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Chapter 1


Garrett
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The red light above the turbulence warning sign flashes on and off. “Well, that’s not the light you want to see right now.” I say to Leon, my co-pilot, flippantly. It’s his first flight with me and he looks like he’s about to vomit. “It’s alright, man. Just hit that switch over there and we’ll ease off on the altitude.” He does as he’s instructed but it doesn’t seem to calm his nerves. The plane lowers slightly, away from the band of clouds we were flying through, and the vessel ceases shaking.  

“There.” I look at Leon. His face is less pasty, but he still looks like he needs to change his shorts. I’m not sure if this guy is cut out for being a pilot. He definitely needs to have a much thicker skin. I’ve seen it all from bringing a plane down in the middle of a wooded area, to landing in a shallow body of water.  It’s all about staying calm and keeping your head on straight.  Also, remembering your training and crash-landing strategies.  I’ve never been in a crash, but I’m sure prepared for it should it ever happen.

Lifting the radio, I give our coordinates and altitude reading to the control tower and wait for permission to land in the Greensboro airport…better known as home for me.  The skies are clear, and the wind is calm.  Aside from that little bit of minor turbulence, this was a textbook flight.  The radio squawks at me to circle the airport once more so the runway can clear.  I roger that and hang the radio back on the dashboard.  Taking the interior radio in my hand, I push the call button and say, “We’re coming in for a landing in the Greensboro airport.  Please put your seatbelts on and follow the instructions from your flight attendant.” I thank the passengers for flying with our airline and place that radio back on the dashboard.  

After circling the runway, we have a clear landing.  I pat Leon on the shoulder and congratulate him on his first flight.  

“You drink, man?” Leon asks.

I frown. “Can’t say I do.”

“After this I need a scotch neat real bad.” He guffaws.

I clap him on the back.  “You’ll do fine.  Just need more practice.”

Passengers disembark the plane and I wait for the flight attendants to clear out before leaving the aircraft.  It’s been a long few days.  I’ve forgotten what my own bed feels like.  It happens periodically.  But I love what I do, and I’d never complain about it. I’ve been given a rare opportunity in life to fly, thanks to my dad, who once owned the airline that me and my two brothers now run. When he passed away, all five of us Ford boys inherited his millions, and he would be proud. We’ve all put it to good use. 

I’m the oldest of the five boys. Dalton and Jack run the airline while I fly the planes, and one day Colton will design the aircraft when he’s finished his mission in Afghanistan. We all served. Those were dad’s orders. Since he served as a young adult, and then he raised five boys on his own, which was no easy task, we all served.  Some as punishment, some as a rite of passage. It’s made us all stronger men no matter which spin you put on it. 

My office has everything I need in it, including a bed, which I’ve used on occasion, when I return from a flight and I’m way too wiped to even think about driving home. Or If Jack or Dalton aren’t here to give me a lift. Turning the key in my office door I flip the lights on and see my desk phone flashing in the distance, indicating that there’s a message waiting. The walls are painted a cream white and a large airline logo is all but a mural on the part of the wall where my desk is. It’s hideous.  But the marketing executives know best. The oak desk has been buffed to a shine and my assistant has kept the paperwork to a minimum. Only the most important documents sit in my inbox atop my desk.  In front of my desk are two leather wing chairs and the door behind the chairs is where all my files are kept. The bed is in there, also, a shower stall, workout center, a collection of clean uniforms and a small kitchenette. 

I’m starving, so I see what Maggie, my assistant, has packed in there for me. “Oooo…” I say to myself, eying the crab salad. Maggie knows I have a thing for seafood salad. Pulling it out of the fridge I then grab a fork from the drawer and sit at my desk, perusing the paperwork that awaits me. After munching while signing documents and reading notices, I rise and walk over to the wall safe. It’s hidden behind a small picture of my dad and I from when I first received my pilot’s licence. Flanking that photo are my framed degrees. 

Turning the dial on the safe I hear my desk phone ring and realize I haven’t bothered to check my messages yet. Ignoring the phone, I open the safe and pull out the tiny box I was checking on. Inside the box is a one and a half carat diamond solitaire ring.  It’s worth over fifty thousand dollars. I had it specially made for Nora, the love of my life. It’s been my plan to propose to her tonight. It was one year ago today that I met her. It was one year ago today that my life changed forever. Nora is and will always be the greatest thing that ever happened to me. 

It’s been a little complicated, I’ll admit. She has a daughter. Nora was very young when she had her, and the man who fathered Missy has had his share of trouble, but we’ll get into that later. Nonetheless, I love Missy. Nora’s a great mom, too, which bodes well for me. I want tons of kids. She wants more children, too. After having her first at age sixteen, child-rearing, for Nora, is a blur. Now that Missy is going on fourteen, Nora’s been fighting the urge to have more kids…until I came along. As soon as that wedding band is on her finger, the baby-making factory is open. 

Placing the velvet box in my back pocket, I hear my cell phone ring. I’d left it sitting on my desk. I see that it’s Jack, one of my brothers. “Hey, bro, what’s up?”

“I saw your flight landed like an hour ago. How come you’re still here?” My brother can see my car parked in the staff lot from his office window. 

“You’re one to talk. Why’re you still here?”  It’s past midnight.”

“I might as well live here, man. You know how it is.”

Jack is the CFO of the airline. He had some big shoes to fill when dad died. “You remember what killed dad, right?” I say, half joking. 

“Yeah, I know. Anyway, you out for a couple of days now, or are you sticking around?”

I unconsciously grasp the small box in my pocket.  “I’m heading out.  But I’ll be back the day after tomorrow.” I know that Missy is away at a sleepover with friends tonight, and Nora is off work tomorrow.  Missy knows I’m going to propose to her mom, so she agreed to give us the night alone.  I’d considered doing a joint proposal, like the ones you see on Facebook a lot, where the guy plans a proposal with the child, but Missy’s…not quite there yet.  I’ll get into that later, too.  

Not noticing that I hadn’t said anything in a couple of seconds, Jack asks if I’m still on the line.  “Yeah, I’m here.  Just have a lot on my mind.”

“You okay, man?  Need me to give you a lift home?”

“Nah.  I’m not going home, anyway. I’m going to Nora’s.”

“At this time of night?”

“I’ve got a key.  And she’ll still be up.”  Nora is a nighthawk, which works well with my line of work.  She’s a nurse, and currently working the afternoon shift.

“I can drop you off if you want.  I’ll be driving right by her street.” Jack offers.

“It’s okay.  Thanks.”

Jack guffaws.  “You’re finally gonna do it, aren’t you?”

“What?”

He chuckles.  “You’ve got the ring in your pocket right now, don’t you.”  It’s more of a statement than a question.

Jack found out about the ring by accident.  I’d picked it up from the jewelry store earlier that day, and it fell out of my pocket, just as I was fumbling to put it in the safe. Jack walked into my office at an inopportune moment. He has a habit of not bothering to knock when it’s after hours.  The ring has been in my safe for a couple of months, since I was waiting for this particular day to come.  My kid brother has been goading me ever since, accusing me of not having the balls to propose, otherwise I’d have done it that day.

“That’s right.  I told you today is the day.  I told you months ago.”

“I’d have done it that day if I met a girl half as awesome as Nora.”

“Yeah, well, you’ve never been able to hold your wad for anything.  That’s probably why you can’t meet decent women.”

“Eat shit and die, man.” Jack chuckles.

“After you.” I say and hang up.  He texts me two seconds later, wishing me luck. He’s a good brother. They all are. Jack is the only one who knows about my plan to propose. I wanted to keep that to myself. After I shower and change into normal clothes, I grab my keys, wallet and phone, double-check to make sure the ring is in my pocket, and I drive over to Nora’s. As I pull up to her place, I don’t see her car parked in the driveway. This may work out better than expected. 

I know she’s not working tonight, and I also know that she’s a sucker for candles. There is a drawer in her kitchen reserved especially for them. Planning for tonight, I brought a bag full of pillar candles, in hopes that I’d get the opportunity to use them. So I’m glad that I can. Hopping out of my car, I fish out my keys and unlock the door. I haven’t heard from Nora since this afternoon, so she might be out at the movies with her sister or with friends. Either way, this is perfect. 

Nora’s house is a two-bedroom bungalow. It’s small but perfect for her and Missy. I’ve offered for both girls to live at my place; I have plenty of space, but Nora’s a little old-fashioned, which is one of the things that I absolutely love about her, so she wants to wait before living together. Maybe after this she will change her mind. My house is far too big for one person. When I bought it, the realtor snowed me over, I admit. He knew I had money and I was a sucker. He saw me coming. It was my foolishness really, telling him that I’m a pilot and that there is no budget for my house. Dalton warned me to exercise a little restraint…and in no uncertain terms, to keep my mouth shut.

Though small, her house is immaculate. One would never know that Nora is a single mother, raising a teenager, working shifts as an ICU nurse. As I make my way to her bedroom, with the bag in my hand, I pray that she still has a lighter in her nightstand. Checking, I see that she does, and I begin making quick work of assembling the candles in all the right spots. Usually Nora does this, when she’s feeling romantic, but I’ve been paying attention and I know exactly how to place them and where. I set the candles in varying heights on the nightstand, bed, dresser, and I finish off with a handful of rose petals strewn on the bed.  I kept an extra bunch of roses for Nora.

Looking at the clock, I see that it’s going on one o’clock in the morning. Where on earth could Nora be?  I try texting her, but she doesn’t answer. Nora knows I’m flying back tonight, and we do have plans to be together tomorrow, on her day off. Just as I begin to worry, I hear the key turn in the front door. Hurriedly I light the candles. She knows I’m here because my car is parked in the driveway. She doesn’t immediately come into the room. I quickly place the ring box on the bed, opened, so she can see what my intentions are. I saved a bouquet of roses to hold up just as she enters the bedroom. 

As I see and hear the bedroom door open, my beautiful Nora’s face appears from the other side. Her long dirty blonde hair is swept up and clipped in the back, the way she always wears it. She’s wearing the red blouse I bought her for her birthday, and the black jeans that I love so much on her. Nora is beautiful without a trace of makeup. When her hair is down it reaches her mid back. Her body is perfect. At least in my eyes. I can’t wait to kiss her and ask her to be my wife. I am the luckiest man alive to have found her and have her love me back. When I’m with her, my life is complete. 

Normally clear and unscathed, Nora’s face only wavers when she’s lost a patient that has grown dear to her.  When my father suffered a massive heart attack, she was one of the nurses who watched over him before he died. In his final days, dad was a different man. Usually cold and unfeeling, dad shared heartwarming stories with me and Nora about my estranged mother. Though my other brothers couldn’t handle it, Nora and I listened intently to the man on his deathbed, speaking of the woman he loved more than life itself, who left him and gave no reason for it. 

My brothers, especially Wade, who was a toddler when she left, didn’t care to hear about the mother who didn’t care enough to stay. It is my belief that my dad’s success was the major reason for my mother leaving. Oftentimes, dad didn’t have time for any of us boys, so I can well imagine how much time he was able to spare for my mother. Sometimes I understand the why, but I still have a difficult time understanding the how she left. By no means is Missy my daughter, nor do I treat her as much, but in the short time that I’ve known her, I couldn’t imagine leaving her. She’s a tough teenager, but I remember Wade, and how much crap he put my dad through, and I realize that it’s all just part of the package. 

When I look at Nora and think about how much of a devoted mother she is, it makes me love her even more. Despite the drama that Missy has inflicted on her mother, Nora loves her to death. And I love her for it. Not many single mothers can pull it off the way that she does. I admire her. Nora deserves nothing but the best, and the best I’ll give her. It’s tough making time for each other with both of our hectic jobs, but we make it work. The key is compromise and understanding, also, remembering that it’s about quality time and not quantity. When we’re together we make it count. We go to special places, do special things, make love like it’s the last time ever, or the first time, and it’s…wonderful. 

As she walks into the bedroom, her sweet face appears sullen. I know she’s lost a patient and my heart bleeds for her. When she has those days, it’s always best not to bring attention to it unless she needs to be held and wants to talk about it. Instead, on bended knee I say, “Hi, sweetie. I love you more than anything else in the world. Will you marry me?” I hold the flowers out to her and reach for the ring box. Her face is like stone. She’s completely shocked. I smile. It’s been a tough day for her. As I rise, I go to embrace her and she takes a step back, as if she doesn’t know who I am. As if I’m some stranger who has broken into her room and vandalized it. “Don’t…touch me.” She seethes. 

A ‘v’ forms between my eyes because I’m completely confused. “What’s wrong, Nora?” I whisper, making a second attempt to hold her. She lifts her arms as I reach for them, as if I’m made of poison, and the mere proximity to me is toxic. 

“Get out.” Her voice cracks as tears form inside her eyes. “Now.” She says so low it scares me. 

“I…I don’t understand.” I say, shaking my head. I feel dizzy with dread. The seafood salad I ate earlier is sitting at the back of my throat, threatening to spew all over the wall. “What…why?  What happened?” My hands are trembling as I place the ring in my pocket, out of sight. 

She eyes me like I’m an intruder and she’s holding a gun to my head. “Missy told me what you did to her…you son of a bitch.”

My eyes widen. My heart starts to beat out of my chest. “What…oh my God…what’s wrong with Missy?  What happened?”

She turns her face from me. “I can’t even look at you…you sick, disgusting pervert.”  She turns her head and shoves me with both hands. I fall back a step. My breath is cut off. I feel like I’m drowning. The shock and horror are insurmountable. “Get out before I do something I’ll regret.” She shouts. Nora has never shouted at me before. I feel it in my chest. She might as well have stabbed me. My eyes are so wide I feel like I can’t close them. My breathing is ragged, and I’m fighting the strong urge to hug her and tell her that everything is going to be alright. Judging by the look on her face, I risk a blow if I attempt to do that again. 

Resigned, I swallow. “I don’t know what’s going on, Nora. Tell me what’s going on.”  I beg, as though I was deaf to the unspeakable accusations the first time they were uttered. 

“Missy told me what you did to her.” Angry tears wash over her face. Her jaw is clenched, and her voice is a mere whisper. 

A hand goes to my mouth as what I’m being accused of registers. Tears prick the backs of my eyes as I realize what my beloved thinks I did to her daughter, the girl I love just like my own.  “God, Nora, I couldn’t imagine doing anything to hurt Missy.” I say, my voice cracking. 

She looks at me with sheer hatred in her eyes. I can’t look at her. I can’t place that expression in my memory. I’d rather see a dismembered body than the woman I love glancing at me like that. My eyes go to the carpet. “Get out.” She says one last time. I realize that there is nothing more I can do. Nothing I can say is going to help. The longer I stay, the worse it gets. Keeping my head down I walk out of her bedroom and out the front door. 

I sit in the driveway, trying to process what just happened.  The love of my life just shattered me into pieces.  I’ve been accused of doing unspeakable things to someone I love.  And in the process, I’ve just lost the love of my life.  She hates me.  She never even gave me a chance.  My whole life has just been ruined in less than sixty seconds.  I want to walk back into the house and say something; sometimes they say you have to fight for what’s worth fighting for, but I know that this case is an exception.  This is truly sensitive and must be handled with kid gloves.  If I go back in there right now, I’ll just upset Nora more.  

Taking deep breaths, I try to calm my nerves before turning the engine over.  Wiping my eyes with the backs of my hands I put the car into reverse.  The drive home is a blur.  By the time I turn the key in the front door, I can’t even remember how I got there.  My phone beeps with a text message from Jack, reminding me of something I have to do before my next flight the day after tomorrow.  I text him back, saying that I got it, and it’s already been dealt with.

The phone rings.  “So, I guess you chickened out after all.” His tone is facetious.

“Now’s not a good time.”

There is a pause.  “What’s going on?  Who died?”

“I can’t…I can’t…talk about it right now.” I rub a hand over my face.  

“Oh shit.  That bad, huh.”

“Yeah,”

“Okay, man.  You know where to find me.” He hangs up.

Placing my phone on the entrance table, I walk towards the kitchen.  Looking up on the top of my refrigerator, I see a lone bottle of whiskey that Dalton left here once when we had a poker game.  Never a man to drink, the bottle has remained there ever since.  Staring at it, I walk over and stretch up, reaching for it.  

I don’t remember the last time a drop of alcohol touched my lips.

…but a man can change.








  
  

Chapter 2


Nora
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One Year and One Month Ago


The phone rings and my colleague, Stella, picks it up.  She nods and says okay, and then hangs up.  “We’ve got one coming in now.” Stella addresses me, “Massive heart attack, critical condition.  Paramedics have resuscitated twice already.  We need to get doctor Bryson here ASAP for assessment.” 

“I’ll call Bryson.  You get room three ready.  Mrs. Mathers has been removed and sent to the morgue already.” I instruct as I dial Dr. Bryson’s extension and explain the situation.  Within three minutes I see the gurney come off the elevator.  The paramedic isn’t on top of the patient, pumping his chest, so that’s a good sign.  It looks like the patient is stabilized to some degree.  Rising, I meet the paramedic team and instruct them as to which room to place the patient.  I’m given his stats and information as they carefully lift the male patient on to the bed.  

I begin making quick work of setting up the equipment.  The intravenous tube has already been administered.  Dr. Bryson trots into the room, closes the door, and begins his assessment.  I hear a knock at the door and see one of the volunteers appear.  “The family is here.” She announces.  “Should I let them come up?”

I look at Dr. Bryson.  He nods, looking at me over his half-glasses, and I know what that means.  Patients don’t generally come here for rehabilitation, and if they do, they almost certainly go downstairs for testing or to the operating room first.  If no diagnostics are ordered, the doctor has determined that there is nothing further that can be done.  I look up at the oxygen saturation meter reading, and I’m surprised that the patient has survived the few short minutes that he’s been here.  He clearly isn’t strong enough to undergo any procedure, diagnostic or otherwise.  He’s barely breathing on his own.  It’s like Bryson is reading my mind.  He ups the oxygen to help keep the patient alive for a short time so his family can say their goodbyes.  As I exit the room, I see the elevator door open and the most gorgeous man in the entire world appears.  In this line of work, the very last thing on my mind is the opposite sex, but this man is that beautiful, that unmistakably, unapologetically handsome, that I can’t help but look at him.  He’s in uniform.  I’m guessing it’s a pilot’s uniform, because he has one of those flat caps with a visor on.  He’s head-to-toe in white; his suit has an airline logo emblazoned on the left breast pocket.  His eyes stand out a mile they’re so blue.  His hair is cut short on the sides, all the way around, and it’s slightly longer on top.  A shock of it sticks out from under the front of the cap.  He’s so tall I have to crane my neck upward to achieve eye contact.  His arms look imposing under his uniform, as he removes his cap, placing it under his arm as a sign of respect.

His face is like stone.  Hardened with concern.  It’s clear that it’s his father who’s just been admitted.  “I’m here for Wren Ford.  I believe he’s just arrived.” He says.  His tone is gentle yet direct.  

“I take it you’re family?” I ask, as part of hospital protocol.

“Yes, I’m his eldest son, Garrett.” He gives a slight nod.

“The doctor is with him now, sir.  Please have a seat.” I gesture to the small bank of chairs along the wall by the nurse’s station.  He does as he’s instructed as I return to my post at the nurse’s station.  

Miraculously, an hour later, Wren Ford is still alive.  As I enter the room to check on him, Garrett is still there.  Trying not to interrupt their time together, I benignly check his monitors.  “How’s he doing?” Garrett asks.  He’s sitting on the guest chair with his knees parted and his elbows resting on his knees.  His hat sits on the second chair and he rakes a hand through his hair.  The man looks beat; like he’s been flying for two days straight without breaks.  

I tell a half-lie.  “He’s doing okay.  His vitals are stable.” 

“How many guests are allowed in here at once?”

Wren isn’t expected to survive the night, so for all I care, they can have a party in here.  “As many as the patient can handle.  But normally it’s two.”

“So, in other words, if the patient has a prayer, they can have two guests.  If they’re the walking dead, it’s unlimited.” His tone is slightly facetious, but I’ve heard it all in this line of work.  It’s an emotional time when a loved one is dying.  “Sorry.” He lifts his hand and says after a beat.  

Wren stirs, opening his eyes.  He looks up at me and sees me fiddling with a monitor.

“Dad?” Garrett says softly.  “It’s Garrett.  I’m here.”

Wren removes the oxygen mask.  “Where is Dalton?” he asks.  His voice is gravelly and barely audible.  

“He’s on his way.  He had to go pick up Wade.”

“What about Jack and Colton?”

“Jack we can’t get in touch with, Dalton keeps trying. And dad, Colton’s still in Afghanistan.”

“Why can’t you find Jack?” the man is talking in gasps.  I encourage him to put the mask back on, but he bats my hand away like it’s a fly.

“He’s been in off-site meetings.  I can’t call him from in here because you’re not allowed cell phones, dad.”

“How much time have I got?” Wren is being belligerent, lifting his hands in the air.

“I don’t know, dad.” Garrett is frustrated.  “Just try to relax.”

Leaning over, I gently place the mask back on Wren’s face.  “This will help you breathe, sir.” 

Wren scowls at me.  “Who the hell are you?”

“Dad, watch your language.” Garrett chides.

“My name is Nora.  I’m a nurse, sir.” I talk to him as though he’s a child.

Wren’s face softens slightly.  “Nora.  That’s such a lovely name.”

“Thank you.  It was my grandmother’s name.” I chuckle.  “And my mother’s middle name.  My family doesn’t score many points in the originality department, I suppose.”

“I’m named after my great-grandfather on my father’s side.” Wren boasts.  “And if we had a girl, my wife and I were going to name her Nora, as a matter of fact.”

“But you ended up with boys, right?” I say, adjusting another monitor and checking his intravenous fluid bag.

“Five.” He answers.  Garrett looks up at me and gives a tight smile.  “I raised them myself.” Wren is hoarse.

“That must have been quite a task.” I play along.

He ignores my comment.  “My wife was beautiful.  The most beautiful woman.” He shakes his head but says no more.  

“I’ll be back in a little while to check on you.” I say.  

Garrett rises.  “I’ll be right back, dad.”

He follows me out the door.  “Is he in any pain or anything?”

“He shouldn’t be.  He’s on a mild sedative to keep him calm and comfortable.” I nod.  I can’t stop looking at his eyes.  I try not to look at his full lips, but it’s difficult.  I’ve never had a man this handsome standing in front of me, talking to me before.  It feels like I’m in some romantic dream.  If I am, don’t wake me up.

Two hours later, three more of Wren’s sons appear.  I’m almost thankful I’m pulling a double shift today, because these boys are unbelievable.  It’s like I’m stuck in a room with male models.  They’re all gorgeous.  Garrett is still in his uniform; he hasn’t left his father’s side.  Wren is more talkative as I enter the room to check on him.  He’s talking more about his wife, and I notice that the youngest son leaves when the subject is broached.  

The other boys only stay a short time and then leave, but Garrett remains.  He must be the closest to his father.  It’s very late, and the man hasn’t so much as gone for a bathroom break.  Just as I’m about to encourage him to take five, an alarm sounds in Wren’s room.  A fleeting look crosses Garrett’s face as I run to the room, asking Garrett to stay back.  As I enter the room, I see that Wren’s heart has stopped.  The heart monitor is flatlining.  Two other nurses come running, and I hear one of them paging the doctor.  

Wren does not have a DNR waiver, so I begin initiating CPR immediately.  As Dr. Bryson arrives, he coaches me as we try to resuscitate Mr. Ford a third time.  But every second that the heart monitor flatlines is another second that Wren is facing his demise.  After a third attempt at the procedure, Dr. Bryson cuts the air with his hand, indicating for me to stop.  The drapes in the window are closed, so Garrett can’t see what’s going on in here.  But he can hear most certainly hear what’s going on.  

Dr. Bryson makes another attempt to bring the man back, but it’s in vain.  All the monitors have stopped registering, and one of the other nurses finally switches off the heart monitor.  Bryson pulls the clipboard off the bottom of the bed and writes some notes before opening the door.  I see Garrett sitting on one of the chairs outside the room.  His knees are parted, and his head is resting in his hands.  My heart bleeds for him.  I’m not sure how close he was to his dad, but it looks like they were very close.  The other boys, I’m not so sure.  I watch Bryson approach Garrett, patting him on the back, before the door closes.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later, when my shift has ended, I walk towards the back parking lot, passing the ‘cell phones allowed’ zone, and see Garrett pacing, talking on his phone.  He’s not saying much, just perfunctory responses.  He’s still in his uniform, but his jacket is unbuttoned, and a white t-shirt is poking through.  His hat lays on a chair beside him.  You could shoot a cannon through the room; there is nobody in sight.  It’s also three o’clock in the morning.  When he sees me, he asks his caller to hold.

“Excuse me.  Do you know when I can go up and make…arrangements?” he says, gesturing with his hand, as though the word ‘funeral’ is an expletive.

“I’m sure you can go up now.  The coroner has been in.” I explain.

He nods and holds a finger up, asking me to wait.  “I’ll have to call you back.” He says to the caller and ends the conversation.

“Hey, listen, thanks for putting up with my dad.  He’s not the easiest person to get along with.” Garrett says, shaking my hand, as though his father dying in my care completes some transaction between us.  

“It’s no problem.  That’s my job.” I smile.

He smiles and I realize how fantastically handsome he is.  “So, you’re a pilot?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

He looks at his hat on the chair, as though his uniform doesn’t give it away.  “Err…yes, for the Greensboro Airport.  My dad is…err…was…the CEO.” He licks his lips and then bites his lower lip, in thought.  As though it just occurred to him that his father is gone.  

“I see.” I say, gauging whether or not I should end the conversation and leave, or stay.  It’s hard to tell what he’s going to do next.  He’s not looking at me, he’s staring at a spot on the wall.  “Are you okay?”

He lifts a hand, breaking himself out of his reverie.  “Yeah,” he pauses, and then shakes his head slightly, as though in disbelief.  “Funny how when my dad calls meetings, all his associates come running.  When the man is on his deathbed, nobody cares.” He guffaws.  “This will be the smallest funeral ever, evidently.”

I don’t know what to say, except, “Is there anything I can do to help?”

He looks at the floor, shaking his head.  “No.  It seems my own brothers couldn’t stay long enough to see their old man off, either.  What a shit show this is turning out to be.” He lifts his hand.  “Excuse my language.”

I chuckle.  “Oh, Mr. Ford, if you only knew what I’ve heard, you wouldn’t be apologizing.”

He tilts his head.  “I guess when people get caught up in the moment, they let their guards down, huh.”

I nod.  “Something like that.”

A colleague walks by and asks me something to do with work, just as Garrett’s phone rings.  His face falls and I ask my friend to hold on a moment.  “Are you okay, Mr. Ford?”

“Yeah.  It’s my brother Colton…calling from Afghanistan.  What a call this is going to be.” He says, pushing his hand down his face.  He answers the call and I inch my way over to my friend, giving him privacy.

“Nora, when are you on again?” my friend Judy asks.  She’s just coming in to start her shift.

I tell her and she starts chatting about mundane, work-related things.  But I’m only half-listening.  I’m paying more attention to Garrett’s conversation.  I hear him tell his brother that their dad is gone.  It’s a short conversation, and when he hangs up, I see him turn his back, so he’s facing the other direction.  His head moves forward, and one hand goes to his face.  I’m not sure if he’s rubbing his eyes or clearing tears.  

As Judy ends the conversation and walks away, I approach Garrett.  His eyes are reddened with tears and exhaustion.  My tone is gentle; the same tone I use on my daughter Missy when she’s upset.  “Is there anyone I can call for you?” my heart bleeds for him.  He’s dealing with all this alone.

He sniffs and draws in a deep breath.  When he speaks, his voice cracks.  “No…,” he sighs, “thanks,” 

Then I do something I almost never do to someone related to work.

…I hug him.








  
  

Chapter 3


Garrett
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(Three Months Later)


One Year Ago


Attempting to leave the airport after my last flight of the day, I pull my keys out of my back pocket, and walk towards the exit.  There are signs posted all over the place that the exit is closed for repairs.  The janitor is cleaning the windows at the other staff exit, and I don’t have the heart to interrupt, so I do the unthinkable and walk towards the main exit doors.  It’s a beautiful day, so I don’t mind walking outside to the back.  I’m in normal clothes, so I blend in nicely.  There’s nothing more unsettling than walking through the main entrance dressed in my uniform.  I stand out like a sore thumb. 

Walking towards the exit, I bump into Jack, who is standing in line to get the good coffee.  I smack him on the shoulder.  “I don’t know why you don’t just order the good stuff to go in your office, man.  It’s not like they won’t deliver, you know.” I tease.

“Yeah, well, this way I don’t have to make it myself.” He admits.  “You heading home?”

“Yeah, I’m gonna go get some shut-eye.  Are you going to see some sunlight today, or have you completely turned into a vampire.” I say it as a statement more than a question.

He looks at his watch.  “I’ve been here since six.  Was here until eleven last night.  Dad kept much the same schedule.” He’s matter-of-fact.  

Just as I’m about to rebuke, a lady walks by, rolling a suitcase in her wake.  One of the wheels gives and the suitcase falls to the floor, making an obvious scraping noise.  She stops and assesses the situation.  

“Shit, she looks familiar.” I say, and then recognition comes to my face.  “I’ll be right back.” 

As I approach her, she’s frustrated and embarrassed, judging by the look on her face.  “Nora…is it?” I ask.

“Yeah…that’s my—” she stops and gives me an odd smile.  “Mr…Ford, right?” she lifts a finger to me.

“Yes, Garrett…Garrett Ford.” I nod.  “Can I give you a hand?”

Nora looks at her broken suitcase and chuckles without a trace of humor.  “Well, I guess I do.  Unless I scrape this thing across the floor.”

I lift the suitcase.  “No need.  Lead the way to your car.”

“Why don’t I just get a cart?”

“It’s the middle of the day. Good luck with that.” I guffaw.  “Show me to your car.” I nod to Jack and he gives me a wink.  I give him a sour look back.

As she walks to her car, I walk alongside her.  

“Thanks so much for this.  I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.  Are you coming back from vacation?” 

“Not exactly.  My friend had a destination wedding.  Her second.  If she expects a gift, too, I’ll use the money and cash it in for a new friend.”

I chuckle.  “Can’t blame you there.”

“So, how are you doing?  I mean…since your dad passed away?” 

I shrug.  “I’m doing okay, I suppose.  My brother Dalton is having the most trouble adjusting.  He’s filled my dad’s old role.  Jack’s not much different; he works day and night.  It’s no wonder my dad worked himself to death.”

“I see that all the time, unfortunately.  But I’m one to talk.  I work all hours of the day and night.  Sometimes my daughter forgets who I am.” 

“Oh, you have a daughter?” I ask, as we approach the Park & Fly parking lot.  

“Yeah, she’s thirteen.  Her name’s Missy.”

“Thirteen?  Wow, you don’t look old enough to have a teenager.” Fact, she doesn’t look old enough to have kids at all.  I didn’t realize how pretty she was until I take another look.  Her long dirty-blonde hair is swaying in the wind.  She has sunglasses on, but they’re tucked up on her crown, giving her a youthful glow.  Her dress flows gently, revealing her left leg through a slit that runs up past her knee.  The dress is cream white with a floral pattern.  

“Well, I had her very young.” She says, and I sense that it’s not a topic she’s comfortable with, so I drop it.  

“So I take it your husband didn’t go with you to this wedding?”

As we reach her car, she gives me a thin smile. “I’m not married.  Go ahead and judge.  I was a fool when I was sixteen; thought sleeping with this really cool guy would get me places, but the only thing it got me was pregnant.  I raised her with my mother’s help, and my mom passed away two years ago.  What can I say?  Life gives you lemons, you make lemonade.” She lifts her arms as if in defeat, and presses the fob on her keyring.  “Anything else you want to know?” she asks, with an almost snarky tone.  

I ignore the tone and ask her something, surprising myself.  “Are you free for dinner tonight?”


      [image: image-placeholder]Do you know how long it’s been since I asked a girl out?  I’ve never really dated if I’m honest.  In high school I was friends with a girl for a long time, but it never amounted to anything, to my dismay.  I can’t say that I was in love with her, I mean, if I had to choose between learning to fly and going out with her, well, you know how that turned out.  In college, I had a few casual relationships, but no girl ever pulled my chains in a way that made me want more.  So, when I asked Nora out, it was very out of my element.  Jack’s jaw dropped when I told him who I was going out with.  

“Are you nuts?  The nurse?  Isn’t that…like…incest or something?” he teases.

“She was dad’s nurse, not his second cousin, dickwad.” I say as I tie up my tie, trying like hell not to drop the phone in the process.  “and you should talk, mister ‘I can’t stop jerking off to my teacher’s sister’s picture’.” 

“Hey, that was in college.” Jack refutes.  “and she was hot…like hot.”

“And how did you get the picture…stalker.” 

“Hey, I can’t help it if I’m a closet Facebook geek.”  Jack hacked into his college professor’s Facebook page and at the time, he was rather proud of himself.

“You’re a closet something, but I wouldn’t give any intellectual weight to it, Jack.” I add, giving up and putting him on speakerphone.  

“Hey, where are you taking her, anyway?  Jokes aside.”

“Out to a romantic restaurant and then to a movie, why?”

“Cool.  Make sure you kiss her though.” He advises.

“If it feels right I will.”

“No, man, trust me.  You don’t kiss a girl on the first date, you’ll end up in the friend zone again.  Those were the days, eh buddy?” he teases, reminding me of that girl in high school I mentioned.

I hesitate and he takes that as an admission that he’s right.  “I’ll expect a full report tomorrow.”

“Fine.  I gotta go.” I hang up on him.  

Fifteen minutes later I pull up to this stuffy restaurant that I’m not so sure about.  From the outside it looks like it belongs in a regency romance novel.  And for a second, I’m thankful that I told her where we were going.  I’d hate for her to feel underdressed and embarrassed thanks to me not giving her a pre-emptive tip.  It almost feels like a mistake, since we’re going to a movie afterward.  We’re going to look like a bunch of penguins showing up all dressed like we’re expecting a visit from the queen at the Cineplex.  

But when I see her walk towards me, my jaw drops.  She’s in a body-hugging black dress that goes just above her knees.  It’s strapless but has a small jacket to cover her shoulders.  Her heels accentuate her calves, making me think un-Christian things about my dad’s nurse.  I almost feel bad for not picking her up, but she insisted on meeting me here.  I suppose it’s an escape tactic in case the date goes sour.  As she recognizes me, she smiles.  

“Hey there,” she says, taking a spin. “I’m not used to dressing like this.” She giggles.  “I found this tucked beneath my dozens of scrubs.”

“You look beautiful.” I smile but I’m careful to be matter-of-fact, not wishy-washy in any way.  After all, we barely know each other.

“Thank you.” She says.  “This place looks like it should have a stable in the back.”

I chuckle.  “I was just thinking that.  Do you want to go somewhere else?  I really should have researched this place a little better.  My apologies.”

She waves.  “No, it’ll be fine.  Besides, I’m starving.” 

“Hopefully the food is good.” I tuck my arm inside hers as we walk into the restaurant.  

“You sure look different without your uniform.” She comments.  “When I saw you earlier at the airport in regular clothes, I almost didn’t recognize you.”

“And you without your scrubs.  I had to look twice.” I look at her and notice how beautiful her eyes are.  They’re like a bluey green, and her lashes are so long. I steal a glance at her lips and she quickly looks at mine, but we both quickly look somewhere else a second later.  

The hostess seats us immediately and luckily the food comes fast and is amazing.  Nora is definitely a lover of food.  She is like a closet food critic, but she’s completely impressed by the cuisine.  Her comments are astute, and I actually learned a little something about the steak I ate. Colton’s the cook in the family; the best I ever did was make a baked potato with sour cream and bacon bits.  Real bacon, too.  

“So, what made you decide to be an ICU nurse?” I ask, after taking the last bite of my steak.  She also chose steak, but she’s only halfway through hers.

“I knew I wanted to be a nurse, and for some time I also worked in a trauma unit, and I guess I figured an ICU nurse was a good middle ground.  I love it, despite the crazy hours.”

“I hear you on that.” 

“And I suppose your dad is the reason you became a pilot?” 

“He’s part of the reason, but not the only reason.” I counter.  “I’ve always had an interest in flying.  I used to watch all the fighter jets in old war movies and I couldn’t get enough.”

“Well that was lucky for you, then.” She smiles.  “So how come you didn’t join the Air Force?”

My eyebrows lift.  “I did, actually. Before I flew for the airline, I was in the Air Force.”

“Really?” she seems impressed.  

“Yes.” I nod.  Her face changes.  She looks down at my lips again and it makes me squirm.  I’m feeling the urge to lean over and kiss her, but I’m afraid it’s inappropriate here.

“So, do you have any kids?” she asks me.

I shake my head.  “No.  But I want to have kids for sure some day.”

“Yeah?  Most guys say that but don’t mean it.”

I crane my neck.  “Nora, I’m not a liar.  And I don’t play games, either.” 

She considers my statement for a moment. “I believe you.” She pauses.  “For the record, I don’t play games, either.  But I do sometimes have to lie.”

I lift a brow.

“Like I had to lie tonight.  To my daughter.”

“Why?”

“When you’re a single mother, you have to tell the odd lie, especially if you’re going on a date.”

“Ah, hence you insisting on meeting me at the restaurant.” I say.  “How did you explain the dress?”

“Oh, don’t worry, I turn back into a pumpkin before I go home.  I changed in a bathroom at a donut shop before I arrived here.”

I laugh.  “You didn’t.”

“I did.”

“So, where does she think you are?”

“Out with a friend from work.”

The waitress asks Nora if she’s finished with her meal, since her plate has been untouched for the last five minutes.  Nora asks her to wrap it up for her and the waitress takes our plates away.  

“So, do you still want to go see a movie, or would you like a different option?”

She interlaces her fingers under her chin. “What else did you have in mind?”

“Well, since we’re both dressed in our monkey suits, and you have a change of clothes, I thought instead of going to a movie, I have a large screen television at my place, and plenty of unwatched movies. I’ll keep my hands to myself and I promise to make sure you get home in time to stay in the good graces of your daughter.”

Nora doesn’t even hesitate.  “Done.”


      [image: image-placeholder]She follows from behind me as we drive to my place.  The cobblestone wraparound driveway is clear, and I gesture to her to park anywhere she likes.  I park my Audi furthest from the door, giving her access to the full area.  When she exits her car, carrying her bag, she looks up at my house.  “Jesus, are you a Rockefeller?” she chuckles.

My cheeks heat.  The house is imposing from the outside, I admit.  There are two large pillars out front, flanking the double entrance doors. Above the doors is a glass window that leads all the way up to the second floor, highlighting my spiral staircase and glass chandelier.  There are eight bedrooms inside.  This was the Ford family home once, and dad left it to me when he died.  All the décor was done long ago, and I’ve changed nothing since I took possession.  I still sleep in the same room I slept in as a child.  I considered selling this house and keeping my own, but I thought there were too many memories here, and I’d only lived in my own house for about seven years.  Maybe some day I will part with this place, but in the meantime, it’s home.  

“I inherited it when my dad died.” Is all the explanation I can muster.

“Ah,” she says, nodding her understanding.  

“Well, my place is a shack compared to this, but I won’t judge if you don’t.”

I lift my hand in surrender.  “No judgment here.” Pulling my keys out of my pocket, I unlock the door and gesture for her to enter.  The sensor lights come on automatically, illuminating the front foyer.  The stairs are directly in front of us.  Nora takes a step towards the stairs, observing the chandelier.  “I’ve always loved these things.” It has tear-shaped crystals that plunge downward in a spiral fashion, kind of like the inside of a rose.  The crystals reach down about ten feet from the ceiling.

“My dad’s decorator had it imported from Italy, I think.”

“It’s beautiful.” 

“Come on.  I’ll show you the rest of the house.”  She’s about to remove her shoes.  “No, it’s okay. You can leave them on.”

“Oh, please, have mercy.” She laughs, taking them off, massaging her foot with her hand. 

“It’s just that the floors are cold.” I say, gesturing to the cream marble flooring throughout the foyer.  

She waves and walks to me.  Without her heels on she’s about a foot shorter than me.  “Do you want to change first?” I ask, offering to take her bag.

“Sure, let’s do that first.”

“Would you prefer a bathroom or a bedroom?”

“How many bathrooms do you have?” she’s humored.  

“Five.  Two upstairs, two downstairs, and an ensuite in my dad’s old room.  

“A bathroom is fine.” She smiles, trying but failing to hide a smirk.  

Showing her to the main bathroom on the first floor, I turn the light on and tell her I’ll meet her in the living room.  Pointing to the room to our left, she nods, and I hand her the bag.

I quickly trot upstairs and change into jeans and a linen shirt, carefully hanging my suit in the closet, and giving my underarms the sniff test.  Suddenly I realize that there’s a potentially naked woman in my bathroom.  And I feel the urge to take a cold shower before joining her.  Well, I feel other urges, but a shower would take care of that.  Should I take Jack’s advice and kiss her?  Or should I let her take the reigns?  It’s been so long since I’ve been near a woman, I’ve forgotten protocol.  I hear the plumbing from the bathroom downstairs and then I hear the door open.  My heart starts to beat faster.  I’m almost too nervous to go downstairs, and I find myself thinking of conversation starters to allay my sudden urges.  

Then I hear her calling me from the bottom of the stairs.  

…time’s up, mister.  Let’s fly this plane.








  
  

Chapter 4


Nora


[image: image-placeholder]




When I pulled up to the restaurant, I almost lost my nerve.  I could see Garrett standing at the entrance, looking like James Bond in his suit and tie.  My plain black frock couldn’t do his specially tailored suit justice.  We looked like rags to riches standing next to each other.  But when he looked at me with those big blue eyes, I nearly melted.  He’s such a distinguished gentleman it’s unnerving.  When he offered for me to go back to his place, he said it so innocently, I knew it was safe.  There’s no way this man is going to pull any kind of stunt on me.   

His place is a mansion.  He calls it a house, but it certainly isn’t.  I’m standing in his bathroom, and it’s as big as my living room.  We’re going to watch a movie together, and I’m so nervous I could die.  I don’t know why I even accepted this date.  My mouth just flapped out the word yes when he asked.  No rhyme or reason.  It flapped also when he asked me to go back to his place.  What is wrong with me?  I have too much going on in my life to be involved with anyone.  Between my job and my daughter, and my ex…whatever Missy’s dad is, I have enough to keep me busy until I die.  

But I’m standing in this gorgeous man’s bathroom, changing into a pair of jeans and a shirt, something too comfortable for this place, and I’m about to be alone with a man who looks like he belongs on the cover of GQ Magazine.  Why is he even interested in me?  Why did he ask me out on a date?  I’m totally not in his league, and he’s way out of mine.  I tended to his father on his deathbed, for God sake.  Why does he want to see me again?  

That embrace at the hospital was definitely notable.  His arms gripped my body so tight I almost gasped.  He’s built like nobody I’ve ever known.  How he finds the time to work out when he’s flying so often is beyond me, but he must.  Nobody is that built naturally.  As I placed my hand on his shoulder, I looked into his eyes and he saw what my intention was.  He accepted by placing his hands on my waist and slowly, gradually snaking his arms around me.  It was delicious, and I chide myself for even thinking that way; the man was a mess.  He lay his head against mine and for a few seconds, he took in the comfort I offered him.  He needed it.  Maybe I needed it too…I’m not sure.  But it felt wonderful, and to be truthful, I was hoping I’d see him again after that.  

There is only one way to deal with my nerves here; take it head on.  As I shove my dress into my bag and give my hair a shake, I open the bathroom door and walk to the foot of the stairs, calling for Garrett.

“Hey, yeah, I’ll be right there.” He calls.  I can see him walking around the upstairs landing, making his way to the stairs.  

“I was a little nervous being down here alone.” I half-joke as I watch him trot down the stairs.  He’s wearing butt-hugging jeans and a white linen button-down shirt.  He looks good enough to spread on a cracker.  He gives me a strange look as he tilts his head away from the bottom of the chandelier; he’s so tall he barely clears it.  I have no idea why, but the way he tilts his head is hot.  Is he for real?  

“Nothing to be nervous about.” He says simply as he reaches the bottom of the stairs.  “Do you want something to drink or a snack?”

“After that meal we just ate?  Good Lord,” I laugh.

“You’re right.  Well, what are you into?  Comedy, action, romance, thriller?” he gestures towards the living room, which is a complete understatement.  We could throw a cocktail party in here it’s so large.  The L-shaped brown leather couch is so big it had to have been custom made.  Ten people could sleep on it easily.  In the center of the couch is a huge, square-shaped glass-enclosed coffee table.  The picture window runs from the middle of the wall to the ceiling, definitely custom made as well, and the drapes are cream, gauze-like material.  Along the main wall is the biggest television I’ve ever seen.  It’s so big it looks like it’s part of the wall.  

“Missy’s been making me watch a lot of horror movies and thrillers lately, so anything but that.”

We both look at the couch and it seems like he doesn’t know where to sit.  “Which one is your spot, Garrett?” I say, not hiding the teasing tone.

He chuckles.  “I usually sit right in the center, closest to the television.”

“Then sit there.” I smile, laughing.  “It’s not like I’m going to move your water dish.”

He laughs, shaking his head.  “Sit…where you want.” And he sits in his spot, grabbing the remote from the coffee table.  “You don’t have any issues with Netflix, do you?”

“Not at all, that’s what I have.” I sit a couple of feet away from him.  He rests his feet on the coffee table, and I mirror him.  He smiles at me.  “You don’t mind if I put my feet there, too, do you?”

“Nope.” He glances at my lips for a second, but then he turns his head towards the television.  God, that look…

He starts flicking through the new releases and finds something we both haven’t seen before.  It’s a comedy show, but it turns out to be not funny at all, but I don’t want to say anything, so I just keep quiet.  Except that the couch is so freaking comfortable that I feel myself nodding off.  I feel him stroke my arm.  “Well, that’s not a good sign.” He says, his tone is low, and his head is resting on the back of the couch, glancing in my direction.  “When your date falls asleep.” He looks so goddamn sexy I can’t help but hold his gaze.  

“Sorry, I didn’t want to say that the movie was boring, and this couch is lethal.  Plus, I’m still a little jetlagged.”

“Didn’t help that you ate a huge steak for dinner, too.  Food coma.” He chuckles.  

“Yeah, I forgot about that.” I grunt as I get up and stretch a little.  “I should go.  I’m beat.”

“Okay.” He says, rising with me.  He gestures for me to go ahead to the doorway.  “I’m flying out of town tomorrow and the next day.  But are you busy Friday night?” he asks as I approach the door. 

“Sure, yeah.  I’m off Saturday and I think my shift ends at seven on Friday night.” I answer, feeling mighty awkward.  I hate this part of a date…the end. You never know what’s acceptable.  There is always a fine line between ‘is he into me?’  And ‘he’s just setting up another date, so I’m not crushed’.  “Thanks for dinner, by the way, and thanks for the crappy movie.” I joke.

He chuckles and takes a step towards me.  Oh, God, he’s going to kiss me.  “Just so I don’t end up in the friend zone.” He says softly before leaning in and giving me a soft, chaste, yet lingering kiss on the lips.  As he pulls back slightly, he glances at me, and my eyes go to his lips.  He takes that as permission to kiss me again.  This time I kiss him back, opening my mouth slightly.  Don’t do that!  What are you doing??  He makes the kiss less chaste by tilting his head a little.  My heart is beating so fast, and my hormones are quickly taking over.  It’s been so long, I can’t remember the last time I was kissed by a male…especially one this sexy.  Never…

His hands go to my waist as my hands snake around his shoulders and caress his neck.  I kiss him deeply, without tongue, and he envelopes my lips with his, keeping his tongue where it belongs.  He’s being so polite; not getting too sexual, but my body is wanting more.  I try to pull away, but I’m like a magnet to him.  The next kiss I plunge my tongue into his mouth, and he lets out a soft grunt that I feel in all the right places.  His head tilts further, accepting the contact.  His arms grasp me tighter as our tongues connect.  I can feel his breath on my cheek; warm and ragged, as his soft, virile tongue meets mine.  

He pulls back, kissing me once more on the mouth.  “I suppose I’m clear of the friend zone.” He chuckles, and it’s as sexy as hell.  

“Not yet.” I jest, wanting more.  His eyes go to my lips again…yes, that look. And he opens his mouth, dipping his warm tongue inside again.  This time I let out a soft moan; hungry, eager for more.  I can’t seem to stop myself.  It feels like it’s been a hundred years since I’ve had physical contact with a man.  And it probably has been.  I’ve never established boundaries because since Missy was born, I never dated.  I know it’s generally not lady-like to get to second base on the first date, but Garrett is an exceptional kisser, and up until now he’s been completely gallant.  Which is almost too much to handle.  If he’d copped a feel earlier when he had the chance, it might have been easier to stop, but he hasn’t, and my body wants it.  Craves it.  It’s like physically I’ve been on a diet of bread and water for the past thirteen years, and this kissing is an appetizer.  

He pulls me closer to him and as I pull myself onto my tippy toes, I feel him bend slightly and lift me, so our faces are level.  God!  His manly arms surround my body in warmth and strength as his lips envelope mine and his tongue caresses the inside of my mouth.  My breasts are throbbing against his chest, dying for contact.  A strong pulse is beating between my legs, as if just the amount of friction against his body is enough to drive me over the edge.  I haven’t so much as masturbated in years.  

His teeth gently nip my bottom lip and I let out a soft cry, begging for more, feeling his touch everywhere.  Lowering my head, I kiss his neck, sucking his earlobe, and he makes an “Mmmm…” kind of a grunt that makes me want to strip him down naked right here in his hallway.  

We’re both breathing ragged, and he lifts his lips off mine for a second.  “God, Nora,” he pants, “how long has it been for you?” he asks, as though he’s comparing notes.

“Thirteen years,” I breathe, and then I give him an open-mouthed kiss.  

“Jesus.” He kisses me once more, with this look on his face like that kind of time without sex is absolutely ridiculous.  “Let me put you out of your misery.” He says and doesn’t wait for me to argue.  He lifts me higher, so my feet are clear off the floor, and he walks over to the couch, lowering me onto it.  He undoes the top three buttons on his shirt and lifts it over his head.  

“Oh, God, Garrett.” I whisper, looking at him, half-naked.  He’s stunning.  He has a washboard stomach, tight pectoral muscles, and biceps and triceps that are begging to be kissed.  I can see he’s hard as a rock under those jeans, and I bite my lip noticing how well endowed he is.  My thighs are pelting together, as if just the sight of him is going to bring me to orgasm.  

I pull my shirt over my head and he lowers himself onto me.  Just the contact makes me moan.  He parts my legs and rests his hardness in the spot where it counts, and my eyes roll back into my head.  “You’re close already, aren’t you.” He comments; his voice is so low, laced with sex.  He lowers his lips to my breast and it’s all I can do not to come right there.  As he gives open-mouthed kisses to the flesh on my breasts, I rear up, taking in the contact.  When he reaches my nipple, the moment he sucks it, I lose control.  

“Let it go,” he says, licking my nipple, as I feel a floodgate of pleasure wash through me.  It feels phenomenal as I’ve lost control of my voice and my breath, making noises that I’ve never heard come out of me before, in my entire life.  He licks and sucks for what feels like minutes, gently pressing his hardness into me in pulses, like what he would be doing to me if he were inside me.  I cry out the Lord’s name as I feel the waves of pleasure that have been lingering in me for more than a decade.  

When the last wave ceases, I realize how embarrassing this is.  He’s barely touched me, and I’ve already finished.  My bra is still on; he hasn’t removed it. I giggle, but somehow, he doesn’t think this is funny.  The look on his face is so intense I wonder for a second if he’s angry.  Then I realize he isn’t finished with me yet.  He inches his way down to my thighs and he undoes my jeans, pulling them down my legs.  My panties are soaked and I almost shy away until something stops me…him, removing his pants, too.  He’s so big the head of his penis sticks out of the top of his underwear.  I feel myself climbing again just looking at it behind the material.  As he pulls down his underwear, I can’t stop looking at it.  I’ve never seen a penis that large before.  I’m throbbing and soaked again as he lowers my panties and slides them off.  

Closing the gap between us, Garrett slides his hands behind my back, removing my bra.  He kisses and sucks one breast while kneading the other gently with his free hand.  I feel myself climbing with the wonderful pressure and friction of his tongue and lips against my aching flesh.  His penis is inches from my hand, and I don’t stop myself from grasping it.  It’s warm and hard and throbbing from my touch, and it twitches in response to my caresses and stroking.  Garrett’s breathing becomes ragged as my strokes pick up the pace.  

“It’s been a while for me, too, Nora.” He says, his tone slightly warning.  As he licks my breast more, I feel him reach for himself, grasping my hand in his.  With his hand, he guides me to my clitoris, and rubs it with the head of his penis, making me moan aloud.  “Stroke it, just like that.” He instructs gently, showing me that we can enjoy mutual sensation as my hand strokes him while at the same time the head of his penis strokes my clitoris.  It feels phenomenal, and I think that this man is a sexual genius.  

His sexy grunts make me feel him more, as he feels what I’m doing to him more.  It’s so heady.  Then he inches kisses down my stomach, trailing them through my thighs, as he parts my legs and envelopes my folds with his lips.  The force of pleasure makes me involuntarily cry out.  He sucks my clitoris and it feels so unbelievable I almost can’t stand it.  Garrett is going to have to scrape me off the ceiling later.  Just when I think that what he’s doing couldn’t get any better, he begins licking me in the most sensitive spot, sending me to the moon.  I’m writhing under him as he flicks my clitoris with his tongue, while reaching for my nipples, gently squeezing them between his thumb and forefinger.  I’m a complete ball of lust, at his mercy, moaning, crying, making sounds that I’ve never made before.  

When it feels so good, I feel like I could die, my back arches and my pelvis involuntarily lifts in rhythm to his touch, and another wave of pleasure crashes through me, as my body pulses and contracts inside, sending me to heaven and back…again.  My heart is racing, my chest is rising and falling so fast I can’t keep up, and my body is so rigid I feel like I could break in two.  Coming down from the height of ecstasy, Garrett softly kisses the inside of my thigh: one and then the other, and inches his way back up to my face.  

His hardness is resting on my belly, and as if I thought I couldn’t feel any more, he moves slightly, so he’s back in the spot that counts.  “Feel better?” he asks, his voice is still laced with sex.  

“A million times better.” I whisper, but I still want more.  I want to feel…him.  It’s been so long since I’ve felt a man inside me.  “But I don’t think we’re done yet.” My tone is direct.

“Well…we might have to be.” He gives me a thin smile.  “I don’t have any…condoms.” He kisses me full on the mouth, sending delicious shivers through my body.  

“I think it’s safe…I just finished my…” I trail off, feeling a little embarrassed that I’m doing period math when the sexiest man alive is naked and on top of me. 

“And neither of us have had sex in a very long time.” He adds.  “Are you sure?”

His penis twitches; both of us feel it and both of us know we feel it, and his embarrassed grin is so cute I can’t handle it.  “Hell yeah.” I whisper, pushing my foot against his rear, indicating that I want him.

“Okay” he whispers, and he kisses me hungrily, plunging his tongue into my mouth, and I feel a whole new wave of desire.  He sucks my lip and trails kisses down my neck and down to my breast.  As he nips and licks my breast, I arch my back and he thrusts into me, shooting a blast of pleasure through me.  His head lowers and he draws in a deep breath, as if the feeling is too much.  “Oooohhhh,” he breathes, and his sounds are my undoing.  

Filling me, he falls into a slow rhythm, as he glides in and out, sending rushes of sensation through me with each thrust.  I grasp his shoulders, raking my hands up his neck as he closes his eyes, feeling the friction.  He lifts slightly, filling me to the hilt, and I’m climbing faster, feeling my body clenching.  He makes a hissing noise as I tighten around him inside.  “Oh, Nora…mmmm….” He moans, and it sounds so sexy I want to mentally record it for all those moments when I’m feeling…edgy.  “Mmmm…you’re getting close again.” He breathes, telling me he can feel me hugging him tighter from inside, as if he’s reading my mind.  

“Are you getting close?” I ask, feeling him hard as a rock as he continues to thrust.

“Oh,” he whispers, kissing me deeply, “it feels fantastic…yeah, I’m close.” And the excitement is such a rush; this incredibly sexy, gorgeous man is going to have an orgasm right here, with me.  It’s intense, and it just about throws me over the edge, until he grasps my knees, parting my legs further, and lifts, filling me right to the hilt.  

“Oh, God, Garrett,” I cry out as he picks up speed and grunts, right before I feel his seed shoot out into me.

“Oh, God…oh,” he moans, breathing deeply through his mouth, as I watch the veins in his neck protrude and his head raises then lowers as he climbs to the reaches of ecstasy with me.  His breathing is ragged, almost a pant as he feels the same blast of pleasure I feel.  As he slows, his breathing is still in spurts, until he stops and lowers himself on me, releasing my knees.  “That was…phenomenal.” He whispers, still breathing heavily, resting his head on my shoulder.  His heart beats against mine a mile a minute as we both try to catch our breath.

I swallow.  “That’s a record for me.”

He lifts so we’re nose-to-nose. “What, for how long you’ve gone without?”

I chuckle.  “No, for most consecutive orgasms.  I’ve never had more than one…I didn’t think I could have three in a row.”

“That’s what happens when you go without for so many years.” He explains softly.  “If it hadn’t been that long for me, and I could hold out longer, there might be one or two more for you if I worked for it.”

I laugh and he gives up and laughs with me.  “That’s kind of a record for me, too.”

“Like how many orgasms you’ve given a woman in one go?” 

He smiles.  “No…I’ve never had sex on a first date before.”

“Me neither.” 

I look at his lips and he gives me a long, lingering kiss, and then a quicker, softer one.  “When are you expected to be home?” he asks, stroking the side of my face with the back of his hand.

“I didn’t really give a time.  My neighbor is sitting with Missy.”

“Okay.” He says. “I was going to ask if you want to spend the night, but I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

I kiss him on the mouth.  “I’d love to, but I can’t.  It’s…complicated.”

He nods.  “I understand.” He lifts off me and slides on the couch beside me.  I’m amazed how much room this couch has.  “I’ve never had sex on this couch before, either.” He says conversationally.

“I’ve never had sex on a couch before”

“Well, I would have taken you upstairs to my bedroom, but I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it.” 

I chuckle.  “Good call.”

“Next time.” He lifts a thumb and winks, grunting sexily as he rests his head on his hand.  “God, I could at least get a blanket or something…hang on.” He says, lifting on to his feet.  I watch him trot over to a nearby chest of drawers.  He pulls out a large afghan and brings it over, draping it over me.  

“You’re too sexy for words.” I comment and he guffaws as his cheeks turn pink.  “and now you’re too cute for words.”

He says nothing but he snuggles in beside me, kissing me on the mouth.  “Keep it up and I might have to ravage you again.” He wiggles his eyebrows, making me melt.  

“Well, that’s the sexiest form of punishment I’ve ever heard of.”

He draws in a deep breath.  “Oh, my.  You and I…we could get into a lot of trouble together.” He kisses me again, gazing at me intently.

“Yeah…we could.” I agree, and then that thing I swore I’d never do again with another man…I do.  I let myself start to feel more than a physical connection to him.  
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