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            LANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      The waiting room at the Serenity Springs spa not only looks, but also smells much too fancy and delicate for the likes of me.

      Just because I’d taken longer than Aiden thought necessary to book the appointment, after he and his girlfriend, Beth, got me a gift certificate for my birthday, didn’t mean he had to book it for me.

      I’m a grown man. Excessively grown.

      He texted me a screenshot of the confirmation with a smiley face and the words You deserve this, big guy! as if he were sending me off to Disneyland, instead of a place where a stranger is going to touch my hands and my feet.

      For a mani-pedi.

      Mani-pedi is a word that should never come out of my mouth…a giant mountain man from Montana.

      I look at my hands as they rest on my thighs, which is where they usually end up since I'm always conscious of how much space they occupy. They're big…like everything else about me, but my hands are the part people notice first, and they're not pretty.

      I’ve got calluses on my palms from the axe and the hose and the weight bar. There’s a scar across the back of my left hand from the time I caught it on a piece of torn sheet metal at a car wreck scene. I have dry, rough skin that no amount of drugstore lotion I keep under the bathroom sink seems to fix.

      My nails are trimmed, at least. I did that this morning in a brief, desperate act of preparation, hunched over while Doug watched me from the doorway with the judgment that only a hundred-and-thirty-pound rescue mutt can deliver.

      Then I stare down at my size fifteen feet. They're in boots right now, which is the only acceptable state for my feet to be in around other humans. These boots have seen structure fires, mudslides, and the time Doug threw up on them after eating an entire rotisserie chicken off the counter.

      They are seasoned boots. And inside them are feet that are just as haggard. Feet that have not been looked at by another person since my last physical, during which the doctor visibly grimaced.

      I shift in the chair and the whole thing creaks beneath me. It's one of those sleek modern things—low to the ground, light wood frame, and probably designed for a person who weighs a normal amount. I am not a person who weighs a normal amount. I am six foot six and two hundred and seventy-some pounds of firefighter who cannot sit in a single piece of furniture for too long unless it’s reinforced.

      The magazine table next to me has a vase on it. It’s a little ceramic thing, white and dainty, with a single flower poking out the top. I’ve moved my elbow away from it three times already. I can’t break any more things from shops in Deepwood. I’m not even allowed in the antique store, Mountain Memories, anymore. Meredith banned me after I accidentally smashed a Victorian hand mirror.

      There's a woman at the front desk who smiled at me when I walked in, and I saw the exact moment she recalculated the size of the doorframe versus the size of me. She recovered fast (credit to her), but still. There's always a pause. The oh moment. The slight widening of the eyes, the half-step back that people don't even realize they're taking.

      I'm used to it. Doesn't mean I love it.

      I pull out my phone and text Aiden.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm here. I feel woefully out of place. But thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots appear immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        You're going to love it, bud. Beth says the foot treatment is life-changing.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        My feet are beyond saving.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        They are NOT. Stop being dramatic. Just relax and let someone pamper you for once.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone away since I don't have a comeback for that, and also because he's right, which is annoying. Aiden has this infuriating habit of being genuinely kind.

      I pull out the paperback I brought to read while I wait, but the words just swim. I could probably recite the first chapter of this book, The Outlaw of Torn, from memory, but right now my brain won't hold a single sentence. I close it on my thumb and let it rest on my thigh.

      A door opens at the back of the waiting room and I hear soft footsteps on the polished floor.

      I look up.

      The woman in front of me is not what I expected. Though, I’m not sure what I expected—maybe someone in scrubs, more of a doctor, someone clinical and brisk.

      But not her.

      She's in a soft cream top, loose and flowy over black leggings, and her hair is dark and wavy, pulled back in a low bun with pieces falling around her face. She reminds me of a yoga instructor…or a magical forest nymph. She moves with this easy, unhurried grace, like gravity is just a suggestion she's chosen to politely acknowledge.

      Her eyes are blue. Light blue. And looking into them takes me away to someplace…dreamy.

      Which is a problem, since she's looking right at me and saying something.

      "Lance?...Lance Riggs?"

      That's my name. She's saying my name.

      "Yeah." My voice comes out lower than I mean it to, barely above a rumble. I clear my throat. "That's me. Hi."

      She smiles, and it's warm and calm and it hits me right in the center of my chest as if she rested her palm there. "I'm Gwen. I'll be taking care of you today." She says it like it's the most natural thing in the world. As if taking care of me is just something she does, as easy as breathing, and not a concept that makes my neck start to flush.

      I stand up and the chair creaks in relief.

      And now I'm at my full height, which means I'm towering over her like a redwood, and she has to tilt her head back to look at me. This is usually the part where people get nervous.

      She doesn't.

      She just looks up at me with those steady blue eyes and continues to smile, and then reaches out and touches my forearm.

      I nearly choke.

      "Follow me," she says, and turns, and I follow her, hypnotized.

      She smells amazing, too. I don't mean to notice, but it's impossible not to. It’s something woodsy mixed with flowers and vanilla that trails behind her like an invitation.

      The hallway is narrow and I'm too aware of my shoulders almost brushing the walls, too aware of how carefully I'm walking so I don't accidentally step on her heels, too aware of the gentle sway of her hips ahead of me that I am so not looking at.

      I'm looking at the floor.

      The floor is very nice. It’s a good floor. A sturdy floor.

      She leads me into a room that is also the complete opposite of what I’d imagined. I was expecting fluorescent lights and a plastic chair, maybe a row of nail stations similar to Stevie’s Salon on Main Street.

      This looks like a room in a very expensive hotel. The lighting is low and warm, and there are candles flickering on shelves and end tables and along the wall in sconces. A padded massage table sits in the center, the kind with an adjustable back, draped in white linens. Music is playing…something soft and ambient with chimes in it, and beneath the music I can hear water coming from a small stone fountain on a side table, the water trickling over dark river rocks into a shallow pool. The air smells of heated wax and herbs and flowers.

      This is a room designed for a person to relax in.

      There's a rolling stool near the table with a small, bright task light attached to it—the only sharp light in the room—and a cart covered in supplies: bottles, jars, tools laid out on a white towel. Next to the cart, there’s a wide stone basin, and beside that, what looks like a small vat of wax, maybe. I don't know. There are a lot of things in this room that I’m not familiar with.

      "First things first," Gwen says, gesturing toward a cushioned bench near the basin. "Shoes and socks off, and we'll get you soaking."

      Right. Here we go.

      I sit on the bench (which holds) and unlace my boots. I pull them off, peel off my socks, stuff the socks inside the boots, and set them as far out of the way as physically possible, as if distance will help. I shove my book back with them.

      Then I look at my bare feet on the polished floor and want to evaporate. My skin is dry and cracked. My toenails are longer than they should be, thick and a little yellowed from years of being trapped in work boots. And there are calluses on my big toes and on the balls of my feet that could sand wood.

      These are feet that have not been well-cared for.

      Gwen doesn't blink. She kneels beside the basin and tests the water, then nods. "Step in whenever you're ready."

      I lower my feet into the water and it's steaming hot in the best way. There's something dissolved in it, salts or oils, because it smells like mint and tea tree and the water feels silky against my skin.

      A sigh almost escapes me. I catch it behind my teeth.

      “The water temperature okay?” she asks.

      I just nod.

      “Good, now just relax and let them soak for a few minutes," she says, and moves to the cart to start setting things up…arranging bottles, laying out tools, adjusting the knobs on the tubs. She fills a smaller plastic basin with water and oils. She's unhurried about it, moving with that same easy grace.

      The water is lapping at my ankles and the candles are flickering and the fountain is gurgling and I think this might be the nicest place I've ever sat.

      And I would never tell a living soul that. Especially the crew.

      After a few minutes she kneels at the basin, and takes one of my feet in both hands. Her touch is firm, but gentle, and my whole body tenses anyway. Because her hands are small and sure, and they're on my skin, and that's just...a lot.

      “I’m going to give your feet a quick scrub to remove some of the surface dirt.” She picks up a rough cloth, dips it in the water, and starts scrubbing.

      She works on my heel first, in firm circles over the cracked skin, then the ball, the arch, around each toe. She uses both the cloth and her bare hands, and it feels incredible in a way that is strictly physical and totally impersonal, and I am absolutely fine.

      She does the other foot. Same thing…careful and unrushed.

      "Okay," she says, patting them dry with a fluffy towel. "Let's get you up on the table. We'll start with your hands."

      I climb onto the massage table, which is sturdy enough that it doesn't even creak, and that alone makes me like this place more.

      She adjusts the back so I'm sitting up, but reclined slightly, and drapes a towel across my lap. Then she pulls up her rolling stool, clicks on the task light, and positions the smaller basin of water on a tray beside me.

      "Hands in," she says.

      I put my hands in the water. It's even hotter than the foot basin, with something in it that smells of lemon and chamomile, and my roughed-up knuckles sting for half a second before the heat swallows it. But it’s still nice.

      She watches me to make sure it’s fine, then lets them soak while she lays out her tools. After a minute, she lifts my right hand out of the water, pats it dry, and settles it on a small cushioned pad between us.

      Then she's holding my hand, and the size difference is obscene. Her fingers are small and soft and her nails are neat and polished in a pale, shimmery color. My hand is this huge, rough slab of a thing that could palm a basketball. But she examines it as if it's…special.

      I want to pull it back and apologize for every blemish.

      "You work with your hands a lot," she says.

      "I’m a firefighter."

      She nods, like that explains everything. Then she picks up a fine-grit nail file and starts shaping my nails with short, precise strokes…tilting each nail toward the task light to check the edge. It's meticulous. It's gentle. My breathing goes shallow and I have no idea why a woman filing my nails is making my pulse jump.

      "You trimmed these yourself today?" she asks, not looking up, her voice holding a hint of amusement.

      "Is it that obvious?"

      "It’s just a little uneven." She glances up, and her eyes are warm. "But a valiant effort."

      My neck flushes.

      She finishes filing and reaches for a small bottle, squeezing a clear gel onto each cuticle. "Cuticle remover," she explains. "Just needs a minute to soften."

      Then she starts filing my other hand.

      We sit in the quiet.

      Well…along with the fountain, the music, and soft crackling of the candles.

      I can smell the floral-vanilla scent on her skin.

      She picks up a slim wooden stick—rose-colored and tapered to a soft point—and takes my hand again, and starts pushing back the cuticles with tiny, careful strokes. It doesn't hurt. It's this faint pressure at the base of each nail,  while her other hand braces my finger to keep it steady.

      She’s bent over my hand in the cone of that task light, and I can see the pieces of dark wavy hair that have escaped her bun, and the freckle below her left ear, and the way her lower lip catches between her teeth when she concentrates.

      I probably shouldn’t be noticing all this.

      She turns my hand over, runs her thumb across the calluses on my palm, and picks up a small spray bottle. "This will soften the rough spots," she says, misting it across my palm and the pads of my fingers. It's cool and faintly tingling, and she lets it sit for a moment before picking up a smooth, flat glass file that catches the light, and draws it across the thickest callus with a slow, firm stroke.

      It's this strange, satisfying rasp, as if she's smoothing me down, filing away the rough edges, and I watch her do it because I can't look away. She works each callus with patience, checking with her thumb, filing again, checking again. Thoroughly and unhurried.

      "You seem to carry a lot of tension in your hands," she says, running her thumbs across my palm. "They’re tight. Probably from gripping. Tools, I'm guessing? Hoses?"

      "Yeah." My voice sounds like gravel. "Hoses, axes, ropes. Steering wheel. Dog leash."

      She laughs. It's quiet, and goes through her nose, and it's the most beautiful sound I've ever heard and I would do anything to hear it again.

      Oh. That escalated quickly.

      "Big dog?" she asks.

      "Enormous. He's...he's mostly Great Dane. His name is Doug."

      "Doug," she repeats, smiling. "It’s simple and cute. A regular name for a dog."

      "He's a regular guy."

      She does the same process on my left hand—filing, cuticle gel, the rose-colored stick, the spray, the glass file over the calluses. She finds the scar on the back of it and pauses, running her fingertip along the raised line.

      "This one's old," she says.

      "Sheet metal. Car accident call, maybe six years ago."

      She nods and reaches for the wax warmer, and I realize with a lurch that she's about to dip my hands into hot wax, which is something I did not know was a thing people did voluntarily.

      "Paraffin treatment," she says, reading my face. "It's warm, not hot. It'll lock in the moisture and soften everything up. You’ll like it. Trust me. Ready?"

      She doesn't wait for me to talk myself out of it. She takes my right hand and dips it into the wax slowly, wrist-deep—and she's right, it's not hot. It's warm and heavy and velvety and it coats my skin like a glove. When she lifts my hand out, the wax sets almost immediately, tightening gently around my fingers. She dips it again. And again. Three coats, each one building on the last, until my hand is encased in this thick, warm shell, and it feels...

      …strange, but incredible.

      She wraps the waxed hand in a plastic liner and then a warm towel and does the other one. And now both my hands are bundled up and resting in my lap and the heat is sinking into every crack and callus and sore joint, and a long, slow breath leaves me before I can stop it.

      Gwen glances at me. "Good?"

      "Yeah." It comes out rough. "Really good."

      She lets the wax sit while she tidies her station, and I sit there in the low amber light with the candles and the fountain and the warmth soaking through my hands, and something in me uncoils.

      After several minutes, she unwraps the towels and peels the wax off in smooth sheets, and the skin underneath is softer than I knew my hands could be.

      She rubs a thick cream into them that smells like honey and herbs, working it into each finger, each knuckle, the web between my thumb and forefinger, and then her hands slide up past my wrists and she's massaging my forearms, her thumbs digging into the tight muscles there, and I almost groan.

      I clamp my jaw shut and breathe through my nose and stare at a candle on the far shelf and think about fire safety.

      The PASS method. Pull the pin. Aim the nozzle. Squeeze the⁠—

      Her thumbs press into the thickest part of my forearm muscle and drag upward, slowly and deeply, and fire safety and nearly everything else leaves the building.

      This woman is taking me apart…methodically…professionally. Her hands seem to know exactly where every knot is, and I am sitting here on a massage table in candlelight having what I can only describe as an experience, and my neck is flushed and my ears are hot and if she moves any higher up my arm I am going to turn to a puddle of goo.

      She finishes with one arm, does the other, then wraps both hands in fresh warm towels, and sets them gently in my lap.

      "You're doing great," she says, and it's such a small, simple thing, but something about the way she says it, so kindly, settles low in my belly.

      People don't say that to me. Not like this. The guys at the station say nice work or good job after a call, and that's different. That's professional.

      This...I don't know what this is.

      "Now for the feet," she says, and moves to the end of the table.

      My stomach clenches. The hands were one thing. The hands were survivable. But my feet are...worse.

      More neglected. More vulnerable. And she's going to be down there, studying them, while I'm lying back on this table with nowhere to look but the ceiling.

      She lifts my right foot and slides a rolled up towel under it, to lift it higher.

      The first thing she does is just hold my foot…with both hands. She cups my heel, her fingers wrapped around my arch. And I'm so aware of the size of my foot in her small hands, and how ridiculous it must look, this massive, rough, beastly thing in her tiny grip.

      But she doesn't look bothered. She starts examining my toenails, tilting my foot toward the task light, and I hear a small, considering hum.

      "Your nails are pretty thick," she says, reaching for something on the cart. "I'm going to use the drill for these. I don't love using it—I'm a natural kind of girl—but it makes quick work of nails like yours."

      She picks up a small electric tool that looks similar to a tiny rotary saw and my whole body goes rigid.

      "It's not as bad as it looks," she says, and I swear there's a flicker of amusement in her voice. “It’s just a mechanized file. You'll barely feel it."

      She's right. The drill hums against my toenail and it's vibration more than anything, a soft buzzing as she shapes and thins each nail with quick, confident strokes. She works toe by toe, checking her progress, angling the tool.

      I see how her brow furrows slightly, the steadiness of her hands, the way she cradles my foot like it's not the ugliest thing she's seen today, even though it most certainly is.

      She sets the drill down and picks up the glass file, working the calluses on the ball of my foot, the heel, the edge of my big toe. She uses the same patient, thorough strokes she used on my hands. It’s…nice.

      I’m breathing carefully. I'm managing.

      Then she repeats everything on the other foot.

      After that, she reaches for a jar, and scoops out a handful of something granular and fragrant. “It’s an exfoliating scrub,” she says, and starts rubbing the gritty concoction that smells pepperminty into the sole of my foot.

      And that's when my whole body betrays me.

      Because the scrub is one thing—the rough texture is fine, I can handle rough—but her fingers underneath it, her thumbs dragging along my arch, the heel of her hand pressing into the ball of my foot, that is not something I was prepared for.

      A hot, liquid pull starts low in my stomach and radiates outward, and I realize with dawning horror that this doesn't just feel good.

      It feels arousing good.

      Who knew my feet were an erogenous zone?

      I stare at the ceiling. The recessed lighting is very tasteful, neutral. I distract myself with minutia: Doug's vet appointment is next Thursday. He needs his heartworm medication refilled. The average Great Dane weighs between 110 and 175 pounds and⁠—

      Her thumb sweeps up the center of my arch and I let out a long groan.

      It’s not subtle. It’s a full-bodied moan that makes the whole table shift, and a strangled sound escapes me once I realize I’ve just totally embarrassed myself.

      "Sorry," I choke out. "I'm—sorry, I didn’t mean to⁠—"

      "Please don’t apologize for voicing how good it feels," she says, and when I force myself to look at her, she's biting her lip. Not mocking. Not annoyed. She looks...delighted. As if this is the best thing that's happened to her all day.

      My face is on fire. My neck is on fire. My entire body is a fire, which is ironic because as a firefighter I have no way of putting this fire out.

      "Most of the time, men are too quiet. I never know if what I’m doing is relaxing or if it feels good or if it’s torture," she says, her voice so steady and kind that it almost makes it worse. "I’m assuming that groan means you really enjoy having your feet touched and massaged. I can adjust the pressure—but if it's too stimulating..." Her eyes holding mine. "I can stop."

      All I can hear now is the sound of my own blood roaring in my ears. She's holding my foot in both hands, her fingers still, waiting patiently. Giving me an out.

      And I think about taking it. I think about saying yeah, that's enough, thanks, putting my boots on, walking out to my truck, and driving home to sit on the floor with Doug and never speak of this again.

      But damn those pretty blue eyes are mesmerizing…

      She's not bothered by me, and her hands are still on me, gentle and sure, and the truth is I don't want her to stop touching me.

      I swallow hard. "No, don’t stop. You’re right. It feels really good," I say.

      And she smiles.
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