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Chapter 1: Ellen




Ten firefighters burst out of the burning house. Three smash their axes through the door while another five drag an unconscious body across the floor. The last two follow last with one of them carrying an unconscious child in his arms. 

The firefighters crash onto the front steps and another six of their crew rush forward dragging the big water hose. “Get down!” someone bellows.

The extraction crew barely dodges out of the way before the men on the hose let loose a massive barrage of water. The stream pounds through the shattered front door.

Water pours into the house engulfed in flames and clouds of steam billow from the broken upstairs windows.

The firefighters pull their victim past the hose crew and lay the senseless man on the grass.

A woman in a nightgown screams and tries to tear herself away from the fire chief holding her back a few feet away. “Walter!!” she shrieks. “Walter!!”

“Stay back!” the fire chief tells her. “Let the paramedics work on him.”

He steers her away, but he has to fight her every step of the way before he pushes her into a waiting ambulance.

Firefighters surround the unconscious man and I rip off my protective helmet and face mask. 

I drop on my knees next to the man, rest my hand on his chest, and press my fingers to his neck. “He isn’t breathing and he doesn’t have a pulse! Ellis—come here and start doing compressions. Caleb—bring my kit over from the truck!”

The firefighter carrying the child kneels down next to me and lays the little boy alongside his father. The firefighter who had been following last comes over to us and pulls off her mask and helmet, too. 

“The boy isn’t breathing, either, Ellen,” she tells me. “We need to transport both of them right away.”

“You’re right. We’ll only be wasting time if we try to work on them here.” I flag the fire chief. “John—back up the ambulance over here! We’re transporting. Can you carry him, Leila?”

“I got him.” My partner gathers the boy in her arms and stands up.

I stand up, too, and point first to my patient and then to the assembled firefighters. “Load him into the ambulance! We need to get him out of here!”

Leila Cunningham carries the boy into the nearest ambulance and puts him on one of the two stretchers. I supervise the guys transferring the man to a gurney and then I climb in after him.

I bend over the guy and start intubating him. One of the EMTs takes over doing compressions and Ellis jumps back out to rejoin the rest of the fire crew.

The doors slam shut behind me. I catch one glimpse of my crew going back to work on the house. They might be out here for hours before they put out the fire.

The ambulance bumps off the curb, swivels into the street, and takes off through the night with its lights flashing and sirens blaring.

I put the fire out of her mind. The guys will handle the scene. I have my hands full treating my patient and coordinating with Leila to share the ambulance’s limited supplies.

I’m still up to my elbows in dealing with the man’s condition when the ambulance doors rip open again. Nurses, medics, doctors, and orderlies shove their way into the ambulance. 

Orders fly thick and fast. The doctors bombard me with questions and I fire back with all the information about the man’s condition and the treatment I’ve given him so far.

The medical team wheels the two patients into the Emergency Room and leaves me, Leila, and the other fire crew medics crew standing on the loading dock.

“Well, that’s it,” Leila murmurs. “I sure wish sometimes that I could go in there with them and find out what happens to them.”

“Me, too,” I reply, “but that’s the way it goes. We work on the front lines and the doctors and nurses work behind the lines. Come on. Let’s restock our supplies and get back to the firehouse. It’s almost time to change shift.”

We help the EMS crew restock the ambulance, fill out all the paperwork on the two patients, and check in with both the hospital staff and firehouse dispatch.

John Brewer, the fire chief, answers the radio when I call in. “M14 departing Howe General,” I report. “M14 available and returning to base.”

“Copy, M14,” he replies. “You are clear to return.”

We both hang up and I nod to my friends. “Let’s go.”

We cruise back to the firehouse with me and Leila riding in the back. The two of us work on the fire truck, not EMS, so the two EMS paramedics occupy the front seats.

“I have an idea for the next firehouse barbecue,” Leila tells me on the way back.

“Oh, no!” I groan. “I don’t want to hear any more of your crazy ideas. You know what happened the last time when you decided to do that water balloon fight.”

“This is gonna be great!” Leila exclaims. “I’m telling you we need to mix it up and have games and contests at our barbecues. It will make it more fun.”

“So what’s your idea?” I cover my eyes with my hand. “I can’t believe I’m even asking.”

“We can have an apple bobbing contest. The kids can bob for apples and we can do a relay where we have two teams competing against each other. One person runs to the barrel, bobs for their apple, and when they get it, they run back to their team and the next person goes. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

“Why don’t you just go for broke and have a skydiving contest instead?” I tease. “You can have the barbecue set up as the drop zone and we can all parachute in to get our hotdogs.”

Leila’s eyes pop. “Yeah! That would be great!”

I groan again. “John is gonna kill you. You realize that, right?”

“What?” Leila asks. “What’s wrong with that?”

Fortunately, the ambulance pulls into the firehouse right then so I don’t have to explain to my partner why skydiving into the firehouse barbecue is her worst idea yet.

We climb out of the ambulance just as the ladder and rescue trucks pull into the firehouse’s giant downstairs garage.

The noise of reversing alarms makes conversation impossible for a few minutes. I take advantage of the lull to get my heavy protective gear out of the ambulance where I discarded it while I was working on my patient.

Another group of firefighters comes downstairs as soon as the trucks back into place. A tall, burly guy with shaggy hair and a neatly trimmed beard saunters over to me and Leila. “Did you ladies save the day again?”

“Always, Keith,” I reply. “You know we can’t stop saving the day. It’s in our blood.”

“Hey!” a young, fresh-faced man calls across the garage. “Save some saving the day for me!”

“You missed out, Danny,” Ellis tells him. “You weren’t there to do compressions on our patient this morning. Better luck neck time.”

The big guy punches Danny’s shoulder. “You’ve saved the day enough, boy. You don’t need your head inflated any more than it already is.”

“Hey, Danny!” Leila calls. “How many decorations for valor do you have now?”

The young man blushes furiously. “It isn’t like I go chasing decorations.”

“You could have fooled me,” I counter. “You have more decorations than the rest of us put together.”

“Tell John that,” Danny returns. “He’s the one who keeps putting me in for them. I don’t ask for all this glory and adoration.”

“You just did,” his brother Keith replies. “You just told Ellen and Leila to save some saving for you.”

“Did you see the newspaper article about that lady you cut out of that burning car last week, Keith?” Leila asks. “She told the papers you were an angel sent from Heaven. She said you were the most beautiful creature she’d ever laid eyes on in her life.”

Danny explodes with laughter and slams his fist into his brother’s shoulder. “Now I’ve heard everything! Can you imagine a bunch of bearded, weight-lifting bruisers like him sitting around on clouds, fluttering their wings, and playing their harps? Please, Sweet Jesus, send me to Hell! I couldn’t stand it.”

Leila and I laugh with the others. Keith turns bright red and Leila puts her arm around his shoulders in a rough hug. “You can be my angel, big guy.”

He shakes her off. “Knock it off! That lady was out of her mind terrified that she was gonna die. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Of course it doesn’t,” I tell him. “You’re just as much a hero as Danny—maybe more so.”

I turn back to my locker on the garage’s side wall and arrange my gear on the hooks inside. Keith and Danny Brewer joined the new shift taking over for my crew. 

Jokes fire back and forth and I laugh along with my friends. Leila starts telling Keith about her skydiving idea and Danny bursts into hysterical laughter. “Wait until John finds out! He is gonna kill you!”

I turn around to say something about the apple-bobbing contest when I suddenly start coughing. I try to suppress it, but it only gets worse.

I double over and prop my hands on my knees, but not even that helps. I splutter and gag and struggle to breathe. Tears spring to my eyes when I can’t draw any air.

A hand comes to rest on my back between my shoulder blades and a soft male voice murmurs in my ear. “Are you okay?”

I nod for a second panting hard before I manage to stand up. I wiped tears out of my eyes and come face to face with Fire Chief John Brewer.

I freeze when I look up into his clear black eyes. Black curls frame his square, rugged face and his broad shoulders tower over me. He isn’t as big as his brother Keith, but John is plenty big enough to make a powerful impression on anyone….especially me.

He doesn’t know I’ve been hiding one massive crush on him for years. No one knows. It’s bad enough that I have to work with him every day.

Now he’s standing inches away from me looking straight down into my eyes. He’s close enough to kiss, close enough for me to feel the mesmerizing maleness radiating off him.

John is the man. He’s everybody’s leader and the best fire chief anyone could ask for, but he’s totally out of reach as a romantic partner.

For one thing, he’s my boss and he’s way too professional to cross that line—or any other line, for that matter.

He also lost his wife to cancer seven years ago and he has never dated since. He raises his ten-year-old daughter Oakleigh alone—with plenty of help from his two brothers and the whole firehouse family, of course.

John doesn’t do dating or relationships or anything like that. He’s a monk. Everybody knows it and no one knows it better than I do. Dating and relationships are the absolute last thing on his mind, but man oh man! I sure do wind up thinking about it way more than is good for me.

Dating and relationships aren’t the absolute last thing on my mind, not when it comes to him. He’s the kindest, most responsible, most reliable, most considerate, most attractive guy I’ve ever met—and by attractive I mean drop-dead stunningly hot. 

He doesn’t even know how hot he is. He either doesn’t notice women paying attention to him or he pretends not to. No one would ever suspect it even crosses his mind.

I’m not one of those who pays attention to him—not outside a professional capacity, at least. I couldn’t do something as embarrassing as that and I respect him too much as our chief. 

I also respect that he doesn’t want to date. He deals with his hidden pain by being the best at what he does. I wouldn’t want anything to mess that up for him. I care about him too much and he’s done too much for all of us.

I can’t help getting a stomach-load of butterflies now, though. He’s standing right in front of me looking down into my eyes like a lover. I can see every grain in his skin and every dark eyelash surrounding his hypnotic black eyes.

I shiver in spite of myself when he raises his hand and passes his thumb across my lower lip. Is he going to kiss me right now in front of the whole crew?

What is wrong with me? He would never do that and he isn’t even thinking about that. He glances down at his thumb. A slick of bright red blood covers it where he touched my lips.

“Did you get hurt at the scene?” he asks me.

“Um….no. I’m okay and I didn’t breathe any smoke, either. I had my mask on the whole time I was inside the house.”

He furrows his brow first at me and then at the blood on his fingers. “You should get this checked out. This isn’t good. If you need to take time off for doctors’ appointments, you let me know.”

“Okay,” I stammer. “I will.”

He nods once and turns away still frowning. I don’t know what to think, and when I run my hand across my mouth, my fingers come away with blood on them, too.

What happened to me? Why am I coughing up blood after a routine call-out? I know I didn’t inhale any smoke, and even if I did, I shouldn’t be coughing up blood.








  
  
Chapter 2: Ellen




John turns away and calls across the firehouse garage. “I’m going downtown for a meeting with the mayor and Police Commissioner. I’ll be out of the firehouse for the rest of the day. You folks can redirect through dispatch if you need me for something.” 

“Do we need to sing a dirge over you before you leave?” Danny asks.

“Sing a dirge over me and you’ll be tasting my smelly gym socks for the rest of the month,” John fires back.

“Keith can send down some of his bruiser angel buddies so they’re on hand to whisk you off to Heaven as soon as you give up the ghost,” Ellis adds and the whole crew bursts out laughing.

John pretends to frown at their clowning and then, when he spots me watching, the grin he’s holding back breaks across his lips. “They’ll be coming for you if you keep mouthing off to me. I’m out, people. Keep up the good work.”

“Give the mayor a big wet kiss from me!” Danny yells after him.

John doesn’t respond and walks out of the firehouse. One by one, Leila, Caleb, Ellis, Cameron Santiago, and the rest of the morning crew go off shift.

Danny, Keith, Jacob Franks, Chris Daniels, Andy Skinner, and Sophie McNish go on the afternoon shift and start cleaning up the trucks. They do their pre-shift supply and equipment checks. 

Then they pull the trucks out into the driveway and wash them down after our call-out at the burning house.

I finish putting my gear away, but I’m the last person from the morning crew left at the firehouse.

I do everything slowly. I feel drained. Something is definitely going on with me. I just wish I could figure out what it is.

At one-thirty in the afternoon, the afternoon crew gets a call-out so I’m all alone here. I really need to go home and crash, but it’s the middle of the afternoon. I shouldn’t feel this wiped out. I usually feel energized and on top of the world when I leave work.

I finish organizing my stuff, go upstairs to the break room, and take some leftover food out of the fridge. John hates people leaving food lying around in the fridge. I’ll take it home and eat it for lunch.

I start to turn away from the fridge when an overpowering wave of fatigue sweeps over me. I sink onto the couch and cradle my head in my hands until it passes. What the hell is wrong with me?

John is right. I really need to get this checked out. I don’t feel good at all.

Just then, the phone rings in John’s office. A speaker repeats it extra loud on the stairs so it blasts through the whole firehouse.

I jump to my feet. I’m the only person here so I should answer it.

I go into John’s office and pick up the phone. “Howe County Fire Department, Howe Central Firehouse. You’re speaking with Ellen. How can I help you?”

“Good afternoon, Ma’am,” a woman’s calm voice tells me from the other end. “Maybe you can help me. I’m trying to reach Fire Chief John Brewer.”

“He went downtown for a meeting at the mayor’s office,” I reply. “I can give you his cellphone number or I can take a message for you. I’m sure he’d be happy to call you back as soon as he comes in.”

“I’ve already tried his cellphone number and there’s no answer. Maybe you could put me in touch with one of his brothers, either Keith or Danny.”

“They’re both on a call-out.” I frown down at John’s desk. “Can I ask what this is all about?”

“We’ve already tried reaching Keith and Danny, too,” she tells me. “I’m Assistant Principal Frances Waverly calling from Howe Elementary School on Seventh Street. Oakleigh Brewer is still here at the school. She should have been picked up half an hour ago. Keith and Danny are listed as alternate contacts in case Chief Brewer isn’t contactable, but now we can’t contact them, either.”

I freeze. “Why wasn’t she picked up? John always has arrangements for Oakleigh after school.”

“I know and I have no idea why her usual ride didn’t take her home. It doesn’t really matter, though. She’s here at the school with no one to pick her up and she can’t stay here. The teachers have already stayed overtime waiting for someone to come and get her.”

My energy spikes off the charts. “I’m on my way right now. I’ll pick her up and take her home and I’ll stay there with her until Chief Brewer comes back.”

“Are you sure?” Her voice wavers. “I’m not supposed to release her to anyone who isn’t registered as an alternate contact on her records.”

“I’m a paramedic with the Fire Department, Ma’am. I’ve been working with John, Keith, and Danny for over six years. I know Oakleigh personally and this is an emergency. I’m on my way over right now. The school is right down the street. I’ll be right there.”

I hang up on her and hustle downstairs. The school is only a block and a half away from the firehouse. I don’t even bother to take my car.

Something must have gone seriously wrong if Oakleigh’s ride didn’t pick her up. John is a stickler when it comes to his daughter’s schedule. He never leaves things like that to the slightest chance of a mix-up.

Assistant Principal Waverly is right, though. It doesn’t really matter what happened. Oakleigh needs to be picked up and I’m the only person available.

I roll up to the principal’s office. I’m still in my uniform so I look official enough to take possession of someone else’s child even though I’m not one of Oakleigh’s registered contacts.

I find Oakleigh and Assistant Principal Waverly in the nurse’s office. Oakleigh’s fine and the two of them are talking casually when I walk in.

Oakleigh springs up. “Ellen! What are you doing here?”

“I’m picking you up since your ride missed the boat.”

“What are you going to do with her?” Assistant Principal Waverly asks.

“I’ll take her to the firehouse for now. If Chief Brewer or Keith or Danny don’t come back pretty soon, I’ll take Oakleigh home until one of them does show up.” I see the concerned wrinkle in her forehead. “Don’t worry. The Fire Department is a big family. Oakleigh will be fine.” She still doesn’t soften. “You can photocopy my driver’s license, my paramedic certification, and my Fire Department identification if it makes you feel better.”

Oakleigh bursts out laughing. “Everyone knows you, Ellen!”

“Not everyone.” I pull out my wallet and hand Assistant Principal Waverly my three credentials. “Go on. Photocopy them. It isn’t personal.”

She takes them to the outer office and I hear the copy machine humming. 

“Why is she doing this?” Oakleigh whispers to me. “She can see that you work for the Fire Department.”

“She’s just trying to protect you. She doesn’t know me as well as you do. Any stranger in a Halloween costume could show up here and claim to work for the Fire Department. She has to take precautions when it comes to your safety. It’s totally understandable.”

Assistant Principal Waverly comes back, but she barely looks at me when she hands me my IDs. “I could get fired for this. I really hope you aren’t trying to play me.”

“I’m not,” I tell her.

“She isn’t,” Oakleigh adds. “Ellen really does work for the Fire Department.”

“Well, I have no choice at this point. I can’t keep her here any longer. If you don’t take her, I have to call the Police and then Child Protective Services will step in.”

“Don’t do that,” I tell her. “I’ll make sure Oakleigh is taken care of until her father or one of her uncles comes back. This is just a strange combination of circumstances. I’ll take care of everything. Don’t worry. Come on, Oakleigh.”

We leave the office, but Assistant Principal Waverly doesn’t look happy about this. I lead Oakleigh out of the office and we head off down the sidewalk back to the firehouse.

“What’s going on?” she asks me on the way. “Where is everyone?”

“Your dad is in the middle of a meeting with the mayor and Police Commissioner. Keith and Danny are both on a call-out. All three of them should be back soon. Come upstairs to the break room and I’ll give you something to eat.”

We go up to the break room. She lounges on the couch playing with Blueberry the station cat while I microwave the leftovers I was planning to eat for my lunch.

Another hour and a half passes with no word from anyone. I call John’s cellphone a few times and it switches straight to voicemail. He probably has his phone turned off while he’s in the meeting.

I leave him a few messages explaining the situation. Then, when another hour passes with no change, I go into the dispatch office.

I listen to the radio traffic for a while. Dispatch is rerouting additional trucks and ambulances to a mass casualty incident outside of town. Five ambulances have already left the scene and all the truck crews are still working to contain the disaster. 

Keith and Danny aren’t coming back anytime soon, and when they do, they won’t be in any condition to take care of Oakleigh.

I go back into the breakroom. “Grab your stuff, sweetie,” I tell her. “I’m taking you home.”








  
  
Chapter 3: John




Iblast into my living room and bellow out, “Oakleigh!” 

I catch one glimpse of Ellen Foreman sitting on my couch. A single reading lamp burns over her shoulder. Other than that, the house is pitch dark.

Ellen leaps to her feet and rushes me. “Shhh! She’s asleep in bed, but she’s fine.”

“What the hell is going on?” I demand. “I just came out of the meeting and I got this phone call from Keith that something was wrong with Oakleigh. I drove to her friend’s house where she’s supposed to be spending the night, but she wasn’t there.”

“She’s fine. She’s here. I was at the firehouse when I got the call from the elementary school that her ride didn’t pick her up. Keith and Danny were on a call-out, so I took her to the firehouse, and when none of you came in, I brought her here. I made her dinner and now she’s in bed asleep. She’s fine. You can calm down.”

I glare at her. I don’t want to calm down. I want to tear someone a new one for letting this happen.

Ellen is the only person here for me to get mad at and I can’t get mad at her. I should feel eternally grateful to her for doing this….and I am.

I finally let out a shaky breath and pass my hand across my eyes. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have gone off on you like that.”

“Didn’t you get any of my messages? I left you a whole slew of messages on your voicemail telling you what I was doing. I figured you had your phone turned off and I didn’t want you to worry.”

I turn away, but the anxiety of the last few minutes gets the better of me and I sink onto the couch. “Thanks. I saw that I had a bunch of voicemails, but I couldn’t access them from downtown. I went out to my car and then I got this frantic phone call from Keith. He said Oakleigh didn’t get picked up from school, but he didn’t tell me you had her.”

She lowers herself onto the cushion next to me. “Sorry about that. I really didn’t mean to worry you. The guys were on a call-out all afternoon. Keith might not have gotten all my messages, either. Are you hungry? There are some leftovers from dinner in the fridge. I can heat them up for you.”

I look up at her. I’ve never seen her like this before. She’s always so businesslike at work. We never wind up in any kind of intimate situation…..not like this.

The darkness casts her face in partial shadow. Her long, straight dark hair surrounds her face. Her dark eyes glisten against her white skin. She looks witchy and intoxicating like this—so much more feminine than I’ve ever seen her under the harsh fluorescent firehouse lights.

She’s sitting here in my living room comforting me and offering to heat up dinner for me.

I get a flashback from another time—another lifetime. I had a wife once. I had a woman waiting for me at home just like this—a woman who cared about me and who had dinner waiting for me when I got home from work.

I force myself to look away. “Yeah,” I husk. “Thanks. I really appreciate you doing this.”

“Sure. She was great. She played with Blueberry for a while and then I helped her with her homework. She was more worried about you than anything else.”

She goes into the kitchen, takes a plate out of the fridge, peels back the plastic wrap, and sticks it in the microwave.

She works around the kitchen setting the table for one. She pours some juice into a glass and even folds a napkin under my fork. 

She finally says, “Here you go,” and sets the plate on the placemat between the knife and fork.

I can’t look at her when I sit down and start eating. I can’t thank her for this. This means something. I just wish I knew what.

I haven’t had a woman doing things like this for me since my wife died. I don’t know what to think or what to feel. Maybe I shouldn’t feel anything and she’s just being nice.

I know she’s nice. She’s one of the best paramedics we’ve ever had at the firehouse. She’s one of the kindest, most attentive medical people I’ve ever met. She always puts her patients at ease and calms them down with her compassionate bedside manner.

Is that what she’s doing to me?

I can’t stop myself from feeling something. She’s nothing like my late wife. They couldn’t be more different, but I find myself thinking of Ellen that way anyway.

I shouldn’t. I’m her boss. I can’t cross the line with her, but my heart doesn’t want to listen. These feelings have been lying dormant all these years. They were bound to wake up eventually.

I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have them wake up for. She’s perfect. 

I would be stupid to start having feelings for a woman I can never have. She works for me. I would spend the next several years dreaming about her without ever being able to act on it. I would probably drive myself crazy.

Besides, a woman as beautiful and friendly and connected as she is probably doesn’t want to get with a single dad like me. My life is enough of a mess. She wouldn’t want to share that.

She makes the situation a thousand times worse by sitting down in the chair next to mine. She sits across the corner of the table, not close enough for it to mean anything, but close enough to mean something.

“How was the meeting?” she asks.

“It was a colossal waste of time. They spent the whole time arguing about budget allocations for the Police Department. There was no reason for me to be there at all. That’s what pisses me off so bad. Today was the one day when I actually needed to be contactable by phone and I wasn’t. I wasn’t there for Oakleigh the way I should have been.”

“You can’t blame yourself for this. You did everything possible to make sure she got picked up on time. Besides, nothing happened. She’s fine. It isn’t like she got hurt or anything.”

I shrug. “I guess so.”

“It’s because of you that the firehouse has such a close-knit community. I think Oakleigh convinced the assistant principal more than I did to let me take her away. The assistant principal wasn’t going to let me, but then she saw that Oakleigh knew me and was comfortable with me. You did that. You were the one who started doing all these regular firehouse barbecues so we could become a family.”

I look away. “I know. It just burns me up. It shouldn’t have happened.”

“What are you going to do about it? What happened? Why didn’t her ride show up?”

“That’s the thing that really rubs me raw. The woman just got distracted by something and left without Oakleigh. This woman acted all helpful and everything when she offered to let Oakleigh go to their place for a sleepover. Oakleigh is friends with the woman’s daughter, but this woman just spaced it out. I mean, who does that? Who just loses the plot on someone else’s child? I would never do that. I would never drive off and leave someone else’s child standing there on the flippin’ street corner.”

Ellen watches me listening intently. Her dark eyes never leave my face. She listens like she really is my wife and I’m venting at the end of a long, hard day.

Having someone to talk to feels so mind-blowingly good that I start to lose the thread of who I’m talking to. I need to keep it in my mind that I’m not talking to my wife.

Ellen might be a good person. She might even be a friend, but she isn’t my wife.

I’ve been alone for so long that I don’t seem to be able to stop myself from spinning off into another reality. I really start to vanish into the fantasy.

“Anyway,” I go on, “she got all apologetic when I showed up looking for Oakleigh. I might even have gone off on her a little bit. I mean, I went off on her a lot and she started crying, but I don’t care. I’ll never trust her again. I’ll never let her drive Oakleigh anywhere ever again.”

“I don’t blame you,” Ellen replies.

My head shoots up. “Really?”

“Of course. Oakleigh is your daughter. She’s all you have. You trusted that woman with your most precious treasure and she botched it. I don’t see any reason why you should give her another chance. What if something serious happened the next time?”

“Exactly.” My heart soars that she actually agrees with me. I’m not being a neanderthal pig for trying to protect my daughter.

She nods down at my plate. “Do you want some more?”

“I’m okay. Thank you.” I push back my chair. “I really appreciate…..all of this.”

“You bet. It was nothing.”

She takes my plate and glass to the kitchen, runs some water in the sink, and washes the dishes. She clears the table and switches off the light before she comes back into the living room.

I stand by the couch watching and listening to all those domestic sounds. Everything weaves together into a mind-bending alternate reality. Is she my wife or not? Are we already married? Is that our daughter asleep in the other room?

The one lamp still lit by the couch makes her look even more haunted and alluring. Her uniform does nothing to make her less attractive. How have I not noticed her before?

She comes over to me and whispers in a low, confidential whisper. “I should get out of here. I’m glad things worked out. Call me if you need anything, okay?”

“Yeah,” I whisper back. “Thanks.”

She smiles at me. It’s a full, warm, understanding smile. She doesn’t think she did anything out of the ordinary by stepping in and saving my whole world from going down in flames. 

She really is going to walk out without another word. Her words keep ringing in my head. I need something, all right. I need something like a drowning man needs a life raft.

I never realized until tonight. I’ve been living alone with just Oakley for so long that I didn’t let myself feel it.

My hand shoots out without me thinking about it first. I grab her arm and pull her around to face me. 

I need something. I need her. I need her here, in this house. I need to talk to her and share my day with her. I need to share my life with her, but I can’t tell her that.

I can’t tell her anything. I’m her boss. I shouldn’t even be stopping her like this. I should walk away and let her walk away.

I shouldn’t cross that line, but I’m doing it anyway. I don’t seem to be able to stop. This has been inevitable for ages.

Her eyes widen when she turns around and looks up at me. I need just this one moment to complete the fantasy. Then I can go back to being alone tomorrow.

She stares at me in stunned silence for a minute. She doesn’t move when I take one more step. 

I stand inches away from her the way I did this afternoon. She looked into my eyes this way when I wiped the blood off her lips. Is it possible she’s been feeling this way about me all this time? Is that why she’s been taking such good care of me tonight?

I could kiss her for that, and without hesitating, I do it. Her lips soften under mine and then, as if we both knew it all along, my fingers slide into her hair to pull her into my kiss.

She winds her arms around my neck and falls into my arms out of the reaches of eternity. Her body sways when I bend her backward.

Her mouth and hair and breath smell so earth-shatteringly good that my body takes over. I spin her around and bump her ass against the couch.

Her breath catches and then we both dive in kissing each other in rabid greedy desire. How have I been living without this all these years?

My hands find their own way all over her body. Her ass feels tight and round and delicious in both my hands. She gasps when I pick her up and sit her on the back of the couch.

I tear away from her mouth to see her staring up at me with such a smoky gaze of open desire. I can’t keep my hands off her when she looks at me like that.

I lean in close to her mouth, but I don’t kiss her. Wild, insane words come to my mind. I want to tell her all the wicked things I’ll do to her once I tear her clothes off and attack her, but only my rasping, labored breath comes out.

I husk through my bared teeth drinking in the sight of her face transported in raving desire. She breathes heavily and her breasts rise and fall with her breath.

They look so round and perfect that I have to grab one and start squeezing it through her shirt. Her hands fly to my chest and she digs her fingertips into me. Oh, hell yes. I want her to ache for me. Does she want me as much as I want her?

I don’t think twice. I can’t let her walk out of here without finding out.

I grab her hand and move it down to my swollen crotch. My package pulsates with blistering heat when she starts touching me through my pants. I want her. I want her right now on the back of the couch.

She pants into my mouth and her lips shiver with barely suppressed heat. She looks so incredibly hot like this. I love that she’s looking up at me barely holding herself together with all the passion coursing through her.

She moans when I squeeze her breast. Her hand electrifies me through my clothes. I want to explode in her hand, but at that moment, someone pounds on the door hard. “John—it’s me—Keith!”

Ellen and I spring apart as Keith and Danny barge in without waiting for an answer. Ellen lands a few feet away from me. Neither Keith nor Danny notice anything out of the ordinary in either me or Ellen.

Keith opens his mouth to demand an explanation for the whole Oakleigh situation, but Ellen holds out her hand to silence him. “Be quiet, Keith! She’s asleep. Everything under control.”

“What happened?” he asks way too loudly.

“Her ride forgot to pick her up from school,” she replies. “I took her to the firehouse, but when I couldn’t reach any of you three, I brought her here. Everything’s fine.”

“Jesus!” Danny breathes. “We were scared out of our wits when we got your messages.”

“Didn’t you get the message where I said I was bringing her here?” Ellen asks.

“No,” Keith replies. “I got a bunch of messages from the school and then a garbled one from you saying Oakleigh was at the school and that you couldn’t get hold of John.”

“Sorry,” she tells him. “I left you both a bunch of messages telling you exactly what I was doing.”

“We’ve been going crazy,” Danny goes on. “We’ve been driving all over town trying to find her. We just spent half an hour at the Police station and they said they didn’t know anything about it. We didn’t know what to think.”

“It’s all right now,” I tell them. “You can go home. I’ll handle things here.”

“I better go, too,” Ellen replies. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”

She lets herself out of the house and leaves me, Keith, and Danny standing there staring at each other.

“You okay, man?” Keith asks me. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

“I guess I have.” I cover my eyes with a heavy sigh. “I was just worried about this. I’m wiped. I’m going to bed.” I clap him on the shoulder. “Thanks for stopping by and thanks for checking on Oakleigh. I really appreciate it.”

I walk off to my bedroom and hear the two of them leave. I sit down on the edge of the bed, but I don’t think I could sleep now if I tried.

Did that just happen between me and Ellen in the living room?

Making out with her and getting hot and heavy with her doesn’t disturb me nearly as much as watching her serve me dinner and imagining her as my wife. 

What is wrong with me? I can’t think like that or I really will go crazy.








