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“Westwood! Move your ass!”

| grunt, the sound catching in my throat like a dry engine start. | pick up the pace
even though 1'd rather wrestle a live gator than run before sunrise. | can lift a fire
hose and haul a ladder three stories up in full turnout gear, but cardio? Cardio is my
mortal enemy.

Actually, my upstairs neighbor is my mortal enemy.

| catch up to my crew in a few long, annoyed strides. We're halfway through our
mandatory weekly group run, and I’'m aready bargaining with God to make shin
splints a legitimate medical excuse to quit. | fall in beside Trevor, who's been my

ride-or-die since day one of fire academy.

“Jesus,” he says, barely out of breath. “Did you stay up late crying over Hallmark
movies again?’

“Nope,” | reply, “just another riveting night of interpretive dance from the bowling
league upstairs.”

He laughs. “How many people do you think live up there? From the sound of it, I'm
guessing aherd. ”

“Four. I’ve counted. | don’'t know what kind of voodoo keeps them going, but |
haven't had uninterrupted sleep in weeks.”

Trevor snorts and slows slightly to match my pace. “Y ou should get laid. Or at least



punched in the face. Either way, you' d sleep better.”

I’m almost thirty, so the * just get laid * solution doesn’'t hold the same magic it used
to. Hookups used to be fun. Now they mostly feel like eating cotton candy for dinner.

Satisfying in the moment, but kind of painful afterward.

“Tell you what,” Trevor says, already scheming, “Wednesday night. Cold beers and a
room full of long-legged women. What do you say? I'll be your wingman. The ladies
love aman in uniform.”

“We won't be in uniform, you Muppet.”

| roll my eyes and try not to collapse as we come to a stop in front of Station One.

Our shoes scrape the pavement, and the crew starts their usual post-run rituals: water-
chugging contests, bent-over heaving, and light bickering about who's faking shin

pain.

| do none of that. | drop flat onto my back in the middle of the parking lot and
welcome death with open arms. | hope the devil will make it quick.

“Vulcan,” Jackson says, looking down a me. “Your biceps are the size of
commercial jetliners. How are you getting beat by atwo-lap jog?’

“Shut up,” | wheeze, catching the bottle he tosses to me.
“He' s saving his cardio for the bedroom,” Trevor says, like a proud hype-man.

“Jacking off doesn’t count as cardio,” Jackson fires back.



“You've clearly never doneit right.”

They laugh. | shake my head and sip my water, grateful for the bond between us.

These men are my brothers. Some have been doing this job since | was in elementary
school.

Others, like Trevor and Jackson, started with me.

We fought fires, earned our shields, and even grew our station mustaches together.
WEell...except me.

Blond mustaches just make me look like an unfortunate extra from Super Troopers.
So | keep my face clean-shaven, which probably makes me the only firefighter under
thirty without facial hair.

We head inside to officially relieve the night shift.

The smell of coffee, engine grease, and whatever Jackson cooked last night lingersin
theair.

An UberEats driver arrives carrying five greasy bags of heaven: breakfast burritos,
courtesy of an elderly woman we helped with a false carbon monoxide alarm two
weeks ago.

She insists we saved her life. Honestly, | think she just enjoys feeding a bunch of
idiots who remind her of her sons.

| claim four burritos and protect them with my arms like a dragon hoarding gold.
Trevor and Jackson mock me with dramatic gasps.



“Areyou eating for three?’ Jackson asks.

“1I"m growing a second personality,” | say with a mouthful of egg and cheese.
Breakfast at the station is one of the few things that can make the god-awful wake-up
time worth it. We eat at the kitchen island, surrounded by chipped mugs, a stack of

overdue shift reports, and a fire pole that hasn’t been polished in five years.

That’s not a euphemism, by the way. | mean it literaly hasn't been wiped down by
anything other than sweaty man junk in ages.

Asthe crew settlesinto the day, Trevor nudges my arm. “So? Wednesday? Y ou in?”’

| chew, considering. | don’'t love bars. Sticky floors, fake flirting, shouting over
music. But | also haven't been out in months, and | know Trevor won't shut up until |

Say Yes.

| nod. “Y eah. Wednesday.”

The bar Trevor drags us to on Wednesday night is exactly what | expected.

Dim neon signs, a jukebox stuck in a cycle of country-rock and Nickelback, and that
familiar tang of cheap beer and old regret.

It'slike every bar in every southern rom-com, just lacking the main characters.

One thing about this small town is that we're all equals here, and at least seventy-five
percent of the town’s population has gotten blackout drunk in this very building .

We grab seats at the bar top. It was a quiet shift for once. One car accident, no fires,
no major trauma. A blessing for the community, but it also means we're more restless



than usual. Trevor keeps elbowing me to check out the women on the dance floor.
They’re all beautiful, but none of them... hit.

They’re loud, confident, drinking fruity cocktails with paper straws. They command
attention, and they get it. Jackson’'s already practicaly levitating with excitement.

These are his people.

Me? I'm watching like an outsider. Like | showed up to a party | wasn't invited to,
but no one knows how to tell meto leave.

| sip my beer, lean back, and wonder what it would fedl like to walk into a room and
spot someone who just gets me.

Someone who doesn’t require the sales pitch, the flirting, the charade.

Someonerea .

| want to come home and kiss my girl on the forehead, not the mouth.

| want a woman who starts crying at two a.m. because she dropped her fries on the
kitchen floor and then laughs about it five seconds later.

| want awife who will nag at me when | put the pillows on the bed two inches too far
to the left and accidentally leave a dozen mints in my pockets when | throw them in

the wash.

The idea of finding that person in abar like this? Feels about as likely as a cat saving
afirefighter from atree.

But then the door opens.



And suddenly, I’m eating my words .

She walks in with a subtle sway, her hoodie pulled halfway up her forearms, salmon-
pink scrub pants just visible underneath.

She doesn’t scan the room. She doesn’t seem to care about the attention.

She just walks straight to the bar, orders her drink, and sipsit like it's the only good
thing that’ s happened to her all day.

And | know .

That's her. That's the woman |’ ve been imagining in every empty bed, every quiet
moment, every holiday, and every damn day.

Jackson follows my gaze. “Y ou good?’

| don’t answer. | can’t. Because everything around me has gone quiet except her.

God help me, | think | just saw my happily-ever-after walk into a bar with sticky
floors and a broken jukebox.
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| never believed in love at first sight.
Not until | wandered into this bar, bleary-eyed, emotionally gutted, on the verge of
tears, and saw the words * Double Vodka Raspberry Lemonade’ written in curly pink
chalk above the bar. In that moment, it felt like the only thing in the world that made
sense.
| slide into an empty corner of the bar top and shrug out of my hoodie.
My salmon-pink scrubs are still wrinkled and damp at the cuffs.

| should just go straight home. | should shower and curl under a blanket.

But the thought of facing the silence in my apartment feels louder than this place ever
could.

The bartender, a baby-faced kid who probably just turned twenty-one, wanders over.
Hisnametag says‘ Noah . He gives me a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

“I"ll take the vodka lemonade,” | say.
He nods, pours, and slides the glass over. “Rough night?’
| stare at the drink for a second before nodding once. “Y eah. Something like that.”

He doesn't press. Just takes my cash and leaves me alone.



| take a sip, then another. | close my eyes and let the burn trail down my throat like a
punishment. | need to feel something other than the loop that’s been playing in my
head since the hospital. CPR compressions. A mother’ s scream. The cold, still weight
of anewborn.

| whisper to myself, “I lost a baby today.”

My voice cracks in the middle of the sentence. My hands start to shake, so | press
them flat against the bar top like that’ll hold me together. A single tear breaks loose
and slides down my cheek.

It'smy first loss.

| always knew it would happen eventually. The labor and delivery room is beautiful,
yes—but it's also brutal. Birth doesn’t always equal life.

Sometimes, it means grief in the shape of atiny blue body and a soundless delivery
room.

Everyone told me it wasn't my fault. The nurses, the OB, even the mother, in
between her sobs. But that doesn’t matter, because | was the one who held that baby
and begged it to breathe .

| remember the wailing mother behind me. Her hoarse voice. Her hands clutching
instinctively at nothing. | remember someone trying to pull me away, telling me it
was over. But | didn’t want to believe them. | didn’t want to let go.

And now | can't let go of any of it.

| pick up my drink again. Sip. Breathe. Sip. Breathe.



The seat beside me shifts. | don’t look up. Not until a soft, cautious voice says, “Hi.”
| turn my head and find a man leaning against the bar—tall, confident, a little unsure
of himself. His hair is golden-blond and his eyes are soft green, like leaves at the end

of summer. There's a half-smile on his face that feels... safe. Not smarmy. Not
performative. Not overbearing.

“Hi,” | say. My voice is thick from crying, but he doesn’t seem put off. In fact, he
looks surprised that | spoke.

His smilegrows. “I just... uh...” he laughs, embarrassed. “I had to come over and tell
you that | think you're beautiful.” He reaches for my hand and places a chaste kiss to
my hand. Weird, but again, somehow not threatening.

| blink at him. Most guys don’t lead with sincerity. They lead with cheap lines and
the not-so-subtle threat of their presence. But he stays planted where he is, his hands
clasped, his eyeslevel with mine.

“Thank you,” | say.

He gestures toward my drink. “Can | buy you another?’

| shake my head. “No thanks. I'm at my limit.”

“Lightweight, huh?’ he says gently.

| study him. His posture is open but not imposing. His voice is warm but not trying
too hard. My eyes flick to his hands. Calloused. Strong. His smart watch sits a little

too high on hiswrist, revealing atan line.

“No,” | say. “Just... had a rough day. Needed to feel something other than sorry for



myself.”

His smilefalters. “I’m sorry.”

From the corner of my eye, | spot two men across the bar, both tall and built like him,
watching us with matching expressions of hopeful amusement.

| tilt my head toward them. “Y our friends look like they’ re rooting for you.”

He glances at them, then shrugs sheepishly. “Ignore them. They think they’'re my
wingmen.” He offers his hand. “I’m Carter. But my friends call me Vulcan.”

| raise abrow. “Vulcan?’

He shrugs again. “It's a long story. Firehouse nickname. You know...Vulcan, the
Roman God. Fire, steel, destruction... very flattering stuff.” He shimmies a bit further
into the bar and relaxes his stance. “Okay, so no drink this time. How about next
time?’

| pause. There’'s something endearing about the way he's trying. Like he's both
confident and a little out of his depth. It makes me want to be kind to him, but | can’t
let that turn into something. | don’t have the room for anyone else’ s fire right now.
“Are you asking me on a date, Goldilocks?’

Hegrins. “Yeah. | am.”

| give him an apologetic smile. “Sorry, but no thanks. | wasn’'t here to...anyway, |
just...l should go home.”

He nods, no pressure in his expression. “Okay.” | grab my purse and dlide off the



stool, but before | reach the door, he calls out, “Wait!”

| stop, one hand on the handle.

“What’ s your name?’ he asks.

| smilefaintly. “Bye.”

And then I’'m gone.
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“...and then he didn’t even get her name!”

Jackson is practically wheezing with laughter as he slaps Trevor’s back and doubles
over, tearsin his eyes.

Trevor's leaned halfway across the common room couch, reenacting my bar
interaction with an invisible ponytail and the most dramatic impression of me I've
ever seen. “*Uh, hi, you're beautiful, can | buy you a drink? Insert tragic rejection
and walk of shame here .”

| glare at both of them from the lounge chair in the corner, arms crossed like a pissed-
off dad at a Little League game. “Are you done?’

“Not even close,” Jackson says between gasps. “You got full-on rom-com rejected,
my guy. She walked out without giving you her name like a sexy Cinderella and left
you holding your—"

“Dignity?’ | offer.

“Beer,” hefinishes. “Sheleft you holding your beer.”

“That doesn’t even make sense,” | huff .

| shake my head and try to tune them out, but it's no use. The image of her in that

hoodie and those scrubs is already tattooed across the backs of my eyelids. And her
soft, worn-out voice has been stuck in my head for days.



Even if our only conversation was along winded rejection.

It's been four nights. Four . And I'm still thinking about a woman who gave me
absolutely nothing to go on.

Just enough of an impression to haunt me. But, like, in agood way.

“She didn't seem creeped out, right?” | say aloud before | can stop mysalf,
interrupting their banter.

Trevor raises a brow. “Dude, you kissed her hand. What was that? 1940’ s foreplay?’
“Shelooked sad,” | mutter, asif that explains everything.

Jackson quiets down alittle. “Yeah,” he says, thoughtful now. “She did.”

Before | can spiral into another round of self-inflicted overthinking, the department
alarm shatters the mood. The lights in the station flicker red, and the sharp buzz

triggersaswitchin all of us.

Engine One respond. Major vehicle collision with confirmed fire. 1-16 eastbound.
Semi-truck involved.

Our Captain’s aready calling out roles as we move. | toss aside my water bottle and
sprint for the bay. The others do the same, and within seconds, we're suiting up and

loading into Leroy—our beat-up, beloved engine..

“Jesus, Westwood,” Rodriguez says as | clip my radio in place. “Are you sure you're
not an arsonist?’

| raise my hands in surrender. “Hey, I’ ve got an alibi. Y ou saw me getting roasted by



my own wingmen just now.”

Laughter fades fast as the doors open and Leroy pulls out into the street, sirens
screaming. There’'s nothing like the feeling of being inside that engine. Adrenaline
pounding. Heart thumping in time with the siren. The air charged with purposeful
tension.

We hit the highway fast. Smoke is aready visible on the horizon, thick and black
against the early dusk. My fingers flex around the shoulder strap of my oxygen tank.
Thisiswhat | do best. The chaos. The fire. The mission.

Thisiswhy I’'m Vulcan.

We pull up to the wreck. It’ s bad.

The semi is jackknifed across two lanes, the cab completely engulfed. One sedan is
crumpled behind it, but no extraction needed. The occupants were able to escape their
vehicles before the fire started. EMS is treating them for minor cuts and scrapes.
They’ll take care of the people.

But the blaze? That’ s ours.

Rodriguez barks orders. We move fast.

Trevor hands me the nozzle. Jackson is on backup. | check my tank, my gear, my
gloves.

And then we move. Stepping toward the flames in perfect synchrony, the heat
instantly presses against me like awall.

The sound fills my ears. Theroar. The crackle.



The pop of something collapsing inside the wreckage.

My mind narrows into a tunnel. One task at a time. One move. One target. One
purpose.

We work in unison, voices crackling through radios, boots pounding wet asphalt. The
water hisses and explodes violently as it meets diesel-fueled fire. Steam clouds our
vision. My arms burn with strain, but | keep going, because | can't stop.

This is who | am when I'm not sitting in bed wishing | had someone to kiss
goodnight.

When it’s over, the wreck is reduced to char, ash, and soaked black metal. We do a
quick debrief with the Captain and the PD. We do a massive game of rock-paper-
scissors to decide who has to write the report.

Jackson claps a hand on my back. “Y ou good?’

“Yeah,” | grunt. But my legs ache and my brain’s still stuck on that quiet corner of
the bar and the way that girl didn’t look at me like | was ahero. Just a guy.

We head back to the station, the cab quiet except for the low hum of exhausted breath
and the radio static fading into nothing.

Later, after we've checked gear and logged reports, | find myself in the kitchen. |
wash dishes while Trevor sweeps behind me, asis tradition. We don’t talk much, just
the occasional crack about how we smell like burnt bacon and Monster.

“Wanna hit the bar again this week?’ Trevor asks eventually. “ She might come back.
Maybe she's local.”



“If she were, we'd have seen her a County,” | say, drying a mug that somehow
always ends up in the back of the cabinet. “We ve been there enough lately.”

“Maybe she works on a different floor. Somewhere you meatheads never go.”

He's probably right, but | don't want to chase ghosts through hospital wings. That
feels desperate. And I’ve aready got one foot in the ‘sad guy still thinking about a
girl from abar’ category.

| mutter something about being tired and disappear into the dorm. The cot creaks as |
sit down, shoulders slumped, back burning from the work. | stare up at the bunk

above me, but I’'m not really looking.

I’m thinking about that girl. Gorgeous. Distant. Maybe I’'m not willing to go chasing
ghosts through the county hospital, but I'm willing to hold out hope that I’ll see her

again.

Jackson dlips into the room a minute later. He sits on the bunk near my feet and
nudges my boot. “Y ou good?’

“Just thinking.”

“About the girl?’

| don’t answer. He doesn’t press.

Eventually, | say, “Sometimes | feel like Vulcan’s my only achievement. Like I'm
just a collection of turnouts and trauma calls. And at the end of the day, | go home to

no one. What' s the point of being the hero if there’ s no one to come home to?’

Jackson nods slowly. “You're not even thirty, man. You've got time to figure that



out. And, if you want my brutal honesty, maybe stop hoping someone will see you as
a hero. Carter is good enough on his own.”

| look over to him. “I think that might be the nicest thing you’ ve ever said to me.”
He scoffs. “Don’'t get used to it.”

He leaves me alone again. | lie back, eyes closed, letting the silence settle over me.
And even in that darkness, all | can seeisthat beautiful blonde hair.
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Cheap beer. Sweat. Stale peanuts. Ah, the smell of agood time.

Schooner’s is the only bar in town, and judging by the crowd, it’s also the epicenter
of every bad decision ever made in Terracotta, Georgia.

Y ou could probably carbon date the bar stools and find DNA from every high school
reunion in the past thirty years.

Y ou never know what you're going to find in here, even if | was sipping beer just a
few days ago.

| step inside and immediately feel the heat and noise settle into my bones.

There' s that low thrum of country rock vibrating the floorboards, pool balls cracking
in the back corner, and the subtle, but unmistakable, whiff of spilled Fireball and
cheap cologne.

Every booth isfull. Every stool is sticky. It’s like nothing ever changes here.

Trevor and Jackson are already at our usual spot near the pool table. Trevor’s halfway
into a story, motioning to his pants and singing ‘ here comes the planeeeee’ .

| don’'t even want to know what the context is.

“Cooter!” Trevor shouts, lifting his drink like a Viking. “Y ou showed! Jackson owes
me ten bucks!”



“Didn’'t think you'd actually come,” Jackson says with a smirk. “ Thought you might
be off writing sad poetry about your mystery girl.”

| give him a deadpan look. “Only on Tuesdays.”

| drop onto a worn-out stool, the vinyl cracking under my weight, and sip my beer
while my eyes sweep the room. | know it’s stupid. There's no real reason to believe
she'll be here. But | look anyway. Every time the door opens, my heart kicks up a

notch.

The first few times, it's just wind. A few college kids. A woman | definitely went on
a date with two years ago who still glares at melike | stole her dog.

No sign of her .

Jackson elbows me. “You sure she's not a ghost? Did we al just agree to your
collective hallucination to protect your fragile man-heart?’

| ignore him. Mostly. But part of me does wonder.

Did | imagine the connection? The look in her eyes? Did | see what | wanted to seein
that moment? Am | so desperate to find the one that | put that hope on the shoulders
of thefirst girl who caught my eye?

The jukebox switches tracks. Something slower, heavier. The crowd shifts with the
rhythm. | take another sip, just as the door creaks open again. At first, it's just a blur
of movement. Then... her.

Yeah. That’s her. No mistaking it .

She dlipsin behind a cluster of girls and doesn’t immediately scan the room.



Her hair is down this time—loose waves with streaks of gold that catch every pulse
of neon light.

She's not in scrubs tonight. Instead, she’'s wearing faded denim shorts and a pale
yellow crop top knotted at her waist, the sleeves rolled high enough to show the
freckles on her forearms.

Her boots thud against the floor like they’ ve danced here before.

Trevor follows my line of sight and whistles low. “There’'s your girl,” he says, as if
my eyes aren’'t already glued to her.

| can't look away. She's got a different energy tonight. Last time, she was wilted.
Hollow.

Tonight, she walks like she knows exactly where she is and who she's about to make
nervous.

Me. She' s about to make me nervous.

Jackson smirks. “Well, are you gonna talk to her or just drool like a feral golden
retriever?’

| stand, brushing my hand over my shirt. “I’m going.”
“Smooth like sandpaper,” Trevor calls after me.
The crowd parts just enough to let me cross toward the bar. She's just ordered two

drinks, one in each hand, and when she turns around, she spots me instantly. Her gaze
doesn’t flinch.



She gives me a smile. Teasing. Almost suspicious.

| lean over the bar like | did that night and try to mirror her smile. “Can | buy you that
drink tonight?”

She arches abrow. “Vulva, right?’

“Vulcan,” | correct with agrin. “Still hoping to hear your name.”

“l don’'t give that out to strangers.”

| nod, playing along. “Alright. Can | at least dance with you?’

She considers. Doesn't say yes. Doesn’'t say no. Just... walks away with a drink in
each hand.

| blink.

She disappears into the crowd with the drinks, and | feel like someone just pulled the
rug out from under me.

She's dancing now. Not wildly, and not for attention. Just a slow, deliberate rhythm
that dares me to follow. Her hips sway, her hair brushes against her back, and every
once in awhile, shelooks over her shoulder.

And catches me watching.

Again.

And again.



Each time she meets my eyes, | feel that heat in my chest spread—Iike fire licking up
my ribs. She’ s doing it on purpose. She wants me to cometo her.

Or she' s playing with me.

Either way, I’m toast.

When | finaly move, | don’t walk. | stalk. Not aggressive. Just... pulled. Like gravity
shifted and now she’ s the center and I’m completely caught in her orbit .

| reach her just as she spins toward the jukebox. We're tucked behind a booth, half in
shadow. The air back here smellslike sweat and perfume and spilled rum.

| lean in just close enough to speak. “What's your name?’

She gives me that maddening, unreadable smile again and traces a slow figure-eight
with her hips. She doesn’'t answer. Just keeps dancing.

| hold back, not wanting to come on too strong. She's calling the shots, and I’'m not
stupid enough to missthat. It's hot, and I’'m into it.

So | step back. Shimmy alittle. Invite her in.

She laughs, just alittle, and takes the bait.

We dance.

And it's—God, it's something el se.

Her fingers brush my arm as she spins. Her hips sync with mine like we' ve done this
before in another life. She's sweating alittle. I'm sweating a lot. Her laughter catches



In my shirt. My hands drift to her waist, careful, asking for permission with touch
aone.

She lets me. Moves deeper into my touch. Four songs pass, and I’'m breathless. Not
from the dancing, but from her.

She tugs me toward the bar again and plops down on a stool like she ownsiit. | stand
behind her, resting one hand on the bar, the other still tingling from where it held her
waist.

“Can | buy you adrink?’ | ask again .

She finally nods. “Just one.”

| order abeer. She gets a vodkalemonade.

“You're afirefighter, right?’ she asks, eyeing the logo on my hat.

“Yeah, you remembered,” | confirm gleefully. “Hence the Vulcan thing. What about
you? What do you do when you're not dancing circles around me on the dance
floor?’

“Labor and delivery nurse.”

| blink. “Seriously?’

She nods, stirring her drink. “ Twelve-hour shifts. Crying babies. Boobie milk.”

A lightbulb flicks on in my brain. The scrubs. The tears. The haunted ook in her eyes
that night.



“Y ou were having abad night last time,” | say quietly.

Her smile fades alittle, but she nods. “Y eah.”

| hesitate, then say, “You didn't want to be seen then. But you let me see the redness
inyour eyes. You didn't tell me to fuck off.”

She looks at me for along moment. “You didn’'t feel like athreat. That was... rare.”

My heart stumbles alittle at that.

We fall into silence for a few seconds, just sipping. It's not uncomfortable. It’s...
quiet. Safe.

“So can | get your name now?’ | ask.

“Nope,” she says, smirking .

| clutch my chest dramatically. “Tragic. | guess I'll just have to give you one. I'm
thinking...Venus.”

“Likethe planet 7’

“Like the Roman goddess. Y ou know, beauty, fertility. Seems fitting.”

Sheraises her drink to mine. “To Vulcan and...Venus.”

| give her adly smile. “Did you know Vulcan and Venus were close in mythology?’

Sheleansin close. “How close?”



| lean closer. “Let me take you out and you can find out.”

She nips my earlobe. “How about you just show me tonight?’

And just like that, I’m fucked .
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The second we step into my apartment, clothes start flying. First it's my shirt, then
it's her boots, then it's my belt. I'm unwrapping her like a birthday present and God,
she's beautiful.

| skillfully flick off her braand all she's got left is her pretty lace thong.

She's not like other girls I've been with, where she hides her body away from me
with insecurity.

She's bold and clearly proud of her curves, guiding my hands to touch her in all the
right places.

Her breasts, her hips, her ass. As | grip and squeeze, my other hand slides down the
front of her panties, searching for that sensitive spot between her legs.

The moment my calloused finger touches her clit, she rises up on her toes, trying to
get my touch even deeper. She hisses and bites my lower lip when | easily dip a
finger into her wet heat. She's dripping for me, and without abandoning my task, |
lead her through my apartment to my bed.

| pull my fingers free and shove them into my mouth, getting the first taste of this
goddess that’s ended up in my bed. She tastes so fucking sweet, like fresh honey. My
dick twitches when she takes the liberty of removing her underwear and spreading
her legs for me.

When | knedl to taste her fully, she wastes no timein gripping my hair and pulling me
closer. She rides my face like I’'m arodeo bull, and | trace my hands up her body to



squeeze her perfect tits and play with her pretty pink nipples.

She moans as she bucks against my face, and | can’'t help it when | take one hand to
stroke myself becauseif | don’t I might whimper like atouch-starved virgin.

She yanks on my hair so rough that it pulls my face away from her center. She makes
direct eye contact with me and demands: “Fuck me.”

Y es, ma am.
| fumble for a condom in my nightstand, rip it open with my teeth, and slide it on my
shaft. | line myself up with her opening and shove in. Both of us groan together, and |

use the headboard as leverage as | slam into her.

Watching her breasts jiggle and hearing her moan my name has me already wanting
to bust, but I’ m going to give this girl the best performance of my life.

“Harder,” she says, but she's not begging, she’s commanding.

Jesus, I'm aready railing her as hard as | can, but I'll never back down from a
challenge. | adjust my position, planting my foot on the ground and pressing her legs
towards her chest until she’s damn near folded in half like a pretzel .

“Oh, God, I'm close,” she moans.

She's dripping onto my sheets and | don’'t even care. All | can think about is
unloading into this girl and then cooking her breakfast.

“Oh yeah? Y ou want to come?’

“Fuck, yes, come on, please.”



My hamstrings are cramping, but | turn on turbo drive. Skin slapping skin fills my
entire apartment and my headboard is slamming against the wall hard enough that it's
chipping the paint.

The moment | feel her squeeze my dick and her legs start shaking, | lose it. Three
more pumps and | seat myself as deep inside her as | can manage, filling the condom

with my release.

| groan and catch myself with my hands before collapsing on top of her. She giggles
dlightly and unfolds her legs. It’ s the best sound I’ ve heard all night.

When we both catch our breath, | flip to my side and then shift to my back next to
her. | close my eyes and breathe in the sweet euphoria of afresh lay.

My apartment begins to hum with the beginning of the upstairs neighbor's cha-cha
dlide. | turn to the blonde beauty with a dazed smile. Her spicy cherry perfume and
the dlight scent of her sweat cling to me and my sheets.

But she' s already out of the bed and getting dressed .

She moves as if I’'m not there, gathering her clothes and pulling on her jean shorts
with ease. She's not exactly rushing, but it doesn’t look like she's staying either.

She's...detached. After the night we just had? Detached?

Damn, was it really that bad to her? Ouch.

Trying to ease the building awkward tension, | ask, “Where' sthe fire?’

She smooths down her hair with her hands and smiles. “Nowhere! It's just time to
head home.”



“Already?’ | ask, running my fingers through my own messy locks and trying to woo
her with the flex of my bicep.

Women like muscular arms, right? They have athing for biting them, if the internet is
to be believed.

| glance at the clock on my bedside table.

“1t’ s not even midnight yet, Cinderella. ”

She shrugs. “Early morning.”

| frown and sit up, trying to read her pretty face. “Uh...aright. But...can | see you
again? | mean, | thought we had a good time.” | say, trying to not let the sting

apparent in my voice.

“We did!” she responds casually asif | didn’t just fuck her brains out. “But it was just
that...agood time. Thisisn’t going to be athing.”

| raise abrow. “A thing ?’
“It was great...really great.” She grabs her boots and shoves her mismatched-sock-
covered feet into them. She looks at me again and raises her own brow thistime. “Do

n't give me that sad hamster look. Haven't you ever heard of a one-night stand?’

With my thin sheets still covering my manhood, | stand up. “That’s it then?’ | ask, no
longer trying to hide the sting of rejection.

“1 didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression if | did. But I’'m not looking for a
‘thing’ right now.”



“Ah,” | say, finally understanding.

“Casual isjust better for me.” she says, asif how | feel meansjack shit. But to be fair,
we're strangers, so | guess my feelings rightfully mean nothing to her right now. She
looks at me again and must read my thoughts. “Carter, you’ re great, but I’ m not—"

“Looking for athing. | got it.”

Something like guilt or regret flickersin her eyes, but it's gone as soon as it appeared.
She leaves my bedroom to head for the door.

In an attempt to stop her from just dismissing me outright, |1 hold the sheets around
my waist and follow her to the front, but far enough away that | don’t come off too

strong. “Can | at least take you out sometime? A drink with no pressure?’

She pulls her small purse over her shoulder and shakes her head. “I don't think that’s
such agood idea.”

“Why?’

She gives me that same seductive smile she gave me last night on the dance floor.
Damn she’s beautiful .

“l don’t want to lead you on anymore than | already have.”

| shake my head. “You didn't. You haven’'t. I'm a big boy, you know. If it goes
wrong after another night, then I’'ll leave you alone. And not to make it weird, but |

think there really could be something between us.”

She smiles again. “You're not making it weird, but | promise, you don’'t want this-"



she motions down to her as if to point out flaws that aren’t there. “—forever. Trust
me.”

My shoulders sag and | again try to ease the tension by making a self-deprecating
joke. “My dick’s that small, huh?’

She giggles and motions to the wet spot still on my sheets. “Yeah, | clearly had a bad
time.”

| nod in concession and give her my best charm. “Can | at least have your number? In
case you want to have another bad time?’

She grabs the doorknob and opens it before turning over her shoulder. “No numbers.”

“How about your name, then? I’ve been eight inches deep in you, | think a name is
warranted. Y ou know mine.”

She tsks playfully. “Don’t flatter yourself. Maybe six and a half.” She looks up as if
in thought. “Anyway...I think | like Venus better. Bye, Carter!”

She steps out into the breezeway and her laugh lingers in my ears. Soft...then it's
gone. And sois she.

| stand in my doorway, still naked with the sheet dlipping lower and lower on my
hips.

I’'m alittle bit turned on.

But mostly confused as hell.

The first thing | do when | close the door is tear my apartment apart...searching for



my tape measure.
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The crew is finishing our rounds. The one and only fire station in the county is dimly
lit while we test the lights and sirens of our beloved engine. We named him Leroy.

Yes, asin Leroy Jenkins.
Yes, we'reidiots. How’ d you know?

We've got the only engine in the county that’'s always rushing headfirst into
dangerous (and not so dangerous) scenarios, so we needed to give him afitting name.

We all head back upstairs to the lounge, and | lean against the edge of the pool table
in the rec room while | wait for Jacks to take his shot.

He and Trevor are nursing cold cans of Coca-Colawhile | chug aMonster.
We'readll alittletired. We tend to get thisway at the end of our 96-hour shifts.
Half alive. Hungry. Sometimes even delirious from the boredom.

“So let me get this straight,” Trevor says with alook of pure mischief.

“You had a night in the sheets with the hottest blonde in the county, you still haven't
gotten her name, and you fumbled getting her number?

All those nights with your right arm really did it in for you, huh?

Cooter can't last a second in a cooter.”



| glare. “Do you want this can thrown at your forehead or your throat?’

Trevor shrugs. “ Surprise me.”

| throw my empty can at his head. “Please shut up.”

“Okay so you're not a three-pump chump.” Trevor continues. “Did you scare her off
with your personality then?’

This time, | gently toss the pool cue at him, hoping it knocks him over the head, but
he sacrifices the last of his coke to catch it.

“1I"'m just fucking with you, champ.” Trevor says.

“Serioudly though,” Jackson interrupts Trevor from continuing to hear himself talk.
“She works at the hospital, right?”’

| nod. “Yeah, labor and delivery.”

“S0o next time we're in the ER, just ask around like a lost puppy looking for his
owner. Thisisasmall town, somebody down in Emergency’ s gotta know her.”

They joke, but I’ ve actually considered it. She might feel differently about that night,
but she wasn't just afling to me. There was something more there. | can just fedl it.

In my heart, not my dick.

Although my dick did enjoy itself .

Before | continue that train of thought, the shrill wail of the alarm fills the station. We
all jump to our feet. Testing done. Adrenaline takes over. Training kicksin.



Residential structure fire. Heavy smoke and visible flames. Engine One respond.
The dispatcher’s description of the fire focuses us further. | take the radio and
confirm we're on our way as the Captain tells us to move. The last of the crew hops

on the truck asit pulls out of the garage, and it’s all lights and sirens on the way.

The ride is fast and tense. The crew takes turns checking each other’s turnout gear
and air tanks to ensure we' re ready to go as soon as we reach the site.

We stare out of the window and watch the streets race by, each one of us knowing
that our job isto be faster than the flames.

The smoke can be seen well before we reach the house.

It'sasmall single-story on the edge of town, and it's completely engulfed aready.

Flame shoots out of the front door and broken windows.

Thick black smoke curls and puffs into the sky like the devil himself is using the
home asacigar.

The orange glow of the flames light up the street ominously as people from town
begin to gather to watch the grim sight.

Captain Rodriguez shouts orders as we roll to a harsh stop. The hose is deployed and
the protective gear is on.

Out front, our station’s ambulance stops near the elderly couple as they watch their
lives reduce to black ashes in the flames. The woman cries and the man is frantically
pointing to the house, his shouting unintelligible over the loud flames.



Over the radio in our helmets, | hear Captain say their pet is still inside. A small
brown yorkie.

I’ll be damned if | don’t find that dog.

| start moving towards the house with Jackson at my back before they even finish
describing where the dog was last seen in the house.

With my brother covering me, we crawl! through the house below the smoke.

We hear asmall, faint, panicked yapping on the far end of the main living area.

| squint through the smoke and see two small ears and a shaking little dog on a chair
that looks more flammable than gasoline.

“Gotchal” | breathe, reaching for the terrified yorkie as it yelps. Jackson leads me out
of the house backwards on our hands and knees with his hand on my ankle. When we
emerge from the house and the elderly woman sees her precious pup in my arms, she

gasps and reaches for him.

All things considered, he looks fine. A bit of burnt fur but no concerning breathing
patterns.

When | emerge into the night air, | pass the shaking dog into the arms of his owner.
She gasps like I’ ve handed her a newborn.

Oh God. | shouldn’t have said newborn. Now I’ m thinking about—

“Oh, Charlie! Oh, my baby, he's okay! Thank you, thank you—"

Her voice cracks, and her husband chokes up beside her. | take off my mask and give



them atired smile and motion to the small patch of singed fur on the pup’s hind legs.
“Take him to the vet just to be safe, alright? He' s atough little guy.”

The woman clutches my hand, her palm warm and trembling. “God bless you,” she
whispers. | nod and join the rest of the crew attempting to get control of the inferno.

It takes hours, but the flames are finally dispelled.

We're covered in sweat, soot, and water, and the house is a total loss, but the
important part is that there were no casualties.

The one thing about this town is that the community will come together to help out
the couple that’ s lost everything.

We're four hours past shift change, and we're all toast. We're al exhausted. We
smell disgusting. We're hungry. As we reach the station and change, | find myself

unable to get off the bench in the locker room.

My elbows rest on my knees and | close my eyes, relaxing my back and trying to ease
the tension there.

But it’s not the fire that’ s got me worked up anymore.

It' s that damn girl. Venus.

| can't help it. | know she probably forgot about me the second the post-nut clarity
kicked in, but | haven't stopped thinking about her for even a minute.

No name. No number. The only thing | have to go on isthat | know she works in the
maternity ward at the hospital. | could go there and try to catch her on a break, but the
more | think about it, it starts to sound more stalkerish than romantic.



| know a few nurses in the ER...maybe one of them knows her. But would that be
even weirder if | asked?

| rub my face and eyesto try and get that golden hair out of my mind.

Does she really not want to see me again? Could | really be infatuated with a woman
who has no interest in me?

It was s0...sudden. I’ve never had a fling, even a one-night stand, leave so suddenly
after anight in bed. It was almost like it meant nothing to her at all.

And | can’t even be upset if it did, because who am | to her except the guy she met at
the bar? She doesn’'t owe me anything.

“Great work with that dog tonight,” Jackson says, nudging me on the way to his
locker.

“Thanks,” | grunt.

“Are you good?’ he asks.

| shrug. “Have you ever met someone and been so sure that there was meant to be
more?”’

He chuckles softly. “Still caught up on this girl? Damn. It must have been a great
night.”

| shake my head. “It wasn't just the sex. | can’t really explainit.”

He pats me on the shoulder. “I know, bud. I'm sorry it didn’t work out. Sometimes
people come into your life for a second and shake everything up. Doesn’'t mean



they’re staying. Doesn’'t mean it wasn't real, either.”

“l just wish | knew why, you know?’ | say. “Like...what did | screw up? What did |
say? Why was she so eager to leave?’

“Have you ever considered that she was telling the truth and that she just wasn’t
looking for anything serious?

| know it sounds harsh but...maybe she really just wanted some fun.

She works long hours like us. Sometimes you just need to take the edge off.

| don’t think she wanted you to take it so personally. ”

| sigh. “I know. | just need sometimeto let it go.”

WEe're both dead tired and decide to end our conversation there. We say our goodbyes
and head in separate directions. The weight of my exhaustion presses down on my

eyelidsas| drive home, but my mind doesn’t slow down for one second.

When | finally dlip into my apartment and fall onto the bed, all | can think about is
my Venus. | know she's probably not thinking about me, but | hope sheis.

But my last thought before sleep takes me, isthat if | ever see her again, | won't let it
be the last time.
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Three weeks. That’s how long it’s been since I’ ve seen Venus. Since she walked out
of my bed, my apartment, and apparently my life without a name, a number, or a
second glance.

I’'m in my apartment, pouring a bag of chips into a bowl and pulling fresh-cooked
burgers off the skillet. Trevor, Jacks and | are having a Sunday night football party.

WEell, party is a loose term, since it’s just the three of us. But burgers, beer, and
football. Sounds like a good time to me.

But I'm pathetic, because I’ ve been stuck in the cycle of thinking about Venus, and
it's gotten to the point that I'm burning the burgers I'm trying to cook because my

mind is elsewhere.

| just want to see her one more time. I’ ve been back to Schooner’ s three times a week
since | last talked to her, and it’ s like she’ s vanished.

No name. No number. Just a memory .

As I’'m putting another round of burgers in the hot pan, Trevor and Jackson barge in
together. Trevor drops two six-packs of beer on the counter and | give him a
disappointed look. That is not enough beer to help me forget Venus.

| take one anyway, cracking it open with a bottle opener and chugging it.

Trevor takes one next, slumping into one of my recliners in the front room.



“Dude,” he says as Jackson tosses two more six-packs on my kitchen counter.

“This has to be some kind of record. Three weeks. That's a high-level simp.
Olympic-tier. Gold medal for the USA!”

| roll my eyes, but he's not completely wrong. It is pretty pathetic, and long past due
for me to move on. | flip the burgers then rest my hands on the kitchen counter. “So
what do | do? Start swiping right again?’

Trevor grins. “Well there' sthis girl—"

| groan. “I do not want your seconds.”

No offense to the girls he' s been with, but there' sjust lines | don’t want to cross with
my friends. Sharing pussy is one of them. That mustache on his face is becoming a
biohazard from how many women have sat on it. | want no part of that.
“She’safriend of afriend of agirl | hooked up with afew nights ago. She’s seen you
around. She'sreal cute and thinks you're cute. That's like...fate. How about | set you
up?’

| shoot him an unimpressed glare. “Hard pass. ”

“Dude,” Trevor protests. “I’'m not saying you have to marry the girl. Just give her a
chance. If you don’t like her, then don’t see her again.”

The football game starts and we momentarily forget the conversation. As soon as it
breaks to commercial, Trevor pulls up his phone and zooms in on a group photo of a

group of girls.

He wasn’t wrong, this girl is cute. Blonde hair, blue eyes, pretty smile.



But they’ re not her blue eyes and it’s not her blonde hair.

But | also know | have to stop chasing the ghost of agirl that doesn’t want me.
Reluctantly at halftime, | agree to meet up with her.

Trevor texts hisfling and he passes aong the girl’ s phone number.

Her name is Evelyn, and | take a deep breath before sending a message introducing
myself as a mutual friend and asking if she wants to meet me at the diner tomorrow
night.

She replies quickly and enthusiastically.

| have to admit, it feels good to know that there’s someone out there that’s actually
excited at the thought of seeing me, and Evelyn helps me forget about Venus.

For now.

| push open the door to the only diner in town. It hums with low conversation and a
child asking their mom for a quarter so they can get a gumball at the machine by the
register. My hands instinctively go into my pockets as | search around for a head of
blonde hair.

| spy Evelyn just a few feet away. She waves and stands to greet me, giving me a
sweet hug. She looks exactly like the photo, and her energy is adorable. The waiter
comes to the table and we order, and then the conversation begins to flow.

She's great. Better than great. In fact, I'm enjoying myself. Most of the conversation
IS just getting to know little things about each other. Where we grew up. Our families.
Our jobs.



She's awedding photographer, and we laugh over the crazy stories of drunk wedding
guests.

Just as my thoughts start to drift to the fact that Trevor might have been right about
this, the door opens.

In the middle of one of Evelyn’s stories about a bridezilla, my breath gets caught in
my throat and my heart drops straight into my shoes.

It's her.

Venus.

The rest of the diner seems to fade into nothing. She doesn’t see me, but | sure as hell
see her. Same blonde curly hair. Same little jean shorts faded in all the right places.
She walksin like she owns the floor tiles. Confidence in every line of her body.

She approaches the to-go counter and skims one of the sticky plastic menus there.
She bites her lip and cocks her hip out as she considers her options, her ankle rolling
in soft circles as she leans against the counter .

Then, like a dap, cold water splashes across my face. | gasp and the entire diner goes
silent. | blink and regain my wits, looking forward to my date. Evelyn looks to Venus
and then back at me, her face furious.

| open my mouth, but no words come out. Evelyn shakes her head, gathers her purse,
and mutters ‘jerk’ as she storms out of the restaurant.

| sigh and take the last three limp napkins from the dispenser on my table to wipe my
face. When | open my eyes again, a hand extends toward me with afew extras.



Venus gives me ateasing smirk. “She’s better than me. | would’ ve gone for the nuts.”
Her causal tone makes me chuckle and | take the extra napkins from her. “It was
deserved.” | dab the wet spot on the front of my pants and slap the ice off my lap. “I

didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

“We live in atown with a population of six thousand people, of course we' d see each
other around,” she says.

“That’s not what | meant.” | say back. She takes a straw from the little container on
the table and plays with the paper wrapper. “I meant that | wanted to...l just didn’'t
think blindsiding you at the hospital was the best option. There's a very fine line

between aromantic and a creep.”

“Appreciated,” she jests, poking me with the straw. “So, you looking for another
hookup or what?’

| shake my head. “No!” | laugh out. “The exact opposite. | wanted to ask you on a
date. A real one. Maybe one where | don’'t get waterboarded mid-salad.

" Sheraises abrow asif she doesn’t believe me.

“I"'m serious. Don’'t get me wrong, that night was amazing and so is your body.

" | take the straw from her and poke her in the chest. “But | want to know the secrets
you have in here, not just those secret butterfly tattoos on your hip.”

“You've been holding out for weeks for a date with me when you don’t even know
my name?’

| shrug. “You said you like Venus better.”



She sticks her straw and takes a sip of my own glass of water. She makes a dramatic
sound like she' s just quenched the greatest thirst. “ Alright Goldilocks. Diner. Dinner.
Date.”

“Y ou mean right now?’ | ask.

Her food is ready and she unboxes a giant mound of cheese fries. She takes a plastic
fork and points at them. “These don’t travel well and | don’t want to eat in my car.”

Even though the water Evelyn splashed on me was ice cold, | fedl like it couldn’t be
hotter in this diner. It must be her and the effect she has on me. | get nervous. She's
giving me this chance and | don’t want to fuck it up.

“So | got pooped on by a newborn yesterday,” she says, as if that's a normal
conversation to have at dinner, however run down the location might be. Maybe she's
testing me to see if | can handle the gross stories she has to tell, but I’m a paramedic,
and I’ ve seen some things, too.

“| fed like that’s a pretty normal occupational hazard,” | say.

She laughs between a bite. “Y eah, but it was the most interesting thing that happened
to me thisweek. ”

“Damn, and al | did was craw! into a burning building to rescue a puppy.”

Her eyes widen. “Wait, really? Y ou saved the dog, right? Tell me you saved it.”

| smile. “Y eah, he was perfectly fine, just alittle singed fur.” | nod toward her. “You
like dogs?’

“Everyone likes dogs! | want a pittie so bad, but my apartment doesn’t allow dogs.



Assoon as | get anew place I’'m hitting up the shelter though.”

“You strike me as agolden kind of girl. Why apit?’ | ask.

“Why not a pit? They’re adorable and they’re just misunderstood. I’ ve never met one
that wasn't atotal sweetheart.”

As she finishes her fries, she goes on a long tangent about rescuing dogs and how if
she wasn’t a nurse she' d probably be a vet.

“So if you love animals so much, why’d you choose nursing instead? It seems like
you're really passionate about animals.”

She gives me an awkward smile that says the conversation is veering into territory
that’s not mineto tread in. “It'salong story.”

She inhales through her teeth and gathers her garbage. She stands to leave, but I'm
not letting her sneak out so easily thistime.

“Wait,” | protest, reaching for my phone and unlocking it for her. “Please, can | have
your number?”

She looks at me like she's ready to say no, but after a long pause, she picks up my
phone from the table and types in her contact info. When she hands me my phone
back, | see that she’'s saved herself as‘ Venus'.

“That’s not your name!” | protest.

“You asked for my number, not my name.”

| huff but concede and stand with her. | lead her out of the diner and we say our



goodbyes. Her exit isn't nearly as abrupt as our first meeting, waving to me over her
shoulder and then again when she drives off.

Y ou've got her, champ. Don't fuck it up.
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The only sound in the delivery room is the rhythm of the fetal monitor and the tense
breathing of a soon-to-be mother taking in as much air as she can between pushes.

“You're doing great, mama,” | coo. “Just keep breathing and give me another good
push.”

She nods, tears streaming down her red cheeks.

As most men are in the delivery room, her husband hovers over her looking like the
baby is coming out of his body and complaining about how hard hiswife is squeezing
his hand during the most painful experience of her life.

My eyesflicker to him, giving him a stern glare to hold it together.

“Almost there, just keep holding her hand.”

This has been a long labor. Mama opted to go through it naturally, so she’'s been in
pain, moody, sometimes rude, but it doesn’t bother me.

Thisis one of those deliveries that makes me proud to be in thisfield.
This couple has been trying to have a baby for years.

They’ ve been through everything. IVF, chemical pregnancies, miscarriages soon after
getting the two lines they’ ve been praying for .

They’ve been desperate, and anxious, for this entire pregnancy. Now that they’'re



here, in the delivery room, moments away from meeting their first baby, al of that
fades away.

These moments make me feel aive, and it helps me get over the grief of knowing I'll
never have it myself.

As the doctor helps mama through her final pushes, | move to her side to coach her,
but | do it almost on autopilot. My mind driftsto Vulcan. Carter.

He's a bit irritating, really, always lingering in my mind like the smoke he's so
familiar with.

He's sweet and charming, but respects my boundaries, which is a nice change from
other men I’ ve been with.

He doesn’t back down from my challenging teasing, and the push and pull between
usisthe most fun I’ve had in along time.

| think | like him, and that is a problem.

My thoughts come back to reality when | hear mama cry out for afina time. A blink
of silence passes, and then the beautiful wail of anew life fills the room.

Mama sobs in disbelief as her new baby is laid gently on her chest. Her husband
kisses her forehead and looks at his new son with pride and tearsin his eyes.

Thisisthe best part. Handing a baby to new parents so they can feel their tiny fingers
and soft skin for the first time. It's amomentous time in life, like nothing else matters

in the world except for what’ s happening in this delivery room.

I’ll never experience that feeling myself, so | dedicate my lifeto giving it to others.



| help mama with her first feeding, and as they drift into that lovely little bubble of
newborn bliss, | slip away to the breakroom.

| collapse into a chair and roll my shoulders as | pop some green grapes into my
mouth asif I'll never eat again. Y ou never know with thisfield, so we' ve all mastered

the art of eating full mealsin five-minutes flat.

| pull out my phone to check Facebook, when | notice a message from an unknown
number.

Unknown: Miss me yet?

| furrow my brow and text back asking who they are. | see the typing bubble pop up,
and my phone buzzes a second | ater.

Unknown: It's Carter. Have you already forgotten about me? Wow. Wounded.

Me: Sorry, | don’t know any Carters. | only know Vulva.

Unknown: VUlCAN.

Unknown: You didn't answer my question. Do you miss me enough to let me take
you out?

Me: Depends. Do | get to throw water in your face?

Unknown: If you wanna get my face wet | know better ways.

| giggle to myself and roll my eyes before replying.

Me: Fine. But there better be snacks.



| shove my phone back into my pocket and finish my shift with a smile on my face.

Carter picks me up in his beat-up truck to take usto the drive-in movie theater.

It's a pretty empty lot, so we get to come to a stop right in the middle of the screen to
get the best view.

The sky is streaked purple and blue from a fading sunset, and soon it will be filled
with millions of glittering stars.

I’m wearing an old sweatshirt and a pair of leggings, with my hair pulled up into a
high, messy ponytail. | told Carter to bring snacks, but | didn’'t trust him to get the
right ones, so my mini backpack is filled to the brim with my favorites. Barbecue
chips and black licorice.

When | pull them out of my bag, Carter’s mouth falls open. “You like black
licorice?’

“Yeah. Why? You think it’s gross?’

He opens the center console of his truck and pulls out a bag of his own black licorice,
popping a piece into his mouth. “Y ou kidding? It’s my favorite!”

| recline back into my seat and the drive-in employee delivers our order of popcorn,
soda, and nachos to the truck. Carter looks like a man starved when he opens the lid
of the nachos, only to lift one out of the box and painfully tell me they’ re not cheesy
or jalapeno-y enough for him.

WEe' ve both seen the movie aready, so instead of watching, we critique the bad acting
and CGI effects from the early 2000’s. It's the most fun I’ve ever had watching a
shitty movie.



The cool autumn breeze drifts into the truck cab through the cracked windows.

| lift my legs up to rest the feet on the dash and get more comfortable.

| peek over at Carter, and he' s focused on the screen, but he's also got this cute smile
plastered on his face that shows off a dimple on his cheek.

He pulls off his cap to brush some of his loose hair back before putting it back on
backwards.

His head driftsin my direction and he catches me looking at him.

He gives me aknowing raise of his brow.

| raise my hands in surrender. “Y ou caught me. Sorry, just...you have anice smile.”

He cocks hishead asiif it’ s the first time someone’ s complimented it. “ Thanks.”

“So are you really not going to ask why |’ ve been playing hard to get?’

He shrugs. “If you wanted to tell me, you would. Maybe you just like the chase.”

| shake my head. “It's not that at all. | like spending time with you, more than |
probably should. But I’'m not looking for—"

“A thing?’

“Yeah. I’'m not looking for athing. And you're great, so | don’'t want to mislead you
about what this—" | motion between us, “—s.”

“Who says we need to put a label on it? For the one who doesn't want this to be a



thing, you seem pretty eager to Slap oneoniit.”

| give him a thankful smile for his understanding. “I just don’t want you to think this
IS going somewhere that it isn’t.”

He sighs. Not in a defensive or hurt way. Just a sigh. “Venus, | just want whatever
thisisto bereal. If that means shitty movie and licorice, I'll consider myself lucky.”

“You'rereally okay with casua?’

“lI mean...would | like more? Yeah, of course. But if that's all you're willing to give
me, then that’s enough for now.”

| scoff playfully. “You’'re great, you know that? It’ s kinda suspect.”

He laughs and turns back to look at the screen for a second. “Maybe you' ve just got
low standards.”

“Low standards, huh?’ | ask as my hand drifts over the center console to rest on his
thigh. My fingernails drift along the rough fabric of the taut denim on his thigh.

“Where should my standards be, then?’

His breath hitches and he swallows slowly as he looks at my hand tracing patterns on
histhigh. | shift closer as my hand rides upward.

“Here?’ | ask, rubbing the bulge in between his legs. He lets out a shaky breath and
bites his knuckles. “Use your words, Vulcan. Or can you not handle the heat?’

“Shit, yes, put me in your mouth.”

He lifts his hips and shoves down his boxers, letting his full girth spring free.



He sighs at the relief from the confines of hisjeans.

| wink at him and lick one thick stripe up hislength, balls to tip with aflat tongue.

He bucks his hips when | reach the spot on his shaft directly below the tip, so | swirl
my tongue there until afat drop of precum leaks from the head. | greedily lap it up.

| suck his shaft into my mouth and hollow my cheeks, | catch his eyes rolling back
just a second before his head falls back to his head rest. His hand lightly grips my
head and presses me down alittle further.

| gag a little, but take him all the way to the back of my throat before | let myself
breathe.

| only take one deep breath before | dive back in, bobbing my head to the ever-
increasing rhythm of my heartbeat. My spit drips out of my mouth, leaving a mess all

over his crotch and my hands.

Carter uses both of his hands to pull my hair into a tight ponytail and holds my head
still as he starts rocking into me.

The salty taste of his precum fills my mouth, and then he grunts loudly before his
warm release shoots into my throat.

Some escapes, but | swallow what | can and lick my lips before lifting my head.
When | pull back, we're both breathing heavy. My lips are swollen and my hair is a
mess. His eyes are wide with that post-sex haze men get, and he's got a lazy grin on

his face as he tucks himself back into his pants and buckles his belt.

“If that’ s your casual blow job, V, | might not survive your committed one.”
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The past two days have been bombarded by text notifications blowing up my phone.
From Venus, you ask? Of course not. From the two idiots | call my best friends. The
second | step into the station, I’'m ambushed like I’ve got a fresh hickey on my neck

and forgot to cover it.

“Alright, Romeo, fess up!” Jackson calls from the kitchen, already hafway into an
everything bagel that looks suspiciously stale.

Trevor leans around the fridge door with that same smug face he had when he once
convinced a girl that his mustache was genetic. “Did you kiss her? Did she slap you?

Did you bang? Did you propose? Should we start |ooking for tuxes?’

| grunt and shove past them toward the coffee machine. | tear into a protein bar and
bite it, speaking through the salted caramel flavor. “A gentleman never tells.”

“Hey Jacks, is he blushing?’ Trevor mutters. “This is why you need to grow a beard,
man. It might preserve your dignity. ”

I’m trying not to smirk. I’m failing. My face is betraying me hard right now.
Because yeah, it went well.
Really fucking well.

But I’'m not giving these two the satisfaction of hearing about it. Not yet. Not when
I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that she texted me first this morning.



A little heart emoji next to a“ Bring extralicorice next time.”

That's basically alove letter, asfar as|’m concerned.

| head to the gym, needing to burn off the grin that’s basically tattooed onto my face.
Mid-bench press, my phone buzzes. | ignore it, thinking it’s just a meme from Trevor
about how “true love is when she doesn’t flinch at your morning breath.”

But then it buzzes again. And again.

Three messages. One from Venus.

| rack the bar with one hand and wipe my other on atowel before checking it. There,
glowing against my cracked screen, is a photo that momentarily breaks my brain.

Red lace.

Venus. Help me, fireman. | seem to be stuck in my bra.

| stop breathing for a second. | forget that I'm in a room with fluorescent lights and
the distinct smell of sweat and preworkout. | forget that I’ m wearing socks that don’t
match and that this girl ghosted me just afew weeks ago.

|s she serioudly flirting with me?

| look around the gym to ensure I’'m aone and do a fist pump of victory to myself. |
snap a photo of my gym shorts, very clearly showing the effect of that photo.

Me: On my way with the jaws of life.

Not five seconds later, the door to the gym swings open and Trevor strolls in, Jackson



right behind him.

“You hogging the squat rack again, Grandpa?’ Trevor asks, flinging his towel over
his shoulder like a coach who never made varsity and vicariously lives through his
son that barely made JV.

Jackson eyes me, squints. “Why do you look like you saw a ghost?’

Trevor leans over and whispers loudly out of the side of his mouth to him. “I think he
just sexted one.”

| grab a dumbbell to mask the absolute chaos in my pants and hope the pump pulls
the blood from my groin. “Just thinking about last night.”

Trevor raises a brow. “You know what they say about us men...we've got two heads
but only enough blood to use one at atime.”

We settle into our usual banter, but my mind is still spinning from her message. Not
because it was risqueé (though I’m not complaining) but because it was her . Reaching
out. Playfully.

Willingly .

And that tells me more than any confession ever could.

Later, when the guys head upstairs to raid the kitchen for protein shakes that taste like
chocolate-flavored drywall, | duck into the locker room and pull out my phone again.

Another picture. No face thistime, just legs, bare and tangled in red silk sheets.

Venus: You're late. The fire's spreading.



| bite my lip, scroll back to her first message. The little part of my brain that does
long division and knows how to file taxes? Gone. Torched. The only thought left?

Thisgirl isgonnaruin me.

And | think | want her to. No, | take that back. | definitely want her to.

| type back, thumbs shaking just dightly:

Me: Whenever you want, I'll be there. Not just for the fire.

No photo thistime. Just honesty.

Then | dlide the phone back in my pocket and head toward the chaos of lunch,
knowing that no matter what happens next, I'm not walking away from thisfire.

Not unless shetellsmeto.

And | know I’'m in too deep when that thought already devastates me.
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The city skyline dlips past the car window like we're fast-forwarding time, glass and
metal flickering in the sunlight. Callie hums along to some girly-pop song | don’t
know, and | try not to think too hard about why | agreed to thislittle getaway.
That ‘why’ is asix-foot-tall blond.

| need retail therapy. Girl time. Whatever distraction | can find today.

We're in the next city over. It's bigger, louder, and thankfully lacking in firefighters
who' ve seen me naked.

Callie whips the whedl into a parking garage, and the sunlight cuts stripes across her
face through the concrete dats. She parks, turns the engine off, and looks at me over

her chic sunglasses.

“You've been suspiciously chipper lately,” she says like she's been waiting until I'm
trapped miles away from home to interrogate me.

| frown. “Huh?”

“You've been humming,” she adds. “And smiling. And, this is the most damning
evidence of all: you' ve been washing your hair.”

| unbuckle my seatbelt with aroll of my eyes. “Y ou're reaching.”

She follows me out of the car with a smirk. “And don’t think | haven't noticed how
the shower drain has been clogged with your leg hair. We' ve been living together for



three years, V, and you don’t shave your legs for no reason.”

Okay, she has a point.

We step out into the crisp morning air, crossing toward a row of boutique shops and
overpriced coffee shops filled with granola moms. | link my arm through hers out of
habit, our boots clacking against the pavement in time with a street musician’s bluesy
guitar.

“I"'m not trying to pry,” Callie says, even though we both know she absolutely is. “I
just want to know what's got you walking around like you're in a tampon
commercial.”

| scoff. “ That’s offensive. | don’t even use tampons.”

“1t’ s ametaphor, babe,” she counters. “So...it' s the firefighter, right?’

My stomach flips. | play it cool. “Carter? | mean, he's great, but—"

She stops mid-step. “Oh my God, you just called him Carter. You used his actual
name. Not Vulcan. Not Vulva. You'regone.”

| unhook my arm from hers and keep walking, irritation creeping into my cheeks.
“It'snot like that.”

“V.H
| pause in front of a boutique with a window full of bedazzled cowboy hats and

glittery boots. “It's casual,” | say, repeating the mantra I’ve been clinging to for
weeks. “It'sfun. He' sjust...easy to be around.”



She raises an eyebrow. “Except for the part where he texts you good morning and
shares your love for the worst candy known to mankind, and gave you a nickname
after a Roman goddess.”

| turn sharply to face her. “Stop being cute. This is not feelings. This is just...
orgasms.”

Cdllie grins like she's won. “So emotiona support dick. Got it. | give it another
month before you’ re planning the wedding.”

| laugh despite myself and push open the boutique door. The smell of patchouli and
overpriced linen hits us like awall. We meander past arack of upcycled denim before
something catches my eye.

A dress.

It's fire engine red. Spaghetti straps. Short enough to tease. The kind of thing you
wear when you want to be the only thing someone sees in aroom. Callie follows my
gaze and lets out alow whistle.

| grin. “It’s cute, right?’

She tilts her head. “Planning to wear that on a real date with Carter?’ She sings his
name like she’ s mocking me on the playground at school .

“No,” | say, but | don’t make an effort to stop looking at it. Callie takes it off the rack
and holds it up to my body and forces me to turn toward the mirror.

Callie gasps. “This looks like you're ready to ruin someone's life. And red for a
firefighter? It was meant to be. You're going to be so smoking hot, he'll need
backup.”



| smirk to hide the blush in my cheeks, because she doesn’'t know about the red lace
bra | bought specifically to wear for him. “I’'m hoping he'll bring the thick hose.”

Callie chokes on alaugh loud enough to startle a woman browsing handbags. “Y ou’'re
such amenace.”

| carry the dress to the checkout and pretend it’s not a symbol of anything. It's just a
dress. For aman |I'm not dating. Who I’m not catching feelings for.

Just adress.

Later that night, | try it on in front of my mirror in the privacy of my room, twisting
side to side to see the full effect. My phone buzzes on my bed with a text.

Vulcan: Any chance | can see you tonight?

My fingers hover over the keyboard.

Me: Depends. Y ou bringing snacks?

He doesn't text back right away. | sit down on the edge of my bed and stare at the
ceiling. Thisis stupid. I'm being stupid. | like the way he looks at me, like I’'m the
only thing in the room. I like...

Damniit.

Him. | like him. And | shouldn’t. | can't .

The next buzz from my phone snaps me out of my spiral.

Vulcan: I'll bring the snacks.



| smile.

Me: I'll bring the dress.
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I’m standing in front of my bathroom mirror staring at a bottle of cologne. | do afinal
check before stepping out of the bathroom. Pits, deodorized. Face, shaved. Pubes,
trimmed.

Teeth? | smileinto the mirror at myself.
Sparkling.
It's not adate. She wants casual. It’s not a date.

But aso... she bought a new dress. For me. For her. For us. Whatever ‘us means to
her.

Not that she told me that outright, but when she texted * I'll bring the dress’ in
response to my invite, | saw the little preview of a photo at the bottom of the screen.

It opened into the most dangerous thing I've ever seen: Venus, in red, in her
bathroom mirror, biting her lip like she doesn’t know she’s the eighth wonder of the
world—or at least the one I’'m living in, and that’ s all that mattersto me.

| splash cold water on my face and dry off before tugging on a clean black tee and
jeans. | grab a plastic sack filled with the black licorice and barbecue chips before
heading for the door.

The whole way to her place, I’ m trying not to overthink it.

Thisisn't love. Not yet. Maybe not ever, if she's serious about not wanting anything



real. But it's something. The way she looks at me makes me want to be her safe
place, even if it'stemporary.

By the time | pull up outside her building, the sky’s turning purple, and there's that
edge of chill intheair that confirmsfall isfully settling in.

| knock twice. She opens the door with wet hair and no makeup. Barefoot. No dress.

For a second, | wonder if | got the night wrong. | pull out my phone and check. |
laugh nervoudly. “Sorry, | must’ ve gotten excited and got my dates mixed up.”

“No, you didn’'t.” Then she steps back, letting me in, and says, “ Disappointed?’

11 Na/er.”

We settle on her couch, some old horror movie playing on the TV for background
noise. She's in an oversized hoodie and curled up like a cat, one hand tucked under
her cheek, the other digging through the snack bag like it’s a stocking on Christmas
morning.

“You remembered the licorice!” she mumbles, chewing with a soft smile.

“1 remember everything,” | say, watching her instead of the movie.

She gives me asidelong glance. “That’ s dangerous.”

“I'm afirefighter. | like danger.”

“Danger, or adrenaline?’

She tosses a piece of licorice at me, and | catch it with my mouth. She pretends not to



be impressed, but | catch her smiling when she thinks I’ m not looking.

About twenty minutesin, her feet drift into my lap, stretching her legs. | rest my hand
on her ankle, brushing my thumb back and forth. It's not sexual. Not entirely. Just
comfort. A connection that doesn’t need words.

She doesn’'t pull away.

Halfway through the movie, she breaks the silence. “You ever feel like something
good is about to happen, so your brain starts making lists of al the ways it could go
wrong?’

| pause. “Not redlly, | tend to be an optimist. Why?’

Sheraisesabrow. “That'swhere | live, emotionally. Glass half-empty.”

| shift to face her more. “Can | tell you something?”’

She blinks at me. “Please don't say something profound. I'm already emotionally
constipated.”

| smile anyway. “I know you don't want anything serious. And I’'m not here to
pressure you. But if this thing between us ever stops being casual, | won’t run. Just so
you know. ”

She sits up, searching my face like she's trying to catch a lie before it escapes. She
pulls her feet away from my lap, but the distance suddenly doesn’t just feel physical.

It's emotional, too. She's closing off.

“What if | do?’ she asks.



“Do what?’

“Run.”

“l won't chase you, if that’s what you're worried about.” | lean forward and tuck a
piece of curly blonde hair behind her ear. “Instead, I'll wait right here. Until you stop
running.”

She doesn’'t say anything after that. Just leans in lowly and kisses me.

It's not the hungry, teeth-clashing kind of kiss we started with weeks ago. It's soft.
Careful. Like she's testing shark-infested waters and she's got an open, bleeding
wound.

| kiss her back, just as slow. Just asreal.

When we pull away, her fingers are curled around the hem of my shirt, anchoring
herself.

“Do you want to stay tonight?’ she asks as she slowly lifts my shirt, and her voice is
quieter than I’ ve ever heard it.

“Yeah,” | say, my hand moving to her thigh. “I really do.”
She nods, pulling my shirt off and then her own. | unhook her bra and toss it to the
side, sucking one of her nipples into my mouth as we help each other shed the rest of

our clothes.

She’s on my lap, wet pussy pressed against my aching cock, both of us trying not to
move.



“You got acondom?’ she asks, like she’d be devastated if | said no.

“Wallet,” | answer breathlessly, and with her position on the couch, she leans over,
digs through my pants that are discarded on the floor, and fishes my wallet from my
pocket.

The wrapper is torn off in a millisecond and she dlides it down my length like a pro,
wasting no time lining it up with her center.

She's so eager, and the lack of foreplay makes the initial stretch so much slower and
intimate. Little by little, she sinks onto my cock until I'm all the way in. She
whimpers a bit when she feels the full length of me all the way inside.

With full eye contact, she begins to ride me like she owns me—and who am |
kidding? She does. | let her fuck me in the way that feels best for her, grinding herself
down hard enough that her clit brushes against my pelvis with each pass.

My eyes roll back in my head and my hands go to her hips when her walls start
squeezing me, signaling that she's close. She begins to bounce higher, harder, and
faster. Her beautiful tits bounce in my face, doing their own mesmerizing dance that
has the male in me in a chokehold.

“Jesus, V, you're gonna make me cum,” | warn her, feeling myself reaching that
sweet edge .

“Not without me, you're not,” she breathes out, her face twisted in the pleasure she's
bringing herself.

“Oh yeah?’ | challenge, tightening my grip on her hips and anchoring my foot to the
ground. “Then let’'s get you there.”



Without warning her, | snap my hips up at a brutal pace. Her moans die out into
breathless, silent screams as the sensation takes over. She collapses into my chest,
giving us a new angle to work with, and | keep up my brutal pace. There's a cramp
forming in my hamstring but | don’t care.

“Ah, Carter, I’'m gonna—"

She doesn’t even get to finish her sentence. | explode into her and she's right behind
me, milking me with her silk walls until she’'s pulled my soul out of my body.

We're both spent, and | find myself wrapping my arms around her just a bit tighter as
she catches her breath while lying on my chest.

| meant what | said, that | want to stay tonight.

But the thing | want more? Is for tonight to turn into tomorrow morning, and then
tomorrow night. Then the next day. Then next week.

My heart hurts knowing that for her, our future won't extend that far, at least not in
theway | want it to.
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| wake up to the smell of laundry detergent and the steady rhythm of a heartbeat
under my cheek.

For a second, | forget where | am. Who I'm with. Then | shift, feel the weight of his
arm across my waist, and remember everything.

He's still asleep, mouth dlightly open, one hand resting on my hip like it's always
belonged there.

And God help me, | like it. | like him. | like the way my apartment doesn’t feel so
chaotic with him here.

Cdlie and | are always coming and going after long shifts, that this place feels less
like a home and more like a hotel.

But with him here, it feels more grounded.
He fits perfectly in my bed despite it being too small.

This is not casual. It's quickly turning into more and | can’t let it. He knows it
because | told him, but I know it because | know me and the baggage | come with.

| can’t do long term. It s not in the cards for me and I’ ve made peace with that. Carter
iIsaniceguy, and | don’'t want to play with his heart.

It's so obviously big and aching for love.



Lovethat | can’t give him.

| slide out of bed carefully, trying not to wake him.

My feet hit the cold floor as | shuffle into the kitchen, pulling his shirt down to cover
my rear abit more.

It smellslike him. Like cedar and soap and something warm underneath it all.

| lift the fabric to bury my face in the collar for a second before shaking myself out of
it.

Get agrip, V.

| don’t do this. | don't feel things. Feelings are messy. They make me do irrational
things, like plan your outfits for a man or get butterflies when | wake up next to him.

| brew a pot of coffee and try not to think about how he stayed. Not just physically,
but emotionally, too. He didn’t even flinch when | told him there was a chance |
might run. He planted his feet and practically promised he' d wait for me.

And | know those weren’t just empty words or a ploy to get in my pants. He meant it.
My phone vibrates on the counter with atext from my roommate and best friend.
Cdllie: So...did he bring the thick hose?

| roll my eyes and reply:

Me: He brought the whole engine.



Callie: Damn. I'm jealous. Think he's got any friends?

| laugh to myself and put the phone face down before grabbing two mugs from the
cabinet. Behind me, | hear footsteps and turn to see Carter walking in, shirtless,
rubbing sleep from his eyes like the small-town Roman statue heis.

“1 was gonna bring you coffeein bed,” | say.

He yawns. “ And miss the chance to see you in my shirt? Not a chance.”

| wrinkle my nose when he takes a sip of it with no cream or sugar. He sets the mug
down and leans on the counter, his gaze warm and unreadable. “So... was last night
okay with you?’

“Yeah,” | say quickly. “It was good.”

He studies me for amoment. “I didn’t mean the sex...| meant me staying the night.”

| study him back. “1 asked you to.”

He leaves that conversation there as if he's afraid pressing further will bite him in the
ass. He takes another sip of his nasty bean water, then gestures toward the fridge.
“Mind if | make something?’

“Be my guest.”

He finds eggs, spinach, and a little leftover cheddar and starts cracking eggs like he's
done it here a hundred times. Watching him move around my kitchen like he belongs

here... it'sdomestic.

And dangerous. | shouldn’t be letting him get comfortable here.



| exhale. “I’m not good at this.”

“ At cooking breakfast?”

“At... things.”

He chuckles, but doesn’'t say anything back, inviting me to elaborate but not pushing
the subject.

“l just don't want to lead you on,” | add. “I don’t want you to get stuck waiting for
something that’ s never coming.”

He sets the spatula down and turns to face me fully. “Y ou don’t owe me anything.”

| blink. “Then why do you keep showing up?’

He shrugs. “Because | want to.”

“But what if it doesn’t turn into anything? What if it stays casual forever and you
waste your time?’

He walks around the counter and stands in front of me, just close enough that | have
to tilt my head to look him in the eyes.

“One day when you're ready, we' |l talk about why you feel that way, and we'll figure
out what that means for us. For now, how about we make a deal that whatever thisis,
it staysreal?’

My throat tightens. | want to say something but nothing comes out.

Instead, | nod. He gives me a smile that assures me thisis all good enough for him.



For now.

But will it be enough when he finds out how broken | really am?
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If you had told me six months ago I'd be square dancing in the middle of town in
front of half of Terracotta, Georgia while trying not to trip over my own boots, |
would' ve said no way in hell.

But Venus loves dancing. It's how she lured me in that second time at the bar, and
when we came back to this place and she saw an opportunity to outdance the entire

town, it was on.

“Just follow my lead and they don’t stand a chance,” she says as we write our names
on the sign up form. “Don’t embarrass me and maybe you’ Il get lucky afterward.”

| smile down at her, but she doesn't seeit, distracted by placing her drink order at the
bar.

“I'm aready lucky,” | whisper to her back. She looks over her shoulder at me, her
eyes peeking out from my cowboy hat that she stole from me. Classic red flannel and
criminally short shorts paint the rest of her.

“You nervous, big man?’ sheask s

“1 run into burning buildings for aliving, you think I’m scared?’ | say to try and hide
agulp.

“You realize dancing requires rhythm, right?’

“1’ve got rhythm. | was born with rhythm.”



She raises an eyebrow that says she's pressing ‘X’ for doubt, but she raises her drink
to mine for atoast.

| spy Jackson and Trevor pointing at the sign-up table, and | know they’ve seen my
name on the paper. We meet eyes from across the room and they scramble over to us.

“Cooter!” Trevor yells over the music. “You're cruel, man, giving your girl
secondhand embarrassment from your suck-ass dancing skills.”

“She’s now been seen out in public with the three of us. What could be more
embarrassing than that?’ | tease down to her. She looks up at me and giggles, sliding
under my arm and wrapping hers around my waist.

My hand dlips into the back pocket of her shorts and | hold her close as we watch the
other entrants hit the dance floor. By the time it’s our turn, we might both be a little

bit too drunk to actually make this good.

But | don't care. Neither does she. She's bouncing on her toes like she's having the
time of her life.

“Youready?’ | ask, holding out my hand.

She looks at it like I've handed her something dangerous. “Just don’'t step on my
foot.”

| give her my most charming smile. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

The music starts, and the room erupts into a huge applause when we end up with the
best song of the night: Save aHorse (Ride a Cowboy).

Suddenly we're spinning, stepping, and laughing like we've done this a hundred



times.

Venusislight on her feet. | fumble over and over, but she pulls me right back in each
time like she's tethered to the beat itself. The crowd is clapping along, and someone
yells my name when | manage to dip her without dropping her.

That part? | didn’t rehearse. Pure instinct fueled by alittle too much rye whiskey.

She gasps a little when | catch her just before her head hits the floor, eyes wide,
mouth open.

And then she laughs like it’ s the best thing that’ s ever happened to her.

Nothing makes me feel more like a man who's got it al than hearing that sound come
out of her.

“Careful,” she whisperswhen | pull her back up. “Y ou do that too well.”

“Guess we're both full of surprises.”

We keep dancing, even when we're clearly off the beat. At one point, we're barely
doing sguare dancing at all. She breaks into a poor attempt at the robot, just to get a
reaction out of me. She succeeds.

We're sweaty and out of breath by the time the final round finishes, and we come in
third behind the elderly couple whose house burned down a few weeks ago. They
moved like they were possessed by the ghosts of competitive dancers.

Farr.

Just kidding. That shit’'s obviously rigged, but for good reason. When they won, the



entire bar donated to the prize pool fund to help them with rebuilding their lives.

“That was fun,” Venus says, wiping sweat from her forehead as we collapse into a
booth.

“See? You were so worried I’d embarrass you.”

She eyesme. “Don’t let it go to your head, Vulcan.”

She leans back on the bench, looking up at the neon signs overhead. Her smile
softens into something quieter. Content.

And suddenly, I want to ruin the mood by saying something honest.

| can’t help myself. So | do.

“You make it really hard not to fall for you,” |1 admit, with my head resting on my
hands as| stare at her like alovesick fool.

She freezes. Her entire body goesrigid. “Carter...”

“I'msorry,” | say, fast. “I’m not trying to scare you. But we promised we' d keep this
rea, right?’

She stares at me for along moment, like she'strying to decide if thisis the part where
sheruns.

Maybe she feels bad for me, because she does her best to relax .

“You should stop talking before you ruin it,” she says. It sounds harsh, but | know
shedidn’'t mean it like that.



She' s just protecting the parts of herself she's so convinced can’t be happy. | get it, |
do. But I’'m more of a wear-my-heart-on-my-sleeve kind of guy.

Even if that means she might be the next one to break it.

Before | can open my mouth and ruin it some more, she grabs my arm and pulls me
out of the booth and out of the door.
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The second we step out of the bar, the air hits us like a wall—thick with the first taste
of autumn clinging to everything it touches. The neon sign behind us gives one last
flicker before fizzling out, like even it’ stoo tired to pretend anymore.

We don’'t even make it half a block before Venus grabs my shirt and pulls me into
her. And | mean into her, like she's afraid I'll start talking again and needs to make
sure she shuts me up.

| kiss her back, memorizing the taste of lemonade and vodka on her lips, mixed with
fruity ChapStick. She' s delicious. Every bit of her. It makes me crazy for more.

“I live closer,” | huff out between a nibble on my bottom lip. I might have been
buzzed before, but I’ m perfectly sober now. She says nothing, just follows my lead as
we stumble towards my truck.

She nibbles on my throat, and | take that as the green light to stumble to my truck and
lift her into the seat.

The entire drive, I’ ve got one hand on the wheel and one hand all over her.

She's half naked by the time we get there and my belt is undone before | even shove
the key in the front door lock.

We don’t even make it to the bed. We crash to the couch. She lands on her back and |
catch myself over her, al without letting her lips escape mine. Everything is a blur.
Our remaining clothes are strewn all over the apartment, and my hands rest on her
hipsas | admire her body.



She doesn’t give me much time though, because she grabs my dick like she ownsiit. |
hiss when she gives it a squeeze and | reach for my discarded pants to find my wallet
and pull out a condom. She keeps stroking me and makes it very hard to concentrate
on getting it secured to me.

| take control of the situation again by flipping her over on her stomach and pulling
her hips closer to me.

“Good girl,” 1 whisper as she arches her back and wiggles her pretty little ass against
me. | dlip right into her with one easy thrust and she whimpers loudly. | pull out and
thrust back in, starting a rough pace that doesn’t seem to satisfy her.

“More, Carter. Please,” she begs. She matches my rhythm by slamming herself
backwards with each of my thrusts. | gather her hair into a ponytail in my fist and
pull, giving myself enough leverage to fuck her harder.

An empty glass on the table next to the couch gets knocked off from the vibrations,
shattering all over the laminate flooring. It only encourages me to go harder. | want
this entire apartment to be a bigger mess than Venus when I’ m through with her .

I’m railing her as hard as | can manage. Thisis not the kind of sex we normally have.
This is more primal, more urgent. Everything I’ ve been holding back is shoved into
each thrust, and | know she can fed it, even if she'd never admit it.

The acohol has been burnt out of my body by the adrenaline rush | get being with
her.

I’m perfectly sober, all of my thoughts consumed by this girl and whatever | have
with her, desperately trying to fuck my feelings into her heart because for now, it's
the only thing she responds to.



| can feel her fighting it, but | have to convince her to let mein.

| pull out, flip her over, and slide back in. | lean in as | thrust, Sower now. She
whimpers, and | know she wants it harder.

“Use your words,” | whisper as | nip at her ear. Her legs start to quiver around me.
“You close, V?Youwant to cum all over me?’

“God, yes, Carter.”

“Ask menicely.” | give her a hard thrust, and then stay buried asdeep as| cango as|
wait for her to give me what | want. She stays quiet, wiggling her hips to beg me to
move. “That sassy mouth doesn’t have much to say when you're stuffed full of my
cock, doesit?’ Another thrust. “Ask for it.”

“Please,” she begs, and | wish | had the self-control to ask her for more, but | don’t. If
| hold off any more I'll bust straight through this condom.

| plow into her with everything | have, wrapping my arms around her shoulders to
pull her into my chest. She screams my name so loud | feel aringing in my ears, but |
don't let up until | feel her squeeze my cock so tight it feels like her pussy is pulling
my soul from my chest.

| release deep inside her, the condom catching what feels like a nonstop cascade of
cum flowing out of me. | grunt into her ear as | slowly grind us both through the
aftershocks of our release.

After what feels like forever, | lift myself away from her to look at her face. Her red
cheeks and messy hair belong to me right now. | feel myself committing this moment
to memory, but hiding the adoration in my eyes.



| don’t want her to always be so ready to run.

She doesn’t say anything to me, simply lets out a string of deep, slow breaths as she
stares right back at me. She doesn’t have to say anything though.

| pull out, both of us shaking at the leftover sensitivity. | push off the couch and head
straight for the bathroom, disposing of the condom before falling into my bed, balls
empty and heart full.

About a minute later, she joins me in the bedroom and helps herself to the bed,
spreading out and leaving me with only the very edge. We lie there in silence for a

while, letting the fan cool us off.

My room smells like her. Like me. Like sex and something else that feels
suspiciously likethe ‘L’ word. But | can’t do that to myself. Not yet.

She flips over to her side and tucks her cheek into the crook of my shoulder and
chest, tracing lazy shapesin the hollow of my throat and around my Adam’s apple.

| hold her close, my arm resting comfortably on her hip as if | don’t know she's
planning how to make her exit without ruining the intimacy of the moment.

The longer we linger in the silence, the more | think. The more | want to say.

“Doyou fedl it?" | ask.

She doesn’t answer, but she lifts her head and begins looking around the room. “Feel
what?’

| turn my head to meet her eyes. “This.”



She shifts slightly away from me. Just a hair, but the distance might as well be miles.
“Carter...please don’t.”

“I’m not trying to. I’'m not. But you can’t deny it, can you? We promised we'd be
honest.”

“Maybe we should practice keeping more thoughts to ourselves,” she says, and |
think she meant it softly, but it amost snaps out of her like she's already exhausted
by the conversation. “I’ ve told you a hundred times thisisn’t going anywhere.”

“Butitis. Youknow it and | know it.”

“So let’s say | do. Hypothetically. | already told you this will never be serious, so
why do you bother bringing it up?’

She says it so coldly, so firmly. Like it's been rehearsed. A speech she's practiced
just for the poor guy who can’t let her go.

| take a deep breath. “Can | at least know why, V? Please...maybe it would be easier
if | understood where you’' re coming from. ”

She sits up, but pulls the blankets up to cover her chest. Not running, but it looks like
she' s getting ready to tell me ahorror story.

“I"m broken,” she says.

| sit up too, relaxing back on my elbows. “Is that what this is about? A bad
heartbreak?’

She shakes her head. “1 don’t mean heartbroken.



| mean really broken. Physically.” She goes still and looks down dlightly, gathering
strength for whatever it is she’ strying to tell me.

“1 lost my virginity when | was fifteen to a senior at my high school. Y ou know...the
whole young and in love thing. We didn’t use protection and after a few weeks, my

period was two days late and | started panicking about possibly being pregnant.

| was so scared of ruining both of our lives, and stupidly, | was afraid of him leaving
meif he found out.

| was afraid my parents would disown me.

| didn’t know what to do...sol...” Shetakes a deep breath.

“1 took my dad’s old truck and told him | was going out to the corner store for some
soda

But instead of going to the store I—I hit the gas and rammed head-on into a tree
hoping that I’ d do enough damage to miscarry if | was pregnant. ”

“Jesus, V,” | breathe.

“l know...it was stupid. | was unconscious, but when | finally woke up in the
hospital, everything got so much worse.”

In my mind, I’m wondering how.

Another deep breath leaves her mouth. “It turns out | did so much internal damage
that | had to have a complete hysterectomy at fifteen. They removed my uterus and |
completely lost my ability to ever carry children. And the worst part? | was never
pregnant to begin with. So | amost killed myself and ruined my future family over



nothing.”

She looks down in shame, and then with red-rimmed eyes, she gives me an
unconvincing smile. “Not exactly first-date material, huh?’

| don't know what to say. Mostly, | feel sorry for that girl that was so scared of a
baby that she would go to those lengths to eliminate a possibility she wasn't even

sure about.

| don’t want her to feel exposed, and I’m not sure | want to go back to asking what all
thishasto do with us, so | stay silent.

As if she didn’t just pour her heart out to me, she says, “Anyway, |'ve made peace
with it.

But guys? Men? It's usualy a dealbreaker, especialy since we're still technically
young.

| tell them, and they’ re nice about it, but the relationship doesn’t last long after.

Most guys want kids eventually, even if they say they don’t when they’ re young.

| get it, but it gets exhausting, so | just do everyone a favor and promise not to get
attached right from the beginning. ”

“You've given up on relationships entirely because of a mistake you made when you
were fifteen?’ | ask.

“No,” she says back, cool as a cucumber. “I just think it's only fair to be upfront
about my intentions.”



“That’sridiculous,” | say.

She givesmealook. “Isit?”

“Yes. You're intelligent, funny, painfully beautiful, and stubborn as hell. If some guy
walked away from all of that, that’s on him. Not you.”

“You don't get it, Carter. It'snot fair to ask a man to give up that joy for me.”

“Who says aman can't be just as happy with you? Only you. Not to mention there are
so many other ways to have kids. Adoption. Fostering. Hell, having a pet. You still
deserve to love and be loved for exactly who you are, regardless of your lack of a
uterus.”

Her expression softens for a second—but only a second.

“Do you want kids?’ she asks, like its atest.

“Don’t turn this around on me,” | warn. “Fuck what | want. This conversation is
about you. And V, I'm telling you that | want you, exactly how you are. | wouldn’t

walk away because of something you can’t control.”

She doesn’t say anything for a while, she simply lies back down and stares at my
ceiling. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“Okay,” | whisper. | mean it. As much as | want to get it through her stubborn little
noggin that she’s not any less of a person to me because of a trauma she went through
years ago, | don’'t want to push her too hard. Instead, | trace the lines of her face.
“How about a shower?’ | ask.

She glances over to me, brow raised. “Y ou kicking me out already?”



| grin. “Nah. Just figured I'd cook something while you rinse off. Unless you’' d rather
sit here marinating in our sins.”

She laughs, which is the best sound I’ ve heard al night. “Fine. But | swear, if you're
just trying to check out my ass again!”

“No promises,” | call over my shoulder as| grab her afresh towel from my closet.
While she showers, | scoop up her clothes from the floor and toss them into the
washer. | turn it on aquick cycle before digging around in my drawer for a clean shirt

she can borrow until her clothes are clean.

The fridge is depressing. Two beers, one dlightly brown apple, and half a pizza that
may or may not be from last Tuesday.

| choose the pizza and beers. Gourmet, right?
When she emerges from the bathroom with damp hair clinging to her neck and my
shirt around her thighs, it feels so...right. My brain short-circuits, because thisis al |

could ask for in thismoment, and I’ ve got it.

She plops onto the couch and manspreads, revealing her panty-less pussy. My dick
gtirs, but | ignore it. “Where' s my feast?’

| hand her a dlice of cold pizza on a one-dollar plate I got from Wal-Mart. In an
imitation Italian accent, | say, “It's afamily recipe from mi Nona.”

She giggles and takes it without hesitation, taking a big bite. “Perfection. ”

We end up on the couch, curled under a blanket, watching old cartoons that don’t
require anything but a low-functioning brain and a few snacks. Her head rests on my



shoulder. Her feet are tucked under my thigh.

Thisisthe kind of quiet people dream of. The kind of quiet that doesn’t need filling.

“You know,” | say after awhile, “I meant what | said earlier.”

“ About what?’

“About how I’ d be happy to have you just as you are.”

She doesn’t respond. But she doesn’'t pull away either. She just reaches for my hand
and holdsit like she’ s testing the waters of something more.

And that? That is enough. Sheis enough.

We watch the screen until our vision goes blurry and our bodies fall limp with sleep.
She curls up into my side like a puzzle piece, arm wrapped around my waist and head
tucked under my chin,

| don’t dare move, not even to move us to the bedroom. | just listen to her breathe,
and | appreciate this moment that she’'s giving me. It's obvious now why she's
always tried to be so distant, and | don’t want to pretend like thisisn’t a huge step for
her.

The ache in my chest tells me this is never going to be casual again, and | can only
hope that she can learn that ‘ serious’ with me will never be scary.

Serious with me means she'll never be alone or unloved again.
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Sunlight slides through the blinds in diffused stripes, landing across Carter, casting a
pretty glow over his stupidly perfect blond hair.

We're dtill exactly where we were last night, curled up on the couch and wrapped
around each other like we were afraid we'd float away if we let each other go. It's
warm and quiet, and for a moment, | alow myself to pretend this perfect little
moment will last forever.

Carter’ s phone alarm begins ringing, and he lifts his head with a groggy grunt before
shutting it off. He rubs his palm over his face. “We gotta get up,” he mumbles, before
sweeping a loose strand of my hair from my face asif it's the most natural thing for

him.

| groan and bury my head in his chest. “Already?’ | ask, asif | don’t already know
the answer.

“I’ve got ashiftin afew hours,” he says.

| groan again. “Yeah, me too.” | sit up and stretch slowly, sore in the best ways and
well-rested .

Carter rests his hand on my bare thigh as | pull the elastic out of my hair and readjust
my ponytail. “I’ll take you home to get ready. Coffee run on the way?’ he asks.

“I"'m fiending for an egg and cheese bagel sandwich.”

Carter chuckles. “We can stop for bagels too.”



| smile triumphantly, a new energy in my veins at the prospect of breakfast in my
future.

Ten minutes later, we're in his truck with the windows cracked and soft country
floating through the speakers.

The streets are just beginning to wake up, and there's a biting chill in the air from the
turn of the seasons.

| rest my forehead against the window and watch the streets pass by as Carter
aimlessly drums his fingers on the steering wheel.

We stop at the same cafe all of Terracotta, Georgia gathers at every morning.

It's buzzing with every working-age person waiting for their morning fix, and we're
no different.

We place our order at the drive-through window.

Black coffee for him, iced coffee for me.

The bagel 1’ve been waiting for is just as delicious as | had hoped it would be, and
Carter sneaks a bite while | sip my coffee.

An easy silence sits between uslike it belongs there, like it knows we don’t mind it.

He glances over and in between chews, asks, “Y ou good?’

“Always,” | say, still sipping my coffee. “Just alittle tired. We were up pretty late.”

A smirk findsits way to hislips. “It was worth it though, right?”



Finally, | look over at him and give him a smile that reaches my eyes, saying to him
what | know | won’t.

When we get to my apartment complex and he drops me off outside my building,
Cdllie is waiting outside, sitting on the trunk of her Honda waiting for me with a
proud smile on her face. She gives Carter afriendly wave.

| meet Carter's eyes and give him a small smile. “Thanks for the bagel, and the
orgasms. Text me later?”’

“If you're good,” he says, like he knows that’ s not gonna happen.

| smirk. “Me? Good? Always,” | say, before hopping out of the truck and running
into my apartment to change.

The hospital is chaos, as per usual. Labor and delivery is never quiet. Between check-
ins, screaming through contractions, new babies, and emergency c-sections, Callie
and | barely have timeto breathe, or pee.

God, | haveto pee.

By the early afternoon, the morning coffee has completely worn off and I’m running
on fumes. With only a few minutes to myself, | duck into a supply closet to ‘grab an
extra blanket for anew mom’ to finally let out areal exhale.

It smells like baby powder and alcohol in here, and it about perfectly sums up the
shift. | reach into the shelves, rummaging around for nothing to keep myself looking
busy when the door cracks just a second after it closes behind me.

| expect it to be another nurse looking for supplies, but instead, a hand wraps around
my mouth and another pulls me backward into a hard body.



“Shhhh.”

“Carter!” | gasp, turning around to face him. We're practically in each other’s clothes
with how tight this closet is. “What are you doing here?’

His hand touches my stomach and then trails downward, dliding right under the
waistband of my scrubs like he pays rent in there.

| freeze, hesitating at the thought of someone walking in, but then his fingers touch
me, and | melt. Instantly. All inhibitions gone.

His mouth brushes my ear. “Brought someone into the ER. Couldn’t stop thinking
about you so | slipped away to come find you. Don’'t worry, I’'ll make it quick. But |
needed this. | needed you.”

My brain tries to file acomplaint, form an objection, but my body shuts it down.

| grab the collar of his shirt and yank him closer, stumbling back and hitting the
shelves behind me with a soft thunk . Boxes rattle above me and giant pads rain
unsexily around us, but | don’t care.

His fingers curl inside me as soon asthey dlip in, pulling a gasp from my throat .

“Be quiet ,” he murmurs, grinning like the absolute menace he is, knowing he's
wrecking absolute havoc on my body. “Be good .”

As he begins to pump his fingers inside me, | reach into his pants and squeeze his
length.

He groans quietly into my ear and we both decide in the same moment that we want
to make the other break.



He adds his thumb to rub circles on my clit while | focus my attention on his head,
spreading his precum around to make the movements easier.

| bite my lip to keep a moan from dlipping out, but he' s using the curve of my neck as
his salvation to keep quiet. | bet he's leaving a mark, but that’s an issue I’'ll have to

deal with later.

All | care about right now is the way his fingers are touching me in the most delicious
way. He' sfulfilling acraving | didn’t even realize | was having until now.

It’s rushed, reckless, and a mess of hands and heat and shared desperation.

| bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from gasping.

He groans quietly into the side of my throat and | feel it in my spine.

The whole damn supply closet blurs until there’ s nothing left except him and me and
the pulse in my cooch.

And as soon as we're done dressing, he backs away like nothing happened. He
adjusts his pants, shoots me awink, and leaves.

Just leaves.

| stand pressed against a shelf of newborn diapers, trying to remember how to do my
job. My scrubs are rumpled and my heart continues to race as | straighten them out. |
smooth down my hair before randomly grabbing a few supplies and stepping back

into the hallway just like he did.

Like nothing happened. Like he didn’t just completely wreck me.



As soon as | leave the closet, the world returns to normal. Nurses share updates,
monitors are beeping, supervisors make small talk. Callie offers me half of her
granola bar.

| find a random room and deliver the blanket to the new mother, and she thanks me
for being so thoughtful and thinking of her. | smile with masterful deception,
accepting her appreciation as if my actionstruly were altruistic.

The next room over, | watch as an overly-cautious couple changes their new baby’s
diaper, asking if they’'re doing it right every five seconds. Then | move on. Chart.
Answer phones. Check on mothers. Pretend my skin isn’t on fire and Carter isn’'t on
my mind.

Pretend like | can’t hear him whispering in my ear.

Hours later, at the very end of my shift, | finally take a seat at the nurse’s station. I'm
exhausted, but somehow dying for attention from a certain firefighter.

My phone buzzesin my pocket.

Speak of the devil.

Carter: Worth it?

| stare at his name for a second, then answer.

Me: Maybe.

Me: | think we should try it again, just to be sure.
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The next time | see Carter, we're with the whole crew. Callie, Jackson, Trevor, and a
mixture of hospital staff and firefighters. We're loud, but that’s just because we know
how to have a good time. We crowd into the parking lot of an old bowling alley on
the edge of town.

Whoever decided that a glitchy, sticky arcade filled with neon signs should get stuck
to abowling aley with pinsthat ook like they’ ve been scavenged from a dumpster?

Genius.
Sure, maybe the bathrooms are gross enough to make you hold your bladder the
whole night and maybe there's a rat the size of a baby lingering somewhere in the

kitchen, but thisisthe kind of place where real memories are made.

I’ ve traded in my crop tops and denim shorts for leggings and a sweater. Still got my
boots, though.

Mostly to protect my feet from whatever diseases are multiplying in the old carpet.
This place has scarier floors than the hospital .

Carter and | dlide in behind everyone else, not in any rush. We've got al night. Three
whole days of no shifts, no commitments, and | couldn’t be more excited about it.

Carter and | have been texting a ton since he jumped me in the supply closet at work,
and | find myself missing him when he’s busy.

Missing him alot.



Silence without him is so uncomfortable. It's got this tension to it that I’'m not sure |
like. But as soon as | saw him across the parking lot, stepping out of his old truck and
meeting my eyes, | felt...okay. Normal. At peace.

Inside the arcade, the group naturally splits into smaller groups. Some go to the bar.
Some go to grab shoes and a bowling lane. Others exchange their loose bills for

arcade tokens.

Naturally, the boys insist they can dominate anyone at skee-ball. Men seem to think
that about anything that requires low brain power, zero strategy, and a big ego.

They’re gonnalearn today.

| dide afew tokens into the machine, tie up my hair, and grab a ball. | lightly toss it
into the air in challenge. “Y’ all ready to get humbled?’

Callie gives me a knowing smirk. Trevor rolls his eyes like I’ ve personally insulted
every ounce of masculinity in his steroid-pumped muscles. Jackson snickers like he
thinks my bravery’s cute.

Carter? He looks ready for war. “Game on,” he taunts.

“Show me what you’ ve got, big man.”

And he does. He makes some good shots in the beginning, but sinks his last four.
Jackson does even worse.

Trevor? He doesn’'t even score 5,000 points.

He shrugs asif it’s not bothering him. “It’ sjust skee-ball. Who cares?’



| make a crying face and pretend to rub my eyes, mocking him. “Awww, is the little
baby gonna cry because he’'s gonnaloseto agirl?’

“Big words coming from someone who hasn’'t even played yet,” Carter interjects,
defending his friend’ s honor.

| turn around, line up my shot, and sink my first ball into the 50,000 point slot at the
top. Clean.

Carter looks at me, mouth wide in disbelief. “What the hell?”

| stick my tongue out. “What was that about big words?’ | ask, before sinking yet
another shot. Thistime in the 10,000 point hole.

Eight balls later, and I’ ve beaten the high score in the arcade, triumphantly typing
“Venus' into the screen.

| don’t even haveto gloat, the boys know their place.

When | turn around from the high-score screen, Carter is leaning against the wall
behind me.

He' s got this quiet, focused look on his face.

Something like yearning. Like he' s been studying me and not the scoreboard .
Eventually, the group gets smaller. More intimate. Trevor and Jackson head straight
for the snack bar. Calie left with a wink and is flirting with one of the other

firefighters, leaving Carter and | alone.

He knows what | want. I ve been throwing him sultry glances and accidental touches



al night. | don’t say anything. | simply turn my back to him and head in the direction
of the restrooms and storage closets that hide in the very back corner of the arcade.

| know he'll follow. | can feel it in his stare. In his energy.

| slip into the storage closet and he dlips in right behind me. The old wooden door
shuts away the rest of the world, leaving us in the dark.

“Thislooks familiar,” he says with aknowing glint in his eyes.
| meet his stare and hoist myself up onto an old shelf. He clicks on the overhead light,
a single bulb above our heads. It hums as if it's a giant alarm telling everyone how

much sexual tension is conceal ed behind the door.

The room smells like lemon-scented floor cleaner, but the air was thick with
something more than just that chemical smell. It was desire. Heat. Want.

Maybe even something I’ m too afraid to admit.
From his place at the door, Carter prowls toward me like a predator calculating his
attack. His eyes trace up and down my body like he’'s never seen it before. The fabric

at the front of his pantsis taut from the strain behind them .

When he positions himself in front of me, he drops to his knees with a soft thud. His
eyes stare into my soul, sharklike with the ache to touch me-to taste me.

| forget how to breathe as he pulls my leggings down my legs with slow, calculated
precision. He doesn’'t even bother taking them al the way off. He gets them about

halfway down my calves and then hoists my legs over his shoulders.

He takes a deep breath as he stares at my sex, and the warmth from his mouth sends



shivers up my spine. My fingers wrap around the edge of the shelf, and when that’s
not enough, 1 wrap them in his hair.

When his tongue delves into me, | throw my head back and sigh, and then he does
that thing with his tongue he knows | like. The one where he circles my clit with just
enough pressure to make me—

“Ah, Carter,” | moan.

“We're just getting started, V. Someone’ s worked up.”

| let out half alaugh before | suck in a sharp breath at the feeling of him licking up
and down my center.

| try not to fall apart completely as he takes histime.

He works me over likeit’s hisfavorite thing to do.

Like with everything in hislife, he’s laser focused.

Methodical and maybe just alittle bit cruel because he knows | like that.

He knows exactly what he's doing, pushing me so close to the edge only to pull back
and start over again. He edges me until I’'m nearly in tears, crying his name and

begging for him to fuck me like only he can .

Just when | think he’s about to give me what | want, he pulls back and moves my legs
from off his shoulders.

“Carter!” | groan out, horny and frustrated and dripping wet.



His mouth is glistening, and his eyes are hot enough to set me on fire.

Vulcan, indeed.

“If you want more,” he says, low and smug as he licks his lips, “you’ Il have to wait.”

My mouth falls open. “That is messed up.”

“You'll live,” he sayswith agrin.

“Next time you want me to suck your dick, I’ [l remember this.”

He winks at me. “Looking forward to it.”

Then he backs out of the room and steps into the men’s bathroom to wash off his
face, leaving me standing there in a cupboard and wetter than the mop.

It takes me a few minutes to remember how to use my legs for anything other than
spreading them for a firefighter with a skillful tongue. When | emerge, Carter is
leaning against the wall, arms and legs crossed. The picture of smug nonchal ance.
“You look cute when you' re blushing,” he teases.

“You'dlook cute with my foot three feet up your ass.”

“Kinky. ”

| roll my eyes and we join the rest of the crew again. If anyone knows about how we
just defiled that closet, they say nothing.

Later in the night, long after everyone should be in bed, including me, | show up at



Carter’ sdoor.

No heads up. No text. | just...show up. | don't even know why | do, and | don’t
remember the drive here. | haven't even changed or showered yet, too preoccupied
with thoughts of him.

He opens the door, looking half surprised and half like he' s expecting a confession.

| don’t give him one. Instead, | step into his apartment with no rush, no teasing, no
tension.

Just him and | and the space between our bodies slowly fading away. | think a part of
me knows this isn’'t casual anymore, but | can’'t allow that. | don't want it and he
knowsit.

| need to let thisall go before | start falling harder, but | can’t. | don’t want to.

| can't be with him. He knows it, even if he doesn’t see me in the same broken way
that | do.

But | aso feel sick at the thought of never seeing him again after thisis all over. |
can't see usjust being...friends after all of this.

But al of those thoughts fade away when he kisses me like he’'s been waiting to do it
al night. It's filled with everything he shouldn't say to me, so he has to show me

instead.

| let him undress me piece by piece, and let his hands learn every inch of me like it
matters how well he knowsit. Like I’m not meant to be just another body in the dark.

When we land on the bed, he doesn't fuck me frantically. He doesn’'t fight me for



control. He doesn’t try to impress me.

It's just us. Him and I, letting ourselves fit together like the puzzle pieces he so
desperately wants us to be.

After we finish, | lie with my head against his chest, listening to his steady heartbeat
in the heavy but warm silence. | trace shapes on his chest like I’ ve done a dozen times
before.

“S0 are you always that bad at skee-ball?’ | ask quietly.

He laughs, low and gravely. “Maybe | just like letting you win.”

| smile against his bare skin. “ Sure you do.”

He doesn’t reply, and he doesn’t have to. The world keeps spinning, but right here, in
this room, wrapped up in this man who so clearly adores me, | feel like things might

be okay.

And that scares me more than anything.
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I’'m halfway through a turkey sandwich and the fourth quarter of a Falcons game
when the call comes through.

| freeze.
Briarview.

That's Venus apartment complex. If this town wasn't so small, | don’'t think 1'd
recognize the name. But it’s hers, so | do. The last bite of my sandwich turnsto ashin
my mouth as | stand, grab my gear, and head down to the engine, aready roaring and
ready to go.

| sneak acall to Venus on my cellphone, but she doesn’t answer, and | feel my hands
begin to grow sweaty with panic.

Trevor shouts from the bay, “Let me guess. That’s the building with the Nurse Hottie
you keep pretending you don't still think about? Don’'t sweat it man, this building’'s
fire alarms are shit. It’s probably just afalse.”

Suddenly, I’'m not sure | remember her apartment number correctly. Is she in Unit
23B? Or is it 32B? Or is it not even in building B at al? | can't think straight, an
uncomfortable worry racing through my veins.

Leroy rumbles down the road ten minutes later, sirens quiet this time, just lights
spinning red across windows and windshields. The call doesn’'t sound urgent, but my
pulse doesn't seem to care. It's beating like we've pulled a child out of a burning
hallway.



When we pull up to the apartment complex, there’ s no smoke. No crowd. Just one old
woman standing on the sidewalk in slippers, clutching a cat like a purse.

| hop out first and approach the leasing office rep who flagged us down. “Which
unit?’

“Top floor. 23B. Neighbor called in aloud aarm.”

“Anyone inside?’

“Don’t know. No on€e’ s answering.”

| nod. Try not to run.

| hit the stairwell with Jackson and Trevor behind me. The hallway reeks of cheap air

freshener and laundry soap. The alarm’s going off, high-pitched and shrill, like a

metal scream jammed into my brain. We bang on the door.

“Fire department! Anyone inside?’

Nothing .

Another knock, louder thistime. Trevor checks the door.

“It"s locked.”

I’m already stepping back. “Forcing entry.”

“Maybe we should—"

| ignore the protest and don’'t even care about the likelihood of getting written up for



forcing entry without permission, but | don’t care.

One solid kick. Then two. The door bursts open with a crack that echoes down the
hall.

And then, she's there, standing in the middle of her kitchen. Barefoot. Hair piled on
her head in a messy bun. Stubborn mascara that didn’t come off in the shower under

her eyes.

She’'s wearing at-shirt that | instantly recognize as one I’ ve been searching for in my
apartment for three days.

She's holding a frying pan in one hand and a towel in the other, and she’'s got
headphones blaring over her ears. Her smoke alarm is screaming overhead.

And she has the nerve to look at me like I’ m the emergency.

“What the hell, Carter?’ she yells over the beeping, setting down the pan and pulling
the headphones off her head. “ Are you kicking down my door now?’

My heart stumbles and restarts. “Y ou weren’'t answering. ”

“Because | was fanning smoke out the window!” she snaps. “I burned a grilled
cheese!”

Jackson enters behind me, confused. “ So... not afire?”’

“No,” she says, dramatically wiping her forehead. “Just a tragic culinary misstep. |
was trying to do something normal for once. Bad idea, apparently.”

Trevor peeksin. “Smellslike regret.”



“Smells like cheddar,” Jackson mutters.

I’'m still staring at her. Still winded. “Y ou’ re okay?’

She freezes at the tone of my voice.

The sarcasm dlips. The fight goes out of her shoulders. “Y eah,” she says quietly. “I’'m
fine.”

The alarm keeps shrieking.

| step forward, climb onto a chair, and disable it with a practiced flick of the wrist.
Silence crashes into the apartment like awave.

“Thanks,” she murmurs.

“Next time, answer the damn door ,” | say, trying to sound like I’m not still shaking.

Shefolds her arms. “Didn’t expect the entire station to show up.”

Trevor grins. “Well, someone panicked. Practically leapt out of the truck and tackled
your neighbor like a linebacker on the way up the stairs.”

| shoot him alook. “Get back downstairs. Secure the perimeter. ”

“There' s no perimeter,” Jackson protests.

“Make one.”

Trevor gives me amocking look and salutes me. “Y es, Lieutenant.”



They leave, smirking.

I’m alone with her now. And now that the adrenaline’s fading, something else starts
creeping in.

| look around her apartment. It's small, clean, but cluttered in a human way, like
there’ssigns of a busy life that takes refuge here after along day.

A soft throw blanket sits half-tangled on the couch.

A pair of clean scrubs hanging on a Command hook on the bedroom door.

A dog-eared paperback on the counter, pages wavy and discolored from a coffee
stain.

“You know, if you wanted to see me that bad, you could have just said so. Kicking
down my door was alittle dramatic.”

“1 tried calling. You didn’t answer. | thought you were in danger.”

“1 was. Burnt cheese is athree-alarm emergency, clearly.” She looks toward the door
and scowls slightly. “Y ou're paying for the repair.”

| step closer, ignoring her. “Don’'t scare me like that again, okay? I’'m sorry about
your door, but there was an alarm and no answer. | was just doing my job.”

She gives me a half-smile. “I know. Thank you, Carter. But I’'m fine. Really. My
music was too loud, | just didn’t hear the alarm. ”

| look at her for along time, memorizing every strand of that curly blonde hair piled
high on her head. Remembering how soft her skin feels under my fingertips.



Remembering that pain in my stomach every time we say goodbye after a night
together.

Right now, standing here in her apartment with the false fire and the rea tension
between us, | realize something | wasn't exactly sure of before, but I'm definitely
sure of now.

| love her.

Not just that sickly-sweet puppy love that usually creeps up between two friends, but
strong, confident love. The kind of love that makes you dread the goodbyes but count
down the seconds to the hellos. The kind of love where | look at her and the first
word that comes to mind is: home..

| love her.

“You okay?' | ask again, just to check.

She looks at me for along second. “Y eah. Fine.”

| nod to the charred remains of her sandwich. “Grilled cheese is DOA though. I'll
pass on the message to the next of kin.”

“lsn’t it pathetic that 1I’'m quickly approaching thirty and can’'t cook a grilled cheese
without summoning the entire fire department?”’

| shrug and give her a chuckle. “You might be terrible at grilled cheese, but I'm
decent at pasta. I'll show you tonight. For dinner. ”

“You just kicked down my door and now you want to play house?’ she teases. Then,
she gives me a smug expression. “Well, | guess I'll be needing somewhere to stay



while my door gets repaired.”

| give her a smile back. “I'll make a reservation for you at the Westwood Bed &
Breakfast.” | look around. “What about Callie?’

“She’s conveniently out of town for the next two days for her little brother’s college
graduation. So we'll just need one bed, please.”

“Alright, but you' Il have to share the space with the owner. | hear he's smokin’ hot.”

She flicks the kitchen towel at me, making a snapping sound to ward me out the door.

“ Bye, Carter !”
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My apartment smellslike bold, citrusy shampoo. It smellslike her .
And | fucking loveit.

| know she only agreed to leep here for a few nights while her apartment door gets
repaired, but the way | felt when | woke up this morning, knowing she was here,
knowing she would stay?

It'smagical. Surreal. | never want it to end.

She's ditting at my tiny round table near the kitchen, sipping on a Redbull. The
sunlight filters through the blinds and curtains, casting the floor and her bare
shouldersin pretty golden lines.

Thisisthe kind of morning peace that you never want to end.

“Want some pancakes?’ | ask, already reaching for the mix in the pantry. She hums
and nods back. | flip on the TV to watch the morning news, and she raises her head
from the daily crossword puzzle on her phone to watch the coverage .

Breaking News! The infamous East Coast billionaire Christian Reeves and his wife
Elena were found shot to death in their home this morning, along with both of Mrs.
Reeves parents.

Preliminary police reports believe this to be the result of a triple-murder suicide, but
details are unclear on which individual is responsible. The MCPD has been keeping
this case very tightly guarded while they investigate.



The Reeves recently adopted a child, who we can confirm was found safe in the
home by the family’s private chef, who has not agreed to any interviews and refuses
to comment on what he saw inside the home.

The fate of the Reeves Empire remains unknown, and stock prices have plummeted
due to investor uncertainty—

“Jesus. I've seen some things, but | can't even imagine,” | say, mindlessly flipping
the golden brown pancakes onto a plate and coating them with syrup.

That’s the thing about working in a job like firefighting or nursing...you sorta grow
numb to that kind of violence or tragedy after a while. You get afew that stick with
you, but otherwise you just learn to say ‘that’ s terrible’ and continue eating breakfast.

It's mostly just background noise for me thistime, but V seems more upset the longer
she watches the footage of the red, white and blue lights surrounding that mansion.

She seems to enter another dimension, her eyes absorbing the pictures on the screen
but her mind racing a million miles a minute.

| don’t interrupt her, just watch her face twist and turn with whatever emotions she's
trying to work through.

“That poor baby wakes up and her whole world is just...gone,” she murmurs, her
pancakes now cold and untouched.

| don’t answer. What am | supposed to say?
Of course | can’'t imagine it. I've pulled kids out of cars, dragged them through

smoke, held the hands of ones who tearfully waited for parents who will never come
back, but my life—my world—always kept turning.



How is a kid that young even supposed to understand what’'s happening, let alone
know how to process the grief that takes up residence in their lives uninvited?

Venus keeps watching the screen. “This is just another reason | won’t commit,” she
says. Sheletsit out so easily, like there’s not a man who adores her sitting across the
table right now. “When | die, | hope no one mourns me.”

That feels like a dagger in my chest. She hates a part of herself she lost so long ago.
She hates it so much that she almost wishes for loneliness. Begsfor it.

| wish there was something | could say to change her mind, but even if | could, now
isn't the right time. She wouldn’t respond well to words, and | hate the way her
shoulders sag as she tries to convince herself she's really unworthy of love—of even
being grieved.

Without thinking, | lean over and kiss her temple. Soft. Quick. Not even romantic.
Not anything other than a gesture of comfort .

She flinches like I’ ve just dlapped her, and | know in that very instant, that I’ ve made
amistake.

She dtills, and her body turns toward me. Not in a soft way or an inviting way, but
like I’ ve stumbled into atripwire and alerted her to danger.

She says nothing, just stands up and walks to my room. When she hears my chair
scrape across the floor she waves at me, still facing away.

“Just give me a second,” she says, completely void of any emotion—not even anger
or panic. Just...nothing.

“I'msorry...l wasjust—"



“1 know. | know you didn’t mean anything by it.” She finally turns to face me and
crosses her arms over her chest, visibly uncomfortable. “But the problem is that you
did. You wanted to. You needed to. We can’t...we can’'t keep doing this. This was
always supposed to be just sex, remember?’

“It’s never been just sex to me, and | think you know that. | wasn't trying to cross a
line, but | care about you, V. Why won’t you let me?’

“What makes you think | want or need you to care about me? You don’'t even know
my name.”

“Fuck. Seriously? | get that | stepped over the line, but you have no right to choose
who | do and don'’t care about.”

She completely ignores me and motions between us with her hands.

“This thing between us, whatever we' ve been doing, needs to go back to casual.

I’ ve always been honest about what 1’ ve wanted out of thisand | let you get too close
and I’m sorry.

But this’ she motions between us again, “is not happening. It's never going to
happen. ”

| stand there, my chest aching with hurt. | never expected her to be so...cruel. | don’'t
even know what to say anymore. | rub my face, and she disappears into my room and
emerges afew minutes later with her bag.

“1 forgot | promised Callie I’ d do some stuff with her today. | should go.”

She doesn’t even have the courage to look at me when she walks out, and | don’t



bother trying to stop her.

| simply say, “be safe” under my breath, and then she’s gone.

My apartment has never felt so hollow. Pancakes untouched. The TV is still playing
news coverage, but | don’t hear it anymore.

Maybe | shouldn’'t have kissed her. Maybe comforting her wasn't my job. Maybe a
part of me did want to cross aline just to see how she would react.

But thisisn’'t even about romance or our future. It's watching someone | care about
shoulder a burden on her shoulders I’m willing to share with her.

| can only hope that this distance she's put between us is temporary, because | don't
want to imagine my world without her in it.
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The fluorescent lights in the labor and delivery ward buzz overhead like always.

Too bright, too loud, and too sterile. | step off the elevator and into the usual chaos.
Soft beeping monitors. A nurse laughing down the hall.

Someone crying behind a closed curtain. All of it familiar, al of it steady.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. | don’t need to look to know who it is. There's only
one person it could be and it's the same person | don't want to hear from this

morning, the rest of the day, or maybe even the rest of forever.

Carter: I’'m really sorry about earlier. | didn’t mean to overstep. Hope work goes okay
today.

| stare at the message for a beat too long, then lock my phone and shove it back into
my pocket without responding.

Itisn'tthat I'm mad .

Okay—maybe I'm alittle mad.

But mostly, | don't know what there is to say. |I've been crystal clear from the
beginning. No expectations. No mess. Just sex when there's time in our busy lives.

Just something that doesn’t ask too much of me and has even fewer expectations.

Lately though, everything between us has started to shift. Lines are more blurry,



gestures are more meaningful, and things started getting a little too fluffy to be purely
casual.

That kiss on the forehead was too much. Too close for comfort. Too natural for him
to just do without even thinking.

| roll my shoulders back and walk to the nurses station, aready scanning the
board—two scheduled inductions, an emergency C-section pending, and a first-time
mom having a slow panic attack in triage. Perfect . A full date.

Work is the only place where everything makes sense right now. Where I'm in
control and no one tries to make me feel more than | want to.

Somehow, between the running back and forth and the changing into a fresh pair of
scrubs because a newborn peed all over me, Callie catches me.

“You okay?’ she asks, eying me over like she’'s checking for injuries.

“Yeah?' | say, losing myself in a chart. She gives me an unconvinced ook, but
moves on. If she knows one thing about me, it’s not to push. She knows I’ talk about
things when I'm ready to, and not a second sooner .

By noon, I’ ve helped deliver twins and scrubbed in on a C-section. After that, | guide
awoman through a Pitocin contraction that makes her scream like she's being split in
half. There’s no room for thinking about firefighters on this shift, which is exactly
what | needed.

Cdlie and | meet after our shift at the hotel room she's been staying at after the fire
alarm in our apartment building. There was no way | was going back to Carter’s, but |
know that her letting me crash here comes with a steep payment of spilling the beans.



“You look like shit,” Callie says, stepping out of the steamy bathroom with a towel
on top of her head.

“You look like you need a knuckle sandwich.”

She snorts. “Areyou five?’

| roll my eyes. “Shut up and get to it already.”

She smiles, jumps on the bed, and pulls a blanket on top of her legs like she’s getting
ready for story time. “I want to know everything.”

| sigh. “It’'s Carter.”

Shelooks at me like I’ ve just insulted her. “Duh. No one else would have you moping
around all day like this. What happened?’

“He caught feelings. Strong ones, even though | told him from the beginning and
about a dozen times after that | don't want serious. The last time | saw him...he

kissed me on the forehead.”

Callie gives me alook of complete disbelief. “Y ou’re shitting your pants over a kiss?

“It's not just the kiss!” | say defensively. “It was what was behind the kiss. | felt it.
We were watching a sad news story that was really getting to me and—"

“And...he comforted you in atotally normal way?’

“Kissing your bootycall on the forehead is not normal. And that’s not even the point.
The point is, he felt that things were casual enough between us to do it in the first



place.”

Callie waves her hands to get me to stop talking.

“S0 let me get this straight. Y ou're at his house more than your own apartment.

Y ou go out all the time. He brings you coffee and lunch randomly.

He bought a loofah for you to keep in his shower, and last week | found his shirt in
our washing machine...

but a kiss on the forehead was too casual for you?”

“Yes,” | say absolutely, though it does sound incredibly ridiculous when she says it
out loud. | rub my temples. “None of that stuff gives him the right to start acting like
we have something when I’ ve told him | don’t want that.”

“V,” she says gently. “Don’'t you think this was kinda inevitable? Anyone with eyes
can see how good you two are for each other. It was inevitable someone was going to
catch feelings, it just happened to be him because you' re emotionally constipated.”

| feel something twist in my heart. “1 told him my boundaries.”

“Uh-huh. And every time you assert them, does he respect it?’

“Yes, but—"

“And what did he do when you told him the kiss made you uncomfortable?’

“He apologized, but—"



Callie snaps to get me to shut up again. “Wake up , girl. What else could you want
from that man? Space? He' s giving it to you right now.”

| don’'t answer.

“You're not in the wrong for being scared.

| getit. You have your reasons. But Carter...

he' s different. | seeit, and | know you see it even if you won't admit it to yourself.

The guy is crazy about you and he’ s not going to stop feeling that way.

And feeling something back isn’t going to kill you, V.

It might be scary, and yeah, maybe it doesn’t work out in the end.

But that doesn’t mean it isn’'t worth trying.

Y ou deserve your own happily ever after. ”

| pull out my phone again, open the messaging app, and stare at the message from this
morning.

Carter: I'm really sorry about earlier. | didn’t mean to overstep. Hope work goes okay
today.

| think about it, long and hard. His message isn't clingy or loaded. It’s...thoughtful
and careful. He knew he needed to say something, but still gave me the room |
needed to work out these confusing feelings.



| still don’t reply. Not because | don’t want to, but because when | do, | think Carter
deserves to know where we stand, and I'm still trying to figure that out myself.
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I’m halfway through a protein bar and a Monster energy drink.

Boots off, hogging the entire bunkroom couch while the low murmur of an old
documentary plays in the background.

The station is quiet, with the always-lingering smell of coffee, sweat, and soot that
never quite leaves no matter how often we mop the floors.

My phone vibrates, and | jolt upright when | see the name on the screen.
Venus:. You busy tonight?

Just like that. No emoji. No excited punctuation. An uncomplicated question with a
very complicated answer.

Me: Sorry. On shift until tomorrow morning.

Venus. Tomorrow night, then?

| stare at the screen for much longer than needed, just trying to form rational
thoughts. | know what she wants. She's made it very clear it's the only thing she's
willing to take from me, despite me being so ready to give her everything .

Me: What time?

Venus: 10?



Me: Okay.

| drop my phone into my lap and rub my face with both hands, stretching the skin
under my eyes, hoping that when my skin pops back into place it will knock some
sense into me.

It doesn't.

A few weeks ago, her texts asking to meet up would have had me cleaning the
apartment, giving my face a fresh shave, maybe even stocking the fridge with her
favorite snacks. Maybe even shaving my nuts.

Do you know how uncomfortable shaving your nutsis?

Now, though? Her texts just sit uneasy in my gut. Sits heavy on my chest like a
weight that’s waiting to crush me flat into the ground.

The thing we had before, it worked when it was new. It worked when | didn’t care, or
at least tried to tell myself | didn’t.

Now? It just hurts. Like an inevitable breakup, and we were never together in the first
place. Just a dull and constant ache that | can’t remedy with ibuprofen.

Venus has aways been clear with me. She didn’t want strings and she didn’t want
pressure. She just wanted a good time. For a while, | was happy to give her that, but
It's become too obvious that it’s no longer enough for me .

| want her laugh to echo off the walls in the morning and her snoring to fill my ears
every night. | want her to tell me how her day went in the morning after a shift while
she showers and | brush my teeth.



| don’t want her to leave after agood night. | want her to stay.

And that’ s the exact opposite of what she wants.

For a moment, | think about canceling. Just texting her back and making up some
sorry excuse for why | can’'t see her.

But | don’'t, because the truth is, I'm not ready to let her go, even if every part of me
IS screaming to just get it over with to protect myself from any more hurt.

| finish my shift. Three false alarms and a tiny trash fire. Nothing that wears me out
enough to give her atruthful excuse of * I'mtired’ to cancel on her. So | drive home,
take a long, hot shower, and try to pull myself together enough to try and convince
her to stay thistime.

I’m still dripping wet, trying to use my towel to remove the conditioner | didn’t rinse
out well enough from my hair when | hear a knock on my door. | wrap the towel
around my hips and walk to the door, peeking through the peephole.

| check the clock hanging above my couch. 9:42. She's early.

My heart jumps asif it doesn’t know any better. When | open the door, she’s standing
there in a hoodie she's stolen from me and a smile brighter than the sun. | wish |
could give her that same smile back, but | can’t, and she notices.

Her smilefals. “Hey,” she says.

“Hey,” | reply, trying to keep my voice normal. | find myself leaning against the

doorframe, almost blocking her way in. Her eyes sweep over my wet hair and bare
chest. “Sorry, you're alittle early.”



She shrugs. “1 was bored.”

Y eah. That’s the problem. I’ m the sucker she runs to when she’ s bored.

“But | can come back if you need some extratime to get pretty for me,” she adds.
“No, you're good. Just give me a sec to get dressed.”

She walks past me like she belongs in my apartment, like how | desperately wished
she did. | close the door behind her and she drops her bag and tosses off her hoodie.
Underneath, that red lace bra from before.

“You don't need clothes,” she says, before stripping off her leggings too.

Like the sad, lovesick man that | am, | give her exactly what she wants. No
bargaining, no sweet kisses, no anything that would make this mean anything to her.

| get on my knees and pull her panties down her legs. | hook one of her thighs over
my shoulder and suck on her clit from my place on the ground. She grinds her hips on
my face, spreading her wetness across my lips and chin.

| try to keep eye contact with her, but it's aimost like she knows that’s what | want,
and so she looks everywhere but at me. Like she doesn’t want to see what she's done
to me.

She doesn’t want to see how much | want more than just sex.
Like she can feel my thoughts, she steps away from me, takes my hand, and pulls me

to the bedroom. She climbs on the bed, face down, ass up, wiggling her hips and
showing me exactly what she wants from me.



But if thisis realy what she wants, then | want her to see me. So | force her to flip
over. Not in a rough way, but in a desperate way. She finally finds the courage to
look at me, and only then do | slip inside her. No condom this time.

Just me and her and nothing in between.

And | do mean literally nothing. She's looking at me, but there's nothing there. It's
like she's a shell. The walls I’ve spent so long trying to break through with love,
she’ s rebuilt them.

| snap my hips into hers, no longer interested in prolonging this. This should be a
beautiful moment, but instead, it’s just two people who couldn’t be more opposite in

their expectations, pretending everything is okay.

She grabs my shoulders and forces my head into her neck, no longer willing to look
at me, and | don’t fight it. I ssimply fuck her like she wants.

Emotionlessly. Passionless.

| seat myself deep inside her when | come, and I’'m not even sure | paid attention to if
she finished aswell .

But this is the kind of inattentiveness she should expect from sex that should mean
nothing.

Thisiswhat she wants, right? So | shouldn’t force myself to feel bad about it.

When we catch our breath still tangled in each other’s arms, there's a moment that
lasts no more than a millisecond, where she looks like maybe she's considering

staying.



But | know better than that.

“It's late. I'm kinda beat from work. You should probably head out soon,” | say,
though it’sreally not what | want.

She stiffens. “Oh,” she whispers, then untangles herself from me. “Right. Y eah.”

A stupid part of my heart convinces me | see aflicker of hurt in her eyes, but | know
better than that, too.

She gets dressed in silence, facing away from me to save us both the awkward
glances.

| don’t want her to leave, but | also don’t want my heart to feel like aliability to her.
No dinner. No small talk. No breakfast.

She texts, | answer. We meet, we fuck, we leave.

That's our pattern for amonth .

At first, it's a way for me to take back control of this thing we have. | follow the
rules, never overstaying my welcome or bombarding her with my feelings. | tell
myself that thisis better, that I’m saving myself the heartbreak.

But by the fourth or fifth time, it starts wearing down on me, like a grindstone straight
to my soul. Every time | see her, it now fills me with dread. I’'m cold, robotic, and
hollow when I’'m around her. Literally a different person than when I'm with my

buddies or anyone else.

I’m no longer saving myself the heartbreak, just prolonging it.



Venusis different too. She smilesless. She's quieter. She's less mouthy, which is one
of thethings| love about her.

But she never bothers to ask why 1I’ve suddenly grown detached, and the longer this
goes on, the less | think she cares. | won't bother giving her any more of me, and |
won't offer her another version of this,

One, because I'm scared she' |l say no, and two, because she's always made it so clear
to me that it’s not what she wants.

This time, when the door closes behind her, | go back to my room and sit on the edge
of my bed. | stare at my rumpled sheets that still linger with her scent. My chest feels

tight. My throat burns.

Thisisn't working for me. Not anymore. I'm not willing to keep going like this—with
this distance between us .

| miss her laugh and the way she borrows my socks while hers are in my washing
machine. The way she hums while she brushes her teeth and steals a handful of black
licorice before she |eaves.

| miss her. Not the hookup or the distraction. Her.

| get up and walk to the kitchen, filling a glass of water from the tap. | take a small
sip and stare at my empty apartment. It feels uncomfortably big and void of life. This
has been my home for years, but suddenly, it's missing something.

And | know exactly what it is.

Or rather—who.



The next time she texts me comes just the next day.

Venus. Free tonight?

| don’t reply right away, just let it Sit there while | stare at the words on the screen.

| want her, | do. Just not like this.

Me: Can wetalk first?

She reads the message. Then a typing bubble pops up. Then disappears. Then comes
back before disappearing again, before it leaves for good.

No response. The phone is as empty as my apartment.

| wait aimlessly on my couch with a movie on mute in the background. | just want an
answer, evenif it confirmsthisisasone-sided as it feels.

She never bothers replying. | tell myself she'sjust busy...or just forgot to press send.
| set my phone down an d resist the urge to check it every few seconds. | even ignore
the phantom vibrations. Just let it sit there.

On the back of my phone case, there' s a holographic sticker of a stegosaurus that she
won from the bowling aley. It's a harmless, stupid thing, but it's something else that
hurts my chest.

Just another reminder of something | can’'t have.
| don’t know if she'll reply, but even if she doesn't, | need to tell her the truth. Just let

her know what’ s going on with us from my perspective, and hope to God she'll meet
me halfway. | want to be seen by her. | want her to choose this. Choose us.



| can’t keep carving mysalf up into little pieces just to keep her more comfortable.

If she’s not even willing to hear me out, then I’ [l have to let her go.

Even if it splits me open.
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My gas pump clicks off automatically with a loud thunk . | yank the nozzle out and
shove it back into its dirty cradle with more force than necessary. I’ ve been a mess
these past few days. My head isin another galaxy.

| thought seeing Carter again would fix everything and that things would feel normal
again, but | was so wrong. He showed up, puppy dog eyes begging me to tell him
everything will be okay. Instead of giving that to him, | gave him my body instead.

And | could tell by the end of it that it wasn’t enough for him. The way he looked at
me, so defeated but hopeful, made me want to crawl out of my own skin.

| should have seen this coming. Scratch that—I did see this coming. The jokes
softened. The silences became more comfortable. The trauma-dumping happened.
The way he began to touch me suddenly felt different. He was no longer just
undressing me, but aching to understand me.

And | let him. | didn’'t stop him. Not even once. Because | stupidly told myself it was
harmless. | told myself he knew what he got into and he wasn't really falling.

But he did, and | watched it while doing nothing to stop it.
And as soon as things got complicated, | had the luxury of running away because |
don't feel the way he does. That makes me a selfish coward. | should have just

stabbed him in the heart. It might have hurt less than sleeping with him again.

| realize I’ve been staring at the little receipt at the pump a little too long. | tear it
free, shove it into my purse, and make my way inside the convenience store. | hope



caffeine and a snack will reset my brain.

That’swhen | see him.

No, not him him. Not Carter him . Jackson him .

He has a red Gatorade in his hand and his jaw is set in that kind of way where you
just know the man isirritated. | happen to meet his eyes and give him afamiliar smile
out of habit.

“Hey,” | offer.

He doesn’t smile back, and sharply says, “Hey.”

| tilt my head trying to read him. “Are you okay?’

“Yep. Fine,” he snaps again, sounding even more irritated.

In between the chips and the Twix, | cross my arms in front of him. “What is your
problem?”

He faces me, full-on stares me down like a disappointed father, and sneers. “My
problem is that you' re fucking with a guy who doesn’'t deserveit.”

| feel like he'sjust splashed cold water on my face. “Excuse me?’

“You heard me. That shit you've been doing to Carter, screwing with a guy who
would move the fucking moon and stars for you. That’s my problem.”

A woman sneaks in and steals a bag of pretzels from behind Jackson’'s frame. “Don’t
paint me out to be some manipulative villain. He knew exactly what this was from the



start.”

Jackson’s stare doesn’t waver. “Y eah. He did. But that doesn’t make it okay.”

“1 didn’t promise him anything.”

“No,” he says, stepping closer, “but you knew. You saw the shift. Y ou watched him
fall, and you kept showing up anyway.”

“l didn’'t let him do anything,” | snap. “He's an adult. He could’ ve walked away
anytime.”

Jackson leaned in, voice sharp. “He's stupidly in love with you. It's kinda sick how
you know it, and you still keep going back. Y ou keep letting him believe that maybe
thistime you'll feel the same.”

| look away. “It’s not that simple.”

“Itis,” he said, softer now. “You should’ ve pulled back. Should ve been honest. Not
for you—for him. Calling him these past few weeks was a mistake. Y ou knew you
still didn’t want more, but yet he came running to you every time because he loves
you and wants you to seeit.”

| don’'t have a comeback that doesn’t sound like a sorry excuse. Because everything
he's saying? It's not wrong. He's read me and Carter’s thing like an open book, and
now |’ m the antagonist in my own story.

“Look, whoever you redly are, * Venus , you're not a bad person,” he says, “But
you're doing a bad thing. Y ou’ re playing with my best friend’ s feelings like putty and
| don’'t likeit. You're just going to break him.”



“l still don't understand how this is my fault.” My voice cracks a little, more
frustration than volume. “Why is it always the woman who gets blamed for feelings?
Cdlie said the same thing to me. Apparently | signed up to be the bad guy in
someone else’ sfantasy. | didn’'t ask for any of this.”

“Maybe you didn’t ask for it, but it happened, and you let it. That's why you're the
bad guy. If you don’t feel that way about him, that’s fair, but at least break it off for
his sake. HE's in too deep and | don’t think he has it in him to be the one to let this
go. You haveto doit.”

“Youdon't getit,” | mutter.

“Then explainit.”

“You're acting like | don’t care about him at all, like | want to hurt him. | like him. Is
that what you want to hear? | like Carter, a lot. But he knows why | don’t want
commitment, and I’'m not changing that because things got messy. I've been clear
with him from the start.”

“All of that would have been fine if you had let him go. But you didn’t.

You've caled him every time you’ ve gotten lonely and he came running like a lousy
puppy to his owner.

And now you’ re throwing a tantrum and acting like a selfish brat because you played
with his feelings.

You let him fal for you until he was in ahole he can’t climb out of anymore.

" He takes a deep breath, and I’'m stuck staring at him.



He turns from me. “1 said what | needed to say. Enjoy that commitment-less life. |
hope the sex was worth breaking him.”

And just like that, he walks off, checks out at the cashier, and leaves. When | get back
into my car, | just...sit. No music. No tears. No A/C.

Just as I’ m getting ready to leave, my phone buzzes with a new text.

Carter: Come over?

| stare at his name for along time. | type the word no and hover my thumb over the
send button.

Then | clear the text box and retype yes .

And just likethat, | realize| really am the villain.
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| don’'t know at what point | lost all my dignity, but like aways, my only way to see
her was a promise of sex, even if that's not realy what | wanted from this. It's the
only way she’ll give me the time of day.

I'm still stupidly hoping that one day, I'll open the door, and she'll jump into my
arms rom-com style and everything will be okay after that.

But it never is. It's our same routine. She gets here, | lick her pussy, we make a mess
of each other, and she leaves. She leaveslikeit's so easy for her when it kills me each
time she walks out of the door.

She didn’t leave last night, though. She stayed over, slept in my arms, and then woke
up with that ‘this was a mistake’ look she gives me every time. | don’'t really know
when this shift happened.

Everything was going so well and then one day, it wasn't. | don’t even think it was
the forehead kiss that did it, either. | think she realized she was falling too, even just a
little bit, and it scared her.

Now, she acts like I'm a stranger again, and | don’t know how much more of it | can
take. How much more am | willing to put myself through for a girl who has told me
time and time again that she doesn’t want me?

She gives me the grace of letting us stop for coffee together before our shifts, but
mine has been cold for along time. | haven't touched it. It's not like it would make
me feel any more dlive.



We sit in a corner booth, awkward silence filling the space between us.

The hiss of the espresso machine on the other side of the cafe does its best impression
of white noise, but it does nothing to ease the tension.

| have my boot propped up on the opposite bench, absently but maybe purposefully
locking her in the booth so she can’'t run until we finaly talk about this, because |
can’'t move on until | know for sure where we stand.

The coffee shop is mostly empty and everyone inside is half-aslegp. But not me. I'm
fully awake and aware of the woman sitting across from me.

She scans the room like she's expecting to get ambushed, but it’s just me and her.
The second she accidentally meets my eyes, she shrinks into herself like a puppy
getting scolded by her owner.

She takes a deep breath. “Will you just tell me what’s going on with you today?’

| run my hands through my hair, jaw tight. I’ve been rehearsing this for a while,
trying to remember everything | want to say, but suddenly, | can’t remember any of
it. | default to the only thing I can truly remember.

“I’ve fallen for you,” | say, looking down as if how my heart feels about her is
something | should be ashamed of. She straightens her spine—I can see it from the
corner of my eye. | lift my head to examine her face, trying to find out what she's
going to say beforeit falls from her lips.

The curve of her mouth turns dightly down. Her fingers toy with the sleeves of her
hoodie. Her eyes are beautiful but distant. | think at this point, | could fall in love
with her a hundred times over and still notice something new and beautiful about her.



She givesme alook like I’ ve just spoken aforeign language.
| sigh. “I know, V. | know this wasn’t the deal and you said no strings, but | can’'t
pretend anymore. You deserve to know how | truly feel and | need to say it, at least

once.”

She doesn’t flinch away or grow any more stiff than she already is, but she does lean
back against the sticky seat of the booth and stares ahead at nothing.

“You already know what I'm going to say,” she says, without meeting my eyes.

“Yeah. That you don’'t want this. You don’t want me.”

Her head turns to me. “Don’t say it like that. Don’t make it seem like I’ ve hurt you.
We made the decision to hookup when we wanted.”

“We also made a promise to be honest with each other, and we both have been. When
we started this, | had every intention of getting you to fall for me back, | did. But then
you made it so clear that you didn’'t want that, so | followed your rules best | could.

But...I can’t do that anymore. | don’'t want to. ”

She looks at me, and her stare is brutal. Not because it’s hateful or cold, but because
it's...emotionless. “Okay. So what do you want to do about this?’

“The truth would be a nice start,” | answer. “I know you didn’t want serious a few
months ago, but what about now? What about us? Doesn't it feel like more than just a

hookup to you? Don't...don’t | mean more than that to you?’

She doesn’'t answer. Just sighs.



Her silence is answer enough, so | add: “I’m not trying to get you to be someone
you're not, but you can’t ask for my body anymore and expect me to pretend | don’t
care about you .”

She nods. “I know.”

And for one second, one fucking second, | thought she might meet me halfway.

“So | think we shouldn’t see each other anymore.”

Her words knock the air right out of me. | stare at her like | didn’'t hear her right. Like
maybe she said those words, but they came out wrong. She misspoke. |
misunderstood.

Her voice goes quiet. “Y ou're agood guy, Carter. I’ve told you what | can’'t give you
and what we can’'t have together. Y ou deserve a girl who can give you those things.
Someone who wants the same things as you, without all this...complication.”

My shoulders sag. “You're not even gonna try?’ | ask, and my voice cracking gives
away the hurt in my chest. “You're just...walking away from this?”

“Carter, there was never a ‘this , there was never an ‘us’ . | told you from the
beginning it wouldn’t happen. | respect you for being honest with me, and I’ m sorry |
can't be that girl for you, but if you truly feel that way, then we don’t need to drag
thisout. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

“V, please,” | beg, actually beg . “Don’t give up on this yet. If you walk away 1...1
just don't want to look back on everything we've done together and the memories
we' ve made and resent them. | don’t want to look back and realize that none of it
mattered to you.”



She hesitates, and the silence between us turns from an uncomfortable tension to
painful finality.

“It did matter. It did. But...it ends here.” She reaches across the table like she didn’t
just rip my heart out and strokes her hand along my cheek. | lean in on instinct and
she kisses me softly on the cheek.

Just enough to wreck me alittle bit more.

“I"'m sorry, Carter.”

And then with that, she stands up and leaves, sliding out of the booth and walking out
the door without looking back.

| don’t stop her. Why would 1?
| sit at the cafe for so long that I'm nearly late for my shift. When | get to the bunk
room, | stare at the dusty ceiling with my arms crossed and my throat aching, trying

to figure out how to let her go.

Not because | want to, but because | need to if I’ m going to survive this heartbreak.
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It's been two weeks since I’ve seen Carter. Two weeks of pretending our distance
was mutual, that it was chosen by the two of us and isn’t something I’ m trying to hide
behind.

We ended things clean, at least from my view. No dramatics, no screaming, no tears.
We ssimply acknowledged it wasn't working for us, even though it was for entirely
different reasons.

What we had was supposed to be fun, and it was never meant to be more than that.

| can’'t necessarily blame him for catching feelings.

If I’'m being honest with myself, we really did get along and spending time together
was thrilling and memorable.

| suppose this was inevitable, but we still agreed not to take it too far.

| didn’t want to steal his dignity by having that kind of conversation in public, and |
didn’t want him to get up and chase me. So | didn’t leave the door open for him to
follow. | ssmply ended things.

Two weeks later, | still tell myself it was the right call. | pat myself on the back for
walking away when | did. | still respect him for being honest with me even though it
didn’t work out for usin the end.

| fill the days with work, picking up extra shifts when | can to keep my mind
occupied. We didn’t technically break up, but it sort of feels that way when | catch



myself scrolling through our old messages just to reread his bad jokes that made me
laugh.

On a random Wednesday, | check my phone after missing a call from my dentist to
see that he texted me hours ago and | didn’t notice.

Carter. Just his name showing up on my screen makes my stomach flip.

Carter: Hey. We're going to be at Schooner’s tonight. | thought 1'd ask if you and
some of your friends wanted to come.

Carter: | miss hanging out with you. We were good at that part.

| stare at my screen and | can practically feel him staring back, waiting for my little
chat bubble to signa that I'm typing a reply. | hesitate for a long time before

responding.

Me: Maybe. I'll ask them. We' ve had a busy week.

Carter: No pressure. Just let me know.

| consider for a while just waiting for an hour or two and then giving the overused
excuse of being tired, and | even type it out on my keyboard, each letter chipping
away at my heart.

| deleteit assoon as| finish.

Me: Okay. We'll come. See you soon.

Schooner’s is the same as it’s always been. Same people. Same sticky floors. Same
Christmas lights that haven't been taken down since 2004. Nothing's changed. The



pool balls are still cracking against each other. The bar seats are peeling up vinyl. It
smells like stale beer and cheap cologne.

It makes my heart squeeze, because this was ours once.

Carter and | met here. Whatever we have—or had—it all started in thisvery bar.

Before the tension and the silence and the awkwardness, this was ground zero.

It was neutral territory before | started rebuilding walls | don’'t actually want to live
behind, but too afraid to leave.

Callieis with me. She's the only one who was game for it. | don’t think she came for
the fun and the drinks though. | think she came for me. To watch over me. To look
out for me. To stop me from making any more mistakes.

| find myself searching for him, feeling an ache in my ribs where he used to kiss me
there.

| see him, in acorner al by himself. Hoodie, jeans, and boots as if he's trying to hide
himself. He looks wrecked. Not like the Carter | knew before... us.

And this is exactly what Jackson was talking about when he said | broke him, but
Carter doesn’'t have the strength to leave me behind .

The moment he sees me, he gives me that goddamn smile, doing a really good job at
pretending he's okay. Like seeing me fixed his world instead of ruined it. | give him

an Oscar-worthy smile back and slide into the booth across from him.

“Hey,” he says, eyes crinkling in the corners.



“Hey,” | say back. Too casual. Too calm. Too normal.

“I’m uh, honestly surprised you came tonight.” He chuckles like he feels ridiculous.
“Thought for sure you’ d back out.”

“1 thought about it,” | admit.

“What made you change your mind?”’

| take a deep breath. “Maybe | just missed this part too,” | say quietly, giving anod to
his earlier text. He gives me a smile, a real one, and just like that, the weirdness
begins to crack and fade away.

There it is, the click. The shift. The gravity pulling us back into orbit around each
other, like two planets fighting for their celestial love despite never getting close
enough to touch.

| looked up the mythology around Venus and Vulcan. Right when Carter gave me the
nickname and told me that they were close, | researched the ancient love story.

| found out that in Roman mythology, Venus is the villain in their love story,
shredding away all the affection with Vulcan in their marriage until she took to
finding other lovers. She's most famous for her infidelity, not her love .

It's a terrible story, really. I’'m not sure Carter understood how fatal their attraction
was when he gave me the nickname to match his.

From the corner of my eye, | see Callie and Jackson talking it up at the bar, both of
them with their eyes set on me in anticipated disappointment. It's fair, but it's also
not. | didn’t come here with the intention of making things worse.



| think Carter feels it too. The way our small talk ends in awkward smiles. The way
our laughter doesn’t seem to come from a genuine place. How our sips are placed in
between each topic like a lifeline. We're being careful, but it's just making it more
painful.

Eventually, with a bad joke about Carter’s terrible taste in beer, something between
us shifts and the weirdness begins to crack. Little by little, we open up again until the
smiles are real and the laughter comes from our chests.

Little by little, | forget to keep my guard up and he forgets about the distance he was
trying to keep. Somewhere between the music and the fourth round of drinks, Carter
ends up on my side of the booth.

Jackson, Trevor, and Callie shove themselves into the opposite booth, and | see a
hopeful glimmer in Callie's eyes when she looks at Jackson. Like there's a spark
there, and honestly, | hope thereis.

Just because Carter and | didn’t work out that way, doesn't mean something else
can’'t come out of our new friend group .

As | finish that thought, Carter leans over. “You look good,” he says, his voice low
and a little bit slurred. The hum of the jukebox in the background playing a country
ballad makes this moment feel more charged than it should be.

“Sodoyou,” | whisper back, my breath fanning across his ear.

His breath quivers on his next inhale, and | lean away, taking a long swig of my
drink.

The ballad continues playing and | make up some sorry excuse about how | hate the
song even though | really don't.



| dlide out of the booth and Carter follows me to the jukebox.

We stand shoulder-to-shoulder, flipping through all the familiar song titles without
really caring what we choose.

It's just an excuse to be close, and we both know it.

He turns to me, alittle buzzed and a little unsteady. But his eyes tell me everything he
wantsto say beforeit falls out of his uncoordinated lips.

“Let’sget out of here,” he says.

| nod. “Yeah. Okay.”

We're alittle too tipsy to drive, so we take a short cab ride to my place. It's quiet, the
only noise in the car is the soft tunes the driver is playing. Carter’s hand brushes my
knee, and that’s where it stays, his pinky rubbing back and forth on the fabric of my

leggings.

When we get to my apartment, he changes, suddenly stiff and acting as though he's
never been there, too afraid to even ask to sit down.

| set my bag on the counter and turn to him, and suddenly the both of us are very
sober and wondering if it was amistake al over again.

“You still know how this ends,” | say, firmly. | don't want him to think of this as
anything other than what it is—two friends hooking up.

He looks at me and his eyes are glossing over with a hundred things he wants to tell
me. He lets out abig sigh, and finally says: “I know.”



| don’t answer. Instead, | close the distance between us and kiss him. Slow. Familiar.
Safe. The kind of kissthat tells him that thisisn’t meaningless, even if it should be.

Our clothes disappear, one after the other until we' re both naked in each other’s arms
and wrapped up together in my thin sheets.

He dlides into me without any resistance, grinding his hips in a slow and steady pace.
| wrap my legs tight around his hips, anchoring us together. His mouth doesn’t leave

mine, swallowing my soft moans as | tug on his hair and roll my hipsto meet his.

The wet heat between our bodies begins to drip onto the sheets, but we don’t stop.
WEe're not even chasing release, we're just. ..connected.

Somehow that makes it all more devastating.

His hands find mine tangled in the sheets and he laces our fingers together above my
head, trapping me in the intensity of the moment. | can’t move, and | don’t want to.

| just want him. That’sit.

And I’'ll tell him in the morning.

But for now? | let him make love to me.

When we both grow tired and he finishes deep inside me, | lie with my head on his
chest as he traces patterns up and down my back.

This silence doesn’t scare me. Not tonight.
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I’m sitting on the edge of her bed, shirt in my hand, elbows on my knees. My heart is
doing that thing where it unevenly thumps when my brain finally catches up with my
reason, waiting for me to admit the hard stuff out loud.

The silence between us is thick and foreboding, like a dense fog in a zombie movie.
I’ s uninviting and creeping between us like a wedge.

Behind me, V wakes up, stretching and shifting against the pillows. The heat of us
still lingers on the bedsheets, but somehow, nothing feels warm anymore.

“Carter?’ | hear her say, her voice quiet and steady. “ Are you...okay?’

| don’t answer right away, and | don’t have the strength to look at her either. My eyes
stay glued to the floor, like I’m waiting for a script to write itself in the carpet.

| let out abreath. “We shouldn’t have done this again. ”

She sits up, | can hear it in the rustle of the sheets and see the movement out of the
corner of my eye. “What do you mean?”’

| finally look at her, and it fucking hurts. She's right there. So close. Bare skin.
Tangled hair. Lips |’ ve memorized a hundred times over.

Y et she couldn’t feel any further away if she tried.

“1 thought...l thought | could handle this,” | explain. “The casual, no strings thing. |
thought | could just be the guy you called when you wanted company and I’d learn to



be okay withiit. | realy did, V. But | can't doiit.”

1 Carta._”

“I loveyou,” | say, finally tearing off the bandage. “But | don’t want to love you like
this.”

1 Carta._”

“lI know. | know this isn’'t what you want, but | had to say it. | had to tell you the
truth. As much as | want you, | don’t want to livein thislie anymore.”

She shifts closer, reaching for me, but | stand from the bed and take a step away,
putting space between us like I'm drawing a new line in the sand she’s not alowed to

Cross.

“I’m not trying to shift the blame or make you feel bad,” | continue. “I knew what
thiswasand | can’'t hold you responsible for feelings that | developed on my own.”

“Carter, listen—"

“lI mean, | don't even know your name, right?’ | chuckle humorlessly to myself. “I
can’t keep pretending I’m okay with thiswhen I’'m not.”

“Carter!” she shoutsto get my attention. “What are you trying to say?’
“That | don't want to keep acting like this doesn’t matter to me. Like you, we, us
doesn’'t matter to me. And | know | can’'t flip a switch and force you to fall in love

with me back.”

“1t does matter to me, though,” she pleads.



“Not in the way that’s enough for me. I’ ve showed up every time you asked, because
| thought maybe if | gave you what you want for long enough, you'd see me as
something more than a quick fuck.

But you have your reasons, and you don’t, and I'm tired of pretending that doesn’t
cut me open every time we say goodbye. ”

Something in her face shifts, and it looks like she might actually start crying. “But |
thought you said you' d stay hereif | started running?’

| scoff. “Yeah, | did. But you never started, did you?’

She gives me a guilty look. She understands exactly what I’ m saying.

“I'm just telling you where I'm at. You don't want more, and | do. That's not
changing.”

She turns her face away. | nod, because even now, she won't say anything. Won't
meet me halfway, won’t even give me hope. My frustration is on full display now,
and | finally pull my shirt back down over my head like armor. Then | grab my
hoodie and wallet .

“Carter,” she says softly, holding the sheets up to her chest as she stands and grabs
my wrist. “I...” she gulps.

| pull my arm out of her soft grip. “Y ou don’'t have to pretend anymore. It’'s okay. We
had our fun, but it's over now.”

“Wait!” she yelps. | pause. She stares. “I was going to tell you this morning. I...1
changed my mind.”



“Changed it about what? Us? About wanting more? Do you really want my dick that
badly that you'd lie straight to my face as I’'m walking out the door? Don’t bullshit
me, V.”

| shake my head and turn. | don’t even bother to look at her, and it breaks my heart
that she doesn’t even try to convince me that I'm wrong. That thisisn’t all some last-
ditch effort to keep me as a bootycall.

That she really wants us to be something more.

But she doesn’t. | knew she wouldn't.

So | walk out quietly, with the door clicking shut behind me. Punctuation to a final
‘goodbye’ neither of us had the strength to say.

| don’t look back.

But fuck, do | want to.
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The common room is holding it’s breath, like it's waiting for something. We can all
feel it. The silence, the tension. It's thick in the air like black smoke. The calm before
astorm. We're all on edge and every sound has us jumping and ready for an alarm.

| sit on the edge of my cot, half-dressed and fully wrecked. Boots on, jacket open. My
fingers grip the fabric of my pants like if | rip through them it’ll let the pain in my
chest fall out of the hole. V’svoiceis still stuck in my head.

She met my feelings with such hostility every time | tried to approach our situation
with tenderness. | tried, | really did, to make it work her way, and | tried damn hard to
get her to have alittle faith in me.

Inthe end, all | got was a broken heart.

And her?1"m not sure | left any impression at all.

She never did anything that she didn’t warn me about. That's the worst part. She's
right—I knew what this was from the beginning. She got to walk away clean, and I'm

still bleeding .

Maybe she shouldn’'t have kept calling me, but | aso shouldn’t have kept running
back. We're both at fault for that, and it hurts.

Across the room, Trevor is eating Twizzlers like it's the solution to all the world's
problems. If | wasn’t on shift, I'd be halfway in the bottle. Trevor holds out the bag to
me, beckoning me to take arope.



“If you keep staring at the floor like it's gonna apologize to you, I'm gonna start
worrying,” he says, candy dangling from his mouth. “At least talk to me, bro. Let me
in like agood boy.”

| snort.

He shrugs. “It's fine. You don't have to say anything. Cooter’s heart’s a little
sensitive right now.”

Despite his annoying teasing, I'm glad he's here for me, even if he won't say it
directly. After the pain and quiet Venus left behind, it’s nice to know that his dumb
commentary and stubborn loyalty are a constant in my life that | never have to worry
about losing.

It might as well be the only thing keeping me upright.

My fingers just grip a piece of candy from his bag when the alarm hits. Both of us
drop everything, and sprint to our gear.

Dispatch to Engine One. Structure fire in Mercer Street’s Industrial District. Workers
unaccounted for.

Captain Rodriguez answers the call on the radio, confirming that we're on our way
with the engine and requests backup ambulancesjust in case .

We move fast. Faster than fast. This is the kind of call we've been anticipating all
day.

And for some reason, | feel an anxious knot in my stomach, like thisisthe type of fire
that will burn before | even see the flames.



The building is screaming by the time we get there.

It's a three-story warehouse with a brick shell, belching smoke out of every window
and poisoning the air around it as easily as food coloring in water.

We can feel the heat from the street. It's suspected to have started as an electrical fire,
and I’m not surprised.

These older buildings sometimes can't handle the new-age machinery and it
overheats the breaker boxes.

I’ve seen it alot in this town, but usually the fires are handled with an extinguisher
and a fast-acting worker.

This is probably the biggest structure fire I’ve ever seen in my time, and | have a
feeling it will stick with me for along time.

But | love these fires, because they’ re learning opportunities.

When we get back to the station, we can go over what we can do better, and | live for
that just as much as | do the flames.

| want to be Fire Chief someday, and these are the kinds of experiences | need to earn
that honor.

“Westwood!” Rodriguez shouts. “We've got two unaccounted for. Take Knight with
you. Search and rescue. Get in, get out, structure’ s compromised. ”

Trevor and | give each other anod and don our masks.

Jackson stops us. “Hey, be careful. Third floor’ s already partially collapsed.



" He points toward one of the large, busted out windows on the second floor where
you can just see the flooring of floor three falling into floor two.

He motionsto Trevor. “Let me go instead. Stay with the engine.”

“Yeah right,” Trevor says, passing his Halligan from one hand to the other. There's
no time to argue, so Trevor follows me in, leaving Jackson to operate as point on
getting the fire under control and to keep it from spreading to other buildings in the
Disgtrict.

We enter the building on instinct. The heat hits us like a punch. We move fast,
finding the first worker near a back wall, burned and barely conscious. We drag him
out in less than a minute, hand him off to the medics, and don’t even stop for a breath
before we' re back inside.

In the few seconds we were outside, things inside the building got much worse.
Thicker smoke, hotter fire, flames shooting out in every direction like tendrils
reaching for us.

Something in the air feels off. Wrong. Bad. Like the building doesn’'t want us there
anymore, but there is still one civilian unaccounted for, and I'd die before | leave

someone behind.

We clear the entire first floor and find nothing, so the both of us carefully make our
way up the concrete staircase to the second floor.

It's even hotter up here, and we both know we' re running out of time.

We do our best to crawl through the building, practically blind, when over the roar of
the fire, we hear a crash and a scream .



“Back corner!” Trevor yells, shining his head light in the direction.

There' s awoman there, pinned under collapsed shelving.

She's screaming desperately for help. Trevor and | have no time to sigh in relief as
we unpin her and | hold her up under her shoulders to help her out.

Trevor watches my back as we make our way back downstairs and out the building.
“Take her!” | shout at Jacks, waiting there with a group of paramedics nearby. He
takes her from my arms. | turn to make sure Trevor’s still behind me, but my heart
stops.

He' s gone.

Crack. | hear the building start to come down, but | go back into the flames to ook
for my friend. | don’t think, | just run.

“Trevor!?’

Just at the staircase we came down, part of the building has collapsed. And there,
half-buried under steel and blood soaking through his pant leg, is Trevor.
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“Fuck,” | spit under my breath.
The building is coming apart and we are seriously running out of time. The fire is
screaming through the walls like a wild animal, the smoke clawing at my mask like

it's ready to suffocate me. The fire surrounds me like it’ s ready to feed on my flesh.

But | keep moving deeper into the flames, toward Trevor. | yell his name over the
roar, and | feel my heart sink when | don’t hear him respond.

“Trevor!”

Another silent step. Then another. Then another.

And then—

“Carter!” | hear through a choked cough.

He's fully pinned under a support beam, thick, splintered, and scorched by the heat.
I’m not even sure he feels the pain in his leg where a stick of rebar has gone clean
through, because his jacket is torn at the shoulder and the skin underneath is black

and burnt to the bone.

“l can’t move,” he says frantically. Scared. No—terrified. “It’s crushing my leg. You
have to go. Now—"

“Shut the fuck up,” | growl, trying my best to lift the heavy beam. “Y ou go, we go.”



“Fuck those sentiments, Carter. Thisisreal life. Y ou stay, we both die.”

“Then I’'m dying with you,” | yell back. My gloves hit the floor as | reach for his
discarded Halligan and go straight for the beam, rage in my jaw and panic bubbling
high in my chest. It doesn’t move. | growl through my teeth. “Come on!” | scream as
| try again, putting everything | haveinto it.

The beam shifts. Just an inch.

Trevor screams, and the sound cuts straight through me like arazor.

The roar of the smoke changes and we both look up. It’ s thicker now. Darker. Hotter.
We both know what that means.

Flashover is coming, and we have seconds.

| look back towards the exit, and a very cowardly part of me weighsif | can make it
in time. Instead, | pull out my radio.

“ Mayday, mayday, mayday. Engine One interior. We are trapped. | repeat, we are
trapped.”

| drop the radio, not really caring if anyone responds at all, as | go back to trying to
lift the beam. | hear a snap and then a rush of heat at my back.

Then something hits me, hard. A falling beam, or maybe the entire second floor. | just
know my mask is now pressed against the concrete and the wind is knocked out of

my lungs from the impact .

My mask hasacrack init. My hip feels dislocated. | can’'t breathe anymore. My mask



beginsto fog up and I'm practically blind.

| try to move, but | can't.

“Carter!” Trevor yells, reaching for me. | reach back, and we take each other’ s hands
as our PASS devices start blaring an alarm, signaling to everyone else how absolutely
fucked we are. “1 told you to get out!”

The heat isimpossible now, like being tossed into Hell itself.

| squeeze his hand even tighter, and | think we both realize at the same time that this
realy isit.

“1 love you, brother,” | tell him. Not loud, not frantic. Just the truth. Something calm
and steady in our last moments.

He nods, eyes wet, body trembling from adrenaline and pain. “Y eah, love you too.”

The air shifts, and everything around us stills for a brief second before the roar of the
fire consumes us in flashover. The whole room bursts into impossibly hot flame.

| hear the both of us screaming through the agony and the terror, but | never let go of
his hand, and he never lets go of mine.

Then, silence.

Heat gone.

Light gone.

Just...nothing.
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I’m in the middle of adelivery when Callie sneaks into the room.
| give her asmile, but she doesn’t even seem to register that I' m there.
Instead, she goes straight for the attending and whispersin her ear.

After a short conversation, my charge nurse approaches me and quietly says | need to
head to the nurse’ s station immediately for an emergency.

| give her astrange look. As if the baby currently crowning mid-push isn’t enough of
an emergent situation.

My hands freeze, just for a second, but then | do as|’m told.

| peel my gloves off, toss them in the trash can, and give my hands and arms a good
scrub before stepping out of the delivery room.

| walk to the station with half-haste and half-hesitation. | turn the corner, and
everything just...stops.

Jackson is standing there in full gear, covered in soot. Helmet off, eyes red-rimmed
and filled with pain. The kind of expression that you only give when there’ s news no
one wants to say out loud.

| rush to him. “Carter? Oh God, is he okay?”

He doesn’t answer. He grabbs my wrist and firmly pulls me along with him. My heart



IS beating out of my ribs as | practically have to jog to keep his pace. “Jackson,
please, what happened?’

He doesn’'t look at me. “Y ou need to seeit for yourself.”

He brings me straight to the ER, where the lights are too bright and the smell is too
sterile. But there’'s a new smell now, something that makes your stomach curdle.
Burnt flesh.

We stop in front of atriage room, and | feel like | can no longer breathe.

Carter islaid out on the trauma bed like alifeless doll. Tubes are down histhroat. 1Vs
are in both of his arms. Half of his face is burned, and his clothing is stuck to his
cooked flesh in chunks. The rest of him looks inhuman. his arms are blistered and
raw.

The kind of damage you don’'t come back from unscathed.

If . If you come back from it.

The world tilts and | catch myself on the wall of the hallway as an ER nurse bumps
into me, rushing into the room with more supplies. My hands cover my mouth as| try

to hold back the vomit in my throat.

It's like | can’'t breathe. The air is wrong. People are moving around him in an ugly,
tragic dance of life-and-death.

“What happened?’ | choke out .

Jackson's next to me, staring at his friend. “Warehouse fire. He was in there with
Trevor looking for two missing civilians when the building came down on both of



them. We heard his mayday but...but it was too late. The smoke hit the flashover
point and there was nothing we could do to get them out.”

“Where' s Trevor?”’

Jackson paused. His silence was more than answer enough. He shakes his head. The
world stops moving, and my stomach sinks to the floor.

“Carter held on long enough for us to get him out but he crashed in the ambulance on
the way hereand...” hisvoice breaks and we can't finish his sentence.

| stare at the man in the trauma bed that | swore | couldn’t fall in love with. The man
| pushed away over and over because | was afraid of caring too much.

“He's stupid in love with you,” Jackson says, and it's what forces the tears to fall
from my eyes. “He’d want you here if he—"

Another voice crack. He doesn’t have to say it.

| shouldn’t but | push my way into the room and swoop under the bodies rushing past
to grab Carter’s wrist. One of the only places left that wasn't burnt raw. The only
place safe to touch him. | close my eyes, block out the world and feel for his pulse.
And that’swhere | stay.

“I’'m here,” | whisper. “I’m not going anywhere.”

| stand by his side for hours, until the triage is complete and they move him to the

burn unit for observation. Jackson and | are there the entire time. Some of his team
comes to visit, but Jackson and | are the only two that stay day and night.



Carter is burned. Badly. Second-degree burns over a third of his body, and third
degree in big, thick patches across his back.

His stability is shaky at best. Every alarm going off fills me with dread, like it will be
the last one.

He pulls through every time, but it doesn’t do anything to settle my uneasiness.

In the middle of the night, Jackson finally dozes off, giving me a completely quiet
moment in the chaos. | rest my forehead on that little patch of unburnt skin on his
wrist, the only place | can safely touch.

“I"'m sorry,” | whisper to his still, gauze-covered body.

“God, I'm so sorry. I'm sorry | didn’t say anything sooner, but please don’'t die on me
Carter.

L et me have the chance to love you, okay?

Please . | was so stupid for thinking | needed control.

That | had to suppress my feelings, even after you told me you' d stay.

And when | finally realized what | had right in front of me... it might have already
been too late.”

In the morning, | stand in the corner with Jackson while the workers on shift in the
burn unit take care as they change Carter’s gauze. They unwrap him like a mummy,
and that sickness creeps back up my throat as I'm forced to look at his blistered,
broken body.



Callie, bless her, arrives mid-day with a change of clothes for me and a turkey
sandwich from my favorite sub shop just to keep me going.

The room is filled with get-well-soon cards, flowers, and balloons from the entire
community. One card in particular got me.

It's from the young son of one of the workers he and Trevor saved that day. Words
like ‘hero’ and ‘awesome’ fill the card, and at the end, the boy writes about how he
wants to be afirefighter too, so he can save someone’' s dad just like Carter did.

| set the card to the side and hold my face in my hands as | cry, thinking about how if
Carter doesn’'t make it, he's going to die thinking he was unloved because | was too
afraid of my own feelings.

| wipe my face and go back to holding hiswrist like I could transfer some of my life
into him.

“Don’'t leave forever when | finally figured out how badly | want you to stay.”

The next time the burn team comes in, the doctors talk about nerve ending and skin
grafts, therapy for the dysmorphiathat comes with burn injuries to the face.

Trevor’s parents come to visit. His mom, who looks like a saint if I’ve ever seen one,
collapses to her knees and prays for Carter, telling his slegping body how proud sheis
of him and how happy he's alive, thanking him for trying to save her son.

They must be close, because she fusses over him like a mother would, demanding
answers about his condition and prognosis.

It warms my heart to see how much people in his life care for him. But none of that
mattersif he dies, doesit?



Well into the night, when the rest of the world is asleep, I’m stroking Carter’s wrist
when | swear | feel a muscle twitch. My head jerks up, and I’'m suddenly fully awake.
| throw my empty coffee cup at Jackson’s head to wake him up too.

“What!?’

| nod down. “Look!”

We both observe Carter’ s wrist for what feels like a solid hour, but he doesn’'t move
again.

“I swear...| felt...”

And then his fingers twitch. Two of them .

| let out a sound of pure relief and lean over him, carefully cradling his head without
touching him.

“Carter! Carter, it'sme. It'sVenus. It's okay. You're okay.”

From under his bandages, his swollen eyelids flutter open, and | can’'t help the tears
streaming down my face. Jackson’s crying too.

“You're in the hospital,” Jackson says. “You ever scare us like that again, I'm
kicking your ass.”

Carter starts fighting against an invisible force, probably unbearable pain, so | hit the
nurse call button and gently stroke his wrist some more.

“Carter,” | whisper. His eyes drift to me.



“Victoria My nameisVictoria”

He tries to say something, but all that comes out is a hoarse breath. | shake my head
and place the most featherlight and careful of kisses to his bandaged nose.

“My nameisVictoria, and | love you too, Carter Westwood.”
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Painis al | know how to feel anymore. It’s the first thing | felt when | woke up, and
no amount of morphine makes it go away.

A slow, aching throb wraps around my chest, threads through my ribs, and sinks deep
into the bone marrow of my limbs.

| can’t move without pain. | can’t blink without pain. | can’'t breathe without pain.
My nameis Victoria, and | love you too, Carter Westwood.

| thought | had imagined her saying those words at first. Pain-induced delirium or
some shit, but it was real. She was real. And she hasn’t left my side once.

And Jackson is there too, giving me shit about almost dying and scaring him. He's
still in his turnout pants, still streaked in ash and soot like he hasn't moved in days.
He looks wrecked. Red around the eyes, every muscle stretched tight with worry and
grief.

The weight of everything comes rushing back to me. Heavy and uncomfortably
familiar. | give Jackson alook, and he gives me one right back.

My voiceisathin whisper. “Trevor?’ | croak out .
Silence.

Jacks says nothing. His eyes drop, and | feel that dread in my chest before he opens
his mouth.



“Jacks,” | croak again. “Whereis Trevor?’

His jaw clenched, and his eyes meet mine, even redder than before and brimming
with tears.

“Hedidn't makeit.”

| don't feel the bed underneath me anymore, just an elephant in my chest, a knot in
my stomach, and the sharp dlice of unimaginable grief stabbing my chest.

| shake my head the best | can, making my skin burn even worse than it already is.
“No,” | say. Not a question. Not a plea. Just pure disbelief. “He...he...he was with
me. The flashover hit and if | made it then so did he. Right? Right?
You're...you're...you re fucking with me. You' re—"

Alarms start ringing and my chest gives oui.

| can’'t breathe anymore. | crack open. A sound from another world escapes me, raw
and guttural.

My heartbeat monitor goes wild in protest. | begin to try and break free from my
place on the bed, causing pain to blossom all over my body, but | don’t care.

| don’t care about the burns or the wires or the machines.

| don’t even care about Jackson or Victoria

Trevor isgone.

Trevor isgone.



Jackson and Victoria hold me down as gently as they can, trying to tether me to
reality when all | want to do is go into the past and try harder to save my friend .

Maybe even die with him.

| give Jackson a pleading look. “Please, Jacks, thisisasick joke. Tell me you're lying
to me.”

His face twistsin pain, and that’s when | know he’ stelling the truth. My best friend is
gone. My brother is gone.

| close my eyes, and the tears don't stop coming. The nurses administer more
morphine and a mild sedative, but it does nothing to ease the ache in my chest.

| stare at the ceiling and cut everything and everyone out. | say nothing to no one. Not
even the doctors or nurses coming to check on me. | just give them....nothing.

I’m still here, and he' s not, because | didn’t try hard enough to get him out.

Victoria holds my wrist tightly, grounding me, and | think it’s the only thing keeping
me from losing it completely.
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He doesn’'t answer the door right away. | knew he wouldn’t. He never does anymore.

| stand at his door, fingers tightening around the straps of my bag, forehead nearly
pressed to the wood. The hallway is quiet, too quiet for a guy who used to blast
classic rock from the kitchen while making me boxed mac and cheese in a pot way
too big for the amount of food we need.

“Carter?’ | call gently.

Nothing for a second.

Then the lock turns.

He opens the door, eyes bloodshot, face hollow. He looks like a shadow of the man |
know—baggy sweats, a blanket falling off one leg, shirt rumpled like he hasn’t
bothered to change in days, or maybe even a full week. He doesn’t speak. Just steps
aside.

| try my best not to let my eyes linger too long on the burns. All things considered, he
still looks like the Carter | fell in love with, but | can’t imagine the psychological
torture he's going through, looking in the mirror and seeing a permanent reminder of
the worst day of hislife.

He's scheduled for his official skin graft consultation after the funeral.

Carter refused to sit in the hospital any longer, leaving against medical advice, and
forcing the doctors to plead with him to be careful. | promised I’ d look after him, take



care of hiswounds, but burns aren’t my specialty.

He doesn’t let me in anymore, and the flames left just as much damage on his heart
than his skin. | don’t know how to help him.

“I brought soup,” | say quietly, holding up the container like it was something that
could bring him comfort. “And gauze. Y ou haven't changed the dressing, have you?’

Still nothing.

| set the container down on the counter. His apartment smells like smoke and |eftover
antiseptic, and | hate how normal that feels now.

“You' re supposed to be taking care of yourself,” | say.

“I’'m trying.” He rubs his face, hissing when he touches the sensitive patches on his
cheeks. “I just don’t know what I’'m doing.”

| nod, already reaching into my bag. “Lift your shirt.”

He obeys, slow and stiff. | peel back the old dressing.

The wound looks angry. Red. Swollen. Healing slowly.

His skin is hot under my fingers. | clean it gently, with careful hands, but | don’t talk.

He doesn’'t need words right now. He needs care.

Small, quiet, deliberate support from someone that isn't from his fire station,
mourning the same |l oss.



“1 can’t stop thinking about that day,” he says suddenly, voice frayed.

| move to lean around him and meet his eyes, waiting for him to continue.

“One minute we were sharing candy. Then there was fire. Then he was gone.” His
throat moved like it hurt to speak. “I was holding his hand. It was all | could do,
because | wasn't strong enough to get him out. | should have caled the mayday
sooner. | should have-”

“Carter,” | say, quiet but firm, fingers stalling on his skin. | reach up, touched his jaw
on a patch of skin that isn't burned and rub my finger back and forth before forcing
him to look at me. “You did more than anyone else would have. And he knew that.
Weall do.”

He breaks.

He folds into my arms like he can't be bothered to support his own weight
anymore—like the world is too heavy on his shoulders.

He tightly clutches my arms as | carefully wrap them around him, trying not to cause
him pain.

He sobsinto the air, and | just hold him as he lets out raw, broken gasps of grief.

Minutes pass before he grows quiet. Then, he sits up, turns, and kisses me.

It comes out of nowhere. It’s not gentle or romantic.

It's...wrecked. Desperate. Not in a lustful way, but like he's searching for a way to
feel an ything other than this pain he’ s working through.



| let him do what he wants. He squeezes my breast under my hoodie, and kisses me
again, harder now.

But then he breaks down again, because whatever he was searching for, he didn’t
find.

He collapses into me again, wrapping his arms around me as tight as his injuries will
let him.

| stroke his hair and let him cry it out again, kissing the crown of his head and
rocking him softly from side to side.

“I"'m here,” | whisper. “I know | ran before, but | promise I’'m not going anywhere.
I’m sorry it took nearly losing you to admit that, but whatever journey you have
ahead of you, I'll beright by your side.”

He snifflesinto my chest, then whispers, “Just stay with me.”

| nod against the top of hishead. “Yeah. I'll stay.”

And | do.
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The sky looks like it hasn’'t seen the sun in days. It just hangs there—low and gray
and heavy, tasting like rain that's waiting for a dramatic moment to fall. Dark,
rumbling clouds stretch across the crowded cemetery.

The whole town has pressed pause on the day. People of all ages gathered to pay their
respects to aman they don’t really know.

My collar feels too tight, like it’s intentionally suffocating me as | stand like a statue.
One hand is clenched tightly a& my side while the other is white-knuckling an
umbrella. | can’'t feel my fingers. | can’t feel my toes.

| can't fedl .

The casket istoo close.

It'snot close at all.

But it'stoo close.

It's polished navy-blue. His favorite color.

The flag that flew on the truck the day we lost him is lifted from his closed-casket
and sharply folded into atriangle.

Captain Rodriguez hands it’s perfect corners to his sobbing mother like the precision
could make up for everything the fire took from her.



Trevor would have hated this. The ceremony, the pageantry, the solemn quiet that no
one is brave enough to break through.

He would have made a joke about how the flowers look like dicks or how stiff we all
look in our suits.

| can almost hear him, like he' s standing right next to me, watching us say goodbye to
his unrecognizable body.

He would have laughed at me for being a sentimental bastard and shedding a tear
when | was allowed to give hislast call on the county radio station.

Attention all units. Attention all units.

Thisis Terracotta Fire Department Engine One Lieutenant Carter Westwood.

Driver Engineer Trevor Knight has answered his final call after six years of dedicated
service to the Terracotta, Georgia community.

Be at peace now brother, we'll take it from here.

A long pause.

Y ou go, we go.

Engine One, clear.

Victoria dides her hand into mine, loosening my fingers around themselves. She
didn’t ask or say anything. Just holds my hand.

| don’t react at first. | can't. My eyes are stuck on that stupid wood box with my



friend inside. Maybe if | stare at it long enough, he'll show up behind me, smack me
on the ass and say: “Awwww, did Cooter miss me?”

But hewon't. He can't.

The chaplain’s voice fades in and out like static. Everyone's crying. Everyone's
hugging.

But not me. I’'m just staring at that box.

Trevor's mom is the first to approach me. She's clutching the folded flag tightly to
her chest in her small, fragile, shaking hands.

| might as well be a second son to her, and she holds me like it. As soon as my
forehead lands on her shoulder, | lose it. Ugly, gross, snotty sobs escape me and |
think at this point I'm crying harder than sheis.

“Oh, honey,” she whispers, “I know you did everything you could. You were
brothers. He wouldn’t want you to cry for him.”

| hear her words, but they don’t register. | want to tell her that I'm sorry. I’'m sorry |
wasn’'t enough. I’'m sorry | couldn’t save him. I’'m sorry | can't go back and switch
places with him.

But | can't, so | just let her hold me while Victoria holds my hand. | crack wide open
in front of al of them, and let them see everything | don’t have the strength to say.

When his mom finally lets me go, his dad comes next. Then his sister. Then Captain
Rodriguez. Then the community handing out thank-yous | don't deserve like
Halloween candy.



Somewhere in the chaos of grief, | lose my grip on my sanity and walk away from the
crowd, hiding behind the mausoleum away from all the eyes and the hugs .

Victoria comes around the corner, rubbing my shoulder with her steady hand.

| wipe my nose with my suit sleeve. “| just need a minute.”

She nods. “I know. It's okay.”

She lingers close by, close enough for strength, but far enough for space. The only
person she lets get closer to me is Jackson, and when | meet his gaze, all those
horrible feelings come back to me.

“Why him?’ | ask Jacks, asif he could really give me an answer.

“You barely made it out yourself,” Jackson says to me. Steady, but broken like the
rest of us. “He wouldn’t want you to blame yourself.”

“He was aways at my back. If | had just let him lead...”
“Then you'd be the one in the casket and he’'d be here asking the same question.
Carter, man, you were just doing your job. He trusted your judgement and he still

would.”

| lean my back against atree and look to my right. V iswatching us, but | can seeit in
her eyesthat it’s not right. Jacks and | are missing a very important part of ourselves.

We al walk back together, joining just in time for the salute. Three sharp cracks fill
theair, and | don’t even have the strength to flinch at the sound.

The ride home is silent. V doesn’t force me to say anything. She just holds my hand



while she drives.
When we get to my apartment, | panic, ripping and clawing in an attempt to get my
crisp uniform off like it's poisoning my skin. V calms me down enough to help,

undressing me like atoddler and sitting me down on the couch.

She sguats in front of me and my blank stare, pushing my messy hair away from my
red face.

“Talk to me,” she saysin a soft tone.

| shake my head. “I can’'t.”

“You don’'t haveto try and hold it in anymore. Not for me.”

| open my mouth. Closeit again. Open it again. Closeit again.

Then it all spills out.

“l keep seeing it.” My voice cracks. “The smoke. The beam. His face. The way he
reached for me and the moment he realized | wasn’t strong enough to get him out.”

“You did everything you could, Carter.”

“Y eah, everyone keeps saying that, but why doesit fedl like | didn’t?’

She stands up then, and hugs my head into her stomach, stroking my hair while |
breathe in the comfort of her scent mixed with rain.

“Because grief doesn’t operate on logic.



It just...wrecks you. Unexpectedly. Unfairly.

But it doesn’t mean you didn’t try your best. There’'s not a damn soul in this town that
believes you would have left him behind.

Y ou almost died because you refused to leave him.

And before you ask, | can’t answer why you lived and he didn’'t, but | do know that
the Carter Westwood | love would never leave his brothers behind. ”

‘The Carter Westwood | love.’

Y eah, that breaks me. Completely. And she holds me through all of it.

“l don't know how to live in a world where he's not in it,” | whisper into her
stomach.

“One step at atime,” she whispers. “One breath at atime.”

She’s not fixing it. She's not even trying to. She'sjust...here. Solid. Quiet.

Mine.

| pull back just enough to look up at her, and | know in this moment, that if | didn’'t
have her, I’ d be beyond saving right now.

“I'mamess, V.”

“So am I,” she says. “But we'll just have to learn to clean each other up together.
Ded?”



| nod. “Deal.”

She leans down and kisses me on the forehead. Not because either of us expect it to
fix anything or make me feel better right now, but because it reminds us both that no
matter what comes next, we have each other.

Outside, the sky finally clears, letting a bright beam of sunlight light up the town.

The world and life moves on.

And | will too .

One breath at atime.
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The shelter smells like wet dog, bleach, and pet food. Like hope and heartbreak all in
one.

Dogs are barking from every direction. Some are bouncing off the walls from the
sight of visitors.

Others are tucked tightly into the corners of their little cages, their big wet eyes
screaming terror.

Some are cautiously approaching the steel doors to see what the commotion is about,
defeated but hopeful.

I’ ve got one arm thrown casually over Victoria's shoulder, both of us stopped in our
tracks, staring through the bars of a kennel marked with a bright orange laminated
sign:

Bonded Pair. Must Be Adopted Together. Bad With Children.

Inside, two pit bulls sit curled up like two halves of the same heart. Like if one
moves, the other will move with them.

The bigger of the two, a male, tan in color, looks back at us with wide eyes and a
heavy thump of the tail.

Histongue lolls out like he’ s waiting to be called a ‘ good boy’.

The other, a smaller, steel-grey female stays cautiously pressed against her brother,



tail tucked in tightly next to her chunky body.
“They’ve been here a while,” the animal shelter worker says. “It's hard enough
finding someone willing to adopt one pit, but two? They’ re the sweetest babiesin this

shelter, though, and very loyal.”

“They're perfect,” | say. | look down at V, who has loosened herself from my grip
and is squatting by the cage, beckoning the larger one over.

He happily wags histail but positions himself protectively between her and his sister.

He pokes his nose through the bars and gives Victoria a sniff and a lick before going
wild in the cage, jumping and wagging and barking.

His excitement causes his sister to raise her head, and ever so cautioudy, she gets
closer and closer.

At her own pace, she carefully sniffs the both of us, and then she sits,

Just sits. No indication of any excitement, but it's a very small sign of trust, and we
couldn’t ask for anything more.

V has a soft look in her eyes, tears filling her vision as she stares at the two pits, and
her smile tells me everything | need to know.

“We'll take them,” | say to the worker, and the best sound | hear all day is the little
bell she rings at the front desk, twice, to show that two dogs have found a new
forever home.

Our house isn't much, but it's ours. A little two-bedroom home, built in the early
1900's, with creaky floors and misaligned closet doors.



The backyard is huge, and the neighbors are quiet.

WEe're still in Terracotta, but on the outskirts where we have distance from the bustle
of abusy small town, but still close enough to see the people we love.

The first few days with our new dogs are like heaven on earth. The mae, who we
named Nacho Cheese, took to the place like he owned it. He loves to be all over us,

constantly. Every time you move, he moves, his tail wagging like ajet engine.

The girl though, named Cool Ranch, was a lot more wary of the house and her new
family. She kept to herself mostly, enjoying her alonetime in her little purple bed.

But one day, she decided that Victoria was safe, and now she sticks to her like glue.
She loves me fine, and gives me plenty of kisses and snuggles, but I'm definitely the
spare human in this case. My girls stick together, and that’ s more than okay with me.
The sounds of their claws on the hardwood is as normal as breathing.

So istheir snoring.

Our home s full and beautiful, complete with the four of us. I’ ve never been happier.

It's been ayear sincel lost Trevor.

A year since | lost my best friend. A year since | watched him disappear under smoke
and steel. A year since | tried to save him, and failed .

| madeit out. He didn’t. And that’s still impossible to accept to this day.

Therapy helped. A lot. Not right away, though. Not magically, and certainly not
without some resistance from me.



But little by little, | got used to letting myself be vulnerable in my grief. In my guilt.
In my fear. In the way that grief hollowed me out and left me just a little bit more
rigid and sharp than | was before.

Some days | didn’t say enough. Some days | said too much. Sometimes | didn’t speak
at al.

Victoria kept gently pushing me to stay consistent with my appointments, but she
never asked for information | wasn’t willing to share. She was there for me, but in a
way that gave me quiet strength. A crutch to lean on while | learned to live with this
hole in my chest again.

| still think of Trevor, and it still hurts. A photo of him, Jackson and | at our fire
academy graduation sits on the table where we dump our house keys. His arms are
slung over our shoulders, and we're grinning like idiots ready to face anything the
world iswilling to throw at us.

| see that photo every time | leave and every time | come home. | don't know if |
could handle that if | didn’t also come hometo her .

My Venus. My Victoria

She's never once run. Not even when | was at my worst. She kept showing up in my
bed. And eventually, without even realizing it, her clothes were there. Her toothbrush
was there. Her dirty scrubs landed in my washing machine, and | kept finding long
blonde strands wrapped around my nuts.

That’swhen | knew it was forever.
One night in late spring, we' ve got citronella candles burning while we sit out on the

back porch while Nacho Cheese chases brave rabbits through the backyard and Cool
Ranch is curled up by our feet.



“Hey, V7' | say while | absently stroke her shoulder, barely pulling her attention
from her mystery novel. She hums for me to continue. “I used to think life had a
checklist. Marriage, kids, you know, the perfect little American Dream every country
boy is expected to have.”

Victoria eyes me suspiciously over the top of her novel. “And now?’

“Now | think life isn’t something you can just...

have. It's al of these tiny little choices we make that seem inconsequential at the
time, but when you put them together, they give us...

well, us. And losing Trevor really put into perspective just how...

scary and unexpected things can get. | realized that chasing happiness in the future
makes you miss out on everything you have now .

| learned that all | want, | already have. Y ou. The dogs. A good career.”

She sets her book down and holds my hands.

“1 know what you mean about the unexpected. When Jackson led me to the ER and |
saw you that day...al | could think about was if you died, how much | would have
regretted not loving you more. | never wanted to waste another minute with you,
pretending my feelings weren't there.

Sometimes | still get scared of the future, but our now isworth it. ”

| grin and say in asing-songy voice: “Right here right now.”

“Oh God,” V playfully gags. “Did you really just reference High School Musical?
Divorce. I’'m taking the dogs.”



“What's really worse? The fact that | referenced it, or the fact that you immediately
recognized it?’

She glares at me, picks an ice cube out of her sweet tea, and shoves it down the back
of my shirt. | laugh and grab one of my own, dropping it down the neck of her own
shirt and getting it stuck in her bra

We run into the yard and start chasing each other with ice cubes, our pits trailing
behind to clean up the mess. Fireflies light up the air around us and the sun dips
behind the horizon. The porch light flicks on automatically in the darkness.

V runs at me with her last ice cube and | catch her in my arms, spinning her in a
circlein afireman's carry until she’'s dizzy and begging me to stop. | set her on her
feet and hold her.

Then | look at her. Really ook at her.

This life isn't what | thought | wanted. It's better. Not because it was easy getting
here, but because it’sredl. It'sours. It's messy and earned .

And I'll take this over any fairytale ending.

Or inour case, amythological one.



