuddered as her breasts grazed his bare chest, her nipples almost too sensitive. She teased her fingers over the eagle on his ribs, the sun rising over the Brooklyn Bridge on his right bicep.

      His grip tightened in her hair, and he kissed her again. “Can’t get enough of this sweet mouth,” he rasped against her lips, kissing her again. “So damn good.”

      She moaned and deepened the kiss, wanting to give him everything. Wanting to take everything he’d give her. Suddenly, she was on her back on the couch, Noah looming above her, the flickering candlelight highlighting the muscles planes of his mouthwatering chest. Holding her gaze, his hands went to her pants, popping open the top button on her jeans.

      “I need to see all of you,” he said, his tone part plea, part command. Nodding shakily, she pushed her jeans down over her hips, wriggling out of them. Noah pulled them free of her legs, leaving her in nothing but a pair of soaked red panties. Making a gruff sound, he pressed his thumb against the visible wet spot. “Already so wet, sweetheart.”

      Her hips jerked as his thumb grazed her clit over top of her panties. “Want you so much,” she managed, her voice sounding foreign to her own ears.

      He stroked her through her panties again, making her moan, making the muscles in her stomach coil tight. “Do you ever touch yourself?” he asked, his voice deep and rough, and so, so sexy.

      She blushed and nodded, not wanting to hold back with him. Wanting to step boldly into this new experience. “Y-yes,” she whispered, lifting her hands to pluck at her aching breasts. “I do.”

      “Show me, sweetheart. I want to know what makes you feel good.”

      The old Felicity would never have done this, but here, now, with Noah, it didn’t feel wrong. Maybe it was the fact that she hadn’t had sex in a long time, or the romance of the storm raging outside, the soft candlelight inside, but being with Noah, letting him take charge, felt right. It felt natural. Normal.

      She wasn’t ashamed. Maybe she should be, but she wasn’t.

      Noah gently circled his fingers around her wrist and guided her hand down between her legs. “Touch yourself, Felicity.”

      She moaned and tentatively brushed her fingers over her clit. She couldn’t remember when it had ever been this swollen and sensitive. Pleasure shot through her, even though she was touching herself overtop of her soaked panties.

      “That’s it. Good girl. Don’t feel ashamed at making yourself feel good, sweetheart.” He leaned forward and kissed her neck, her throat, tugging on her earlobe with his teeth. Then he settled on his knees between her spread legs and pushed her panties aside, exposing her pussy. “Ah, shit, sweetheart. You’re beautiful. Perfect. So wet and pink and lovely.”

      His words made her feel drunk and alive, her skin sizzling, and she circled her fingers over her clit, letting out a breathy moan at the contact. Noah’s gaze was glued between her legs, his eyes fiery and intense, and that only urged her on, making her circle her fingers faster, harder, working her clit the way she did when she was alone. She felt as though she’d been sucked under water, the pleasure surging through her like a current pulling her onward, deeper and deeper.

      “That’s it, Felicity. Good girl, touching your pretty pussy for me.”

      His words lit something inside her, making pleasure coil tight, making her sweat and shake. Lightning flashed outside, mirroring the lightning sizzling through her. She rubbed her clit in fast, tight circles, and she could feel the beginnings of an orgasm sparking in her nerve endings. She both wanted to come—for the pleasure, for the relief—and didn’t, wanting to prolong this moment forever. The intimacy of the storm, of being under Noah’s command. She didn’t want it to end.

      Noah laid one hand on her knee, pushing her legs wider apart, while palming his cock through his sweatpants, stroking his thick length.

      “You’re so goddamn beautiful, sweetheart. That’s it. Make yourself come. Come all over your fingers for me.”

      Her eyes locked onto his as her orgasm crashed through her, and she let out a loud moan, her hips writhing against the couch as her clit pulsed wildly against her still circling fingers. She fisted her free hand in her hair, needing something to hold on to as she fell apart.

      “That was perfect,” he said, once again coming down on top of her, kissing her mouth, her ear, her neck. She could barely hear him, her blood was pounding so fiercely in her ears, her orgasm still tingling through her. Going and going, tiny pulses making her moan and shake. He slipped a hand between them and once again circled her wrist, lifting her hand between them. Holding her gaze, he sucked her wet fingers into his mouth, licking away the evidence of her orgasm.

      “Fuck, my girl tastes good,” he breathed, teasing the pads of her fingers with his tongue, making her greedy pussy flutter and clench, eager for more.

      “Noah,” she whispered, and something passed between them, heavy with heat and longing, and maybe something else. A bone-deep connection. Understanding. Belonging.

      She kept waiting for shame or regret or embarrassment to hit her, but there was only excitement. Lust, and happiness, and the need for more. The feeling that she was standing on the edge of a cliff, ready to plunge into the unknown if it was with Noah.

      Ready to follow him into the beautiful unknown.
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      “My girl,” Noah breathed, sending butterflies and fresh arousal spinning through Felicity.

      “I want you,” she whispered, and she’d barely gotten the words out before his mouth came down on hers, claiming her with a hot, deep kiss. It lacked the finesse of his earlier kisses, or maybe the lack of finesse was all about her. It was lips and tongues and teeth, devouring each other. She didn’t think she’d ever get enough of his mouth on hers, his taste on her tongue.

      He rubbed his tongue against hers, dirtily, hungrily, sending more of those butterflies cascading through her in a heady torrent. She felt as though she were floating, kissing him back with everything she had, the current of lust between them strong. Powerful.

      Noah let out a growling sound that made her toes curl and then tugged on her bottom lip with his teeth, and she moaned. She needed him like water, like air, like food—life giving and sustaining. He swept his tongue back into her mouth and she gasped, her hands everywhere on him, wishing she could touch all of him at once. She’d never get enough of touching him, either. Of feeling the hard muscles beneath her fingertips, and the way they bunched and flexed at her touch. She slid her hands up and down his back, basking in how freaking glorious he felt.

      It hit her in that moment that she no longer felt as though he was out of her league. She wasn’t thinking that way anymore. It was just them, Noah and Felicity, two people wanting and needing and connecting and giving.

      He buried his face in her neck, his hands working underneath her to cup her ass. His mouth against her was frenzied, desperate, and she’d never felt more wanted in her entire life. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he ground into her, his rock hard cock rubbing against her oversensitive clit and make her cry out something loud and incoherent.

      “Tell me you want this. That you don’t want me to stop,” he growled, his hunger clear in his voice, in the strain of his muscles beneath her fingertips.

      “Please don’t stop,” she breathed, pulling his face back down to hers for another deep kiss. “I want to give you everything. Want to be so good for you.”

      “My girl,” he murmured against her lips, and then levered himself up off of her, sitting up on the couch, his arms spread over the back. He was a picture of masculine beauty and confidence, all hard lines and jutting cock tenting his sweatpants. “On your knees, pretty girl. Take my cock out.”

      She’d never scrambled to obey anyone so fast in her life. Warmth pulsed through her, his commands making fresh juices coat the insides of her thighs. She wanted everything he’d give her. Needed it. She loved the control he’d taken, and she knew she’d do whatever he told her to. No matter how dirty. His voice was almost hypnotic, invading her senses, leaving her feeling like a puddle of goo with no choice but to obey.

      Her fingers shook as she reached for his pants, and he lifted his hips to help her slide them down over her hips. He wasn’t wearing anything beneath his sweatpants, and his cock sprang free.

      Holy shit. Noah Prescott was huge. Thick and long, with a gorgeously flared head. She curled her fingers around him, not able to close her hand all the way. He wove his hand into her hair, this thumb feathering over her cheek, and a feeling of sheer incredulity washed over her. How was this actually happening? She didn’t know. But it was, and she wasn’t going to run from it.

      She gazed up at him, her eyelids feeling heavy with lust. “Tell me what to do.” She stroked him tentatively, a hint of wariness creeping back into her consciousness. She didn’t know what she was doing.

      He grinned down at her, biting his lip. “What would you like to do, sweetheart?”

      “I want to…to suck you. To make you feel good. But I’m not…” Her cheeks flamed, and she stroked him again.

      “Ask for what you need, sweetheart.” He stroked his hand through her hair again, the movement soothing. Comforting. Reassuring.

      “Please…tell me how to suck your cock the way you like.”

      He let out a strangled groan and bent to kiss her, the hand in her hair tightening its grip. “You’re fucking perfect,” he moaned, and the praise lit something inside her, making her gush and pulse and want. Need. She hadn’t thought she’d be able to come again after just getting herself off, but her clit was already swollen and pulsing again, ready for more.

      He sat back up and guided her mouth towards his cock, a fat bead of moisture glistening on the tip.

      “Lick me.”

      She nodded and licked up the length of his cock, the skin hot and velvety soft against her mouth. When she reached the head of his cock, she tentatively dragged her tongue over the bead of moisture, the taste of him exploding across her tongue.

      “Take me into your mouth and suck, sweetheart. Suck my cock like a good girl.”

      His words seared through her and she took the head of his cock into her mouth, swirling her tongue around it. He gasped and then moaned, the sound making her more confident. She swirled her tongue around him again and his hips shifted on the couch. With his cock still in her mouth, she smiled, loving that she had the power to make him feel like this. She felt as though she could get drunk on the sounds he made, and so she swept her mouth up and down his length, sucking and licking, again and again, cataloguing all of his reactions. The way his muscles tensed, the way he sucked in shuddering breaths, the way he said her name quietly, almost reverently.

      “Can you take more of me, pretty girl? Take me deeper into that gorgeous mouth?”

      She nodded eagerly, opening wide and sliding his length along her tongue. He moaned loudly, the sound harsh and masculine.

      “Fuck, Felicity. Yes, sweetheart.”

      She bobbed her head up and down, establishing a slow rhythm as she sucked him as deep into her mouth as she could. Given his size, it wasn’t an easy feat, but she tried her best. After several moments, his dick was red and glistening when it popped free of her mouth, and the sight of it only made her want more, so she sucked him deep again, trying to take more and more of him with each sweep of her mouth up and down his length. His breath was coming out in staccato puffs, his muscles taut, and she wondered if he was going to come in her mouth. She’d never done that with Peter, but she’d do it in a heartbeat with Noah. She’d let him come on her tongue, or on her breasts, or anywhere he wanted.

      “Fuck, fuck,” he panted and pulled her off of his dick. “Don’t wanna come yet.” He pulled her up and stood, grabbing one of the candles. “Can’t stop thinking about how you taste. Need you in my bed, sweet girl. Now.”

      He tugged her to him with one hand and kissed her fiercely, hungrily, and she melted against him. Never had she thought sex could be like this. But she was learning that all kinds of things were possible with Noah.

      He broke the kiss and led her to the stairs, guiding her up to his bedroom. It was hard to see with nothing but the flickering candlelight, but she saw the only thing that mattered in that moment: the giant king-sized bed in the middle of the room. Noah set the candle on his dresser and then she was on her back on the bed, his weight on top of her, his mouth on her breasts, licking and biting and sucking, making her back arch up off the mattress. She writhed against him, crying out when his teeth closed gently over one of her nipples while his other hand massaged and tugged, rolled and plucked.

      “Noah,” she moaned, gasping, surprised at how badly she needed to come again.

      “I’ll take care of you, sweetheart.” He kissed his way down her body, trailing his tongue over her belly button, her hips. “Open for me,” he growled, and she did, instantly. Immediately. She let her eyes fall closed as he settled himself between her thighs, the entire room tilting when she felt his breath fanning against her pussy. He inhaled deeply and then made a gruff sound that should’ve made her feel self-conscious, but with Noah, all she felt was good. Alive and free and happy. “You’re soaked, God,” he whispered, and then sparks danced behind her closed eyelids when he dragged the flat of his tongue over her folds. He moaned and did it again, lapping at her. “You taste like fucking heaven.”

      She didn’t have time to respond before he started eating her pussy in earnest, not holding back with long, hungry licks and wet sucks. Felicity didn’t recognize the sounds coming out of her mouth, breathy and needy. She knew she was never going to need to fake it with Noah the way she’d often done with Peter. Everything with Noah felt so freaking good that she had no choice but to come. As though as soon as he touched her, her orgasm was a given.

      “You’re gonna make me come,” she gasped, the muscles in her legs flexing. He moaned against her slick pussy and slid first one and then two fingers inside her. Sucking her clit into his mouth, he fucked her with his fingers, wet sounds filling the room.

      He curled his fingers, stroking over a spot inside her that had her hips jumping off the bed. It was intense, almost too much, but not enough at the same time because she needed to come. Now. She felt as though she were going to explode or pass out or something if she didn’t come. As if sensing what she needed, he fucked her harder and faster, pressing on that spot inside her with sure fingers, and she erupted like a volcano. She fisted her hands in his hair, riding his face without shame, pleasure shooting through her and obliterating everything. In that moment, she didn’t know her name or where she was or what year it was and it didn’t fucking matter. All that mattered was Noah’s mouth and Noah’s fingers wringing every last drop of pleasure from her body.

      When he came up from between her thighs, his face glistening with her, she didn’t know how much time had passed. Even as her intense orgasm subsided, a buzz hummed through her veins, her clit throbbing in a way that made her still want more.

      Greedy, greedy girl. That’s what he’d turned her into, and she didn’t care.

      “You’re so goddamn beautiful when you come,” he said, kissing her stomach, her ribs, her breasts, her throat. With his face buried in her neck, she felt him reach over to the nightstand and open a drawer. When he rose to his knees, she saw a condom in his hand, the little foil packet glinting in the candlelight. He ripped it open with confident fingers and rolled it down his length, stroking himself once.

      “Need to fuck you now. Gonna die if I don’t get inside you.” He came back down on top of her, excitement spiraling through her, making butterflies flap crazily in her stomach. She nodded and slipped her legs around his waist, greedy for him. It didn’t matter that she’d just come twice. She wanted more. She had the feeling she’d always want more. Their eyes met, and she breathed out a single word.

      “Please.”

      He made a harsh, strangled sound and then the head of his cock was right there, pressing against her soaking entrance. He held still for just a second, swore under his breath, and then plunged into her, fucking her hard and deep. She was so wet, so primed for him that there was no resistance as he sank all the way in, stretching her wide around him. He let out a deep, guttural moan, holding himself still deep inside her. Their eyes met, and she reached up, brushing a lock of hair off of his forehead. He turned and kissed her palm and then swiveled his hips, dragging a ragged moan out of her. Her toes curled, and he established a hard, deep rhythm, pulling out and slamming back in, over and over, filling her so perfectly she could’ve cried.

      After several moments, he started to fuck her faster, groaning and grunting with each thrust, his cock filling her up and stretching her and making her feel as though she were going to break in two, but in the best possible way. Her insides twisted, and she knew she was going to come again. Something raw and intense consumed her, her orgasm cresting over her as Noah fucked her and fucked her and fucked her.

      “I’m coming,” she gasped. “Noah, baby, I’m coming.” He moaned and fucked her harder, bliss washing over her, making her entire body pulse and tingle as she squeezed around him, clenching and pulling him deeper.

      Her eyes met his in the dim light, and he kissed her, the slide of his tongue against hers matching his thrusts in and out of her body. “God, I love being inside you.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, wanting to brand this memory onto her brain. Loving the way she could see Noah slowly coming apart, all of that tightly held control slipping through his fingers as his hips slammed into hers, harder and rougher. He pressed his forehead to hers, moaning with each thrust. She dug her nails into his shoulders, clinging to him as he rode her, chasing his release.

      “Gonna come. Felicity, fuck. Felicity,” he gritted out her name as he thrust inside her one last time, his cock pulsing frantically inside her. Pumping and throbbing, and a part of her wished he weren’t wearing a condom so she could feel that release inside her.

      She didn’t have any words in that moment. There were no thoughts. Her mind was blissfully quiet, emotions filtering through her. Happiness and lust and maybe something else. Something bright and shiny and blissful.

      She pulled his face to hers and kissed him, slow and sweet. She could feel his heart beating against her chest and she kissed him and kissed him, not wanting to let him go.

      And in that moment, she knew. She was going to fall head over heels in love with Noah Prescott, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was just before dawn when Noah peeled his eyes open, rain pattering softly against his bedroom window. Felicity lay on her side facing away from him, her face relaxed and peaceful in sleep. What could only be described as euphoria washed over him as he replayed the events of the previous night. Not just the incredibly hot sex, but the way she’d trusted him, so openly, so easily. Despite the scars of her past, she was willing to open herself up again, and he knew that took guts. Hell, he was still carrying around the demons of his past all these years later. He could stand to learn a thing or two about moving on from her.

      He’d fallen asleep holding her last night, and she’d woken him up a few hours later with soft, feathery kisses on his chest. While the first time had been hungry and full of need, the second time had been slower, sweeter. He’d kissed her mouth, her neck, her chest, stroked her hair and when she was ready, he’d rolled on another condom, laid her on her side and pushed into her from behind, holding her tight and kissing her neck and shoulder as he stroked in and out of her slowly. She’d turned her head and kissed him and when she’d come with a soft cry, he’d let himself go, coming with her, hearts beating together. They’d fallen back asleep sated and happy.

      As though she could feel his eyes on her, she whimpered softly and stretched, her eyes still closed. When they fluttered open, landing on him, she sent him a soft, sleepy smile.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice rusty with sleep.

      He tilted his head. “For?” He couldn’t think what she’d possibly have to be sorry for.

      “I didn’t mean to stay over.”

      He chuckled and pulled her into his arms, kissing the top of her head. “If I didn’t make it clear last night, I want you in my bed as often as possible.”

      She smiled and ducked her head, nuzzling her face into his neck. “Good. Because after last night, I don’t think you’re ever getting me out of here.”

      He laughed and stroked a hand up and down her back. He knew the feeling. He had a hundred things to do today, and he didn’t know how he was going to tear himself away from her. Distantly, an alarm bell went off somewhere in the back of his head, warning him that he could get in way over his head with her. That he might let her down with not finding the space for her in his life. That he might let other people down if he put her first, the way he wanted. That if he slowed down, everything he kept at bay would overwhelm him.

      “Do you have plans today?” she asked, curling into him and stroking her fingers up and down his chest.

      He opened his mouth to tell her that yes, he did have plans. That he was supposed to go see his mom, and help a friend haul some donations to a local shelter, and work on his training plan for his squad after Jesse’s fuck up.

      “No. I’m all yours.” Something crested over him, like peace, and he’d never felt so set free by a simple lie.

      “Are you sure? I know how busy you are, and…”

      He slid his hand over her hip and pulled her tighter against him. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be right now.”

      She levered up onto her elbow, her hair an adorable rumpled mess around her shoulders, a bite mark emerging on her left breast. Shit, he hadn’t been gentle with her last night, had he? He swallowed and skimmed his fingers over the mark.

      “I’m sorry. I got a little carried away.”

      She glanced down, her eyes widening slightly when she took in the mark. Then her gaze went soft in the dim morning light. “Don’t be. I love it.” She nuzzled her face into his neck, inhaling deeply. “I want more.”

      “Oh, really?” he growled, tumbling her beneath him and pinning her down with his hips. His cock perked up, hardening against her thigh. “That can be arranged.”

      One hour and two orgasms later, they emerged from the bed, and Felicity folded her arms around herself. “I guess my clothes are downstairs.”

      He wasn’t going to make her walk through his house naked to pull on last night’s clothes—as much as he loved watching her cute little naked ass—so he pulled out an old T-shirt he never wore and a pair of boxers and handed them to her. She burst out laughing when she saw the writing on the T-shirt.

      “Keep calm and let me save your kitty. It’s okay, I’m a firefighter.” She shook her head and then pulled it on. “Where on earth did you get this?”

      “Gag gift from my cousin Sebastian.” He turned, his heart going still at the sight of her in his clothes. In his bedroom. She was his. As complicated as that was, she was his.

      And fuck, he wanted to keep her.

      “This isn’t just practice for me, you know,” he said, his voice gravely. “Last night was…that was real.”

      She slipped into the boxers and moved toward him, stroking her hand up his chest in that soothing way she had. “I know. I know it was real. So…” Her shoulders tensed and she shook her head. “Let’s have some coffee.”

      Apprehension curled through him as they made their way down to the kitchen, their clothes from the previous night still strewn across the living room floor. The memory of Felicity on her knees, sucking his cock so beautifully, crashed into him, stealing his breath for a second. Making him feel as if the world had tilted on its axis.

      Last night hadn’t just been sex. It had been more.

      He got the coffeemaker going and slid a couple of slices of bread into the toaster while it brewed. Felicity perched on one of the little stools lined up against the peninsula separating the kitchen from the rest of the open concept floor.

      “So. Um.” She played with the hem of her T-shirt, looking uncertain. “What are we doing, exactly, Noah? I know we said no expectations, but that was before last night, and I…” She looked up and met his eyes. “I need to know. What this is. Because the truth is…” She sucked in a deep breath. “I like you. A lot. Probably too much, given that we’ve only gone out a few times. And it was one thing to spend time together and hang out and kiss and whatever, but last night changed things. For me, anyway. It’s just that you said that this was real and not practice, and I need to know what that means to you.”

      Panic rose up in his throat, but it was tempered by hope. Hope and determination not to let something good slip through his fingers. The coffeemaker beeped, and he turned to pour them each a mug.

      “How do you take it?” he asked, opening the fridge.

      “Cream and sugar.”

      He fixed her coffee for her and handed it to her, their fingers brushing. As always, there was that little electrical current that passed between them, sending tingles up his arm.

      He took a sip of his coffee and then set down his mug. “Last night changed everything for me, too, Felicity.” He sat down on the stool beside her, weaving his fingers through hers. “The truth is, I’ve liked you from the start. I offered the practice dates as a way of keeping you in my life without tying you down because my life is busy and complicated and I…” He took a breath and then the truth came tumbling out. “I stay busy helping people because it’s the only way I feel like I’m worth anything.”

      She frowned and reached up, cupping his face. “Noah. Why would you think that? You’re not a bad person.”

      He swallowed thickly, pressing into her touch. “I’m the reason my father’s dead.”

      Her brows knit together. “I thought you said he died on September 11th? When the towers fell.”

      He nodded, pain knotting his chest into something snarled and ugly. His hands shook, a familiar numbness working its way down his limbs. “He did. But he was only at work that day because of me.” His heart beat sluggishly in his chest as his head swam with memories he tried to keep buried. He didn’t want to bring all of this shit up now. But if they were doing this, really doing this, he owed her the truth.

      “What do you mean?”

      He sighed, grief making his throat hurt. “When I was a teenager, I played soccer, pretty competitively. My team was invited to play in this tournament in Italy, but I couldn’t go. We just didn’t have the money. My mom was home with us, so we only had dad’s income then, and three boys…money was tight. We weren’t poor, but money was tight. There wasn’t any money to send me to Italy, and I was a total jackass about it. Typical selfish teenager.” His shoulders slumped. “One night, about a week before he died, I overheard my parents talking. My father was going to take as much overtime as he could to make enough money to send me to Italy. I was excited when I heard that, thinking it was going to mean I could go. All I cared about was myself and what I wanted.”

      “Hey, you were a teenager. All teenagers are selfish jerks. Trust me, I spend five days a week surrounded by them.”

      He shook his head. “If I hadn’t pushed for it, he wouldn’t have signed up for those overtime shifts. He wouldn’t have been working that day. He died because of me.” To his horror, his throat swelled and his eyes burned. He balled his hands into fists, fighting back the wave of emotion threatening to pull him under. “After he was gone, I knew I had to step up and help my family. It was my fault he was gone, and so now it was my responsibility to look after them. The busier I was, the less I felt, and it just became my life and who I was. I thought maybe, if I did enough good, if I helped enough and put other people first, it might someday make it all okay.”

      She took his hands in hers, gripping him tightly. “Noah, listen to me. Your father’s death isn’t your fault. I know how hard it is to lose a parent as a kid. It sucks, and it’s scary and awful. And what happened to your father was the result of senseless, horrible violence. I get that you’d want someone or something to blame. But you didn’t cause it. You don’t need to keep punishing yourself and atoning for a sin that isn’t yours.”

      He met her eyes, finding nothing but empathy and caring in hers. He was showing her how messed up he was and she was still right here, holding his hands, telling him he didn’t need to blame himself. “Objectively, I know that. I do. But I do still blame myself. I think a part of me always will. And I’m telling you this because this is part of the reason I don’t really date. Because I worry that adding one more thing to my plate is going to be what tips me over the deep end. And I need to keep doing all the other stuff, helping people, looking after my family, because it’s the only thing that keeps me from breaking in a way I can’t fix.”

      “Noah, I obviously didn’t know your father, but I’m willing to bet that he became a firefighter specifically because he wanted to help on days just like September 11th. Overtime or not, there’s a good chance he would’ve been there because I’d guess he wasn’t the type of man who’d sit out and let others do the job. He would’ve wanted to be there for his men, for the people in his community, right?”

      Noah swallowed thickly, his eyes bright as he studied her. “And how do you know that?”

      “Because that’s who you are.”

      He swiped a hand over his face and then met her eyes.

      “But I want to try, Felicity. I really do. I know that I’m broken and fucked up. I know. I don’t want to put my shit on anyone. But what we have is too amazing to walk away from. You’re too amazing. Maybe that’s selfish, but I want to be with you.”

      She swallowed and nodded, finally flashing him a small smile. “I want to try, too. This is scary for me, too. You’re the first person I’ve been with since my divorce, and that’s terrifying.” She clamped her lips together, as though she’d been about to say more, but then thought better of it. Not that he could blame her. He’d just revealed what a neurotic freak he was, and she was probably having second thoughts about this whole thing. “But we have a connection, and I want to see what it could lead to.” She shrugged and then leaned into him, kissing him softly on the mouth. “Maybe with enough time, I can show you how I see you. Because in my eyes, you’re not selfish or deserving of punishment. You’re a man who had to shoulder massive heartbreak at a young age and you coped as best you could. But maybe some of those coping mechanisms aren’t helping you anymore. Maybe you can let some of them go.”

      He met her eyes and took a breath, letting her words sink in. If he could be worthy of a woman like Felicity, maybe she was right. Maybe he could work on letting some of the other stuff go. The stuff that had just become a part of him and now he didn’t know how else to live his life.

      Emotion swamped him, and he leaned forward and kissed her, hoping that this time, his selfishness wouldn’t cost him.
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      “Oh, hey, look who’s alive,” drawled Audrey, sipping her tea and giving Felicity a mock-annoyed look as she sat down at their usual table at their usual coffeehouse for their monthly romance book club meeting. Although the term meeting was used loosely, as they mostly just talked about the books they’d read and why they liked them while chatting about life, work and other things.

      “I’m so sorry,” said Felicity, dropping into her chair and finding a cup of her favorite Earl Grey tea ready and waiting for her. “Today was the dress rehearsal for the senior play, so I had to stay late and make sure the kids have everything they need. I’m so ready to be done with the school year.” She shrugged out of her denim jacket and tossed it over the back of her chair.

      “You’ve been pretty MIA in general,” commented Mal. “Not that we can blame you.”

      “Yeah, if I was hooking up with a hot firefighter, I’d be MIA too,” joked Kara. Guilt sliced through Felicity. She knew they were just giving her a good-natured ribbing, but she felt bad that she’d turned into that woman who got a boyfriend and ghosted her friends. That wasn’t like her, and she owed them better than that.

      Especially given that she would never have gone out with Noah at all if it hadn’t been for their extremely generous charitable contribution.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, glancing around the table and meeting all three pairs of eyes. “I guess I’ve gotten a bit caught up in it all. And we’re not hooking up, we’re…” She blushed. “We’re dating. He’s my boyfriend.”

      “What?” Audrey slammed her fist down on the table so hard that all of their cups jumped half an inch in the air. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      She shrugged, feeling slightly protective of Noah. “It’s new and…I don’t know. I didn’t want to jinx it, I guess.” More like she wanted to keep him all to herself. Greedy girl.

      A shiver worked its way through her as she remembered the way Noah had whispered those words in her ear last night as she’d ridden him, hard and fast, chasing her orgasm. Well, her third orgasm of the night, if she was being honest.

      “Well, obviously we need details,” said Mal, turning her phone screen down on the table. “Spill. It’s the least you can do given how expensive he was,” she added with a wink.

      Felicity laughed. “What about book club?”

      Kara smacked her arm lightly. “Girl, you’re living an actual romance novel. You won a date with a hot firefighter at a bachelor auction and now he’s your boyfriend? Have you guys…” She trailed off and bounced her eyebrows. Felicity laughed as she blushed, positive she was beet red.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” said Audrey, nodding with approval. “And? How was it?”

      “Um…” Felicity took a sip of her tea. “Freaking amazing. I…I don’t think Peter and I ever had any real chemistry. Not like this.” She normally told her friends everything, but she found herself not wanting to share the more intimate parts of her relationship with him. They were for her, and her only.

      Greedy girl.

      She grinned into her mug of tea.

      “So he lasts longer than one pump Peter?” asked Mal.

      Her grin grew. “Oh, yes.” Just last night, he’d made her come twice on his cock before finally letting himself go.

      “And I hope he’s better endowed than Peter,” said Kara. “I know you always complained about that.”

      Felicity giggled and then rolled her lips together, shocked that that sound had come out of her mouth. “Um, yeah. Definitely bigger than Peter.”

      Audrey, Mal, and Kara all stared at her expectantly, and then Kara shook her head. “You guys. I think this is serious.”

      “Is it?” asked Audrey.

      “Well, she doesn’t want to share the juicy details with us,” said Mal. “So either there are none to share, and based on the shade of her face right now, I don’t think that’s the case, or she’s keeping them to herself.”

      “So…is it? Serious?” asked Audrey.

      “Ish?” asked Felicity. “I’m sort of out of my element here, but yes, we’re sleeping together, and yes, we’re seeing each other exclusively, so…”

      “Do you think you could fall for him?” Kara asked earnestly.

      Felicity inhaled a shaky breath and answered honestly. “Yes. I might already be halfway there.”

      After he’d opened up to her the morning after their first night together, it was as though her chest had expanded, making room to love him as fiercely and loyally as he needed to realize that he wasn’t selfish. That he didn’t have to punish himself for wanting good things in his life. That putting his own needs first wasn’t letting others down. She hoped that maybe if she loved him right, in the way that he needed, it might help. If he could see himself the way she saw him, maybe he wouldn’t be so hard on himself.

      She wanted to love him whole. And she knew that was probably a dangerous, foolish and possibly futile path, but she was on it, regardless. Because he was worth the risk. He might break her heart. She knew that. But he needed someone to love him. To care for him the way he cared for others so selflessly. So she wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Then yes, I think it’s serious,” said Audrey, smiling gently. “I’m happy for you.”

      “But if you guys end up married, consider the auction your wedding gift,” deadpanned Mal, and everyone laughed.

      A little thrill ran through her at the idea of marrying Noah. God, she wasn’t even sure if she wanted to get married again, or if marriage was something he wanted. They hadn’t talked about kids or anything like that. And that was fine. It had only been a couple of weeks. There was time for all of that.

      But still. Felicity Prescott. That did have a nice ring to it, didn’t it?

      “Uh oh, we’ve lost Felicity,” said Audrey. “Are you daydreaming about wedding dresses?”

      Felicity gave her head a small shake. “No, no,” she half-lied. “We’re a couple, but we’re not rushing down the aisle anytime soon.”

      “And I hope you’re using protection,” said Mal.

      Felicity shot her a bratty look. “Yes, Mom. We’re using condoms.”

      “Condoms plural,” said Kara, winking. “Atta girl.”

      “Yes, definitely plural. We had to go buy a fresh box the other night.” She blushed as they all cheered and high-fived her.

      “So the sex is good,” said Kara.

      Felicity caved, feeling guilty for holding out on her friends. “Oh my God, so good. He…” She blushed but continued. “He has this way of talking to me when we’re together. I think…I think I have a praise kink.”

      Mal’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s not surprising, given how hard you tried to please Peter, and it was never enough.”

      “Like, what kind of stuff does he say?” asked Kara, riveted.

      “He tells me how beautiful I am, and he calls me his good girl. He likes to be a little bit bossy, and when I do what he says, I’m rewarded with the filthiest praise.”

      “That is so freaking hot,” said Audrey, fanning herself. “I can’t even process that. I’m jealous.”

      She couldn’t bring herself to tell them the dirtiest bits. Like how he’d used his firefighter skills on her to tie her wrists above her head while he went down on her, not coming up until she’d had multiple orgasms. Or when they hadn’t seen each other for several days because of his schedule and he’d fucked her against the wall in his entryway, they’d been so hungry and desperate for each other, telling her how much he’d missed her perfect pussy.

      “Okay, and besides the sex? It’s good?” asked Mal.

      “It is. We have a lot in common. We’re both passionate about our work, we both lost our fathers as kids, and we have a lot of fun together. And he treats me…” She blushed again. “I feel like a princess when we’re together. He’s attentive and a little protective, but not in an overbearing way, and it just feels easy. I wasn’t expecting falling for someone new after the divorce to be this easy.” She pressed a hand to her cheek and shook her head. “But enough about me. Let’s talk dirty books.”
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      Sweat ran down Noah’s back in rivulets as he pushed through his final set of weighted squats, his legs burning, his lungs squeezing. With a grunt, he finished the final rep and loaded the barbell back onto the squat rack in the fire station’s small gym. He’d been slacking on his workouts lately, mostly because he was burning up so much energy between the sheets with Felicity, and he felt bad that he hadn’t worked out in several days.

      But she was worth it.

      God. Felicity. Just the thought of her had his blood warming and his heart beating happily in his chest. She was perfect. He wasn’t just saying that when he told her how perfect she was in bed. He meant it. She was his perfect match. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve her, and he walked around in a constant state of half-agony, half-hope (as Jane Austen would put it—he’d finished Pride and Prejudice and had moved on to Persuasion), hoping he could be the man she deserved, in agony with fear that he couldn’t.

      He wiped down the equipment with his towel and headed for the showers when the battalion commander rounded the corner and intercepted him.

      “Prescott. I looked over your training program, and everything looks good.”

      Noah slung his towel over his shoulders and nodded. “Good to hear it, sir.”

      “Make sure you reel the young one in. He’s too reckless.”

      “Will do.” Jesse had improved immensely and seemed to take any feedback Noah gave him to heart, so he wasn’t overly concerned.

      “Oh, and we need you for overtime next week. Monday and Thursday.”

      Noah grimaced. He was already scheduled for 24-hour shifts on Tuesday and Friday. That meant he’d be practically living at the station that week. That he’d have almost no time for Felicity.

      Something shifted inside him, and he squared his shoulders, meeting his commanding officer’s eyes. “Yeah, sorry. I’m not available.”

      The BC blinked once, twice, as though he couldn’t process the words Noah had said. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I’m not available. But don’t worry, I’ll be here on Tuesday and Friday, as scheduled. Glad you liked the training plan.” Then he turned and headed for the showers, feeling lighter than he had in months. Maybe even years. And he knew it was because of Felicity. By coming into his life, she’d given a part of it back to him.

      Once he was through with his shower, he headed back into the bunkhouse to get dressed. His phone buzzed from where he’d tossed it on his bed, and he picked it up, hoping it was Felicity.

      Hudson: Hey, think you could come help me with the bike sometime this week? It’s not running right and you’re better with the mechanical stuff than I am.

      Noah: I’m busy for the next little while. Work, and I’m taking Felicity away this weekend.

      Hudson: Hey, that’s great. So things are good with her?

      Noah: Yeah, they’re good. Great, actually

      Hudson: Well then, have fun and we’ll have to have dinner or something soon so I can meet her.

      Noah: Sure, sounds good.

      He tossed his phone down, guilt worming through him at the way he’d blown Hudson off. But he wasn’t his personal mechanic, and for the first time in a long time, he was living his life for himself, prioritizing the things that mattered most. Did that make him selfish? Maybe, yeah. But so far, the sky hadn’t fallen. Maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe he’d been holding himself hostage all this time, worried about consequences that would never come.

      “Oh, hey. Can I borrow your Jeep this weekend?” Brandon asked, glancing over at Noah. “I need to go pick up a Jetski I bought.” He lay on his bed, ankles crossed, scrolling through Tinder on his phone.

      “No.” God, this was kind of fun, saying no to things. Freeing. Powerful. “Sorry, got plans with Felicity this weekend.”

      “Oh, sure. No sweat.” And look at that. Brandon wasn’t even mad. “You guys going somewhere?”

      “Yeah. The school year’s over, so I’m surprising her with a weekend in the Poconos.”

      “Nice.” Brandon tossed his phone down and swung his legs over the side of his bed, bracing his arms on his thighs. “I’m happy for you, man. You deserve a pretty girl who makes you happy.”

      Noah laughed. “Thanks. I am happy.”

      Dominick and Cameron ambled into the bunkhouse, talking shit about the Yankees—that was Dominick—and the Mets—Cameron.

      “You know what? Fine. Mets win this weekend and I’ll clean the entire truck by myself next week.” Cameron crossed his massive arms over his chest. He didn’t get fired up about much, but apparently his beloved Yankees were a hill he was willing to die on.

      Dominick just shook his head and starting rifling through his locker. He turned to Noah. “Hey, you wanna play poker this weekend? My buddy’s having a thing, and we need one more.”

      “Loverboy has plans,” announced Brandon loudly, and Noah shook his head. Jackass.

      “Oh, yeah?” asked Dom. “Glad things are working out with you and the teacher. She was cute. Still can’t believe how that all worked out.”

      Noah rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “You and me both, brother.” But he was a lucky bastard that it had.
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      Noah: I have a surprise for you.

      Felicity: Ooh, what’s that?

      Noah: How do you feel about going to the Poconos this weekend, just the two of us, to celebrate the end of the school year?

      Felicity: This weekend? Noah, it’s Friday morning. It’s a great idea, but there’s no way there’s availability anywhere.

      Noah: I know. I booked it two weeks ago.

      Felicity: You did? Noah. You’re so full of surprises!

      Noah: Pack enough for a weekend when you come to my place tonight. We’re leaving first thing tomorrow morning and we’re not coming back until Monday afternoon.

      Felicity: Oh my God, that sounds like heaven.

      Noah: Bring a bathing suit, too. There’s a pool and a hot tub.

      Felicity: Can we order room service and watch trashy reality TV while eating gourmet food?

      Noah: Yes.

      Felicity: Can we have sex on every available surface in our room?

      Noah: I’d planned on it.

      Felicity: Can we go on a hike?

      Noah: We can do anything you want, sweetheart. I’m all yours and up for anything.

      Felicity: Ooh, I’ll bring my dominatrix gear.

      Noah: Fine. But just know that anything you do to me, I get to do to you. So choose wisely.

      Felicity: Please. We both know you’re in charge and that’s the way we both like it.

      Felicity: Also, thank you for filling up my car. That was really sweet of you.

      Noah: I don’t like the idea of you stopping at gas stations alone.

      Felicity: You’re amazing.

      Noah: So are you.
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      The photos on the website hadn’t done the little hotel justice. The Inn, as it was simply called, was styled to look like an old French manor, with a limestone brick exterior and sloping thatched roof reminiscent of old world Europe. It was small and cozy, with only twenty rooms in total, and it was tucked away from the main road, hidden behind a copse of dense trees. A rosebush-lined stone walkway led from the parking lot to the main entrance.

      Noah pulled the Jeep into a parking space and put it in park, glancing over at Felicity, whose eyes were wide as she took in the pretty scenery.

      “This is so nice,” she said, shaking her head. “Nicer than anything…” She swallowed. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to compare you to my ex, but he never did anything like this for me.”

      He shrugged. “The fact that you’re divorced doesn’t bother me, sweetheart. We all have a past.” Then he leaned across the center console, capturing her chin in his hand. “But I’m real fucking glad you’re mine now.” He kissed her, teasing his tongue in and out of her mouth in a way that had her squirming in her seat.

      “Me too.”

      He hopped down and jogged around the front of the Jeep to open her door for her, helping her down. Then he grabbed their bags, and they headed inside to check in, anticipation humming through his veins. He’d never had a connection like this with anyone, physical or otherwise, and he was looking forward to exploring and deepening that connection this weekend.

      He hadn’t known he could feel like this. Happy and light and…free.

      God, he was falling in love with her, wasn’t he?

      He chuckled to himself, a peaceful kind of happiness flooding him at the realization.

      They checked into their room, and then wandered through the cobblestone-floored hallways until they found their room, wings shooting off of the main corridor at erratic but charming angles. The old-fashioned skeleton key turned in the lock and they stepped inside.

      “Oh, Noah,” Felicity said quietly, stepping into the room ahead of him. “This is gorgeous.”

      An enormous four-poster bed sat in the middle of the room, with an enormous fireplace nestled into the far corner. A set of French doors opened onto a private terrace that overlooked quiet green space. The bathroom housed an enormous Whirlpool tub and a walk-in shower. But as beautiful as the room was, he couldn’t take his eyes off of Felicity.

      “You like?” he asked, setting their bags on the leather loveseat facing the fireplace.

      She turned to face him, her green eyes sparkling, her cheeks slightly pink. “Very much.”

      It felt as though they were talking about more than the room in that moment. At least, he hoped they were.

      She moved to the French doors, peering outside. Bright sunshine streamed in, the leaves outside rustling softly. He slipped his arms around her waist and tugged her against him, kissing her neck. “What do you want to do first?”

      She spun in his arms and wound her arms around his neck. “Take a wild guess.”

      “Go for a hike?” he asked, feigning innocence.

      She shook her head, her eyes twinkling at him. He couldn’t fight back his grin, and he dipped his head and kissed her.

      “Go check out the pool?”

      “If we do what I want in the pool, we’ll get arrested.”

      “And what is that?”

      Her cheeks went a deeper shade of pink and she buried her head in his chest. He felt something in him expanding, growing hot and restless. His sweet girl.

      “Felicity,” he said, putting a commanding tone into his voice.

      She shuddered and rubbed her face against his chest. “I want to…see you.” Her voice was muffled against his chest.

      He slipped a hand under her chin and tilted her face up, forcing her to meet his gaze. “See me what?”

      She let out a tiny little moan, and he dipped his head and kissed her, walking her slowly back to the bed, the need to give her whatever would make her feel good obliterating everything else. When the backs of her legs hit the bed, he lifted her and eased her down, coming down on top of her. He kissed her and kissed her until his need for air finally won out.

      “You’re so beautiful, sweetheart. So smart and sweet and warm. Be my brave girl. Tell me what you want.”

      She stared up at him, her eyes bright and full of need. Lust. And maybe something else. Holy fuck, this woman. She was incredible.

      “I want to…to watch you touch yourself. Stroke your cock for me, Noah.” Her words were a tremulous whisper, but they roared through him.

      “Good girl,” he murmured against her neck. “So fucking hot.”

      He rose up to his knees and tugged his shirt off over his head, then held her gaze as he flicked open the button on his jeans. She sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes going glassy with arousal. Slowly, he undid his zipper, the scrape of it loud in the quiet room. Felicity squirmed on the bed beneath him, watching him. Rapt.

      “This what you want, sweetheart?” he rasped, pulling his cock free of his jeans and giving it a hard squeeze with his fist. “You need to see how fucking hot you make me?”

      She nodded, swallowing. “Tell me. While you do it.”

      Holding her gaze, he spit into his palm and then stroked himself. She let out a soft gasp.

      “Do that again. Please.”

      So he did, spitting in his hand and then slicking his palm over his aching cock. He stroked himself from root to tip, squeezing the head, making a drop of pre-come appear.

      “You see what you do to this cock, sweet girl? Just thinking about you makes me hard in an instant. It drives me fucking wild thinking about you, walking around with that slice of heaven between your legs. So beautiful and perfect and all mine.”

      “Noah,” she moaned, pinching her nipple through her shirt as she watched him stroke himself. As she listened to him say filthy things to her. God, this was addictive. Noah didn’t think he’d ever feel this way with another woman. Fuck, he didn’t want another woman. Only Felicity.

      He sucked in a shuddering breath as he jacked himself, Felicity’s eyes glued to where he fucked his cock into his fist. Lava pooled in his gut, his balls tightening.

      “God, Felicity. I want to come all over you. Wanna paint you with my come. Mark you as mine.”

      “Do it,” she panted, her eyelids heavy with lust. “Please. Please come all over me.”

      “Take your shirt off,” he said, his voice tense. Ragged.

      She did, sitting up and whipping her shirt off over her head and ditching her bra in record time. Then she laid back, ready and waiting for whatever he wanted to give her.

      “God, you’re fucking exquisite,” he panted, the first pulse of his orgasm shooting down his spine. “Such a good girl, goddamn.” He started to come, spurting onto her breasts and her stomach, ropes of white decorating her flawless skin. His chest heaved as he shuddered through his release, his cock pulsing in his hands, his balls throbbing.

      He released his cock and immediately started tugging her jeans down over her hips, her legs. He didn’t even bother removing her panties, just tugged them to the side and closed his mouth over her.

      “Holy shit, you’re so wet, sweetheart. I think you liked that,” he murmured against her slick flesh, teasing her clit with his lips.

      “Mmmhmm,” she whimpered, and when he looked up, she swept her finger through the come on her breast and lifted it to her mouth, sucking it between her lips. “Mmm. You taste good, baby.”

      His cock started to harden again despite the intense orgasm he’d just had, and he ground his hips into the mattress as he licked and sucked her pussy, fucking her with his tongue and working her clit with his lips. Sucking it into his mouth and stroking it with his tongue. Licking over the entirety of her with long, slow sweeps of his tongue. Kissing her gorgeous pussy until his mouth was wet and her thighs were shaking, her hands fisted in his hair. He loved when she got like this, so lost in chasing her pleasure that she practically rode his face.

      “Noah! Oh my God, Noah!” she screamed, her hips writhing on the bed. He felt her start to come, her clit pulsing erratically against his tongue. He groaned, lapping her up, savoring the sweet muskiness of her on his tongue until she was spent and sensitive, pushing at his shoulders.

      He rose to his knees and wiped at his mouth, his heart vaulting into his throat at the sight of her. Eyes glossy with pleasure, a gorgeous flush coloring her skin, his come still streaked across her breasts and the soft roundness of her stomach. She pressed her hands to her cheeks and let out a laugh.

      It was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard in his life.

      Holding himself above her, he kissed her, letting her taste herself on his tongue. She moaned and then sighed happily.

      “Why don’t we have a shower, go for a walk and then have some lunch?” he suggested.

      She nodded, smiling up at him. “That sounds perfect.”

      Perfect. That’s exactly what she was.
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      That night, Felicity lay in Noah’s arms, naked and sated, feeling blissful and sleepy. The day had been incredible. They’d spent time outside, enjoying the gorgeous gardens. They’d driven into town and eaten wood-fired pizzas for lunch. He’d surprised her with a trip to the spa, and they’d gotten a couples’ massage, and then they’d relaxed by the pool. Dinner had been amazing, with lobster bisque, warm crab salad, and the most amazing roast chicken she’d ever had.

      Then they’d returned to their room, where he’d made a fire in the fireplace and they’d made love. Twice. It might possibly be the best day of Felicity’s life, and if it wasn’t the best, it was absolutely in the top three.

      She traced her fingertips over the eagle on Noah’s ribs, his skin golden in the flickering firelight. “I don’t think I’ve ever asked you about your tattoos,” she said softly, inhaling his warm cedar scent that she was quickly coming to associate with home and shelter.

      “What do you want to know?” He slid his hand up and down her back in a soothing motion, and she snuggled into him.

      “Do they have a meaning? When did you get them? Did your brother do them all? The one who has the tattoo shop?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, Hudson did all of them.” He gestured to the eagle, its wings spread over his skin. “I got this one in memory of my dad when I was twenty-one. It was one of the first bigger ones Hudson had done.”

      “That was brave of you, to let him practice on you.”

      Noah shrugged. “He’s my brother.” As though he’d do anything for him, and it was as simple as that. “A few years later, I got this one, when I started working for the FDNY.” He sat up and pointed at the small tattoo running across his upper back in neat letters.

      She traced her finger over it as she read. “They never fail who die in a great cause.” He laid back down and pulled her back down into his arms. “That’s very noble.”

      He sighed. “Sometimes, the shit I have to deal with at work is…intense. Knowing that if something should happen to me, it would be for a good cause helps me keep the fear at bay.”

      Her arms tightened around him. She knew his job was dangerous, but she’d never really considered just how dangerous it could be. “Do you get scared often?”

      He shook his head. “No. Not anymore.”

      She swallowed, not wanting to dwell on her newfound worry for his safety at work. “And what about this one?” she asked, trailing her fingers over his right bicep, where there was a gorgeous image of the sun rising over the Brooklyn Bridge. Unlike the eagle, which was all black lines and shading, this one was done in brilliant colors.

      “A tribute to the city I love, I guess.”

      “Do you think you’ll ever get any more?”

      “Yeah. I’m actually getting a new one soon. Hudson’s been working on the design.”

      “What is it? Where are you going to put it?”

      “It’s a phoenix, rising from ashes.” He turned over his left forearm, indicating the space between his wrist and his elbow. “Right here.”

      “Why a phoenix?”

      He paused. “Originally, it was just a concept that I liked, with the fire and the resilience. But now…” He wove his fingers into her hair. “You make me feel like I’ve risen from the ashes. That I had to burn to become a better version of myself. You…you make me want to be that better version. You make me want to burn the mistakes of my past and rise up from the ashes.”

      “Noah,” she whispered, tears stinging her eyes. “That’s the most amazing thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

      He grinned at her, the corner of his mouth tilting up. “I mean it. You want to come with me when I get it?”

      She nodded. “I’d love to.”

      “Would you ever get one?”

      “I mean…maybe? Your brother’s obviously a talented artist, and I’m intrigued by them. I just can’t think of anything I believe in so fiercely or passionately that I want it permanently on my skin. But I’ve also always kind of wanted one.”

      “If you’re interested, I can introduce you to Hudson, have him draw something up for you.” He kissed her. “The idea of you with a tattoo is pretty hot.”

      “Yeah? Hmm. I’ll add that to the pro column.”

      He chuckled and a peaceful silence fell between them, the crackling of the fire soft and gentle. Then she turned into his chest and placed a kiss over his heart.

      “I think he’d be proud of you, you know,” she whispered, looking up to meet his eyes. “Your dad. I think he’d be proud of the man you are.”

      She saw the pain dance across his expression, replaced with something easier. Almost like acceptance.

      And then he kissed her, and there was no more talking.
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      The air was warm and sweet as Felicity walked down West 10th street, a tray with two coffees and a couple of pastries in a brown paper bag in her hand. Today was supposed to be the first truly hot day of the late spring/early summer, and she was officially on summer break, so she’d taken the train into the city and had decided to surprise Noah by stopping by his fire station. To be fair, he’d invited her to come check it out, and she knew he was bummed about getting called in for overtime today, so she wanted to do a little something to brighten his day, the way he always tried so hard to brighten hers.

      He did all kinds of small things for her, things she hadn’t even realized were exhausting her until she didn’t have to worry about them anymore. Like making sure her car always had a full tank of gas, or taking out the trash when he was at her place. She’d gotten so used to being on her own that having someone else to depend on was both refreshing and soothing. She hadn’t realized just how alone she’d felt until she’d found Noah.

      Noah, who texted her first thing every morning they were apart, asking how she slept and telling her to have a great day. Noah, who left her flowers and chocolates and stocked his cabinets with her favorite tea. Noah, who brought her groceries without asking. Noah, who left her scrawled little notes for her to find while he was working. Some of them were sweet, with messages like “you’re beautiful,” “you make me so happy,” and “your laugh is my favorite sound,” while others were flirty or dirty. Some of her favorites were “you have a cute butt,” and “gonna make you come so hard tonight.” She kept them all in a little box in her closet.

      Noah’s fire station was in Greenwich Village, a part of the city she didn’t visit often, and she took it in as she walked, passing cafés and bookshops, florists and a bustling farmer’s market. She took a wrong turn, but eventually found the right intersection and spotted the bright red doors of the fire station, a large American flag mounted above. Pride suffused her at what he did and what he gave to his community and his city, and she walked a little faster, excited to see him. The pavement in front of the fire station was emblazoned with a bright yellow FDNY logo, the number 18 in black in the middle. She walked up to the side entrance door and wondered if she should knock, but when she tested it, it was open, so she stepped inside, hoping she wasn’t in the wrong place.

      Two shiny red fire engines sat in the bay, and she could see metal lockers lining the walls to her left. She grinned when she saw one marked Prescott, the gear all neatly arranged. She took a few steps forward, noting the staircase in front of her, the living area directly ahead, and what appeared to be a large kitchen to the right. The space directly in front of her was comprised of a couple of desks, FDNY paraphernalia on the walls.

      A man wearing an FDNY T-shirt and work pants emerged from the kitchen, tilting his head when he saw her. “Hey, can I help you?”

      She smiled, feeling a little nervous. “Yeah, I’m looking for Noah Prescott.”

      At that, the man’s demeanor changed, and he rolled his eyes. Then he cupped his hands and shouted up the stairs. “Prescott! You’ve got another groupie!”

      Her mouth fell open, and she shook her head. “Oh no, I’m not—” Embarrassment flooded her, along with something else. Something small and ugly that made her feel like she didn’t belong here.

      Noah appeared at the top of the stairs, an annoyed look on his sexy face. But it changed instantly as soon as he laid eyes on her, his entire face lighting up. He came down the stairs quickly, grinning at her the entire time, making butterflies flap in her stomach. As soon as he was on her level, he shot the other firefighter a dirty look.

      “This is my girlfriend, Felicity.”

      The man paled and swallowed. “Oh. Sorry, Cap.”

      “Don’t apologize to me, apologize to her.”

      “Sorry, miss.” Then he headed back to the kitchen, leaving the two of them alone.

      “Hi,” she said, arching up onto her toes to kiss his cheek. “I thought I’d come surprise you.” She lifted the tray with the coffees and the pastries. “You, um…you have groupies that come by here?” Her heart beat erratically in her chest, her stomach roiling at the idea of women coming here looking for Noah. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him—she did, and she didn’t think he’d cheat on her or anything—but it brought her own insecurities back to the forefront. It was a reminder that he could have any woman he wanted, and there were plenty who wanted him.

      He took the tray from her and led her toward the living area at the back, which was currently empty. “Sometimes, yeah. Not often. Mostly because of the calendar. The guys love to give me a hard time about it.” He set the tray down on the coffee table and then pulled her into his arms. “You know there’s no one for me but you, right?”

      She nodded, tucking herself against him, her face hot. “I know. I’m not upset, I promise. It just kinda threw me.” She glanced up at him. “I mean, you’re gorgeous. What woman wouldn’t drool over you?”

      He slipped a hand under her chin. “I only care about one woman drooling over me, and that’s you, Felicity Hawthorne.” Then he kissed her, gentle and slow, and she could feel the tension unknotting in her stomach.

      They ate the pastries and sipped at their coffees, chatting about the kind of nothing topics that made it feel as though they’d been dating for longer than a few weeks. Once they were finished eating, he stood and offered her his hand.

      “Come on, I’ll give you the tour.”

      He showed her the kitchen where they took turns cooking while on shift, the fire trucks and his equipment, and then he led her up the stairs, showing her the bathroom, gym, and finally the bunkhouse, where several firefighters were lounging around, talking and reading. She recognized one of the big men from when she’d gotten stuck in the elevator at school, his attention on his phone.

      “Hey guys, this is Felicity.” Every head in the room swiveled in her direction, making her feel slightly self-conscious.

      “Hey, pretty elevator lady,” said one of them, sauntering over. Just from his body language, Felicity could tell he was trouble. Cocky and full of himself and extremely good looking. “Good to see you again.”

      “This is Brandon Knight, one of the guys on my squad.”

      She shook Brandon’s hand, and he introduced her to the other men he worked closely with—Dominick Santiago, Cameron Henning and Jesse Larsen.

      “Which bunk is yours?” she whispered after the introductions had been made. He pointed at a neatly made single bed in the corner, and opened his mouth to say something when an ear-piercing alarm started going off, startling her and making her stomach twist. Immediately, all the men in the room jumped into action, rushing toward the stairs.

      “Shit, I gotta go,” said Noah, who pulled her into his arms and gave her a hard, quick kiss on the mouth. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Okay. Be safe.” He rushed out of the room as the alarm continued to sound, making her feel anxious and tense. That worry that she’d tasted before, the knowledge that his job could be incredibly dangerous, came flooding back, and she sent up a silent prayer.

      Please, please, God, keep him safe.
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      Felicity paced the floor of Noah’s house, waiting anxiously for him to get home from work. After leaving the station, she’d wandered around the city for a while, trying to distract herself from worrying about Noah with a visit to one of her favorite bookshops and a bagel in Central Park, but it hadn’t worked. She hadn’t heard from him all afternoon, and he was supposed to be off work at 4. It was now almost 6, and he wasn’t home yet. He should’ve been home an hour ago.

      He’d given her the code to his garage so she could let herself into his house when he wasn’t home about a week ago, but today was the first day she’d ever used it. She just needed to get eyes on him, to make sure he was okay.

      Suddenly, she heard the rumble of the garage door opening, and her heart leaped into her throat. He was home.

      She rushed to the entryway and opened the door to the garage, watching as Noah backed his Jeep inside. When he stepped out, she could tell he was exhausted, and she moved forward and wrapped her arms around him.

      “Hey, I thought that was your car out front,” he said, smoothing a hand up and down her back. “I’m surprised to see you. Not that I’m not happy you’re here,” he added. She shook her head and arched up onto her toes, kissing him.

      “I was worried about you. I know that’s something I’m going to have to get used to, but I’m not used to it yet.”

      His face fell. “Fuck, I should’ve texted you. I’m sorry. It was a busy day, and…shit. I’m really sorry, sweetheart.”

      Relief swirled through her. He was okay. She tightened her arms around him, not wanting to let him go.

      “It’s okay. You’re here now. I was just being a worrywart.” She tried to hide her face in his chest, but he slipped his fingers under her chin and tipped his face up to hers.

      “I think it’s really sweet that you were worried. But I promise you, I’m as safe as I can be out there. My job is dangerous, but I know what I’m doing.”

      “I don’t feel sweet. I feel silly.”

      He shook his head. “Not silly at all.” Then he kissed her, making her toes curl and her stomach explode with butterflies. With his mouth still on hers, he cupped her ass and lifted her, her legs going around his waist. “Need to be inside you, beautiful,” he rasped against her mouth, and she knew he needed this as much as she did. That he needed to soothe her worry as much as she needed release from it.

      That was Noah. Always giving her exactly what she needed. Letting her give to him in return.

      He walked them up the stairs, carrying her the entire way, and eased her down on his bed, coming down on top of her. There was a smokiness mingled with his regular scent, reminding her of the danger he’d faced today.

      “You smell like smoke,” she murmured against his mouth and he sighed.

      “I probably will for a couple of days. It was a big apartment fire, and I was inside for a while. Does it bother you?”

      She shook her head. “No. I just want you. Please.”

      “I need to sweat to really get rid of the smell,” he said, kissing a path up and down her neck. “Normally, I’d hit the gym, but…”

      “This is so much more fun,” she whispered, weaving her fingers in his thick hair.

      Kissing, they drew each other’s clothes off garment by garment—his T-shirt, her sundress, his jeans, her bra, his boxers, her panties—until they were naked, skin to skin. Hearts aligned and beating together.

      Noah kissed a path from her mouth, down her throat and to her breasts, placing hot, open-mouthed kisses on her nipples, on the heavy undersides, his hand slipping between her legs and cupping her there. He stroked a finger down her slit and groaned in approval.

      “Already so wet, sweetheart.”

      “Always wet for you, Noah. Always.”

      He sighed and sucked her other nipple into her mouth while slowly working a finger inside her, teasing her and opening her.

      “I like this,” he breathed. “Coming home to you.”

      Their eyes met and her heart flopped over on itself. “Me too.”

      He made a soft growling sound and started kissing a path down her stomach, biting at her thighs, getting closer and closer to where she ached for him, to where she was desperate for his talented mouth.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said, that hint of command in his tone.

      “Please eat my pussy, baby. Please. I need your mouth.” She’d gotten more comfortable with the dirty talk over the past couple of weeks, and now she loved it. Like it was this special, secret thing just between her and Noah.

      But he pulled away, laying down beside her on the bed, a mischievous grin on his face. “I want your mouth, too,” he rumbled. “Come here, pretty girl. Sit on my face so I can taste you while you suck my cock with that perfect mouth.”

      “Oh, God,” she moaned, feeling self-conscious but also wanting what he was offering with every fiber of her being. Feeling completely wanton, she crawled onto his body, her face flaming as she pushed her pussy right into his face. Settling onto him, her breasts pressing into his flat stomach, she licked up the length of his cock, hard and thick and red. For her.

      He groaned and then gave her ass a playful smack. She let out a whimper that dissolved into a moan as he closed his mouth over her, working her pussy with his lips and tongue. Fire coursed through her veins and she sucked him into her mouth, taking as much of him as she could. He was so big that she didn’t think she’d ever be able to get all of him in her mouth, but she liked trying. A lot.

      Reaching between his legs, she cupped his heavy balls, fondling them and tugging gently. He hissed out a breath against her pussy and then started fucking her with his tongue.

      “Noah,” she moaned, the sound muffled by his cock. The way he licked at sucked at her while her mouth was full of him only turned her on more, and she sucked him eagerly, swiping her mouth up and down his length in long strokes. But then he sucked his clit into her mouth and swirled his tongue around it and her arms started to shake. She collapsed onto him, her cheek pressed to his thigh, stroking his cock as she lost herself to the miracles he could work with his mouth.

      He smacked her ass again, biting at her skin. “You taste so good, sweetheart. I could do this all fucking night.”

      She moaned and slid his cock back into her mouth, missing the carnal contact. Needing it. She took him as deep as she could, deeper than she ever had, just as her orgasm started to crest over her, making her gasp around his cock, making her shake and pulse and sweat. He ate at her relentlessly as she came, and she pressed her hips back against his face, wanting more. Greedy for him.

      He almost hit the back of her throat and she moaned loudly, feeling completely surrounded by him. Claimed by him.

      It was perfect. It was everything she’d never known she’d needed.

      She released him from her mouth and collapsed onto his leg again, tracing her tongue over his balls and stroking him as he slowly brought her down with lingering kisses and teasing licks. She heard him reach over to the nightstand and pull out a condom, and so, with shaky limbs, she managed to climb off of him. He rolled on the condom and reached for her, pulling her on top of him and kissing her deeply, rubbing himself against her pussy with shallow thrusts of his hips.

      “Put me inside you, sweet girl,” he murmured. “Need to be inside you.”

      She curled her fingers around his sheathed cock and sank down onto him, taking him an inch or two at a time, stretching around him. The slight burn every time he entered her was intense in the most decadent way. Finally, she sank all the way down and leaned forward, kissing him as she swiveled her hips slowly.

      “I’m sorry I was worried,” she said, her nipples skimming over his chest and sending sparks dancing through her.

      “Don’t be. It was sweet. I spend so much time worrying about other people that it’s…Oh, God, that’s good,” he said, letting out a shuddery breath. He reached up and pushed her hair out of her eyes. “It’s nice to know there’s someone worrying about me.”

      “Noah.” She leaned forward and kissed him, and together they found a slow, sweet rhythm, their bodies rocking together. He wove his hands into her hair and held her close, their bodies entwined. Connected as intimately as possible. Something rose up in her chest, bubbling up in her throat. A pressure, a need for release. The desire to be completely honest, even if it was scary. Even it made her even more vulnerable than she already was.

      “I think I’m falling in love with you,” she whispered against his mouth, and his entire body went still. When she met his eyes, they were bright and full of emotion. Full of his heart. His heart that she hoped belonged to her.

      “Felicity,” he groaned. “My sweetheart. My girl. God help me, I am definitely falling in love with you.”

      She gasped, her chest going hot and tight with emotion, with hope and happiness and wonder, and she kissed him, riding him faster, desperate for him. Wanting to make him feel as good as he made her feel every single day.

      “Felicity,” he groaned again, pumping up into her and pressing his forehead to her shoulder. “Gonna come. Gonna come, sweetheart.”

      “Yes,” she breathed, riding him harder, faster, swiveling her hips. “Noah. Come, baby. Let it all go.”

      “Fuck,” he gasped, pumping his hips up one last time and then stilling, his cock pulsing inside her. “Come here.” With his cock still throbbing inside her, he pulled her mouth to hers, and kissed her, long and deep. It felt like…like a celebration of what they’d just admitted. Like they were sealing it with a kiss.

      After several moments, she slid off of him and padded into the bathroom to clean up. She was a little sore and tender between her legs, but that ache only made her want him more. She liked walking around with the evidence of all the amazing sex they were having. When she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she felt like she didn’t even recognize herself. Who was this woman with the sex tousled hair and the sparkling eyes, with the wide grin and the flush across her chest? Not the same Felicity from a few months ago, that much was certain. It was as though she’d been reborn through orgasms and laughter. Through late night snuggles and whispered conversations. Through another person seeing her, just as she is, and saying yes, please.

      When she stepped back into Noah’s room, he was sitting up in bed, his phone pressed to his ear. His expression was tense, worried, his hand raking through his messy hair.

      “Okay. Okay. What hospital?”

      Hospital?

      He threw the covers back and started yanking on boxers and jeans, his phone wedged between his shoulder and his ear. Wanting to help, she opened his dresser drawer and handed him a clean T-shirt. Obviously, something was going on. She just hoped everyone was okay. He took the shirt with a tight smile, no warmth or happiness in his eyes. Oh God, what had happened? She swallowed, her mouth going suddenly dry at the worry churning through her.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He shoved his phone into his pocket and tugged the shirt on over his head.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, wrapping her arms around herself. Noah yanked open his dresser drawer and pulled out a pair of clean socks.

      “Hudson was in a motorcycle accident.”

      She pressed her hand to her chest. “Oh, my God! Is he okay?”

      “Levi said he’s got a busted arm and some road rash, but that he lost consciousness, so they’re worried about a brain injury. He’s at Kings County in Brooklyn. I gotta go.”

      “Yeah, of course. I’ll get dressed.”

      “No.”

      Something in his tone had her freezing in place. Maybe because it sounded colder than she’d ever heard him before. He grimaced and blinked, rubbing a hand over his forehead.

      “It’s okay,” he said, more gently this time. “It could be a long time and…I need to go be with my family.”

      “Oh-okay. I understand. Do you want me to stay here and wait for you?”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s okay. Obviously, you can stay if you want, but I don’t know if I’ll even be home tonight.” He finished dressing and pressed a quick, almost indifferent kiss to her forehead. “I’ll text you.”

      “Okay. I’ll be praying for him.”

      And then he was gone, pounding down the stairs and slamming the door to the garage. The door rumbled open and the Jeep’s engine revved as he turned out of the driveway and down the street.

      Slowly, Felicity sank down onto the bed, feeling as though she’d done something wrong. Feeling as though something had just shifted between them. But that was probably an overreaction, wasn’t it? After all, they’d just had amazing sex, had just admitted they were falling for each other, and then he got the extremely upsetting news that his brother had been seriously injured in an accident. If the situation were reversed, she probably would’ve reacted the same way.

      Except…she wouldn’t have. She would’ve wanted Noah with her. She wouldn’t have pushed him away. In the short time they’d been together, she’d come to depend on his support, and if something happened, say with her mom or one of her best friends, she’d want him by her side.

      But then again, everyone dealt with stressful situations differently, and it wouldn’t be fair of her to jump to any conclusions. Right now, all she could do was wait for news and try to occupy herself so she didn’t drive herself crazy with worry, both about Hudson and about Noah. About them.

      Because as much as she wanted to deny it, something had just felt off when he’d left.

      But she didn’t want to think about that. So instead, she got dressed, tidied up Noah’s bedroom for him, and then drove the two miles back to her place.

      She tried to distract herself with a movie, with a book, with texting with her friends, but nothing seemed to work. She kept checking her phone, waiting for a text from Noah to let her know his brother was okay. That he was okay.

      That they were okay.

      She didn’t text him, because she knew he was busy with his brother and his family, and she didn’t want to bother him. But by the time she forced herself to go to bed at 1 AM, he hadn’t texted her either.

      She fell asleep praying that everything was okay.
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      By the time Noah arrived at Kings County Hospital in Brooklyn, it was full dark. Traffic had been the usual pain in the ass, and it had taken him over an hour to get there. His hands ached from the way he’d gripped the steering wheel. He’d had the radio on, but he had no clue what station he’d been listening to or what songs he’d heard. He barely even remembered the drive from Jersey City, through Staten Island, and over the Verrazzano Bridge to Brooklyn. All he’d thought about was Hudson.

      He parked and rushed inside, following Levi’s directions to a room on the third floor, his stomach churning with anxiety. When he stepped inside the hospital room, cold washed over him, his anxiety giving way to fear.

      Hudson lay in the hospital bed, a bandage around his head. His right arm was in a cast, and his left hand was bandaged. His eyes were closed, his face relaxed.

      Levi stood from the chair in the corner, crossing to Noah. He gave him a hug, and for a moment, the two brothers just clung to each other, not saying anything. Then Levi tipped his head toward the hallway, motioning for Noah to follow him outside.

      “What happened?” asked Noah, crossing his arms over his chest to hide his shaking hands. It had rattled him to see his little brother in a hospital bed all bandaged up. He took a breath, trying to calm his racing heart.

      “Cop on the scene said it looked like the throttle got stuck in acceleration mode. Hud tried to shift it into neutral and he got thrown from the bike. Landed pretty hard. Right arm broken in two places, left hand banged up. Lacerations and road rash on both legs.” Levi blew out a breath and pushed a hand through his hair. “He’s lucky. Thank God he had a helmet on.”

      “What about the possible head trauma?” asked Noah.

      “Just waiting for the results of the CT now. I’d suspect he has at least a mild concussion.” Levi, who worked as a paramedic for the FDNY, had far more medical training than Noah, and he respected his assessment.

      “What about the shop?” asked Noah. “He won’t be able to work for a while.”

      Levi nodded. “Violet was here earlier. As long as he’s okay, she thinks he’ll still be able to do the admin stuff, and she’ll take care of everything until he’s on his feet again.”

      “That’s a relief,” murmured Noah, shaking his head. Levi nodded again, and a brief silence fell between them.

      Noah’s chest clenched, and he scrubbed a hand over his face. “This is my fault.”

      Levi frowned. “What? How could this be your fault?”

      “Hud asked me for help tuning up the bike a little while ago. He said it wasn’t running right, and I blew him off.” Guilt ate at him, making him feel like he might puke. Like he couldn’t get a good breath. God, he wished he had a time machine so he could hop back and tell Hud he’d come help him with the bike. They’d find the sticky throttle and fix it before it could cause any damage.

      Levi scoffed. “That’s bullshit. If he thought the bike wasn’t running right, he shouldn’t have had it out. Plain and simple.”

      “So you’re blaming him?” Noah asked, anger flaring.

      “No. I’m saying accidents happen. He’s gonna be okay. Seriously. You and I have both seen far worse motorcycle accidents than this that guys have walked away from. Chill, dude.”

      Noah sucked in a breath and nodded, trying to absorb Levi’s words. But he couldn’t. The guilt swirling through him was too powerful. It was more than guilt. It was shame at the way he’d neglected his responsibilities to his family. Regret. Remorse. He’d gotten his priorities all mixed up, and look at what had happened.

      “I’m gonna go grab a coffee. Mom should be here soon. You want anything?” asked Levi.

      Noah shook his head. “Nah, I’m good. Thanks though. Just gonna go sit with Hud for a bit.”

      Levi nodded and walked away, leaving Noah to head back into the room by himself. Hudson’s eyes were still closed, his skin pale in the fluorescent lighting.

      Noah’s face burned as he studied his brother, and he dropped heavily into the chair by the bed. Carefully, he took Hudson’s bandaged hand in his, the warmth of his skin reassuring.

      “I’m so sorry, Hud,” he said, his voice breaking, his throat thick with emotion. “I should’ve helped you with the bike. I should’ve been there for you. I know that. I got all twisted around, and…I was being selfish, even though I knew better. You’re paying for my selfishness. Fuck, Hud, I’m so sorry.”

      He sat in silence with his sleeping brother, his thoughts a swirling mess. His father had died because of his selfishness, and after his death, it had become Noah’s job to look after his family. To make sure he put them first, given what he’d cost them. He’d held himself back from relationships because he’d known that this exact thing was a risk. That he could lose himself in someone and let the people he cared about most down.

      In a way, Hudson’s accident felt like a punishment for his selfishness with Felicity. All the times he’d said no because of her, all the times he’d put her first because it was what he’d wanted to do. Now, his selfishness had caused someone he loved to get hurt.

      This was why he didn’t date. This was why he didn’t have room in his life for a relationship. He had other priorities. He had a duty to uphold, and he couldn’t let anything get in the way of that, not even something—someone—as wonderful as Felicity.

      And she was wonderful. She was beautiful and smart and fun and sweet. She was amazing. And now his selfishness was going to hurt her, too. Because he didn’t see how he could keep seeing her in the wake of Hud’s accident. It wouldn’t be right. But fuck, he didn’t want to hurt her. Just the thought of hurting her had his stomach churning sickly. But this was what happened when he was selfish. People got hurt. People like Hudson. People like Felicity.

      And there was no way around that.
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      Felicity didn’t hear from Noah for two days. Two whole days. She texted him. She called him. She even searched the internet for recent obituaries, terrified his brother had died, but she hadn’t found anything for Hudson Prescott. She’d cleaned her apartment. She’d gone by his house. He was totally MIA, and it had her scared shitless.

      Mostly because she already knew what was coming. She knew him well enough that she knew he was probably blaming himself for Hudson’s accident. And because of that, he was going to convince himself that he couldn’t have anything for himself in this world. That he had to live a selfless life in order to be a good person.

      She hoped she was wrong, but the longer the silence stretched on, the more convinced she became that she was right.

      Finally, three days later, there was a knock at her front door, and she knew it would be him. The knock reverberated through her quiet apartment, and she wrapped her arms around herself, steeling herself for whatever was to come. Her stomach roiled as she moved toward the door, dread enfolding her, beating out the cautious hope inside her.

      She opened the door, and there he was. Looking the same as he always did, with his thick hair and gorgeous face and mouthwatering body. The only thing missing was his smile. And she knew.

      “Hey,” she said tentatively, holding open the door so he could come in. “Are you okay? How’s Hudson?”

      He swallowed thickly and stepped inside, but didn’t move past the small entryway. He wasn’t staying.

      He wasn’t staying.

      “He’s okay. Broken arm, mild concussion, some scrapes and bruises, but he’ll be okay. He’s out of the hospital and resting at home. His friend Violet is fussing over him, driving him nuts.” He smiled, but it was tight and small and didn’t reach his eyes. “It was my fault,” he said quietly, shaking his head.

      “How so?”

      “I was supposed to help him tune up the bike, and I blew him off. We were going to the Poconos, and…” He trailed off, and her heart beat sluggishly in her chest. Chugging along, barely alive. Already laying itself down at the feet of their relationship.

      “I see.”

      He cleared his throat and shifted from foot to foot. “Felicity, you know I think you’re great,” he started, and she met his eyes, her own bright with tears. Goddammit. She’d promised herself she wasn’t going to cry.

      “I thought we were more than great,” she whispered, her throat constricting with emotion. With loss and sadness and frustration and disappointment.

      He closed his eyes briefly. “The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you. This went so much farther than I thought it would. So much farther than I should’ve let it, if I’m honest.”

      She shook her head. “You told me that your life was busy and complicated. I guess we’ve run up against that, huh?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I…I need to end this. I need to put my family first, and I can’t do that if I’m…”

      “With me.” She finished for him, tears making twin tracks down her cheeks.

      “Yeah.” His voice broke. “I’m so sorry, Felicity. I never wanted to hurt you. I hope you know that.”

      “I do.” She shrugged, more tears falling. “I guess I just thought maybe…maybe you’d see that what we have is enough for you. That I’d be enough.” Her voice broke on the last word and a sob wracked her. Noah pulled her into his arms and she let him, her body’s instincts taking over.

      “It’s not that you’re not enough,” he murmured into her hair. “You’re so much more than enough. It’s me. This is what I need to do. How I need to live my life. I see that now, and I fucking hate that you got caught in my mess.”

      She held him tight, crying in earnest now, getting tears all over his T-shirt. “Can’t we find a way? I don’t want to lose you, Noah.”

      I love you. The words echoed through her head, but she wasn’t going to say them now, not when he was pulling away from her. She knew now that he’d probably said them in the heat of the moment and she shouldn’t have taken them so seriously. Because if he loved her, he wouldn’t do this. He wouldn’t sacrifice them on the altar of his guilt.

      “I’m sorry, Felicity. I’m so fucking sorry,” he said, his voice rusty. “But this is my life. These are my circumstances, my consequences. I’m drowning, and the kindest thing I can do is let you go so that you don’t drown, too.”

      “I think that’s bullshit.” Her words were snatched away by her sobs, muffled by his shirt.

      “What?”

      She took a step back from him, wiping at her face. “For the record, I think that’s bullshit. But it’s your bullshit, and I get that it’s yours. That it’s what you believe. I hate it, but…” She shook her head. “On some level, I understand that this is what you feel you need to do.”

      “It is.”

      With those two syllables, she felt her heart collapse in on itself. She didn’t hate him. She wasn’t angry. But God, did she hurt for him, this man who had the world on his shoulders and couldn’t see past his own guilt. Didn’t feel he had a right to his own happiness because of how broken he was over his father’s death.

      “Thank you,” she said after a long stretch of silence. “For the dating lessons, and for…everything.”

      He nodded, once, the movement so final she felt her heart shredding itself to ribbons inside her chest.

      “Yeah. You’re welcome. If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”

      She pressed her hands to her eyes and then sighed. “You can’t give me the one thing I want.” She shrugged.

      “I wish I could.”

      “I wish you could, too.”

      She sighed and tilted her head as she studied him. “You don’t need to worry about me, Noah. I’ve been on my own for a couple of years now. I’ll be okay. More than okay.”

      “I know. You’re strong. I saw that right away.” His voice was rough, jagged.

      “Doesn’t mean this doesn’t hurt like hell.”

      He swallowed thickly, looking ashamed. “I know. I’m sorry, Felicity. God, I’m sorry.” When she didn’t say anything, he nodded, looking down at the floor. “I should go.”

      She sucked in a shuddering breath. “Okay. Yeah.”

      And then he was gone. And once again, Felicity Hawthorne was on her own.
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      Noah carried the armful of groceries up the stairs to Hudson’s walkup, letting himself in with his key. He knew their mother had been over earlier and had likely stocked up his fridge and freezer with ready-made meals, but he had the feeling he could use some basics, too, like bags of chips, yogurt, fruit, vegetables. Especially given that Hudson was a vegetarian, and vegetarian meals weren’t exactly their mother’s specialty. She’d once served him chicken, thinking that chicken didn’t count as meat.

      When he stepped inside Hudson’s apartment, he was greeted with the sound of Van Morrison playing on Hudson’s record player. Sunshine streamed in through the windows, and he could hear laughter coming from the living room.

      “Hey,” he called, making his way into the kitchen to put the food away.

      “Hello,” called out two voices, one male and one female. Ducking around the corner, Noah saw Hudson on the couch, propped up with a pillow behind his back, and Violet sitting on the floor, a sketchbook on her crossed legs.

      “Brought you some food,” Noah said, heading back into the kitchen to put the food away.

      “Thanks. Mom was here, too. I think I’ve got enough for the next two weeks, at least.”

      Noah wiped his hands on his jeans, tension radiating down his neck and to his shoulders. “Well, if you need anything else, just let me know.”

      Hudson smiled, but rolled his eyes slightly. “I have a broken arm. I’m not an invalid.”

      “You almost died.”

      He scoffed. “I did not. I got hurt. There’s a big spectrum between breaking your arm because you fell off your motorcycle like a loser and almost dying. Given the shit you see on a regular basis, I thought you’d know that.”

      “It’s my job to look after you,” said Noah, pushing a hand through his hair, saying the words out loud to remind himself. That there was a reason he felt like he had a gaping hole in his chest and everything he ate tasted like sawdust. That he couldn’t sleep and he’d lost interest in everything that wasn’t work. He didn’t want to work out or watch a movie. He didn’t want to do anything that might make him think of Felicity. If he could just stop thinking about her, it wouldn’t hurt so much. And then he could get back to doing what he was supposed to be doing.

      Hudson laughed, a loud, bright sound. “It is most definitely not. I’m thirty-two years old, and I had a dumb accident. I learned my lesson.” He frowned at Noah, studying him. “Oh, shit. Do you think this is your fault somehow? You always do that, you know. Blame yourself for shit that isn’t yours to shoulder.”

      “If you mean I take responsibility, then yes, I do.”

      “There’s a difference between taking responsibility and being a dipshit, though.” Hudson shook his head. “Hey, when are we going to do that dinner with Felicity? Levi and I wanna meet her.”

      Ah, fuck. “Oh, yeah. We, uh, we broke up.”

      “Oh, shit. What happened?”

      Violet’s eyes bounced back and forth between them. “You know, it’s such a nice day that I think I’m gonna go for a walk.” She scrambled to her feet and headed for the door.

      “Bring back donuts!” called Hudson, and she left with a wave, the door closing behind her.

      “So,” said Hudson, leveling an expectant gaze on him. “What happened?”

      Noah shrugged. “Just ran its course, I guess.”

      Hudson squinted at him. “Yeah, no. Not buying that. The first woman you date in years and it’s ‘run its course’ in a matter of weeks?” he asked, making air quotes around the word with his good hand. When Noah didn’t say anything, Hudson’s expression shifted. “Fuck, man. You didn’t break up with her because of my crash, did you?”

      “No. Well, sort of, but no.”

      “So yes.” When Noah didn’t say anything, Hudson shook his head. “What the hell, man?”

      A silence hung between them, filling the space until it was nearly suffocating. The side of the record ended, and the needle lifted with a soft scratch.

      “It was my fault. Your accident. Dad’s death. Bad shit happens to people I love when I’m selfish, and Felicity makes me want to be so fucking selfish. All I want to do is be with her, twenty-four-seven.”

      The look on Hudson’s face was nothing short of incredulous. “Wait just a second. Back the fuck up. You think dad’s death was your fault? Not, you know, the freaking Taliban?”

      “He was working overtime to make enough money so I could go to that soccer tournament in Italy I wouldn’t shut up about. The day the towers fell, he was on an overtime shift he wouldn’t have been on otherwise.”

      Hudson’s expression softened, and he shook his head. “You don’t think it wasn’t all hands on deck that day? That he wouldn’t have gotten called in or gone voluntarily? You can’t blame yourself for that. That’s not fair to you, or to his memory. He’d hate that you think that. And fuck, man, being with a woman you love is supposed to make you want to spend every single second with her. That’s how it goes. That’s not selfish. That’s falling in love. Noah, fuck.” He swung his legs over the edge of the couch and crossed the space between them, pulling him into a hug. “That’s some messed up shit. I can’t believe you’ve thought that all these years.” He pulled back and laid his hands on Noah’s shoulders. “Dad’s death isn’t your fault, and bad things aren’t going to happen if you take some goodness for yourself. Bad things happen every day. That’s life. Don’t hold yours hostage in some messed up hope you can keep everyone safe.”

      Noah swallowed thickly and shook his head. “It’s not that simple. I…I don’t know how to let myself go without that fear creeping up.”

      Hudson sighed. “You took on a lot, looking after us after dad died, and Levi and I will always be grateful for the way you stepped up. But we stopped needing you to look after us a long time ago, man. You need to live your life for yourself, not for anyone else. We get one go round. Don’t waste it.”

      He walked over to the record player and carefully flipped the album over and hit play. Then he moved into the kitchen and pulled out two bottles of beer, handing one to Noah. “And the accident, if we’re going to blame anyone, was my fault. But shit happens. I’m okay. The world keeps turning.”

      Noah felt glued to the spot, and he had to force himself to twist the top off of the beer. Then he automatically reached for Hudson’s, intending to help him, but Hudson held it out of his reach and shook his head.

      “Gonna be in this thing for six weeks,” he said, hefting his cast in the air. “I need to learn to do things for myself with it.” He put the bottle of beer between his knees and used his good hand to twist off the cap. “And voila.” He took a long sip of his beer and then pointed his bottle at Noah. “You need to let that shit about Dad go. Forgive yourself. Learn from the past. Be happy. And if Felicity makes you happy, then by all means, fucking be with her.”

      Everything Hudson said made sense. It did. And yet…it couldn’t be that simple. It couldn’t. He didn’t have Hudson’s carefree, easy breezy outlook on life. He couldn’t just say, fuck it, I’ll do what’ll make me happy.

      “Oh, and that reminds me.” Hudson set the beer down on the coffee table and walked over to a large desk positioned by the window instead of a dining table. It was covered in sketches and what looked like comic book panels. He opened a drawer and pulled out a slip of paper, then handed it to Noah. “Never should’ve asked you for the money for the electrical stuff. I was panicked, and it was a knee jerk ask. Here’s your money.”

      Noah took the check, frowning. “Where’d you get the funds?”

      “Took out a business line of credit. Should’ve done it ages ago.” He shrugged. “Live and learn, right? Anyway, there’s your money, and I really appreciate you helping me out, even though I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “But that’s just it, Hud. I don’t mind that you asked.”

      “Well, maybe you should. Maybe then you’d realize that chasing something that makes you happy isn’t selfish. It’s human.” Hudson clapped him on the shoulder, then sipped his beer and sat back down on the couch, kicking his feet up. “Now get out of here and go be a human.”
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      If the past week of Felicity’s life had been a montage in one of those romantic comedies she couldn’t bear to watch right now, viewers would’ve seen her do the following:

      
        	Buy all new makeup to make herself feel better

        	Google Noah’s firefighter calendar pictures

        	Eat ice cream while sitting in the bathtub

        	Lie on the floor and stare at the ceiling

        	Fall asleep in a pile of Cheeto dust

        	Stay up all night watching HGTV

        	Cry. A lot.

      

      Now, she was ticking another cliché off of her list and drinking wine in her pajamas with Audrey, Mal, and Kara. She hadn’t told them about the break-up at first, needing a couple of days to collect her thoughts. Honestly, a week later and she still wasn’t sure how she felt. She was sad. Lonely. Angry. Extremely disappointed. Frustrated.

      One of the most confusing aspects was that she felt as though she should be angry with Noah. After all, he’d led her down this path and then abandoned her when things got harder. Then again, he’d always been straight with her about why he didn’t date, and she’d jumped in with both feet anyway. That wasn’t Noah’s fault. That wasn’t anyone’s fault, really. Noah couldn’t help the baggage he carried or the way he saw the world. They were a part of who he was. Yeah, she thought he could probably benefit from some therapy to help him work through the residual guilt over his dad’s death, but she couldn’t really be pissed at him for that, either.

      “I still can’t believe he broke up with you because of his brother’s accident,” said Audrey, fire in her voice. “What a shit.”

      Felicity shook her head. “He’s not a shit. He’s just…lost.”

      “Even so,” said Mal, laying a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry he put you through his.”

      Felicity’s eyes stung, and she lifted her legs onto her couch, resting her chin on her knees. “I survived a marriage falling apart. I can survive a weeks-old relationship ending. Even if I really did think there was a future.” She kept telling herself that, over and over. She’d been through a divorce. Surely she could handle this.

      As long as she didn’t think about him. Or move. Or breathe.

      “I’m amazed you can be so chill about this,” said Kara, shaking her head. “I’d be losing my shit if I were you.” Both Audrey and Mal shot her a look, and she winced. “Sorry. Sorry. I just mean it’s okay if you’re more upset than you’re letting on.”

      “Oh trust me, I’ve cried plenty. I’ve cried over having to face being alone again, and the future I thought we had, and because I’ll miss him. Not just the great sex, but him.” A tear slipped down over her cheek, landing on her hand. She pointed at her face with a soft laugh. “See? But he always told me that this was who he was. That he had some baggage. I guess I was just hoping that I’d be enough. And for the first few days, I felt so low. Like I wasn’t enough. Just like I hadn’t been for Peter. But this isn’t about me. It’s about Noah. It breaks my heart that he's hurting and alone. I wish he’d let me be there for him. Help him carry some of the burden.”

      “My God, that man doesn’t deserve you,” said Audrey, topping up Felicity’s wine glass. She knew she shouldn’t drink too much, given how little she’d been eating over the past few days.

      “Do you think it’s really over?” asked Mal. “Like, maybe after a little time, he’ll come to his senses?”

      Felicity smiled sadly. “I don’t know. I get the impression that once Noah’s made up his mind about something, that’s pretty much it. If this were a romance novel, yes. I’d still be holding out hope. We’d be at the 90% mark, just when things seemed absolutely hopeless.”

      “Dark night of the soul,” said Kara, nodding.

      “Right. But life isn’t a romance novel. Believe me, I’ve learned that the hard way. More than once now.”

      Felicity’s life wasn’t a fairytale, and Noah wasn’t her prince. She’d hoped he was, but he wasn’t.

      “Well, I guess now you’re free to move on and date someone else,” said Kara with a shrug.

      And Felicity broke. Everything she’d been trying to hold back, pretending she was fine, that she wasn’t slowly dying inside with every passing second—she broke. She sobbed almost uncontrollably, her shoulders shaking, her throat on fire.

      Everything hurt.

      “Oh, honey,” said Mal softly, putting her arm around Felicity’s shoulders. “It’s okay. Let it all out.”

      Audrey sat down on the couch beside her, pulling her in for a hug. “It’s okay not to be okay. You don’t have to pretend to be strong with us.”

      “It…w-wasn’t all bullshit,” she sobbed out. She was crying so hard she could barely breathe.

      “What wasn’t?” asked Kara gently, crouching down in front of Felicity and rubbing her knee.

      “I’m n-not mad at him. But I’m j-just so s-sad for me. F-for us.”

      Her hands shook as she wiped at her streaming eyes with her T-shirt and she sucked in a shuddering breath, trying to calm down. But now that she’d opened the lid on everything she’d kept so tightly contained, she couldn’t reel it back in. All she could do was pour it out until she was numb. Hollow. Completely empty. Hurting because the one man who could make it better was gone.

      “I told h-him I was falling in l-love with him,” she sobbed, her eyes burning, her nose running. “B-but that w-wasn’t enough. I’m n-never going to b-be enough.”

      “That’s not true, honey,” said Audrey, rubbing soothing circles on Felicity’s back. It felt nice, but it only made her miss Noah’s touch more. “You are. I promise you, everything’s going to be okay.”

      Felicity wanted to believe her, but she just couldn’t bring herself to accept that. She’d lost the best thing that had happened to her…maybe ever.

      She was not going to be okay.
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      The firefighters on Noah’s squad had a tradition called “trash talk,” but it wasn’t what it sounded like. Trash talk wasn’t about putting people down or complaining, or anything like that. No, trash talk happened when two guys took out the trash together, and during that time there was an understanding that they could be as honest as they wanted. As vulnerable and raw as necessary. And what was discussed during trash talk was sacred. Secrets were never shared, confessions never used against each other.

      It was Noah’s turn to take out the trash, and he was dreading it, especially because he was taking it out with Brandon, who never held back. Hell, Brandon’s filter was damaged on the best of days.

      “So,” said Brandon, hefting one of the bags over his shoulder. “You gonna tell me what crawled up your ass and died or what?”

      Noah gathered up the recycling, moving empty plastic water bottles from the bin in the kitchen to the clear plastic bag. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Seriously? You’ve been a huge dick for the past…” Brandon made a show of checking his watch. “Eleven days.”

      “Have I?” Noah asked, tying off the bag and starting to bundle up the cardboard.

      “Oh, come on, man. You’ve been riding us harder than a hooker on a horse. What’s going on with you? You’re not usually such a surly prick.”

      Noah tipped his head toward the back door that led out into the alley behind the fire station. Warm air hit his face as they stepped outside, along with the smell of New York in the summer. Hot pavement, garbage, piss, and street food.

      “Felicity and I broke up,” he said, tossing his bag into the appropriate dumpster. “Sorry that I’ve been…” He trailed off, rubbing a hand over his neck.

      “A grumpy bastard? Yeah, well, if I’d known that your girl broke up with you—”

      “She didn’t. I…ended things with her.”

      Brandon’s eyebrows rose. “Oh. Didn’t see that one coming. You seemed really into her.”

      “I was.”

      “So what happened?”

      That was the question that had been bouncing through Noah’s brain for the past several days. He’d thought that giving up Felicity was his only option. That it was what he had to do to set things right and put his priorities first. But after talking with Hudson, after spending sleepless nights missing her, he couldn’t help but feel like he’d made a colossal mistake. That he’d let his guilt blind him and control him.

      But it was too late now. He’d be surprised if Felicity was even speaking to him after the way he’d led her on and then broken her heart. She’d tried to hide it, but he’d seen the pain in her eyes. He didn’t deserve her.

      “Listen,” said Brandon, tossing his garbage bags into the dumpster. “I don’t know why you guys broke up. Seemed like you had a good thing. What I do know is that you’re clearly a mess without that girl in your life. It was like…like she fixed something inside you, and you’re all busted up again now that she’s gone.”

      He shot Brandon a wry grin. “You telling me to get her back?”

      He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I’m not giving you unsolicited advice. But, yeah. If I were in your shoes, I’d try to get her back. She was good for you. Maybe she’d give you another chance.”

      “Yeah. Maybe.”

      Just then, the alarm started to go off, and they dashed back inside, heading straight for the engine bay to strap on their gear.

      “Sixteen story apartment building with smoke and visible flames. We’re getting a first alarm right now,” said Dominick, pulling himself up into the truck and sitting behind the wheel. Noah took the front seat beside him, adrenaline coursing through his veins. The truck’s sirens screamed to life, and Dominick pulled the truck out onto the road. They jostled and bumped, a few guys in the back chatting while Noah listened to the radio and scanned their terminal for any additional information.

      After several bumpy blocks, the apartment building came into sight, flames and smoke pouring out of the fourth floor. Noah unclipped his radio and spoke into it. “Engine 18 is on scene. Confirmed structure fire in an apartment building, visible flames coming from the fourth floor. Two lines off.”

      “Copy.”

      Dominick pulled the truck to a smooth stop in front of the building, the heat from the flames permeable in the early evening air. The men all hopped off the truck, jumping into action, unraveling hoses, and setting up a safe perimeter. Another truck joined them on the scene, and Noah jogged over to the lieutenant in charge.

      “Anyone inside?” he asked, shouting to be heard over the sirens. Noah shook his head.

      “Unknown.”

      “We better get inside,” he said, and Noah nodded, pulling on his mask and his hood. He waved Jesse over. “You’re with me. We need to make sure there’s no one trapped in the building. Brandon, Dom, and Cam are gonna stay on the lines, try to knock it down as much as possible.”

      Jesse nodded, slipping his own mask on. Axes in hand in case they had to plow through any obstacles, such as locked doors, they made their way inside and up the stairs.

      Smoke. So much black smoke, everywhere. It was nearly impossible to see, but this was what they trained for. How to see when the smoke obscured everything. How to hear when the building’s fire alarm sent piercing shrieks through the air.

      The three of them split up to cover more ground, and Noah headed straight for the fourth floor. Given the state of the fire, making sure there was no one trapped there was his number one priority.

      Ashes and debris fell from the ceiling, landing on his shoulders, on his gear. Distantly, he heard sirens outside as another truck pulled up, could hear the unmistakable patter-drum of water from the hoses hitting the building.

      “FDNY, is there anyone up here?” he shouted, over and over again, banging on doors, quickly sweeping apartments, getting closer and closer to the fire. The entire apartment at the end of the hallway was fully involved, heat and smoke pouring out into the hallway. Sweat trickled down his face, down his back.

      Finally, he reached the final apartment and started smashing the door with his axe. Jesse appeared at his side and signaled that the other floors were clean. Good. So far, everyone was safe.

      Unless there was someone inside this apartment.

      Noah and Jesse pushed into the engulfed apartment, flames leaping up around them. Everywhere he looked, there was fire and smoke. It was impossible to see. Impossible to move. There’d be no going in. If there was anyone in here, it was too late for them.

      He turned to Jesse, fire licking at them. The beams above creaked and moaned ominously, and Noah grabbed his arm. “We gotta get out of here! The entire structure could come down. Those beams aren’t going to hold.”

      He’d barely gotten the words out when the ceiling started to collapse, and he looked up in time to see a red-hot beam rushing down toward him. Jesse grabbed him, tackling him to the floor to save him from the beam. They landed with a hard impact, and the floor beneath them gave way, crumbling beneath them. Noah scrambled for purchase, flaming debris falling into the hole they’d made and quickly igniting the apartment below. Glass shattered from the heat and Noah’s head swam, his vision doubling in front of him as he tried to hang on. Jesse’s hand closed around his wrist and he managed to haul Noah up and back onto the fourth floor.

      “Go, go!” he screamed, shoving Jesse toward the door. There’d be time for thank yous and I owe you ones later, once they were safe.

      They ran down the hall, gear jostling the entire way, the smoke thick and dark. They’d made it about twenty feet when the ceiling above them fell in, more flames crashing down from above. The fire had spread to the fifth floor and was eating the building beam by beam. Wood and plaster rained down on them, a flaming chunk crashing down on Jesse. He stumbled and almost fell, but Noah grabbed him, and together, they made their way toward the stairwell and to freedom.

      As soon as their feet hit the pavement in front of the building, there was a horrible keening sound followed by an explosion as the fire spread through the building, engulfing it. Swallowing it whole.

      God, another ten seconds and they might not have made it out. Fuck, they’d barely made it out in the first place. He stumbled to the truck, ripping off his mask and hood, collapsing onto the sidewalk, gulping down air as though he’d just run a marathon. Even though he’d had his mask on, his lungs burned. Jesse did the same, inhaling long, raspy breaths. His face was a mask of soot and sweat, and Noah was sure he looked much the same.

      As he drank in the night air, his oxygen levels returning to normal, he held completely still as it sunk in just how close he and Jesse had come to being seriously injured in that fire. Or worse. If he’d fallen down that hole that had opened up…fuck.

      “Let’s get some oxygen for the Captain,” called someone, and one of the paramedics on scene came rushing over, affixing an oxygen mask to Noah’s face.

      “Shit, man,” said Dom, shaking his head. “That was fucking scary.”

      Noah nodded. “Yeah, it was.” He inhaled deeply, pulling the oxygen into his irritated lungs. He could’ve died tonight. And if he had, he knew what his biggest regret would’ve been, without a doubt.

      Felicity.

      Just the thought of her name sent pain slicing through his heart. He’d fucked up by letting her go. Fucked up huge.

      And right then, he knew. He didn’t want to live his life like this anymore, burdened with guilt and taking on too much.

      He just wanted her. If he could have one thing in this world, he’d choose her.

      He took more deep, slow breaths, feeling as though something in him was changing with each inhale. With each exhale. As though he were becoming someone new. A better version of himself who’d been through the flames and knew better than to throw away the good things that came into his life.

      Like a phoenix, he’d had to burn to rise from the ashes of his past.
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      Felicity rolled over in her bed, feeling restless. Too hot. Too itchy. Too uncomfortable.

      Too alone.

      She rolled over again, the sheets twisting and snarling around her legs, and huffed out a breath. Something had woken her up after she’d finally fallen asleep. She picked up her phone from her bedside table to check the time. Just after two in the morning. Lovely.

      She closed her eyes, determined to get back to sleep, hoping she wouldn’t dream of Noah.

      A loud knocking sounded on her door and she sat upright, her heart going wild and leaping up into her throat.

      “Felicity, it’s me. Noah. Please, I need to talk to you.” His voice sounded rough, raw, as though he’d swallowed a pound of charcoal. She flung back the covers and ran to the front door, peering through the peephole.

      It was actually him.

      Maybe this was a dream. He couldn’t actually be here. She was hallucinating from lack of sleep. From missing him.

      With shaking hands, she opened the door, inhaling sharply at the sight of him. His face was streaked with soot and ash, his hair was a wild mess, and he reeked like smoke. He was still wearing his FDNY T-shirt and work pants, and he looked as though he’d been to the literal gates of Hell.

      “Noah?”

      “I almost died tonight,” he said in a rush. “I almost died and all I could think about was you.”

      “You almost—oh my God, are you okay?” she asked, running her hands over his arms, searching for unseen injuries. Worry and hope and love and confusion all went off inside her, leaving her feeling shaky and weak.

      He nodded. “The past couple of weeks have been hell. I’ve been in misery missing you, trying to convince myself that I did the right thing. And then my life flashed before my eyes, and I realized that the only thing that really mattered, the only thing I cared about, was you.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand. You told me you—”

      “Felicity, I love you. I meant it then, and I mean it now. I’m so sorry I hurt you. I’m so sorry that I didn’t put you first, because first is where you belong, always. I hope you can forgive me. I hope you can give me another chance. I’ll do anything to make it up to you. To try to be worthy of another shot.”

      She just stared at him, trying to process what he’d just said. She didn’t know what she was thinking or feeling in that moment. “Have you forgiven yourself?” she asked quietly, smoothing her hands over his chest. “Because that’s my request. If you want to be with me, you have to forgive yourself.”

      His brow furrowed, and he nodded. “I know. I need help. But for you, I want to try. I’ll do anything for you, Felicity. I love you, and these past two weeks haven’t changed that. No, they’ve shown me what a fucking fool I was for letting you go in the first place.”

      Hope blossomed in her chest, and she swallowed, trying to find the right words. “Yes, Noah Prescott. You’re a fool.” His face fell and she bit back a smile, weaving her fingers through his. “But you’re my fool.”

      He let out a sound that was part relief, part joy. “Tell me we’re okay. Tell me your feelings haven’t changed.”

      “We’re okay,” she breathed. “As long as you promise never to pull anything like that again. Because I love you, and if you hurt me—”

      He closed his mouth over hers, and everything inside her tightened and then exploded in an emotional flash bang. Joy and relief and hope and love. So much love.

      “I swear on my life, on my father’s grave, that I’ll never hurt you again. That I’ll never leave you, or make you doubt your worth. You’re everything, Felicity, and if you’ll let me, I’m going to hold on to you forever. Because you’re joy. Happiness. Everything good in my life.”

      He kissed her again, long and sweet, and she knew she wanted to love this man for a long time. Love him hard and fierce until he knew how to love himself. And if he never learned, she’d love him enough for the both of them.

      Without a word, she dragged him into the bathroom and started the shower running, then slowly stripped his clothes from his body. He was covered in soot and grime, and when she urged him under the warm spray, the water pooling at his feet was gray. Peeling her pajamas off, she stepped in with him. Water ran down his body in rivulets, tracing the lines of his muscles, dripping off of him, making him look like a god.

      But he wasn’t a god. He was just a man with flaws and imperfections trying to be worthy.

      In her eyes, he already was.

      Wetting a washcloth, she slowly rinsed away the dirt and the soot from his body. And once he was clean, she kissed him. Kissed him until they were both gasping for air. Until he lifted her and pressed her back to the shower wall, plunging inside her.

      “Shit,” he ground out, pressing his forehead to hers. “No condom.”

      She shook her head and tightened her legs around him. “I don’t care. I’m on the pill and I don’t want anything between us. Not anymore.”

      He moaned and pushed all the way in, seating himself deep inside her. And when they came together several minutes later, it felt as though the world had righted itself.

      Once they were clean and dry, she pulled him into her bed and fell asleep with his heart beating against her cheek, a shiny new future with the man she loved stretching out before her.

      An open road, filled with possibilities.
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        Thank you so much for reading Noah and Felicity’s story! If you want to catch up with them a few months down the road, I have an exclusive bonus epilogue for you! To get access, all you have to do is sign up for my newsletter (if you’re already a subscriber, don’t worry, you’ll get a link where you can download this bonus content). Click here to subscribe!

      

      

      
        
        And don’t forget to check out the next (and final) book in the series, Skin Deep! This is Hudson’s story, and you can find out more information here: www.tara-wyatt.com/skin-deep.
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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