

[image: Cover]





 

 

 

 


[image: ]






 

 

 

Published by T Gephart

Copyright 2020 T Gephart

 

Discover other titles by T Gephart at the retailer of your choice or on Facebook, Twitter, Goodreads, or tgephart.com

 

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and scenarios are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.

 

Cover by Hang Le

Editing by Insight Editing Services

Formatting by Elaine York, Allusion Graphics LLC




 

 

 

To Gayle,

Oprah has hers and now I have mine. Never underestimate what a generous, strong, and thoughtful friend you are. I’m blessed to have you in my corner and can’t thank you enough for your kindness and support.




 

 

Want a man who is not only hot but knows how to handle a blaze?

Well ladies, it’s your lucky day.

John “Mack” McPherson is 6’3” of fine with a six-pack that makes men half his age question their gym regimen. Teddy-bear brown eyes with brown hair, his graying temples let you flirt with just enough silver fox so you know you’ve got yourself a real man. But don’t let the body and face fool you, he’s incredibly smart, with medals for days and won’t think twice about putting his own life on the line to save someone else. Brave, dependable, and needing someone equally awesome, Mack is ready to be snapped up by a feisty female who isn’t scared to play with fire.

 

 

John,

Not sure how feisty I am now, but I’m fighting my way back. Little scares me though, and I’m not someone who breaks easily. Not interested in playing mind games, so if your idea of a good time is heading to a club where we pretend to be into the scene, then it’s probably for the best we don’t meet. I expect honesty and a half-way decent orgasm I don’t have to give myself. Other than that, open to negotiation.

Let me know if you’re game,

 

Hayden.
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Mack

 

“NORTH. MY OFFICE. NOW!”

You’d think with a wife and a kid on the way, North had better things to do than fuck with my day, but clearly I’d overestimated his ability to multi-task.

His head snapped up from the radio he was testing, sly-ass grin he always wore beaming on his face. And any doubts he was behind my latest headache were firmly put to bed.

“Something you need, Chief?” My problem child had the nerve to smile wider.

Should have known it was too much to ask to celebrate my forty-fifth birthday without dealing with his shenanigans. Seriously, what the hell was I even thinking?

“I need,” I tried to keep a lid on it, “for you to get in my office.” I pointed to the doorway I was currently standing inside and hoped he wasn’t going to make me ask again. I was already in a mood and repeating myself only made things worse.

“No problem. Be right there.” North tossed me a wink, chuckling under his breath as he ambled slowly—couldn’t have moved slower if he fucking tried—to my office.

I swear some days I honestly wonder where I went wrong with him.

Riley North had come into my life just over ten years ago.

With two shitty parents who both succumbed to injuries following a horrific drunk-driving accident, the eighteen-year-old kid found himself orphaned overnight. I’d not only been the first on the scene, but the person who’d had to knock on his door and tell him. And there was no way I could walk away from him after I saw the shithole he’d been living in, knowing he would probably end up in a body bag like his folks a few years down the line. Didn’t even think twice about it either. Just told the kid to pack whatever he wanted to keep and get into my truck. And the rest we kinda worked out as we went.

Of course, he really tested my patience, and still did. But there was no prouder moment in my life than watching him graduate from the academy and having him serve alongside me in the FDNY. But that didn’t mean he still didn’t like to press my buttons from time to time. Case in point, the current state of affairs.

“You just couldn’t help yourself?” I shook my head, closing the door behind us. “Couldn’t let me have just this one day in peace.”

“C’mon, Chief. It’s your birthday! And at your age you need to celebrate every single one; never know when they’re going to run out.” His smug grin widened.

I scrubbed my face with my hand wondering whether he was right and I really was ‘getting old’. “I swear, North, one of these days—”

“Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday dear Chiiieeeeef, happy birthday to you!” Leighton burst through the door before I could even finish yelling at Riley. And if the off-key singing wasn’t enough, in his hands was a cake straight out of my mother’s 1980’s Wilton’s Buttercream collection, and wouldn’t have been out of place in a retirement home celebrating someone named Mable’s century. With enough candles on there for Mable too—it was a wonder the smoke alarms hadn’t already gone off—those assholes either couldn’t count or had a hard-on for melted wax.

He wasn’t alone either, the whole company was piled either beside or behind him, every single one of them wearing equally annoying grins. It seemed my request for a quiet, uneventful birthday had been totally disregarded, and there wasn’t a goddamn thing I could do about it.

Leighton lowered the cake on top of the paperwork covering my desk, increasing the chances of igniting something other than my temper. The scent of vanilla and powdered sugar competed with deodorant and chrome polish, something not entirely unpleasing except for the audience that accompanied it. Men crammed into my office, looking at me with expectation as Riley leaned in and stage-whispered, “This is the part where you make a wish and blow them out. I hear the mind is the first to go, but don’t worry, Chief, we’ve got your back.”

I rolled my eyes, flipping him off before blowing out the stupid candles. I still wasn’t done yelling at him, but it was hard to be angry when I knew his heart was in the right place.

“I hate all of you,” I laughed, not really sure why I hadn’t just taken the day off. “But since you’re so insistent on celebrating my big day, I expect a coffee to go with this cake.”

“Coming right up, Chief!” Tibbs saluted, shuffling his way back to my doorway. “And happy birthday.”

Each of the men took turns in giving me their best wishes with their own personal brand of amusement. From giving me shit for being a dinosaur and asking me if I’d filled in the forms for my senior discount, to inviting me out on the town when we all got off shift. I couldn’t help but smile as I shook their hands and kicked them out of my office. They might’ve been a huge pain in my ass, but I still loved the bastards.

“Okay, so are we done with the fun and games now? Good, now go ahead and delete that fucking profile and bring me back a piece of cake.”

Riley chuckled, leaning back against his chair as he raised an eyebrow. “What profile?”

“Seriously? You’re too smart to act stupid, North. Just pull it down and let’s move the hell on.”

He blinked, his smile dropping for the first time that morning as he looked at me seriously. “Chief, honestly. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Aren’t you yelling at me about the box of Depends I left in the break room?”

“No, you moron. I’m annoyed at that stupid profile on the dating website. Look, I know it’s been a while since I divorced Melinda and—” I wasn’t able to finish, his eyes clouded in confusion as it became apparent he wasn’t that good an actor. “Shit. Where the hell is your wife?”

Quinn North was not only the love of his life, but an equal thorn in my side. I swear the two of them treated it like sport. And while I loved her and was grateful she’d joined our little family, if there was a gold medal for interfering, she’d have a neck full of the suckers.

Riley’s face contorted, laughing his ass off as he pulled out his phone and dialed the woman in question. Judging by his reaction, it had been a solo mission on her part. “Wow, she totally outdid me. Don’t know if I’m annoyed or proud.” He only had to wait a minute, the mother of his soon-to-be-born child answering it almost instantly. “Quinn, something you want to tell me?”

My single status had been a recent hot topic.

Riley had been trying to get me to date before the ink was even dry on my divorce papers, and Quinn. . . well, let’s just say pregnancy hormones had only increased her need to be in my business.

My morning had started so uneventful.

Got to the stationhouse around seven forty-five and sat at my desk. Ignored the pinging from my phone because it was my birthday and assumed it was just well wishes. There’d be at least a couple from my parents who had relocated to Florida and probably my younger brother, sister-in-law and my two nephews. Nothing strange about a few extra messages when you were celebrating. But when the notifications kept buzzing, I knew something else was going on.

Never in a million years was I expecting an inbox with so many unread messages I was beginning to think some asshole had targeted me for a cyber-attack.

Should have known better.

Instead, what I found was notification after notification alerting me to “matches” for datemyfriend.com. Because clearly there weren’t enough dating apps on the market, a new one had been launched a few months ago with datemyfriend.com allowing “friends” to help their single buddies out by putting up a profile. Then, the victim—because there was no better word for it—had forty-eight hours to claim the profile before it and all evidence—and the account—dissolved into internet lore. Guess it was supposed to deter shitheads from setting up accounts as practical jokes. All good, right? Yeah, perfect, except until those forty-eight hours expired my only options were to sit tight and wait for the timer to run out or to claim the account and return the messages. I couldn’t delete the profile. Only the person who set it up could, unless I flagged it as harassment.

It was tempting.

He pulled the phone away from his ear. “She says she’s doing it for your own good and that you should at least try it. Honestly, it’s probably easier than arguing with her. When Quinn gets an idea . . .”

There was no need to finish that sentence. I’d have better luck pissing on a forest fire than getting Quinn to change course.

“Well, tell her in two days it ain’t going to matter.” I rolled my eyes, annoyed I was going to have to endure two more days of a flooded inbox.

Riley laughed, passing on my sentiments before asking how she was doing, ignoring me and my mood.

Jesus.

More notifications, I frowned at the screen, tempted to check it out.

What the hell had she written?

Quinn was creative for sure, and had skills with Photoshop, but surely even then there couldn’t be more than ten to fifteen women interested in an over-forty fire chief who hated nightclubs and overpriced microbrews.

My eyes floated to Riley, his interest still on his wife rather than me as I clicked the link which took me to the landing page. It wouldn’t hurt just to look, and unless I accepted the Ts and Cs and activated it, there’d be no harm done.

Wow.

Where the hell did she get those photos?

In what I assumed would be standard, there was an array of pics Quinn had uploaded. What was unexpected, every single one of them I’d never seen before. There were a couple of photos of me in uniform, even one in my turnouts when I was running drills with the men. And some that were more candid, me in civilian clothes. But I hadn’t posed for any of them. She’d obviously been around and taken them when I wasn’t paying attention. Always knew she was a talented photographer, but it was kind of weird looking at myself through someone else’s lens.

“Chief, you good for tomorrow night?” Riley raised an eyebrow, clear it hadn’t been the first time asking.

Zoning out had made me miss whatever he’d said the first time, shoving the phone into my drawer as I tried to refocus. “Tomorrow night for what?”

“Dinner. You know, for a proper celebration. You are not spending it throwing cards at Cap’s house.” The phone still pressed against his ear.

Great.

Because dealing with his BS on my actual birthday wasn’t enough, we had to have an encore.

I leaned back in my chair, folding my arms across my chest. “You know what, kid. No. I know you mean well, but I think I’m going to spend my time off exactly how I want it. Besides, you might want to take some of your own advice and take Quinn out and celebrate. After the baby comes, who knows how many opportunities you’re going to get.”

It probably would have been easier if I’d just agreed. Gone to dinner and smiled, with the probability of it being a good time fairly high. But as much as I hated disappointing people, I’d wanted zero fuss and that had yet to transpire. In fact, it had been the exact opposite. Which meant when our shift was over, I was going to do whatever the hell I wanted. And if that meant playing cards with a buddy or sitting in my condo watching cable, then so be it.

Riley swallowed, looking surprised I’d turned him down. “Mack, it doesn’t have to be a big deal. We can keep it small.”

“Kid, I love you.” I shook my head, shooting him a grin. “And I appreciate it, trust me. But let me have this one.” While I knew my earlier anger about the whole dating thing had dissipated—especially since I knew he wasn’t the mastermind behind it—I wasn’t willing to concede. All of his—often misguided—intentions in the world weren’t going to convince me otherwise, the chances of “a quiet dinner” turning into a sideshow still very real given the two of them.

He nodded, knowing my chances of backing down were probably low. “Hey beautiful, let me call you back.” His call ended a second or two later, his attention solely on me. “Look, if you change your mind—”

“Not gonna happen. Now get out of here and call her back before she freaks out.” I smirked, gesturing to his phone. “And how long does it take to get me a coffee and a piece of cake? What the hell was the point of blowing out the fucking candles if I don’t get a taste.”

“On it, Chief.” Riley grinned, moving to the door.

It was only after he’d left that I let my hand go back to my drawer and pulled out my phone. There was my smiling mug, reproduced more than was necessary. And assuming ladies liked what they saw—I liked to lead by example and kept myself in shape—they could scroll down and get my particulars.

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

 

Want a man who is not only hot but knows how to handle a blaze?

Seriously? Could it be ANY more cliché? I had to wonder if Quinn was deliberately trying to make it sound like a bad porno, or women genuinely responded to that shit. Not like I was an authority.

Well ladies, it’s your lucky day.

John “Mack” McPherson is 6’3” of fine with a six-pack that makes men half his age question their gym regimen. Was that supposed to be a compliment? It sounded like it should be and yet . . .  Teddy-bear brown eyes with brown hair, his graying temples let you flirt with just enough silver fox so you know you’ve got yourself a real man. Oh for fuck’s sake, Quinn. Teddy bear, silver fox—it was like I was an asshole with an identity crisis. I thought it was supposed to be a profile, not a fantasy novel. But don’t let the body and face fool you, he’s incredibly smart, with medals for days and won’t think twice about putting his own life on the line to save someone else. Finally, mention of my service and something I was actually proud of. Brave, dependable, and needing someone equally awesome, Mack is ready to be snapped up by a feisty female who isn’t scared to play with fire. Wait, that was it? Twenty years in the FDNY reduced to a sentence? She talked more about my abs than what I did for a living, surely that wasn’t right?

I wasn’t sure whether to be appreciative—if not slightly embarrassed—by her favorable analysis or be mad she was making me sound like a fucking pin-up for Playgirl magazine. Not to mention she hadn’t written anything about what I actually liked to do. Knowing my luck most of my “matches” would be women I had nothing in common with. Wasn’t even going to touch her call out for a feisty female who isn’t scared to play with fire bullshit.

Laughing to myself, I shook my head wondering why the hell I even cared what she wrote. Not like I was going to do anything about it. She could call me fucking Santa Claus and it wouldn’t make a difference, because there wasn’t a chance in hell I was meeting the woman of my dreams on a dating website.

Ignoring my resolve, my phone lit up again with more incoming messages vying for my attention. And much to my amusement, I wasn’t as pissed as I initially was. If I didn’t know myself better, I’d think I was mildly entertaining the thought of checking out some of those messages. Not because I thought I’d end up with anyone, but because the curiosity was getting the better of me.

“Here you go.” Riley burst in, balancing both a cup of coffee and a cake-filled plate in one hand. “I know you’re trying to watch your waistline, so we cut you a smaller piece. Wouldn’t want you to get fat as well as old.” His face morphed into a horrified grimace before settling into a smirk.

I didn’t bother shoving the phone away, folding my hands across my chest as he lowered the coffee and cake onto my desk. “I’m not fucking old.”

“No? Must be the surly attitude then that’s got me confused.” His eyes dropped to my screen, the dating website still open on my internet browser.

I waited, expecting some wiseass comment because that kind of material would have been too hard for him to resist. He knew I’d been looking, and whether it was for curiosity or any other reason wouldn’t have meant shit, but surprisingly his eyes snapped back up to mine and his mouth stayed shut.

“Something you wanna say, North?” I asked, because I was slightly unnerved by the lack of comment. It wasn’t like him to bite his tongue and I liked it better when I could see the trouble coming.

“Well, I better get back in the bay. Tibbs needs help checking hoses.” He tipped his chin to my desk. “Enjoy.”

And without so much as another fucking word, he turned on his heel and he left.

His hasty exit was so out of character it had me uneasy. And what the hell did he mean, enjoy? Was he eluding to the coffee and cake or the freaking website?

“Jesus.” I grabbed the phone, and against my better judgment claimed the goddamn profile. “I already know I’m going to regret this.”
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Hayden

 

THE LAST TIME I’d been asked out by a man I’d worn Levi 501s, Doc Marten boots and a see-through lace T-shirt. My padded push-up bra had turned my sweet little B cups into majestic Cs, while my dark brown matte lipstick hadn’t budged despite the bottles of Zima I’d been swallowing all night. Surrounded by a cloud of cigarette smoke and CK One, I’d locked eyes with a guy across a crowded dancefloor while Pearl Jam blasted out of the speakers. My heartbeat quickened as he threaded himself through the gyrating bodies, not dropping his gaze as he made his way over to me. His lip ring caught the light, twinkling against his beautiful lips as he leaned in closer and offered to buy me another drink. I hadn’t even thought twice, abandoning my Zima on the bar—and my common sense—and running my hands up and down his arms. They were toned, not overly muscular but athletic, and covered in tattoos. And instead of buying me a drink, we made out in a dark corner.

He was magnetic, and dangerous, and made my toes curl with just his kiss. So obviously when our lips finally separated and he asked me out, I readily agreed. Little did I know that ten years after that first kiss in that crowded nightclub, I’d end up Cooper’s wife.

Of course, when we took the walk down the aisle, the lip ring had been removed and his tattoos were usually covered by starched white shirts, and that wasn’t the only thing that had changed. Much to my mom and dad’s delight, he decided to go back to college, me having to work two retail jobs just to keep our rent paid while he gave up on the rebellion and became a cog in the machine we both used to despise. I got it, I did. We were no longer in our twenties and at some point we needed to grow up. But while Cooper was praying at the altar of corporate America, he forgot about me.

And I’m a little ashamed to admit I forgot about me too. My dreams were put on hold while I did whatever it was that made him happy. I stopped worrying about taking care of myself and gained thirty pounds, dying my hair blonde with drugstore bleach instead of maintaining my natural light brown at the salon because it was cheaper and easier to hide the grays. And sex . . . well I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been touched. It had to have been years. YEARS since he’d made me feel like anything other than his fat, boring wife who hadn’t even bothered to finish community college.

When the hell did I give up? I couldn’t even remember how it happened, and other than looking in the mirror and being horrified at what was looking back at me, there wasn’t a lot I’d gotten from the divorce. And no, it wasn’t the extra weight I was carrying or the mediocre home-dye job that made me cringe. It was the lack of myself that I saw in the reflection. I was a ghost. A faint echo of who I used to be, and I vowed never to let anyone—let alone a man—ever make me feel like that again.

I dried my eyes for the last time, promising I was done feeling sorry for myself.

It had been a year since I’d gotten the courage to move out and file for divorce, the finalized paperwork having arrived earlier that morning.

And I was free.

“Well, at least you didn’t have kids with him.” My sister-in-law, Gayle, joined me on my bed, handing me a glass of champagne. “That would’ve made it worse.”

“Yeah, probably the only smart thing I did. Although, people usually have to have sex for that, and let’s just say it wasn’t high on either of our lists of priorities.” Although, as much as it had been my decision to keep my womb unoccupied, I knew my chances of becoming a mother had become remote. It wasn’t so much a regret as a slight ache in my heart. Still, the impending menopause my mother warned me was looming at my door wasn’t helping either.

“So, what are you going to do to celebrate?” Gayle lifted her flute to her lips, savoring the champagne. “You want to go out? Have a nice dinner? See a movie?”

As adequate as all those options sounded, I’d just spent the better part of twenty years with one hand on the snooze button and I didn’t want to continue the trend.

“I want a one-night stand.”

Gayle coughed, the champagne getting caught in her throat. “Sister, you’ve got to warn a girl before you come out with something like that.”

Maybe she had a point, but I’d gone from my middle-finger-in-the-air twenties, to my apologetic-conforming-self-conscious thirties. And at forty-two, I think I was done being polite. Besides, we’d already established I hadn’t had a male-provided orgasm in God knows how long. And if that was how I wanted to ring in my renaissance, then I was allowed. Hell, Cooper hadn’t waited as long. And while I had no proof he’d been unfaithful during our marriage, he’d seemed to quickly replace me after I’d left. She was the typical Stepford-wife clone, perfectly coiffured hair but probably sucked dick like a Dyson. And she was welcome to him.

But unlike him, I didn’t want a replacement.

In fact, a relationship was the last thing I wanted. Please. I wanted to play the field a little, enjoy myself, and after being condemned to one average penis for so long, I was looking forward to spending a little time at the buffet.

“I’m serious, Gayle. I want sex. No strings. Just someone who is going to make me feel good for a night. I don’t even care if they lie to me, it’s not like we’ll ever see each other again. So give me some ideas. Tinder? Bumble? Where should I start looking? Because even I know going to a bar and finding a guy is no longer a thing.”

She nodded, commiserating that internet dating was very much my reality. “Yep, it’s all about swiping and finding matches these days. Guess we need to find you a site and set up a profile.”

That’s what I loved about my sister-in-law, there was no judgment. My brother, Matthew, had gotten lucky when he’d found her, she was the best. Cooper had won custody of most of our friends after the divorce—I was the whore who left my husband. And those I’d had before marriage had been lost during my boring, need-to-please stage. Which meant I came up kind of empty on my contact list, Gayle rapidly becoming my best friend. So I guess I’d gotten really lucky too.

Setting my glass on the dresser, I pulled out my laptop and typed online dating into the search bar. I was positive I was going to be inundated with a million options, but despite what millennials thought, people my age did know how to use the Internet, and we still wanted to have sex.

“Oh! What about Date My Friend?” She pointed to one of the sponsored ads. “I’ve heard really good things about it. They run background checks on everyone on the site. Your profile can be active while they run the search but anyone found with outstanding warrants, avoiding credit collection agencies or felony charges gets booted and/or handed over to the police. Also, while you need to put in a real name and Social Security number, it’s kept private. No need to exchange personal information, everything goes through an app. So if he ends up being a jerk, you don’t need to file a restraining order.”

Had to admit, keeping as much of myself private did seem pretty appealing. While my divorce settlement hadn’t been huge, the sale of our house had given me enough for a down payment on a small, one-bedroom condo in Inwood. Hard to believe I’d been able to afford to stay in Manhattan, but property prices were favorable, and I’d scored an adorable little place in a gorgeous neighborhood. I’d spent the first part of my marriage supporting my husband and the rest of it more than contributing my share to the mortgage. I was done paying someone else’s bills.

“Yep, the less they know, the better.” I’d already clicked on the website and was reading the fine print.

It was exactly how Gayle had explained. Real information had to be provided and you were free to use the service while they ran you through their “checks.” Then you could be handed over to the appropriate authorities if you were anything other than the model citizen you claimed to be. But there was only one catch, a friend had to sign you up.

Hmmm. Well that was interesting.

“I guess you’re going to have to do this.” I swiveled the laptop toward Gayle. “Apparently a friend needs to create the profile.”

Gayle smiled, cracking her knuckles. “Probably because friends are better at seeing all the good qualities.”

I rolled my eyes, not needing to hear yet another pep talk. “Just don’t lie. No need to give my poor prospective fling a heart attack when he’s expecting a tall, thin runway model and I show up.”

She elbowed me, her fingers already busy typing. “Just shut up and let me write.”
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Even though it killed me, I didn’t edit the profile once I’d claimed it. While Gayle was incredibly generous in her description of me and my virtues, I would probably be the first to admit I wasn’t exactly objective when it came to my selling points.

Those thirty extra pounds didn’t do wonders for my five-foot-five frame, and while my self-dyed blonde hair didn’t look out of place with my gray eyes and pale skin, it was a far cry from the luscious, glorious locks I’d seen on Fifth Avenue.

And yes, I knew I wasn’t ugly. But I just wasn’t feeling great about my body—like almost every woman in America—and was just being honest about it. Still, curvy women with ordinary features got laid all the time, so clearly I just hadn’t found my target market.

Shifting through prospective “dates” later that evening wasn’t as much fun as it sounded. What I hoped would be like flicking through an IKEA catalog, felt more like looking at mug shots. Firstly, I didn’t believe half those profile pictures were accurate. Maybe like twenty years ago when the photo had been taken, but there was literally no way a forty-five-year-old man looked like that. Not unless he’d had some major surgery done. And I was totally cool with that—hey, I wouldn’t mind getting a little nip and tuck if I had some spare cash—but I highly suspected Rob from Staten Island hadn’t gone down that road.

And if the whole photo bait-and-switch wasn’t enough to turn me off, there was the bullshit their friends had written about them. Likes long walks on the beach, looking for my other half, enjoys the theater and ballet—please, most of these guys were just looking for a quick lay and they—or their friends—were regurgitating what they thought women my age wanted to hear. Newsflash, not every woman over the age of thirty is interested in a man “to grow old” with. We weren’t a Ming vase that needed to be put on a shelf and adored.

Some of us liked to be fucked. Properly and thoroughly fucked, so that we didn’t have to fake an orgasm. Sure, slow and passionate love was nice too, but it didn’t mean that was all we wanted. And why the hell did anyone think we wanted long walks on the beach? We weren’t border collies. And screw the theater and the ballet, that would be hours of my life I’d never get back. I’d rather a decent meal in a non-crowded restaurant or better still, pizza on the couch.

Wasn’t there a man who was decent looking, knew how to have a good time, and maybe—if I wasn’t asking for too much—up for starting a little trouble? Someone who—

HOLY SHIT.

My throat tried to swallow but I was having a hard time of it while my eyes widened.

He was . . . well, there was no other word to describe it but breathtaking. John McPherson was a forty-five-year-old firefighter—it didn’t explicitly say but if the uniform shots were anything to go by—who gave new meaning to hot. He had a warm smile and kind eyes, but left nice on the side of the road and became something else. He was toned and muscular, his body obviously conditioned either for work or for pleasure. Please God, let it be pleasure. And his profile—absolutely nothing about walking or soul mates.

My finger hovered over the MATCH button, wondering if a man like that wasn’t looking for some twenty-something supermodel to take to the Fireman’s Ball. Not that I knew if fireman’s balls were still a thing, but if they were I bet he would look amazing in his dress blues. As for the rest of his uniforms, he was rocking the fuck out of those turnouts.

There had to be at least seven or eight photos, each of them more amazing than the last, and every single one of them showcasing his assets. They didn’t have the same vibe as the other guys, the resolution of the photos definitely from the current decade as well as showing him from all angles. Not like the kind of photo spread that was conducive to hiding physical flaws, he was either exceptionally good looking or the photos were of someone else. But those eyes. Man, something about them was just so trustworthy I couldn’t believe it was anyone other than the firefighter he’d been described as. If someone was catfishing, they’d gone to some serious effort. Of course hot didn’t disqualify you from being a rude asshole with shitty conversational skills, luckily I was interested in a different kind of oral.

Pushing away old insecurities, I clicked on his name with a steady resolution to stop giving a fuck. The worst thing he could do is reject me and I’d been numbed to that kind of hurt after years of indifference, so who cared what a stranger thought. And, if by some miracle he was looking to play with someone closer to his own age, then I’d have missed out simply by not taking the chance. I was soooooo done with missing out.

Deciding I was too old to play games, and with no patience to learn what was acceptable dating ritual in the current decade, I accompanied my marked interest with a note.

 

John,

Not sure how feisty I am now, but I’m fighting my way back. Little scares me though, and I’m not someone who breaks easily. Not interested in playing mind games, so if your idea of a good time is heading to a club where we pretend to be into the scene, then it’s probably for the best we don’t meet. I expect honesty and a half-way decent orgasm I don’t have to give myself. Other than that, open to negotiation.

Let me know if you’re game,

 

Hayden

 

Then deciding to not wait for a response either way, I closed my laptop and went to retrieve that half bottle of champagne Gayle had left in my refrigerator. Dating was less complicated and more fun the first time around, although I was able to appreciate being in my pajamas and not having to wear Spanx as I sipped on my drink.

See, there was always a positive. I just had to find it.
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Mack

 

I SIMULTANEOUSLY LOVED and hated the end of a shift.

Those twenty-four hours either dragged ass or flew at lightning speed, and both scenarios left you fucking tired. I rarely got any sleep at the stationhouse, too busy making sure shit was running at its optimum level and keeping my men in check. No shit, some of them were like fucking toddlers and you’d think they didn’t have enough to do. But there wasn’t a one I’d trade. Nope, when that bell rung and they piled into the engines, they left their bullshit at the door and became some of the finest men I’d ever seen. That they were mine—well, that just made me a little prouder.

Part of me hated not going out on the calls. As an officer and senior staff, I spent a lot of my time pushing papers around and dealing with administration. It was a necessary evil, and a team is only as good as their leader. Plus, I’d hoped the change would’ve kept my marriage together, but that was a losing battle that probably went on longer than it should.

“Want to go grab some breakfast, Chief? I have an hour before I have to be home to get Quinn to our appointment.” Riley stood at my door, already in civilian clothes, keys dangling from his fingers.

My head lifted, meeting his eyes as I shook my head. “And risk you being late? Your wife will have your balls and then come after mine. Go be a daddy and tell the little sucker hi from me. And make sure you call me so I know everything’s kosher. It could be any day now. That last month is a crap shoot.”

Riley laughed, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. “You’re telling me. Had the bag packed for over a month and make Quinn run drills just to be sure. Never thought I’d be this anal, I swear I’m turning into you.”

“There’s worse things you could be.”

“Yeah. There is.” He swallowed hard, shifting on his feet. “Look, Chief, about that dating thing.”

“North, if this is the part where you tell me to go get laid, save it. We’re both tired.” Besides, last thing I wanted to do was admit I was considering it. Fuck, then I’d never hear the end of it. Nope, he could go on believing I was still annoyed while I worked out whether I wanted to look through a million messages.

“Okay, Mack. Well, whatever you do today, try and have some fun or something. I don’t know, maybe crack a smile just to see if you still can.” The smart ass grinned. “And I know you already turned me down, but the dinner invitation tonight still stands. You can wow us with tales of the good old days, tell us what it was like before running water and electricity.”

“Get out of here, North.” I chuckled, leaning back in my chair as Riley shot me a quick wave and headed out the door. Lord, that kid of his was going to be a handful and I couldn’t have wished it on a more deserving man.

I was still wearing my grin as my phone rung, the name on the screen enough to make me lose whatever jovial mood I’d had.

Melinda.

Guess I should be grateful she didn’t call yesterday, counting my luck from not hearing from her a little premature as I lifted the phone to my ear, already regretting answering it.

“John,” she purred, doing her best to sound like a phone sex operator. “I’m so sorry I forgot your birthday. Will you forgive me, sweetheart?”

Part of me wished—and I’m ashamed to even admit it—that she had some kind of psychological disorder. That her behavior was due to an imbalance or—I don’t know—a fucking trauma. Not because I was a hateful bastard and wanted her to suffer, but so it made some kind of fucking sense. However, no, she was okay in the head department, and for some reason evil bitch was stuck as her default.

“Why are you calling me, Melinda? I know it’s not to wish me a happy birthday so why don’t you just cut to the chase.” My fingers squeezed the bridge of my nose, wondering how the hell we’d stayed married so long. North had never liked her, warning me before I slipped a ring on her finger and thankfully saving the I-told-you-so after.

She gasped, having the nerve to try and sound shocked. “I don’t know why you think I can’t just call to wish you well. You know, there was a time when you loved me and—”

“And that was a long time ago. But screwing around and then taking the house and the car will correct that. So tell me, what is it that you want?”

“Well,” she took a breath, pausing for maximum effect. “Todd and I were trying to have a baby and well, we’re having some difficulties in the swimmer department. All those procedures cost so much money and aren’t covered by insurance. You were always so amazing with Riley, and I know how good a man you are—”

“Whatever you were going to ask, don’t.” My hand squeezed the phone, bewildered she’d taken fucking psycho to a new level. “Because I’m trying to be respectful here and I can guarantee if you ask it, I’ll lose the ability.”

“C’mon John, don’t pretend like it would be so difficult for you to just fuck me while I lay there and look bored. You did it for years and never complained. Who knows, you might even enjoy it.”

Never raised a finger to a woman.

Not even as a joke.

But the one on the other end of the line would test even a saint’s resolve.

“I’d rather stick my dick in a blender, Melinda, and turn the fucking thing on. And do us both a favor, lose my number.” I ended the call, tossing the phone on my desk while I tried to wrap my head around her request. And in what alternate universe she’d thought I’d agree.

I’d wanted kids—a son, a daughter, didn’t care as long as they were healthy. After seeing Riley grow into a man and having a hand in it, I wanted more. But she’d always thrown my job in my face, telling me I’d leave her to raise them on her own. And when I traded turnouts for a desk, I was fucking over the moon when she told me she’d reconsidered. Months we tried, the shit eating me up while I’d tempered my disappointment so I didn’t hurt her feelings. That was until I found the birth control pills she was secretly taking. Can’t say it didn’t chafe me that she’d lied, had me believing we were planning our future when really she was just biding her time. But now she wanted to have a kid with whoever the fuck Todd was and looking to me for stud services.

Jesus Christ.

Had she always been that bad? No wonder I didn’t fucking date. If my judge of character was so off the mark, I couldn’t trust myself not to end up with a serial killer.

Maybe Riley and Quinn were right.

Maybe I just needed to go get laid and stop worrying about trying to be everything to everyone, and what was it North said . . . go have some fun?

Wow.

Melinda had either thrown me more off kilter than usual, or I was way more tired than I thought.

And without debating which of those two was responsible for my reasoning, I picked up my phone, scrolled to the newly downloaded app and opened the inbox of doom. It was going to take a while, probably better if I did it at home after a few hours’ sleep.
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Most of the messages were different versions of the same.

I got sick of the hose/pole jokes real quick, likewise with the puns on fire/flaming/heat etc.

And sure, some of the more colorful messages made me hard in all the right places, but not one of them were original in any way worth remembering.

Except for one.

Hayden.

The honesty and lack of BS was both refreshing and fucking attractive. Not to mention she hated crowded nightclubs, which was a woman after my own heart. I couldn’t stand the places, would happily never step foot into another one again unless it was to fill out an arson report.

I hadn’t even bothered to look at her picture, immediately hitting the reply so I didn’t lose the message in the sea of not interested.

 

Hayden,

Not interested in nightclubs or any other place I can’t hear a woman when she talks. Mind games and lies are also on my list of disinterests.

As are half-way decent orgasms.

Sounds to me like you’ve been settling, and if a man can’t see to it that you’re properly satisfied, then he’s not worth your time.

Since our interests seem to be aligned, I say we grab a coffee and see what else we have in common.

 

Mack

 

Not sure what I was intending to write but I sent it before I had a chance to reconsider. It was probably more direct than I would have liked but something told me she would appreciate that. And if she didn’t and thought I was an asshole then I guess her lack of a response would speak loud and clear. No harm, no foul.

It was only after my message was floating through the intersphere that I clicked on her profile and checked her out.

Wow.

She was beautiful.

None of her photos looked photoshopped, uploaded without bunny or cat ear filters and about as honest as her message. Large slate gray eyes that smacked you right upside the head, her blond hair twisted in different directions and rested just above her shoulders. She had curves, the sexy kind like the old-school pinup girls I saw in my grandpa’s garage. Wish she hadn’t covered up with so many clothes, the full body shots only teasing me with the visual.

But what I saw I definitely liked, with nothing about her being ordinary. And I bet that theme went far beyond just her looks.

Well, maybe my judgment wasn’t so bad after all.

Not that any of it mattered, she still hadn’t said yes to anything, and there was a very real possibility she’d tell me to take my TEDtalk and shove it up my ass.

I was still gawking at her photos when my phone pinged, the alert letting me know there was a message from none other than Hayden herself.

 

John/Mack,

You’re either extremely confident or extremely cocky. Not sure it matters as long as you can back it up. Assuming we follow your logic—about men being unable to satisfy me not being worth my time—your invitation and by extension the use of my time, must mean you can. Coffee sounds great. I get off work around 7 p.m. and hoping it’s not too presumptuous to assume you have no plans for a Tuesday night. Probably being a little more eager than I should, but talk of decent orgasms will do that every time. Are you on the Island or somewhere in the outer boroughs? There’s a great place in Hudson Heights—Caffeine and Me—that’s open until late, but up for suggestions.

 

Hayden

 

I laughed, interested beyond measure if she was as forward face to face. After all, it was easy to talk a good game when you were behind the safety of a screen. But take that away and people could be different. And I really, really hoped she wasn’t.

With a grin on my face, I typed back my reply.

 

Hayden,

It’s just Mack, and I like to think I’m a little of both—confident and cocky—but you can absolutely bank on me being able to back it up. As you guessed, my Tuesday night is free, just got off rotation actually so the timing works great. But if we’re throwing out suggestions without worrying about presumptions, let’s do dinner instead. I’m in Midtown, and there are lots of places to eat. Can I pick you up from work? Happy to provide references from the city to prove I’m not a deviant and willing to take my chances you aren’t either.

 

Mack

 

I wasn’t even sure who I was anymore. Flirting with some woman on a dating app I’d never met, spoken to, and knew very little about. Not that the insanity of it all made me rethink my offer. Nope, it just made things more interesting. Truth be told, I was kind of enjoying it, liking the back and forth and seeing where it ended up.

And lucky me, I didn’t have to wait too long.

 

Mack,

Yes to dinner, but no to picking me up from work. As compelling as your references are, I’d prefer to meet you there. And since we’re doing dinner, let’s meet at 8 so I can go home and change. There’s this cute little Italian place in Midtown called Gino’s we could try. I’ve heard it’s a little loud and crowded, but the pizza is really good and service is quick. I can call and get a reservation if this works?

Let me know.

 

Hayden

 

Was she shitting me? Gino’s? The pizza place right around the corner from our firehouse? We’d had more Gino’s than was probably legal, most of the station being on a first-name basis with all of the staff. Not to mention it was like a ten-minute walk from my condo. If there was some Higher Power trying to throw me a sign, I’d say it was well and truly received.

 

Hayden,

Meet you at Gino’s at 8. I’ll take care of the reservations.
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