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          Garrett

        

      

    
    
      It’s a moonless night, and every other streetlight on this block is out—pretty standard for the Eastside of San Antonio, Texas. My headlights pierce the velvety black summer air and then merge with pools of light as I peer at the houses that pass.

      “All right, Cole, which one is it? There’s one seventeen…it’s gotta be close.”

      As always, Cole doesn’t answer me. Not vocally, at least.

      He can’t.

      He’s long gone—his body was laid to rest after being decimated by an RPG blasted out of a terrorist compound. That doesn’t stop me from talking to him, as though we’re still behind enemy lines and he’s my closest friend.

      He was the twenty-third SEAL I’d personally known that had died during combat in the Middle East.

      The twenty-third, and the last. During Cole’s memorial, I decided to leave the Navy for good.

      I laugh, snorting softly as I peer out the car window at the passing houses.

      “Pretty ironic, huh, brother?” I whisper. “Here I am, still killing for a living.”

      I spot house one nineteen. It’s on the small side, but at two stories tall, it’s bigger than the other homes on the block. There’s a shiny SUV in the driveway—also much nicer than the other cars I’ve seen.

      It’s all adding up; my employer got the address right. This is where my target lives.

      Signs of drug money are everywhere; drug lords usually like to live in crappy neighborhoods, and they spend money on stupid shit. It’s not uncommon for me to roll up to a house and find signs of wealth pasted over an otherwise run-down house. It’s like they don’t know what to do with their money.

      I survey the house, just like I would have scoped out a compound in Afghanistan, five years prior.

      “What do you think…north or south side? Yeah, south’s darker. Less chance someone will read my plates.”

      Cole always gives me good advice. It’s like we’re still at war, discussing how to gain a tactical advantage.

      I stop the car and read over my target’s bio one more time. I feel the familiar rush of adrenaline beginning to tingle through my veins as I examine his picture and then the blueprint of his house. I’m ready to get to work.

      I look through the information one more time. Then, I glance out of the passenger window to the house’s driveway. The white convertible sports car—the one that the drug lord’s wife drives—is not in its spot. It’s Saturday, and she’s out for the night, as per usual.

      “Won’t be back from her girls’ night out for another hour or so, probably,” I whisper to Cole. “Yeah, better be in and out in thirty minutes, just to be safe. On it, buddy. All right, let’s get this show on the road.”

      I talk to Cole often as I drive to my hits. It helps to calm my nerves. It helps to pass the time. As wacky as it may sound, it even helps to ground me.

      But as soon as I step out of the car, reality always hits. Even though I like to imagine Cole’s presence, I know the truth.

      I’m all alone.

      I open the back door of the black rental sedan and pull out my backpack. It’s heavy, but I’m used to it. I shoulder the pack and slide a rifle into place underneath it, so that the long steel barrel lies cold and hard against my spine. It’s comforting. I won’t need it tonight, but my Navy training of always having a backup weapon has stuck with me.

      Another gun, this one with a silencer attached, gets fitted into my hip holster. After wrapping a thick coil of military-grade rope over my shoulder, grabbing my collapsible ladder, and fitting a black mask and night-vision goggles over my face, I close the door and look around.

      It’s pitch black here on the south side of the house.

      The night vision goggles pick up the heat of two bodies, half a block away. Because of the darkness, I’m sure the two haven’t seen me. To them, my car door slamming is the sign of just another person arriving home from a night out.

      I slip around the front of the car and press my back flush to the fence. It’s overgrown with ivy, and I know that I’m well hidden. I scan my surroundings again, and then, confident that no one is around to see me, I scale the high, metal, chain-link fencing.

      Before my feet hit the ground on the other side, I have a tranquilizer gun aimed at a Rottweiler who is fast approaching. As the dog’s mouth opens to let out a volley of barks, I shoot a dart at him. The mutt is immediately silenced, and he falls softly against the layer of patchy, dry grass.

      I love dogs. Never been able to have one since I move around so much, but it’s always been a dream of mine to have one ever since I was a kid, moving from foster house to foster house.

      Squatting down by the black and brown animal, I’m reminded of how much I’ve always wanted a furry companion. Though I’m pressed for time—thirty minutes in and out is my goal, and I still have to climb up to the roof—I take time to pet the dog and lay a treat out by his nose. I’ve been shot with a tranquilizer gun before, and I know that coming out of the stupor is no fun, to say the least.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I whisper, giving him one last pat. “You enjoy a treat on me when you wake up, ’kay, my man?”

      With that, I’m on my way again. The metal of my light-weight ladder scrapes against the house’s cheap, stucco siding as I climb to the second story.

      Every time it moves, I freeze. A sense of timing is always on my mind, but I’m careful not to rush things. Careful is smooth and smooth is fast, as we used to say in the SEALs.

      When I step out onto the flat roof, I mentally bring up a picture of the house’s layout in my mind. The master bedroom is on the west side of the second story, so I cross the flat roof, stepping silently over the tiled surface.

      Once again, I scan my surroundings. This side of the house is better lit, but it doesn’t matter. Neighbors might glance around the ground story windows or main entrance of a nearby house once in a while, but they’ll rarely spend time looking up at the roofline. No one expects a break-in from the second story. That’s why it’s my go-to method of entry.

      I fasten my harness and tie an anchor point without thinking much—it’s all muscle memory. That’s how we were trained. When we learned a new skill, we repeated it one hundred to two hundred times, until our fingers bled raw and our minds were numb with the repetition. It was never a pleasant experience, but it worked.

      Now, my mind has time to focus on other things. I’m looking down the street for approaching traffic. As soon as the last car I’ve sighted drives by, I make my move.

      My feet pad against the side of the house. I use momentum and a few light bouncing steps off the side of the house to reach the window. Most of them are sealed shut, and I have to take careful side steps, gripping window trim, before I find a smaller window that slides open.

      See? No one expects entrance on the second story. It’s the same every time. Not only that, but I hear my target snoring as soon as I slide through the window.

      This is almost too easy.

      A part of me is disappointed. At war, I was used to missions that culminated in firefight. Now that I’m a hitman, my marks rarely fight back. Maybe I’m just too good at my job.

      I look at my watch. It’s been twenty minutes.

      I have ten minutes to make the kill and my exit. Plenty of time. I take two deep breaths, quieting my heartbeat and the rush of adrenaline in my body. Though the entry’s been easy so far, it never gets so easy that my body stops reacting. I’m still human, after all.

      I feel a sense of control come back into my body, and my thoughts become more organized. My heart’s still hammering in my chest, but it’s nothing that I can’t handle.

      The floor is covered with beige carpeting that reeks of cigarette smoke. Actually, the whole room smells like cigarette smoke, and as I approach the bed, I see an ashtray filled to the brim with butts. There’s also a cluster of pills and bottles on the nightstand, all signs that the guy was high as hell when he went to sleep this evening.

      As a major importer of narcotics from Mexico into Texas, the guy has more than enough resources at his fingertips to indulge in whatever way he wants to.

      And I’m sure that when he’s choosing the drugs to use, he steers clear of the ones laced with poison that have been hitting the streets around schools lately…all of which, according to my sources, are coming from this loser. Fifteen deaths from the latest batch alone, and I’m sure there’s more leaking out around the city.

      Scumbag.

      I pull my gun from my hip holster and wait for his rattling, phlegm-filled exhale to cover up the clicking sound as I release the safety. Then, without a second thought, I press the trigger.

      The guy gives one last shuttering inhale and then stops, his lungs full of air that will never be used.

      It’s over.

      I linger over his body for three to four minutes, long enough to verify his death by feeling for a pulse. The August night is hot and muggy, and sweat pools in my gloved hands as I press my fingers against his carotid artery.

      It’s still.

      I can’t wait to get the hell out of this bedroom. The sickly scent of cigarettes is overwhelming. Within seconds, I’ve made a beeline to the window and reattached the ropes to my harness. Just as I’m about to push the window open, my lungs spasm. The air is toxic in here—my body is crying out for clean oxygen. I cough twice, violently, before I can get the reflex under control and stifle the coughing.

      My whole body shakes as I work to suppress several more coughs, and I step back from the window long enough to put my hands on my knees. I focus all of my attention on my lungs, my throat, and my breath.

      Finally, the sensation passes.

      I straighten up, and as I do so, my eye catches sight of a photograph. It’s off to one side of the window—I never would have seen it had it not been for the coughing fit.

      But now, I find myself face to face with a photograph of a child.

      It’s a school portrait. The kid in the photo is young—maybe first or second grade. His eyes are bright and he’s smiling so wide that I can pick out two missing teeth. I have no idea how recent the picture is, but one thing is certain: this is definitely the drug lord's kid. The resemblance is unmistakable.

      I just killed this kid’s father. His dad.

      In the morning, this child is going to find out that his dad is dead. Because of me. He’ll have a fatherless childhood, just like I did.

      I tear my eyes away from the photograph.

      For a few seconds, I can’t think. All I can do is imagine that kid’s face when he learns his father is dead. I’m playing the scenario out—the wife getting home, screaming as she finds her husband lying in a pool of his own blood. The child, waking up to the sound of his mother’s hysteria.

      My hand starts shaking.

      I have to get out of here. I reach for the window and pull it open. Muscle memory takes me to the roof, but I’m still having trouble getting my thoughts under control.

      As I cross the roof, I find myself picturing the child’s face again. Will his eyes ever shine that bright again, once he lives through the events that tonight holds for him? Will he ever smile ear to ear like that, as if the world is full of nothing but promise?

      I’m at the edge of the roof.

      I did this, I think. I took his father. I took the light from his eyes. I took his smile.

      My hand knocks against the edge of my ladder, and in horror I watch it sail away from the roof. My shoulders jerk up to my ears and I cringe as the aluminum frame clatters against the chain-link fence bellow.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      A dog in the adjacent yard starts barking, and I see a bedroom light in the house next door come on.

      My survival instincts kick into gear. I know that I only have a few minutes before the neighbor spots the ladder. I run across the roof, making calculations as I go. My rope will get me to the pavement, and I decide that I have time to go around the house and grab the ladder before the cops could possibly arrive.

      Moving fast, I rappel down the side of the house, retrieve my rope, and then round the corner of the house and collect my ladder. Within three minutes, I’m in my car, pulling away from the curb. I can see blue lights, flashing in the distance. The police have arrived faster than I expected.

      That was fucking close. Way too close.

      I slam my hands against the steering wheel in an attempt to release some of the pent-up steam that’s building inside of me.

      It doesn’t help.

      What the fuck just happened? I lost my shit up there. It was that photograph. Then, all of the mistakes afterwards. In the five years since leaving the Navy, I’ve never botched a job so badly. Am I losing my edge?

      From the corner of my eye, I see my phone light up.

      It’s Clint. At least, that’s what my employer goes by, when he makes contact. I highly doubt it’s his real name. I’ve never actually met him, and that’s just fine by me. The phone is vibrating against the car seat, giving off a faint green glow as it hums.

      He wants to know that the job is done. But at this moment, talking to Clint is the last thing that I want to do. My nerves are so fried, it feels like I’ve swallowed live wires and they’re simmering inside my stomach.

      I want to get as far from this neighborhood and the sirens behind me as possible. I want to get out of this car, and out of these sweaty, incriminating clothes. I want to hide these guns.

      Twenty minutes later, I pull into my motel.

      There’s no sign of police presence, but just to be on the safe side, I throw all of my gear into a worn duffel bag and then pull on my construction worker attire—a thick, dirty denim jacket, bright orange vest, hard hat, and construction boots.

      I make my way into my room knowing that the motel’s cameras will only pick up my hard hat, not my face. Once inside my room, I feel like I can breathe a little better. I strip down and then stand under a hot shower for so long my skin starts to burn. But even the scalding water won’t take away the jitters now living inside of my body.

      I need a drink, and I’m not going to find one here. There’s a club I usually go to when I’m in San Antonio, and I think of it, now. They’re probably still open—it’s only one a.m.

      I dress in a black T-shirt, jeans, boots, and my leather riding jacket. I pull my motorcycle helmet over my head, and then exit the motel room once again. This time, instead of the dark sedan—a rental that I plan on returning bright and early in the morning—I hop onto my motorcycle.

      In just a few minutes, I’ll have a glass of whiskey in my hand, and I can drown out this disaster of a night once and for all.
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          Valerie

        

      

    
    
      “I mean, that’s what I did my thesis on. I knew there was going to be resistance—Texas has had a zero-tolerance policy in schools since the nineties, after all. But it makes such a difference. I mean, restorative discipline is definitely the way to go. These kids just want someone to talk to.”

      I pause and take a breath, picking up my near-empty glass and swirling the ice around as I exhale with a sigh.

      “When these kids get into trouble, it’s a call for help. They don’t need punishment. They need a listening ear.”

      The bartender’s eyes are glazed over. Is he bored or something? Now that I’ve stopped talking, he opens his mouth to speak. I can’t wait to hear his thoughts on the subject. Does he think that restorative discipline is as brilliant as I do?

      “So…what’s the last name on your tab?” he says.

      My heart sinks. Right. He’s a bartender, and I’ve just talked his ear off about work. He doesn’t care.

      “Sorry. It’s Brown.”

      He backs away quickly, like he’s eager to get away from me.

      I’ve got to stop talking about work. The thing is, I’m not comfortable in places like this. And when I’m nervous, I babble. Add a few drinks into the mix, and I become a broken record player, spouting off my well-practiced monologue about my career.

      No one wants to hear about my thesis, or my teaching career, I remind myself as I swivel around on the barstool and survey the club.

      Liz wasn’t talking about her job as an accountant when she started flirting with that guy, a few hours ago. He even had a friend with him. But I talked so much that soon Liz and her guy were making out while I was asking the friend what he thought about the latest round of educational reform laws.

      I’ll tell you what that guy thought about educational reform: nothing. Meanwhile, Liz and her guy left together…and I’m still here. Alone. Like there’s some sort of repellant force-field around me.

      “Valerie Brown?” the bartender says.

      I turn to the bar and he slides a slip of paper and my card towards me. I take a moment to calculate the tip, sign my name, and pick up my card.

      I push the paper back towards him, and within two seconds, he’s moved onto the next person lingering near the bar, waiting for his attention.

      The tab wasn’t expensive—just twenty-five dollars—but still, I’m struck by what a colossal waste the night has been. It’s already one fifteen in the morning; by the time I walk home it will be one thirty. Way past my bedtime. I’ll wake up a little bit hungover and tired, and my whole Sunday will be ruined.

      I huff in annoyance as I pull my purse over my shoulder.

      I’m about to stand when the sight of a man approaching me steals the breath right out of my lungs. My annoyance withers and dies within seconds. All of my attention is captivated by this one man, cutting through a crowd of strangers, heading in my direction.

      Holy smokes. I mean, hot damn. I rarely curse, but this guy deserves curse words. He’s just that hot.

      He’s holding a motorcycle helmet in the crook of his arm and moving fast, as if he can’t wait to reach the bar. With his head lowered like a battering ram, he pushes through the crowd. People move aside as he knocks into them, and I see a few people give him annoyed looks, but no one says anything.

      They wouldn’t. He looks like he could kick the crap out of anyone who tried to stand in his way.

      His body is lean and built, and his tight black T-shirt pulls against his muscular chest, shoulders, and tattooed biceps. He’s wearing faded jeans and black boots.

      He’s closer, now, and he looks up. His body was captivating enough, but now that I see his face, I see that his body was just the beginning of his good looks.

      Time seems to slow as he walks towards me. His dark brows cover smoldering black eyes. He has dark brown wavy hair, and stubble over his chiseled jawline.

      There’s a different energy about him. Sort of…deep. He doesn’t fit in here, in this hyper, shallow club.

      Neither do I, so I guess that makes two of us.

      The barstool next to me is empty, and before I know it the tall, dark, and handsome man is sitting next to me. Though I was about to get up to leave, my legs suddenly feel like jelly. I stay put, trying—but not succeeding—to avert my eyes.

      Okay, I’m staring.

      He doesn’t look at me. Instead, he holds a hand up, calling the bartender over. Though the bar is crowded, a female server comes up to the guy quickly. She flashes a seductive smile. Apparently, I’m not the only one captivated by this guy’s looks.

      “What can I get you?” she asks, leaning over the bar so that her ample cleavage is on display.

      “Whiskey on the rocks,” he says. “And…” Suddenly, he’s turning to me.

      I’m ogling him outright, and his quick turn doesn’t give me time to look away. Our eyes lock and I feel mortified that he’s caught me.

      “And whatever she wants,” he says, lifting his chin in a gesture towards me.

      I feel myself blushing, but I can’t look away. His eyes are so dark. So alive. Cutting right into me. He seems to dare me to accept his offer.

      The bartender is waiting to hear what I want. I hear myself fumble my words at first. This has all just happened so quickly. So unexpectedly.

      “I—um…well, I’ve been drinking vodka tonics tonight,” I say.

      “A vodka tonic for the lady,” the handsome stranger repeats.

      The bartender bustles away, clearly miffed.

      “You…you don’t have to buy me a drink,” I say weakly.

      “I know that.” His voice is deep, quiet, and slightly rough. I can barely hear him over the pounding music. I lean in closer to him to catch his words. “I want to,” he says.

      He smells good—not like too much cologne, which I’ve picked up from many of the men I’ve talked to tonight. No. He smells fresh and clean, like body wash and laundry detergent.

      “Oh. Well, thanks.” I look down.

      “I’m Garrett,” he says.

      “Valerie.”

      Neither of us speaks for a moment. The music pulses all around us, and I enjoy the feeling of his presence next to me. He’s so damn attractive. I feel struck dumb by the sheer gorgeousness of him.

      The server brings our drinks, and Garrett reaches for his immediately. He lifts the short glass to his lips and I watch him from the corner of my eye as he pours half of it down his throat.

      “Thirsty?” I joke as he sets the glass down.

      “It's been a rough night,” he says.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “I’d rather not talk about it.” He meets my eyes with his again.

      His eyes are so dark that, for a moment, I can’t read into the inky blackness. But as I stare into his eyes, I pick up on something that I’ve seen before in my job as a teacher: pain. I’ve been teaching for the past two years in an inner-city high school, and I’ve helped many students through hard times.

      I know what people look like when they’re hurting.

      Almost as soon as I recognize it, Garrett looks away.

      “Okay, then,” I say, letting him off the hook.

      But really, I’m curious. I’m curious about why he’s hurting. I’m curious about why he walked into this club after one in the morning, on his own. I’m curious about his strange, intense energy, his tattoos, and his muscular build.

      “What about you?” he asks, clearly wanting to change the subject. “Are you having a good night, Valerie?”

      The sound of my name on his lips makes a shiver run down my spine.

      “Oh, it’s…all right…” I say vaguely. My night really hasn’t been great, but it’s getting better, now.

      I feel him watching me. “I haven’t seen you here before,” he says.

      “I don’t go out to clubs often,” I say. “My friend Liz begged me to come with her. She needed a wingwoman.”

      “Where is she?” he asks, looking around.

      “She left with a guy a little while ago.”

      “Then I guess you did a good job,” Garrett says with a wink.

      I feel myself blushing. For some reason, discussing my friend’s sexual escapades feels intimate. I feel like Garrett and I are talking about sex directly, though I’ve just barely mentioned that Liz left with a guy.

      “What about you?” I ask, trying to alleviate some of the tension that I’d just introduced. “You come here a lot?”

      “Whenever I’m in San Antonio,” he says elusively.

      “Which is…often?”

      He doesn’t answer me right away. Instead, he takes another long pull from his drink.

      I sip from mine, as well. The introduction of more vodka into my system rekindles the buzz that I’d worked on earlier in the night. I feel myself relax and loosen up a little bit, and I take another sip.

      Garrett leans in closer to me. The music really is loud, and it’s the only way we can hear each other. But as he leans in to place his lips near my ears, I feel tingling arousal build up in my core. This man is so attractive, just talking to him is making me swoon.

      I feel his breath tickle my ear as he speaks. “I travel around Texas a lot,” he says. “My work takes me all over the state.”

      “What do you do?” I ask.

      “I’m…well, I’m a Texas native, born and raised here. I protect civilians. I’m in the field of…criminal justice, I guess you could say.”

      “Oh.”

      I’m trying to concentrate on his words, but really, I’m drowning in the feel of him—his smell, the deep tone of his voice, and the feel of his breath caressing my skin.

      “What about you?” he asks. “What do you do?”

      Oh, no. He’s giving me an opening that would usually cause me to launch into a long, nervous monologue about the public school I work for, the committees I’m on, and the political volunteering that I’m passionate about. I feel it all bubbling up, but I shove it down.

      I take a deep breath and bite my lip. “I promised myself that I wouldn’t talk about work tonight,” I say. I flash a quick smile, and look up at him.

      For the first time since he sat down, I see the corners of his mouth tilt upwards. It’s a brief, subtle smile, but it’s a smile nonetheless.

      “I like that idea,” he says.

      “It is the weekend, after all,” I say.

      He nods. “It is, Valerie. You’re right. Happy Saturday night.”

      He lifts his glass and I mirror him. I catch his eye as we both drink, and I feel the jolt of shared communication passing between us. It’s as though we’re drinking for a purpose, now.

      Just as he dared me to accept his offer to buy me a drink, now, I feel him daring me to keep up with him. To drink at his pace. To let the alcohol carry us towards something that we might not do in a sober state.

      And I want to let it carry me. I want to do something that I might regret in the morning. I want to make a mistake—especially if it’s with this captivating man. I swallow the icy cold, bubbling drink and feel it go to my head. I watch his Adam’s apple move up and down as he swallows, too.

      Damn. I had no idea that I could get so turned on by a man’s Adam’s apple. But here I am, getting hot and bothered as I watch him. I’ve never felt this much attraction to a man that I barely know, but the feeling is pleasant.

      My eyes travel upwards to his chin and his full lips. What would they feel like on mine?

      Suddenly, I know. Whatever Garrett is daring me to do, I’ll do it. I’ve never gone home with a guy that I’ve met at a bar, but if Garrett asks me to leave with him, I’m going to say yes.
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      I can see it in her eyes. She’s asking me where this night is going, and suddenly, I’m wondering the same thing.

      I thought I just needed a drink to soothe my nerves. But I’ve slammed down the glass of whiskey and I still feel on edge. Maybe I need more than just alcohol to take my mind off of the evening’s events.

      She’s pulling her drink up through a red straw. Her lips are plump and pink with gloss. She has long lashes, and every time she glances up at me through that mascara-covered fringe, I get the vibe that she wants something to happen between us.

      She’s deep, thoughtful, on the quiet side. That’s much more my style than the bubbly, clingy girls that laugh too much and tell me to lighten up. She’s shy, too. Timid. When I look at her, I feel this surge of power. She’s letting me have complete control of the situation, and I like it.

      It’s just what I needed, after feeling such a lack of control this evening. That damn photograph—the way I fumbled the ladder. Maybe taking this girl to bed will give me my confidence back.

      God damn, it’s loud in here.

      I lean in towards her. Her shoulder-length blond hair looks so silky smooth, for an instant, I want to reach out and touch it. I stop myself, though. That can come later.

      “Valerie…do you want to get out of here? Go somewhere a little quieter?”

      She pulls back a bit and looks into my eyes. I feel like she’s looking straight through me. For a bizarre instant, I feel like she knows what I’ve done tonight. More than that. It’s like she knows all that I’ve experienced—foster care, war, the deaths of my friends…

      Sounds crazy, I know. But that’s what I mean when I say this girl runs deep.

      It might just be in my imagination. I shake the feeling away.

      She’s biting her lip. There’s a little crease above her right brow. After a moment, she nods. “I live just around the corner,” she says. “A fifteen-minute walk. We could go there…if you want to?”

      Her place. This sounds so good to me, so inviting, so full of promise, that I feel my blood running hotter just thinking about it. I want to go home with her.

      She’s waiting for my answer, and I feel myself enjoying the sense of control again. She’s so submissive. It’s sexy. So, I make her wait. I take a few slow minutes to just look over her body.

      Now that I know that the offer is on the table, I’m even more interested in taking in all of her curves. Her blond hair ripples with natural waves. The black, satin top she’s wearing contrasts with her pale, milky skin. The top is not as revealing or low-cut as many of the styles I’ve seen in this club, but I can imagine her body beneath the conservative blouse. It’s a body I’d love to see…touch…and kiss.

      Since she’s perched on the stool with her legs tightly crossed, I can’t figure out what her hips and ass look like, but if her chest is any indication, she’s got a fine, curvy hourglass shape.

      I let my eyes roam back up to her face. She seems to be holding her breath, waiting for my response.

      Damn, this is fun.

      I feel myself forgetting about my fumble this evening. This is just what I needed. I’m going to take full advantage of the situation before me.

      “I think we should skip the walk,” I say. “Let’s ride.”

      I stand before she can respond. In this game we’re playing, I’m the one to call the shots. I begin walking, and I don’t look back.

      But I know that she’s following me.

      The instant I step out of the club, I’m greeted by fresh air. It’s only a few degrees cooler than inside the club, but still, it feels refreshing against my skin. There were so many bodies in there, and the crowded space was beginning to feel too muggy and hot. Soon, there will just be two bodies creating heat. Mine, and the voluptuous blonde I’m going home with.

      Valerie. I like the name. It suits her.

      I turn around. Just as I expected, she’s stepping out of the club into the fresh air behind me. My bike is parked close, and I motion to it.

      “You’ll wear the helmet,” I say. “Don’t worry, that was my first drink of the night. I’m fine to drive.” Though I’m holding the helmet out, she doesn’t take it.

      “I…um…I’ve never ridden on a motorcycle before,” she says. Her voice is soft and breathy. She looks like a frightened deer.

      I feel like a hunter, luring her in. I step towards her and place my hands on her hips. I was right; they are just as curvy as I hoped. Her jeans fit her well. I can feel the heat of her skin beneath the denim.

      I lean down, as though I’m about to kiss her.

      I know my actions have taken her by surprise.

      Hold on, sweetheart, I think. Not so fast.

      I lean in closer, enjoying the surprised look in her eyes and the heat of her body. At the last minute, when our faces are only inches apart, I turn my head so that my lips are near her ear. “Just hold on tight,” I say. “I’ll do the rest.”

      I feel her shudder.

      Shocked, she nods. This time, when I hold out the helmet, she takes it. I watch her slide it over her head and tighten the chin strap. Again, without looking back, I walk to my bike. It’s not a two-seater, so I make sure to situate myself towards the front, giving her room to mount the bike behind me.

      I feel her climb on, and then her arms wrap around my waist.

      Her body presses into mine, and it takes a massive amount of concentration to start the bike instead of giving in to the fantasies that are now ripping through my mind.

      Her body feels good—soft, supple, and warm. It’s a fast ride, and the whole time I’m torn between wishing it would last longer and needing it to come to an end as fast as possible. There’s no denying it. I’m damn turned on by this woman and I need to have her.

      As soon as possible.

      By the time we pull into her apartment lot, my mind is revving with thoughts of what I want to do to her.

      She leads the way up to her apartment, and I watch her hips sway back and forth as she climbs the steps in front of me.

      “This is my place,” she says, reaching a door on the second story. “I hope you like wine…I don’t think I have any whiskey, but—”

      I stop her words with a kiss.

      We’re standing at her doorway. Her hand is on the doorknob, and she’s already inserted the key. Now that my lips are on hers, her hand stops working the doorknob. Her lips feel soft and hot against mine. I can taste her strawberry lip gloss. Delicious.

      I move my mouth against hers and place my hand on that blond hair I’ve been wanting to touch all evening. It’s as soft as I imagined, and I let my fingers slide down the strands as I move my lips.

      I pull away before I lose myself in the kiss. I want to save more for later. That was just a taste. A taste to let her know what I have planned.

      “I’m not interested in another drink,” I say.

      She’s breathing hard. Her chest rises and falls, and again I’m struck by how high-cut her top is. A single bulb above her front door is casting light over her, and I can see the faint outline of a bra beneath the smooth black fabric.

      I want to rip the top off of her. It’s hard to practice restraint. But at the same time, it feels good to hold back, knowing that it will all come eventually, if I play my cards right.

      It’s the same feeling I used to get at the beginning of a mission. I knew that I was going to give my full focus and attention to meeting the mission’s objective.

      I have that same feeling now.

      I’m going to conquer this woman. I’m going to make her cry out with pleasure. We’re both going to enjoy it.

      She’s fumbling with the doorknob again. I know that my kiss has thrown her off…and I like seeing her vulnerability. Is she feeling the same sense of anticipation that I am?

      She opens the door and steps inside. The moment we enter her apartment and the door clicks closed behind us, she steps in closer to me. She places her hand on my chest and runs her fingers up and down.

      She is. She is feeling the same sense of anticipation.

      For the first time this evening, I feel that I’m no longer the predator. When she looks up at me with those thoughtful, green eyes, I feel completely under her spell. She could ask anything of me, and I would do it.

      It feels good to surrender to my attraction, for just a moment.

      But as she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me in for our second kiss, I turn the tables again. I kiss her back. As we kiss, I move forward. I keep moving, my lips and my feet and my body, corralling her back towards the entryway wall until her back is pressed against it.

      I kiss her hungrily, and to my surprise, she kisses me back with just as much force and passion. It’s a pleasant surprise. This timid, shy girl has fire inside of her.

      Though she’s matching the force of my kiss, I once again feel dominant. I have her pinned to the wall. She lifts a leg and wraps it around my back.

      I press into her more. She moans.

      I feel her move her hips. My breath is coming out heavy and hard. I stop kissing her long enough to whisper her name in her ear.

      “Valerie…I want you.” Her leg is still wrapped around me, and I pin her forcefully to the wall.

      I’m getting hard, now, and I feel her hips grinding against my erection.

      “Yes,” she whispers. Her hands move from my neck up into my hair. It feels good. I feel her slide her fingernails through the hair at the base of my head. “Yes,” she says again.

      We’re not even really inside her apartment yet. The door is just a foot away, and on my other side, I see a coat rack. This is the entryway. It’s dark, but out of the corner of my eye I see dim light, maybe left on in a kitchen area.

      It’s not a lot of light, but it will be enough to see what I want to see.

      I find the bottom of her blouse while we’re kissing. I pull it up over her head. She lifts her arms, helping me free her from the black material.

      As soon as it’s off, I pull back. I want to see her. I want to take it all in.

      The black bra she’s wearing is lacy and delicate, ebony against her ivory skin. I groan as I move my hand to feel the fabric. I barely graze my fingertips against the textured surface. I feel her nipples stiffen as I slide my thumb over the fabric.

      “You’re stunning,” I whisper. I look up from her breasts and back to her eyes. I’m not just saying it. Really, she is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. She’s looking up at me, her fingers still wrapped in my curls.

      “Why are you hurting?” she asks me as our eyes meet, out of nowhere.

      I look away. Damn it. I knew that she could see right through me. Her question, though unexpected, is oddly comforting. It actually feels good to have someone see me for once. I feel so out of place among civilians, yet I haven’t been on a team of SEALs for so long.

      “I’m not,” I say. It’s a conditioned response. I’m used to putting up a tough front.

      “You are, though, Garrett,” she says. She moves her fingers through my hair; I feel her nails rake gently against my scalp.

      “I’m okay right now,” I say, looking intently at her. And, for the moment at least, that’s the truth. When I look at her—standing in front of me in just her bra, low-rise jeans, and kitten heels—I feel my worries slip away.

      “Good,” she says.

      The way she says it is not casual. It’s sincere. Like it really means something to her, whether I’m suffering or not.

      I lift my finger away from her breast. I place it on her lips. I want to feel the curve of them. She bends into me, like a sapling swaying against a strong wind.

      Our eyes are still locked. I feel it again—a slight loss of control. She does something to me. Something that I’m not used to…I haven’t ever felt it with other women I’ve taken to bed for distraction.

      “I want you to feel good, Garrett,” she says. Her lips move beneath my finger. It’s maybe one of the sweetest, kindest things anyone’s said to me in a long time.

      “You’re already making that happen,” I say.

      I feel her hands moving, now. Her fingers drop from my head, down to the waist of my pants. We’re both still breathing hard.

      As her fingers slide against my waistband, I feel my breath coming out in bursts. She plays her fingers against my waistband, then moves her hands up to the hem of my tee. I let her pull it off of me, helping her at the top, where I’m too tall for her small frame to reach.

      Once my shirt is off, she presses her hands against my torso. I feel her soft hands caress my abs, and I let out a jagged exhale as her fingers once again reach the waistband of my jeans. This time, she doesn't stop. She undoes the button of my fly and pulls down the zipper.

      I can hardly catch my breath. I’ve had to swim fifty meters underwater without coming up for air. Believe me, I know how to control my breathing. Yet, Valerie is making me breathless.

      She pulls against my jeans and briefs at the same time, and I feel both layers slide down to the floor. Then, my hard-on springs free.

      I hear her soft gasp. I’m well hung, and I can tell that she likes it.

      She lowers her body in front of me until she’s kneeling on the floor. I see her move some shoes away, creating a free place for her body. This reminds me that we’re still in her cramped, apartment entryway. If I wasn’t so fucking turned on, I might think it was funny. But right now, I can’t think. I feel her lips circle around my dick, and her hot wet tongue flicks against me.

      “Mmm…” I groan, lifting my chin and closing my eyes.

      This is heaven. My whole body relaxes. Any remaining stressors or tension that were clinging to me are suddenly gone, as her lips and tongue work their magic.

      “Jesus, Valerie,” I moan.

      I seriously don’t know if I’ve ever gotten head this good. I feel my dick becoming rock-hard with desire. She moves her mouth up and down my shaft, sucking so hard I feel like I’m going to come right then and there. It takes every inch of willpower in my possession not to, but I manage.

      When she pulls away and stands, I kiss her. “That was fucking amazing,” I say.

      “Good,” she responds with a cute little smile.

      “Bedroom?” I say. It comes out gruffly, like an urgent demand. And hell, it is. I need to taste her and pleasure her; I need to be inside of her.

      She takes my hand and leads me to the bedroom. It’s small but neat and tidy, dimly lit from the light left on down the hall. The queen-sized bed takes up nearly the entire room. Once we’re inside, I pick her up and place her on the bed.

      Now that she’s lying on her back, I crawl on top of her and kiss her again. This time, as our mouths open and our tongues play, I pass my fingers over the waistband of her jeans. Slowly, I unbutton them and pull them down over her hips.

      I move my lips from her mouth to her neck. As I kiss her neck, I slide my fingers against her panties. They’re lacy, just like her bra, and damp with her desire.

      Now, it’s her turn to groan.

      I don’t rush. This is the fun part.

      I continue pulling her jeans down, until they’re around her ankles and then off of her completely. Using my fingers, I stroke her between her legs, over her panties. Finally, I pull the damp underwear off of her and spread her legs. I guide one of her legs over my shoulder, and then, I begin licking her. She tastes better than ice water after a trip through a hot, dry desert.

      Her hips rise off of the bed each time I run my tongue up and down her. I don’t want to stop kissing her, but as her moans become harder, sharper, I feel my own desire peaking to the point that I can’t hold back anymore.

      I want to be inside of her.

      One more lick, a lingering suck, and then I pull back. I can barely breathe, I need her so badly.

      When my cock finally enters her and fills her up, I can’t think straight. The only thought in my mind is how good this feels, how wet and warm and tight she feels around me. The feel of her hips moving, her nails scraping against my back. Her cries, letting me know that she’s in the same state of ecstasy that I am.

      As we both come, I don’t think I could even state my name if you held a gun to my head. I know nothing. A sense of release sweeps through me like a tidal wave.

      I close my eyes and let my body fall down heavily onto the bed. We’re both covered with sweat; I can feel the light breeze of the ceiling fan cool my skin as I rest in stillness. In another minute, I feel Valerie nestle against me.

      On another night, with another woman, I might have resisted. I might have changed positions, so that I wasn’t holding her.

      But tonight, it feels natural to hold her.

      I wrap my arms around her, and then rest my head against hers. I kiss the top of her head.

      “Goodnight, sweetheart,” I whisper.

      I have no idea where the words come from, or what compels me to say them. Maybe it’s the biochemical cocktail swirling through my body after the intense orgasm. Maybe it’s the way she looked at me and told me that she wanted me to feel good.

      The word “sweetheart” feels good on my lips. She feels good in my arms.

      Before I can think another thought, my eyes close and I slip into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wake up with a start.

      There was a noise in the room.

      All of my fighter instincts surface. I sit bolt upright, taking in all of the information I can about my surroundings.

      Though I don’t instantly remember where I am, it comes back to me quickly. I feel Valerie at my side; I see the nightstand on my right, with a ceramic lamp sitting on it. The door to the room is open, and it’s opening more with each passing second, though I don’t see anyone in the doorway. My hand reaches for the lamp. I don’t have my gun, but the heavy ceramic will work if I smash it over someone’s skull with enough force.

      All of this happens in a split second.

      Then, I look down to the very bottom of the doorway, and I see the source of the noise—a cat.

      I feel my heartbeat slow. Valerie stirs in the bed next to me.

      “Garrett? What are you doing?”

      I still have the lamp in my hand. I’ve yanked the chord out of the socket, and I’m holding it up like a club.

      I set it down slowly. “Sorry…reflexes…I thought…”

      The cat jumps and lands on the bed.

      “It’s just Einstein,” Valerie says, reaching for the cat.

      “Right. Sorry,” I say again.

      I lie down again and hold my body still, listening to the cat purr as Valerie pets him.

      After a few moments, I hear Valerie’s breathing become slower, steadier. I know that she’s fallen back to sleep.

      I’m wide awake. I keep looking at the door. It’s open; there’s my exit.

      My arms aren’t wrapped around Valerie any longer. I can move without disturbing her. I sit up slightly, as she and her cat continue to snooze away.

      Perfect. I can slip out now.

      This will make it easier on both of us in the morning. No awkward goodbyes.

      I take one last look at her sleeping form. She’s beautiful, even when she’s sleeping. It’s not like I have a photographic memory, but years of mental training has given me the ability to intently focus at will. I do this, now, with Valerie. I focus on the curve of her cheek, and the way her blond hair falls across her forehead. I take in her thick lashes, her perfect nose, the way her lips move just slightly with each exhale.

      I don’t want to forget her.

      But I also know that I should be on my way. I don’t live in San Antonio, and my work doesn’t exactly support lasting relationships. That’s not what tonight was about, and I’m sure both of us know that.

      Tonight was good—better than good, it was fucking amazing—but it’s time to be on my way.

      I pad out of the room silently, escaping a foreign bedroom for the second time that night.

      I’m careful to lock the front door from the inside before I leave, and the click as it closes gives me satisfaction that Valerie will be safe and sound until morning.

      The parking lot is completely quiet and still, and the roar of my bike feels out of place. I steer out of the lot as quickly as I can, hoping that my engine doesn’t wake her.

      I turn out of the lot and onto the street, and soon, the apartment—and the ravishing blonde on the second floor—are fading into the distance behind me.
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      “Hey.” I’m holding my phone with my cheek and shoulder, using my hands to pour freshly brewed coffee into my favorite, oversized mug. It’s a mug one of my pre-algebra students gave me after my first year of teaching. “English is important, but math is importanter,” it says.

      “Are you home?” I ask. As Liz’s “wingwoman”, I feel responsible for checking up on her. I also need to tell someone about my own night.

      “Yeah…just walked in the door a few minutes ago. Oh my God, Val, I had the most amazing night. I mean, that guy that I left with? He was like, the most incredible guy ever.”

      “Yeah?”

      I add cream and sugar to my coffee, and give it a stir. The liquid turns toffee-colored, just the way I like it. I carry my drink to the kitchen table and sit down on a wooden chair with my knees tucked up to my chest. Einstein is weaving through the chair’s legs, reminding me that it’s well past his breakfast hour.

      “I mean, he lives in a really nice area…like, Val, really nice. He works for Braxton and Miller—he’s like, some kind of senior financial advisor or something.”

      “So, things went…well?” I ask.

      Liz and I have been friends since high school, but we’re very different people. While she’s always been impressed by wealth and prestige, that’s never been my thing. I can tell she’s pleased with her dude’s home and job, but I don’t really get it. Just because the guy’s rich, doesn’t make it a great night.

      “I mean, was he a nice guy?” I add.

      “Oh, yeah,” Liz says. “He’s totally nice. We fooled around a little bit and then fell asleep, and this morning, when he dropped me off, he gave me this really sweet kiss goodbye.”

      I feel my heart squeeze in my chest. Even though she has no idea, it’s like Liz is rubbing it in my face that Garrett left without saying goodbye.

      “That’s great,” I say. I’m trying to be happy for my friend, but my voice comes out strained. I think she picks up on it.

      “Here I am going on and on about me…what about you? Did anything happen with Charlie’s friend?”

      It takes me a minute to remember what she’s talking about. Then, I remember that Charlie is the guy she went home with. Mr. Nice-Guy financial advisor.

      “Oh…um…no, not really.”

      “Val!” Liz says, her voice full of exasperation. “What did you do? He was totally willing to hook up with you.”

      “Willing” to hook up with me? Like I’m some kind of charity case, looking for “willing” volunteers? I feel myself bristle at Liz’s word choice.

      “Actually,” I say, drawing the word out and then pausing to sip my coffee, just for effect. “I did end up meeting a guy. A really handsome guy, towards the end of the night.”

      “Meeting” doesn’t seem like the right word for what Garrett and I did last night. And “handsome” barely does him justice. But I don’t really know how else to put Garrett’s mind-blowingly good looks into words without sounding like I’m exaggerating.

      “Really? What happened?”

      “We came back to my place,” I say.

      “What?!” Liz howls. She sounds genuinely surprised and happy for me. “No!” she shouts.

      I giggle. My annoyance towards my friend fades, and I feel happy once again about my good news.

      “Tell me everything,” she says.

      “We…umm…” I bite my lip, thinking over the night before. There’s no way I’m going to go into all of the juicy details. I’m just not that comfortable talking about sex.

      But I do have to share something, so I manage to squeak out, “We slept together.” The words string together, all in a big rush.

      I can barely believe that it happened, and as I say the words out loud, it sounds even more surreal. My friends, especially Liz, know that I’m not a one-night stand kind of girl. I also haven’t been dating much—all right, at all—lately, so my sex life has been pretty much non-existent.

      I never have news like this to share. It’s always Liz sharing her stories with me, never the other way around.

      “You didn’t!” she shrieks.

      I giggle again. “We did,” I say.

      “How was it?”

      “Good.”

      I feel myself blush. I take another sip of coffee, and as I swallow, I remember the way Garret looked, his body naked and poised above me. I can remember his tattoos—the Roman numeral twenty-three on his bicep, an eagle on his chest, inked waves lapping up along his forearm. I remember the way his muscles bunched as he moved over me, causing the tattoos to ripple.

      “It was great, actually,” I add.

      “Valerie! I am so happy for you. What’s his name? Where is he from? What does he do?”

      She fires the questions at me so fast, I barely have time to process them. Her words seem like a foreign language. Nothing about what Garrett and I did last night seems to fit in with her questions. What does he do? He looks at me, with those dark, alluring eyes; he kisses me like there’s no tomorrow; he makes me feel like a goddess.

      But I know that those aren’t the answers my friend is looking for.

      “Umm…well, he said he does something with criminal justice. I’m not quite sure. His name is…his name is Garrett. I don’t know where he’s from, but he travels a lot, all over Texas.”

      “Garrett what? We could look him up online…do a little snooping.”

      “I’m not sure of his last name,” I admit.

      “Oh…well, you’re going to see him again, right? Charlie is taking me out to dinner tonight, to Verve. I could ask him if he’ll add two more to the reservation.”

      I set my coffee cup down. Einstein jumps up into my lap and rubs his face against my upper arm. He really wants to eat.

      I frown. “I don’t know…I didn’t get his number.”

      “You didn’t? But you gave him yours…right?”

      I shake my head, my heart sinking in my chest.

      “No,” I say. “I—I guess I forgot…and he left really early this morning. I think he had to get to work or something.” I don’t say that he left while it was still dark out…while I was still sleeping.

      “It’s Sunday,” Liz says.

      “I know. I don’t think criminal justice is nine-to-five work,” I snap. I can’t hide the frustration in my voice.

      Once again, Liz backs off. “Well, don’t worry about it. He knows where to find you.” She laughs, clearly trying to lighten the mood, but I feel like a wet blanket has been thrown over my little campfire of happiness.

      I would love to be heading to Verve tonight as Garrett’s date. I would love to be going anywhere with Garrett. Verve is one of the newest, hottest restaurants in San Antonio, and it can take months to get a reservation. The casual way that Liz mentioned it really rubbed me the wrong way. And the way she’s acting like she and this guy—Charlie—are a couple is making me even more upset.

      I need to calm down.

      I know I’m just jealous because she’s going to see her guy again and Garrett has disappeared without a trace. It’s not her fault. But if I stay on the phone with her, I’m going to say something snippy. I can just feel it.

      “Listen, I have to run,” I say. “Einstein is throwing a fit over here—he’s demanding food.” I look down at my grey cat, who has now settled into a little ball on my lap. Not quite a fit, but I just want to get off of the phone.

      “Okay, honey,” Liz says. And then, “Don’t feel bad, Val. Things like this happen all the time.”

      The redness in my cheeks is no longer a blush. The blood rushing to my face is a mixture of pain and anger.

      “I don’t feel bad,” I say defensively. “I had an amazing night.”

      “Good,” Liz says, her voice dripping with pity. “Oh! Before you go…one more thing. I know this is crazy, but I mentioned Chrissy’s wedding to Charlie, and he said that he would go with me.”

      “Really?”

      One of our girlfriends, Chrissy, is going to be married in about a month—early September. She’s the fourth girl from our high school group to tie the knot. Liz and I were going to go together, as the two single girls in our group. I was looking forward to it.

      “Liz, you just met this guy! You already invited him to a wedding?”

      “I know!” Liz squeals, clearly happy about it. “It’s so insane, right? But we just started talking about how all of our friends are getting married, and it just came out! Please don’t be mad.”

      “I’m not mad,” I say, but of course I’m mad. I can’t help it. I hold the phone away from my face a little, as if it’s toxic. “Gotta go! I’ll call you tomorrow to see how your date went,” I promise.

      When I hang up, my shoulders slump down, and I let my head fall forward onto the table. I’m curled over Einstein, who's still lying in my lap. I hear him start to purr.

      “What am I going to do, Einstein?” I whisper. I start to pet him, and his purring grows louder. “I don’t even know his last name. If he wanted to see me again, he would have asked for my number.”

      He would have. It’s the truth. But he didn’t. He disappeared in the middle of the night, and I’m probably never going to see him again.

      I let my head rest on the table, and my eyes close. Once again, my mind is flooded with memories of the night before.

      The way we he kissed me, taking my breath away, practically before we made it in the door. The feel of him pinning me against the wall, in the entryway. The sensation of his lips on mine…his hands roaming over my body…

      Instead of making me feel worse, the memories actually make me feel better. I open my eyes and lift my head up off of the table. I reach for my coffee cup with one hand, and with the other, I give Einstein a few more pets.

      I feel my lips curl into a smile.

      “You know what?” I whisper to my cat. “It’s okay. It was worth it.” I think of the way my body writhed under his kisses, his touch, his thrusts. My smile grows broader. “Totally worth it. Now, let’s get you some breakfast.”
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      “No phones in class.” I walk up to Alex and give him my best impression of the evil eye.

      He smiles. I guess my evil eye isn’t that evil. Alex knows that I love him dearly.

      It’s his second time going through my class. Before the school year started, I met with him to go over our strategy for getting him to pass. Now that it’s early September, we’ve had class for two weeks. I’m determined that he won’t slip into his old behaviors so early in the semester.

      “Miss B., I forgot my calculator! My phone has one,” he says.

      I hold out my hand, palm up, and Alex sheepishly holds his phone out. I see a game on the screen; a grid of different colored bubbles wait to be popped as a timer ticks down.

      “Then why is Bubble Blast up?” I ask. “Put it away, Alex, it’s distracting.”

      I hand it back to him, and he sighs heavily as he shoves it into his backpack.

      I continue. “Besides, you don’t need a calculator for this problem. I’ve seen you do stuff harder than this in your head.”

      I slide into the empty seat by Alex’s side and look across the desk at the nearly blank page in his notebook.

      He’s copied down the problem from the board, but that’s about it.

      “What do you think?” I ask, pointing to the equation.

      He frowns. “It’s too early to do math,” he grumbles.

      “Alex, you can do this. Just focus. Remember what we talked about? This is all about attitude.”

      He hunches forward, examining the problem.

      “I guess I could factor it?” he says.

      I nod and give him a smile. “Yes!” I say. “Good job! Exactly. Factor it. You remember how to set that up?”

      I watch as he writes a new line of numbers, right below the equation he’s copied from the board. As I watch him write, my stomach does a turn, and I feel a wave of nausea wash over me. I press one hand to my stomach and hold it there, frozen, until the feeling passes.

      Alex glances over at me. “You okay, Miss B.?”

      The wave of nausea has passed, and I manage to stand up.

      “Yes, thanks. I’m fine. I’m just going to—keep working on that problem, Alex. You’re on the right track. You can do it.”

      He grins.

      I spin on my heel and head for my desk. Maybe I’m dehydrated. I’ve had a cup of coffee already this morning, but little water. I know that’s not the best way to start the day. Luckily, I have a water bottle on my desk, and I lift it now and take a healthy swig. Once again, my stomach turns.

      Instinctively, I look for the nearest trash can. I really might vomit.

      The rolling sensation leaves me, but a cloying nausea remains.

      I stand again. “Class, keep working on this problem. In five minutes, I’m going to pick one of you to show us your work on the board. I’ll be right back.”

      My students are quiet, their heads bent over their notebooks. I escape and hustle to the nearest ladies’ room.

      I’m sitting on the closed toilet seat in the stall when it hits me. First of all, my period is a week late. Sure, it’s sometimes a few days late…but a week? Never. Secondly, this nausea…it’s unreal. Unexpected. It doesn’t make sense.

      Unless…

      Unless, I’m pregnant.

      I feel numb. I force myself to stand, wash my hands, and walk towards my classroom. I did say that I’d return in five minutes, and I don’t want to go back on my word, especially this early in the semester. This is a time for building rapport with my students, not flaking out on them and disappearing while I have my own personal breakdown.

      Even though I force myself to step through the door, smile, and chose a student to present the problem to the class, inwardly I am having a breakdown.

      Because the pieces are coming together. That night, three weeks back. That crazy night.

      Everything happened so fast. I still remember moving the shoes in my entryway so that I could kneel—right there, a foot from the doorway!—in front of him. My clothes were off practically as soon as I hit the bed. Neither of us had been thinking in terms of protection.

      He didn’t wear a condom. Garrett. That sexy, dark, mysterious guy that I haven’t heard from since…

      Could I be pregnant with his child?

      The possibility gnaws at me, to the point that I’m barely able to conduct the rest of the class. By the time my students leave, some of my nausea has passed, but my head is a mess.

      Briefly, I consider going home for the day. Except I’ve graded my Algebra II class’s quiz, and I want to be the one to deliver the results. It would be easy to pass it off to a sub, but it would have less impact on the class that way, and I know how important this first month of school is; it sets the stage for the whole year.

      I’m going to stick it out.

      I just hope the nausea stays at bay, and I don’t puke in front of my students. Yes, that would leave quite the impression, but it’s not exactly the impression that I want to make.
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* * *

      My hope that the nausea is gone turns out to be futile. An hour later, it returns, and it lasts until lunch time. Thankfully, I make it till three without vomiting.

      I have a list of tasks that I want to accomplish in my afternoon hours, but as soon as the school bell rings, I know that I’m not going to even attempt them. Not today. I can barely think.

      There’s no way I can sit here and complete lesson plans. The thought of a possible pregnancy keeps running through my head, and now, I can no longer ignore it.

      I gather my things and head for my car. Howard Public School is located in east San Antonio, in one of the rougher neighborhoods. The teacher’s lot is past the basketball courts. I see Alex shooting hoops with his friends. He catches my eye, smiles, and waves.

      “You outta here, Miss B.?” he shouts.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “Are you feeling better?”

      “Kind of. Thanks, Alex.” I might as well be honest. Yes, the nausea is gone, but my world still feels upside-down.

      Alex passes the ball to another kid, then jogs towards me. “Hey…Miss B. I was thinking about my attitude this morning. Sorry for giving you lip. It won’t happen again.”

      I nod. “I understand,” I say. “Alex, don’t forget about after-school math help this week. Tuesday and Thursday, three to four. If you have trouble with the homework assignment tonight, you should think about going.”

      “I will,” he says.

      “Who’s winning?” I ask, motioning to the court.

      “Shirts,” he says, then grabs the front of his T-shirt and snaps the fabric proudly.

      “Nice. Good luck.”

      “See ya, Miss B.”

      Alex jogs off and I stand and watch the game for a minute. Alex joins his team, and one of his friends passes him the ball. Alex shoots from the three-point line and the ball sails through the chain net of the hoop with a rattling sound instead of a swish.

      If Alex was living on the other side of town, he’d be on a division-one basketball team. He’d have the support he needed at home and at school, as well as organized after-school practices.

      Howard does have a team, but Alex was cut last year because he’s working practically full-time at a fast food restaurant in his neighborhood, just to help his mother pay rent. His father’s not around, so he and his mother put food on the table for his four younger brothers and sisters.

      I slide into the front seat of my car, trying not to get overly upset about the inequality of it all. However, my drive home is like a movie playing out the wealth disparity. As I emerge from the Eastside of San Antonio and pass into the wealthier neighborhoods, the grass literally becomes greener. The roads are smoother; the sidewalks are cleaner; the buildings are larger, shinier, and newer. I pass by a public school that looks more like a mall than the prison-like building I work in.

      Where’s Garrett from? I find myself wondering. Did he have to support brothers and sisters and a widowed mother, like Alex does? Did he deal with violence, gangs, and crime like my students do, every day of their lives?

      I remember the way his eyes looked. I remember the pain that I saw there. People who look like that—wise beyond their years—have usually seen many things. Much more than a sheltered woman like me.

      What has he seen? What has he experienced?

      I turn left towards my subdivision and steer the car into a drugstore parking lot. A few minutes later, I’m back in the car, with a plastic bag filled with pregnancy tests in hand. I stuff the shopping bag into my purse and continue on my way.

      When I pass my mother's house, just a street over from my own apartment, I’m tempted to stop in. It’s a habit—I often visit her on my way home from work. We’ll go for a walk, have a glass of wine, and discuss our days. But the urge to take the tests in my bag drives me forward. I just want to know.

      I wouldn’t be good company for my mother in this distracted state. On top of that, what would I say if she offered me a glass of wine? I couldn’t accept it, and she’d immediately surmise what’s going on with me.

      My mind is spinning as I park and take my stairs two at a time. I unlock the apartment door and Einstein greets me with a yowl. He’s a needy cat. I pick him up and pet him as I walk right into the bathroom.

      “Okay, Einstein, this is it,” I say.

      I set him down and he moves to the water dish that I have by my shower. He begins lapping at the water, and I envy his blissful ignorance. He has no idea that I’m about to learn whether my life is going to be forever changed.

      My hands are shaking.

      I take a box out of the plastic bag. I bought doubles of three different kinds of tests—there are six total in the bag. Overboard, I know. But I want to be sure.

      I read the instructions and follow them, staring blankly at Einstein as I wait for the minutes to pass. He’s jumped into the shower and is sitting under the leaky faucet. When I first noticed the leak, I wanted to fix it. Then, I noticed that Einstein seems to like the drip of the water on his head, so I left it.

      My eyes wander to his litter tray, which I have tucked into a corner of the small bathroom. I remember hearing something about cat litter and pregnancy…some kind of toxin which could be harmful to a pregnant woman.

      Am I a pregnant woman?

      How am I going to clean the cat litter box? Will I have to keep it outside, on the balcony or something? Thinking of the balcony brings me to a new concern. This apartment is small. It’s a one-bedroom. Where would a baby sleep?

      Beep, beep, beep. My phone alarm goes off. It’s been three minutes.

      I take a deep breath, then stand up off of the floor where I’ve been sitting. I walk to the sink, pick up the test, and look down at it.

      There’s a little pink plus sign. Positive!

      My heart leaps in my chest. It swells, and this warm, fuzzy feeling fills me to the very core.

      Positive…I’m pregnant!

      Whoa. This is not how I expected to feel. There’s this overwhelming surge of happiness coursing through me. Warmth. Joy. Excitement. Love.

      I expected to sink to my knees, sick with worry and concern. But that doesn’t happen. Not at all. The logistical facts, like the cat litter toxins and the size of my apartment, feel completely irrelevant. I’m carrying a life inside of me.

      The warm, joyful feeling wells up and spills out of me as I laugh.

      I cover my mouth with my hand, surprised at the bubbling laughter. I feel tears well up in my eyes.

      “Einstein!” I exclaim. “I’m going to have a baby!”

      He stares at me and blinks twice.

      “You’re right. I should take another test, just to be sure.”

      I take two more, and both are positive.

      Half an hour later, I’m still sitting on the bathroom floor. My head is tilted up. I’m looking at the ceiling, but not really seeing it. My mind is a million miles away.

      I’m thinking about my baby. The baby growing inside of me, as I sit here. The life I’m going to usher into the world, in a few months’ time. It feels surreal. I don’t know what to do, what to think, or what to say. Should I call my mother? Liz?

      Though a part of me wants to speak the words, “I’m pregnant” to someone other than my cat, I don’t feel like calling Liz or my mom.

      They’re not the ones I want to tell.

      I want to tell Garrett.

      I want to look into his eyes as I tell him.

      Because a part of me wonders if he would feel it, too—if he would feel this magic that is flowing inside of me, lighting me up from the inside. This life inside of me—it isn’t just mine. Garrett and I created it, together. He deserves to feel the same sensation of bliss and surreal calm that I’m experiencing right now.

      I get up from the floor and move to my bedroom. My laptop is on my nightstand, since I often do work late into the night. It’s a terrible habit, but one I’ve gotten into since becoming a teacher. With my computer in my lap, I settle onto the bed with my legs crossed.

      I’ve tried to find Garrett before, online. For the first few days after our night together, I was pretty much obsessed. I spent every spare minute sorting through social media sites and search engines, searching for his face. But days turned into weeks, and I found nothing.

      Now, with my news burning in my heart, I have a new sense of motivation.

      I have to find him.

      I have to tell him about our baby.

      But all I have to go on is a name. A first name, and a list of tattoos that I’ve written in my journal, so that the details don’t fade with time.

      The problem is, that information is pretty much useless when it comes to searching online.

      I sigh and start exactly where I left off last time. With the cursor blinking in my search bar, I type out his name. Hopefully, this time, I’ll get some useful results.
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      “I’ve tried everything I can think of,” I say, keeping my voice low.

      Liz, dressed in a flowing, floor-length bridesmaid dress just like the one I’m wearing, is sipping a glass of white wine. Charlie is at her elbow. The two seem to be glued at the hip these days, though they’ve only known each other for a month.

      “I still can’t believe this. You, like, never hook up with people. And now, you’re pregnant?” Liz’s voice rises a bit at the end, and I hold my finger to my lips and look around.

      It’s only been a day since I found out I’m pregnant, and I’m not yet ready to share my news widely. But when Liz heard me puking in Chrissy’s parents’ bathroom this morning, and was truly concerned, I admitted to her that it was morning sickness.

      Now that the ceremony is over, I’m relieved to be talking to Liz so that I don’t have to make excuses for skipping out on the free bar.

      “I know,” I say. “I can barely believe it myself. But it’s happening, and I only want to look forwards.”

      “You’re sure you want to have this baby?” Liz asks, her voice hushed.

      Charlie looks at me, as if waiting for my answer. Man, I wish he wasn’t here. This is so personal. But like I said, I can’t seem to get Liz alone these days.

      Chrissy sweeps over to us before I can respond, holding onto two “hers” cocktails. There’s a sprig of lavender poking out of the sides, in-keeping with the lemon-and-lavender theme of the wedding.

      “Valerie! Have I mentioned yet that you look gorgeous today? You’re absolutely glowing. Did you get a facial or something and not invite me?” Chrissy gushes.

      We hug, and she kisses my cheek. Not waiting for an answer, she goes on to Liz and Charlie. “You guys! I am so glad you’re here to share this day with me. We should call you two Chiz…or Larlie, or something.”

      Liz and Charlie crack up at that, and I feel myself scowl. These two met on the same night that Garrett and I met, and when I look at them, I can’t help but feel a little bit jealous. Not that their thing is perfect, but it’s still a harsh reminder of how different my situation is.

      I join in on the laughter, but it’s forced.

      Chrissy holds out the drinks, and I take mine with a feeling of obligation. I can’t drink it, but I’m definitely not going to refuse it—that would only make her suspicious.

      “Val, can you do me a huge favor?” Chrissy says. “There’s a string of lights up around the dance floor that need to be connected to the extension cord coming out from behind the shed. Could you just plug them in?”

      I nod, and soon, Chrissy’s off to receive congratulations from another guest.

      Immediately, I return to the subject of Garrett. “I’ve tried police departments, because he said he was in criminal justice…”

      “When are you going to tell the girls?” Liz asks.

      “Soon, I guess. But not on Chrissy’s big day.”

      “Good call. Okay, so you tried police departments—what do you mean? You just called them up?”

      I nod, remembering the hours I’d spent on the phone the night before. Thank goodness for makeup artists and cover-up, or else the dark circles under my eyes would ruin Chrissy’s wedding photos.

      “I asked for officers named Garrett. I also looked up probationary officers, security guards, and correctional officers—he mentioned that he protects people.”

      “Hmm…” Liz scrunches up her face, thinking. Then, she gulps down some of her lavender drink. “Maybe he’s in the CIA,” she muses, her eyes growing wide. “Didn’t you say that he was kind of secretive about his job?”

      “That’s right, he didn’t want to talk about work,” I say. And neither did I. As it turned out, both of us had been much more interested in doing other things besides talking.

      “Or the FBI,” Charlie chimes in. He’s been pretty quiet so far, and the sound of his voice kind of takes me by surprise. Again, I wish that I was just talking to my girlfriend. But I set my resentment aside when Charlie adds, “You know, I have a buddy from Texas U who’s a private detective these days. You could call him and see what he could dig up… Here, I think I have his card.”

      “Really?” I ask. That sounds so much more efficient than my haphazard late-night searching. I know that I’ll keep scrolling through social media feeds and web forums, but getting a detective on my side sounds like a wise move.

      “That would be great,” I say.

      He finds the card in his wallet and hands it to me.

      “Thanks, Charlie.” I slip the card into the small, lavender clutch that I have tucked under one arm.

      Liz gives Charlie a little squeeze. She leans her head against his arm and beams at me. “Isn’t he the best?” she asks.

      I nod, reminding myself to be happy for my friend.

      “Oh…” Liz looks up at Charlie. “Should we tell her, honey?”

      Honey? When did she start calling Charlie honey? It seems a little bit early for that. But who am I to judge? I’m going to have the child of a man I barely know.

      Charlie smiles. “Yes,” he says.

      Liz looks back to me. “Val, we have some exciting news of our own. We didn’t want to tell anyone today—like you said, it’s Chrissy’s day and all—but…” she glances back up at Charlie. Still looking at him, she says, “We’re getting engaged. Charlie asked me last night.”

      “Liz! That’s amazing!” I wrap my arms around my friend, careful not to spill my still-full drink as I do so. I make sure that I’m smiling as I pull away and congratulate Charlie, too.

      Inwardly, I’m struggling to find genuine happiness. She’s only known this guy for a month, I think, as I shake Charlie’s hand. Sure, he’s got a great job and a house and he seems like a good guy, but how well can she really know him? I feel like I want to protect my friend from getting hurt, down the road.

      But also, beneath that desire, there’s a more selfish feeling brewing. Liz was my last single friend. All of the other girls in my circle have tied the knot. Liz’s will be yet another wedding that I have to attend alone.

      “Where’s the ring?” I ask.

      Liz is beaming. “It’s at home. I couldn’t wear it today. Like I said, this is Chrissy’s day. Maybe we could all get together when Chrissy is back from her honeymoon,” she suggests. “We could do brunch, and you could share your news and I’ll share mine!”

      My face is frozen in a smile. I’m trying to stay positive here, but it’s hard.

      “I better go sort out those lights,” I say instead of answering. I know that the statement sounds odd, and that I’m acting like a total weirdo. But I can’t help it. I back away from the two slowly; the moment is truly awkward.

      Before I turn and hightail it away from Liz and Charlie, I see them embrace each other and kiss, my odd behavior totally forgotten.

      Chrissy’s parents have set up their backyard for the intimate affair. I almost trip over the dance floor, which has been laid over their manicured lawn. My heels catch the edge, and I have to flap my arms to catch my balance. My clutch drops, and the lavender cocktail splashes over my arm.

      Shaken up, I move to an empty table and grab a napkin. Once I’ve cleaned up, I abandon the drink and pick up my clutch. I take out my phone and the card and start composing a message. I know that it’s probably rude to be typing on my phone in the middle of the reception, but I can’t stop myself.

      I need to find Garrett. As soon as possible.

      I don’t want to go to another wedding alone.

      That might sound silly, but it’s the truth. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Beneath it lie all of my fears about raising a child alone. I know that I can do it, if it comes down to that. I will do whatever I have to do to protect this baby, and give him or her the best life that I can. But I don’t want to do it alone.

      I glance across the yard towards Liz and Charlie. He’s whispering something in her ear.

      I want that. I want companionship, love, a partner. I want to wear a white gown at my own intimate backyard wedding. I want a little house with a white picket fence, where a puppy can play.

      Can I do this alone?

      Yes.

      Do I want to?

      No. Definitely not.

      I type my message as fast as I can, listing what I know about Garrett (which is shockingly little) and send it off to the email address on the card.

      With this done, I busy myself by plugging in the lights around the dance floor, as Chrissy asked me to do.

      The wedding seems to last forever. I’m emotionally drained, nauseous on and off, and sad that I’m alone. On top of that, I can’t drink. Cicero once said, “No one dances while he is sober, unless he happens to be a lunatic,” and it’s my opinion that the guy was on to something. I barely enjoy dancing when I have a few drinks in me, and I find it impossible while I’m stone-cold sober. The only times I’m not shy are when I’ve got a few drinks in me, teaching math…or with Garrett, apparently.

      I duck out at half past nine, before the really rowdy dancing begins. I manage to sneak out without being noticed, and I promise myself that I’ll make it up to Chrissy somehow.

      Just before drifting off to sleep, I get an email notification. I peer at my phone, hoping that it’s a message from Charlie’s friend. It is, and I read it eagerly.

      “Valerie, thanks for getting in touch. I would be happy to accept the job you are proposing, and I will contact you on Monday to discuss the details. Based on the information you’ve sent over so far, I’m sure that I can have results for you within the month.”

      His message goes on to discuss his fee, but I’m barely concentrating on the words. Within the month! That would be excellent! I fall asleep, hopeful at last, dreaming about Garrett’s face when he finds out he’s going to be a father.
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* * *

      By the time late November arrives, the hope that I experienced after contacting the private investigator is pretty much gone. He was optimistic, but that didn’t help him dig up any information. After two months of looking, I had to admit that I couldn’t afford to keep paying him. I ended our contract and took matters back into my own hands. Not that I’m any more capable, but at least my hours of searching are free.

      I step into the OB/GYN office and the front desk attendant greets me warmly. “Look at you!” she says with a smile. “How are you feeling?”

      I smile as best as I can. “Pretty good,” I say, trying to sound bright.

      “You’re right on time! In fact, the nurse just came through to say she’s ready for you in exam room two. Let me take you back.”

      She ushers me into a small room, and within minutes, I’m with a nurse. This is my second ultrasound, and by now, I’m used to the feel of the cool jelly and the sensation of the wand that she rolls against my abdomen.

      The first time, I thought that I’d only have to go to one appointment on my own, while the PI located Garrett for me. I remember thinking, Soon, I won’t have to do this alone.

      Now, lying in the reclined chair for the second time, I’m not so sure.

      What if I can’t find him?

      It’s strange, but a part of me—a tiny sliver—feels relieved at this. Though I’ve been telling myself that the gorgeous stranger I met on that crazy night would be thrilled with the news of a baby, I also know that it might not be the case.

      If I never find Garrett, I’ll never have to be disappointed with his reaction.

      Maybe it’s for the best. Maybe I should stop looking.

      “There’s that nice, healthy heartbeat that we like to see,” the nurse says.

      Her voice is soothing and gentle. I feel myself relax, just a little bit. She tells me about the fetus’s development, and her steady voice lulls me into a trance.

      “Are you ready to know the sex?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “I am.”

      She gives me a kind smile. “You’re going to have a boy, Valerie! A healthy little boy.”

      My heart is hammering in my chest. I look up at the screen, to my right, which shows the ultrasound image. I would have never expected that I could feel so much love for a blurry, blobby, black-and-white image on a computer screen. But as I lie there, trying to wrap my head around my uncertain future, I feel myself fall head-over-heels in love.

      Even if I never find Garrett, I’m going to have his child.

      A healthy little boy.

      A son.

      Maybe he’ll have wavy brown hair and his father’s dark eyes.

      I close my eyes and start to cry. I’m not sure if they’re tears of fear, loneliness, or the overwhelmingly infinite love that I’m experiencing for the first time. The nurse squeezes my hand, and I squeeze it back.

      A boy.

      I’m going to have a boy.
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      I type out a text to Clint on my phone, telling him the job is done. I press send, then lean my head back against the rental car’s headrest.

      I’m in the motel parking lot. It’s the same motel I stayed in, over a year ago—the last time I was in San Antonio.

      I look at the building’s exterior and my mind starts to drift.

      Sweetheart.

      I remember calling her sweetheart.

      I remember the feel of holding her in my arms, after our night together. I remember pressing my lips to the top of her head and kissing her silky blond hair.

      Most of all, I remember the way she looked at me.

      No one’s looked into my eyes like that before. And no one’s done it since.

      I sigh and reach across the compact car’s console. I lift my pack and drag it towards me as I open the door.

      It’s October, and much cooler than the last time I was here. The air is a comfortable seventy degrees, yet I’m still soaked in sweat from my work. Killing off civilian criminals is less complicated than the ambush of terrorist cells that I did with the SEALs. But since I’m doing it on my own, it turns out to be just as difficult.

      I’d stayed hidden in a closet, in this case, for over six hours before the bad guy returned home. When I came out, he barely knew what hit him. He was dead on the floor before he even saw me.

      This time, I knew the dude didn’t have kids. He was too busy with his human trafficking business to raise a family. Motherfucker.

      I gave an anonymous tip to the cops and waited outside until I saw them come to the ghetto apartment and free the eight teenage girls that the scumbag had kept in his place.

      All in all, the mission was a success, and I feel good about what I’ve done. It’s the same feeling I used to get after capturing enemy fighters.

      My body is exhausted from the long drive across the state earlier that day, but I’m too amped-up to go to sleep. I walk into the motel room and set my duffel bag down on the ground. As usual after a job, I strip down and step into my therapist’s office: the shower. I let the hot water run over my body, cleansing me of the kill. Then, I turn the water to freezing cold and stand under it, past the point of enjoyment. The cold-water challenge makes my blood rush and my breathing deepen. When I step out, I feel like a new man.

      Sweetheart. I called her sweetheart.

      And I wasn’t just saying it. I meant it.

      I’ve thought about her so many times, this past year or so. I bring up the mental still shot that I created when leaving her room: her head resting on the pillow, her hair falling against her forehead, the curve of her perfect cheek. Her full, soft lips and her long lashes.

      But being here, in this city, is bringing back more than just visuals. I feel the memory of being with her so intensely that I can’t focus on anything else.

      I start sifting through my bag. I’m about to reach for clothes that I can sleep in—gym shorts and a tee—but then, my hand moves to a pair of jeans. Lifting them, I get an idea. Maybe I’ll go to the club. The same club where I met her. Maybe, just maybe she’ll be there. Sitting there, at the bar, alone…just like last time.

      My rational mind knows that the chances are one in a million, but I lift the jeans, anyway, and pull them on.

      I dress quickly and head out of the motel, careful as always to wear my helmet so the cameras can’t pick up my face.

      My exit from the motel is just like everything else I do—anonymous. I have more fake credit cards and cellphone numbers than I know what to do with. It’s been almost too easy to erase myself from the modern world. Clint supplies me with fake IDs, throw-away phones, and credit cards. For personal transactions, I always pay in cash.

      It’s almost as if Garrett Lawson—the identity I was born with—no longer exists. And maybe that’s the reason that I want to run into Valerie again so badly.

      She saw me. She looked straight through me. She asked why I was hurting, and then she made me feel better.

      It wasn’t just the sex—though, don’t get me wrong, it was the best sex I’ve ever had—it was more than that. It was the feeling of being seen.

      I want to hear my name on her lips again. I want to see the look of concern and caring in her eyes. I want to tell her that I’m okay, and mean it.

      I travel through the streets of the city without really noticing anything. I’m too deep in thought. By the time I pull up to the club, my hopes are sky-high. She has to be here. It’s Saturday night. That’s got to make my chances better…right?

      I cut a straight line to the bar, ignoring the people that stand in my way. My mind is completely focused on getting to the bar, as if she might be sitting there in the same place, just waiting for me.

      The place hasn’t changed much over the last fourteen months, but a few things are different. I notice that the staff behind the bar has changed. The busty brunette isn’t behind the bar, ready to lean over the counter and display her cleavage to me, like the last time. Instead, I see a model-thin woman with sharp features and a dude who looks like he spends every minute that he’s not making drinks in the gym, working on his pecs.

      I scan the faces of customers waiting for drinks.

      No sign of her.

      The female bartender comes over to me and gives me a smile. “What’ll it be?”

      I order a whiskey on the rocks, then turn so that I can survey the club.

      The dance floor is packed and the lights are dim. I look at the faces one by one, trying to sort them out so that I can keep track of my work. But the task is nearly impossible. There must be over a hundred people on the floor, and they’re moving so much that I can’t keep track.

      “Here’s that whiskey,” I hear.

      I turn and see that the bartender has placed my drink on the counter. She lingers for a moment, and I see that interested look in her eyes. I know that women find me attractive, and I’m used to getting this look.

      But I don’t return it. There’s only one woman that I want to see tonight.

      I pick up my drink and sip it, still watching the crowds around me. Part of me has already given up. Why did I think that she would be here? She did say that she rarely went out, didn’t she? I remember how conservative, reserved, and quiet she was. Not the club type.

      I glance at my watch. It’s almost midnight. She’s probably at home in her cozy little apartment, tucked into her bed with a book in hand, with the cat that scared the shit out of me in the bed next to her.

      Or a guy.

      She could have a boyfriend, now. Or—the thought of this makes me take a long sip of my drink—a husband.

      Though I’ve only just gotten the drink, as I raise it to my lips and tip it upwards, I realize that I’m swallowing the last of it.

      It’s loud in here. Because of the noise, the hyper energy, and the lack of the blonde I wanted to see, I set the empty glass on the table and don’t ask for another one. I’m shrugging on my jacket, about to step away from the bar for good, when I hear a voice behind me.

      A familiar voice.

      “I’ll have a vodka tonic,” says the voice. “And a whiskey…on the rocks, if I remember correctly.”

      I swivel around.

      It’s Valerie. She glances sideways at me, flicking her green eyes up and looking at me through those thick lashes, a smile on her full lips.
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      I can’t believe it.

      The man I’ve looked for non-stop, for months on end, is now standing right in front of me.

      He’s here.

      He’s really here!

      I’ve stopped by this club a fair few times, hoping that this moment might occur. But now that it’s happening, I feel completely unprepared.

      Though I’ve dreamed constantly about my fateful encounter with Garrett on that hot, muggy August night a year ago, in reality, it was very brief. I know next to nothing about this man, except that he’s the father of my child.

      My son. Our son. Dylan.

      This past year, when I’ve imagined Garrett, I remember him as tall, dark, muscular, and drop-dead gorgeous.

      But the picture in my mind was way off. The man before me is more than just physically attractive. He’s radiating this sexy vibe that makes me remember why I acted completely out of character that night and took him home: it was impossible not to.

      Oops, I’m staring at him.

      He doesn’t seem to mind.

      Neither of us has spoken a word. The bartender brings our drinks and sets them in front of us. I push my card out towards her and she takes it away.

      Still, Garrett and I haven’t spoken. I can tell that he remembers me, though, by the way his lips have turned into a subtle grin. Not only does he recognize me, but he’s happy to see me.

      As I remembered, his eyes are heavy with pain. Whatever this man does for a living, it’s taken a toll on him. Compared to the lighthearted revelers that gab and laugh around us, Garrett is practically a black hole of emotion.

      I feel the desire, just as I did last time, to relieve his suffering.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. It seems like an odd first thing to say, since I haven’t seen him for so long, and I barely know him. But for some reason, it feels right.

      “I am now,” he says. His voice is deep and husky, barely audible over the thumping bass of the dance song that’s pumping out of the speakers mounted behind the bar.

      He’s just paid me a compliment with his words, but it’s the look in his eyes that really lets me know he’s happy to see me. I see a sparkle there. It’s coming from deep down within him, and it’s the best birthday present I’ve gotten all day.

      “Today’s my birthday,” I tell him.

      Again, it’s an odd thing to say, but Garrett takes my awkwardness in stride.

      He glances at his watch. “Good timing—one minute to spare. Happy birthday, Valerie,” he says. He lifts his glass.

      I’m pleased that he remembers my name. Maybe that night meant something to him, just like it did to me.

      I’ve never thought of that night as a mistake.

      Not once.

      Now, as I raise my glass up and smile at Garrett, I feel it in my bones, even stronger than before: our one night together was a powerful union to be treasured, not something to regret. I want him to know that I feel that way. I want to tell him everything—even about Dylan—but I don’t know how.

      Instead, I mirror him and tap my glass against his. He looks directly into my eyes as we each take a sip.

      Suddenly, I’m right back to where I was last summer. I have the same feeling of being dared to keep pace with him. It’s like he’s asking me with his eyes if I’m willing to go as far as he is.

      The drinks in our hands are more than just drinks. They’re a promise that there’s more to come.

      It’s funny, actually. The girlfriends I came out with—Liz and Chrissy and a few others—had to beg me to take the night off from mothering. I wanted to spend the night curled up with Dylan, but they’d insisted that I celebrate my twenty-eighth birthday in style. So, I took Dylan to my mom’s and met up with my girlfriends. Ironically, they all peeled off one at a time over the last half hour or so, and I—the one who was so reluctant to go out in the first place—was the last one here.

      I didn’t want to leave.

      Something inside of me made me want to stay. Now, I know why.

      “It’s been a while…” I say vaguely, leaning against the bar as I look at Garrett. He’s standing near me, and he’s so tall that I have to tilt my chin up to look into his eyes. He’s in his leather jacket—the same one he was wearing the last time I saw him.

      “It has,” he says. “I haven’t been back this way in…over a year.”

      “Since last summer?”

      He nods. “Work’s been taking me all over…lots of jobs in Dallas, a few in Austin.”

      “What is it, exactly, that you do?” I ask.

      “I thought we weren’t going to talk about work,” Garrett says. There’s a bit of a playful tone to his voice. He’s teasing me, in his own way.

      I feel like we’ve gone back in time. We’re back to the night we first met, and that’s okay with me. What girl wouldn’t want to step back into the best night of her life?

      “Oh…right,” I say. “No work talk.”

      We look at each other in silence for another beat. It’s amazing how much this man can tell me without speaking a word.

      He’s happy to see me; I’m certain of this. He’s facing me, standing closer than necessary. I can feel his body heat. In addition to his leather riding jacket, he’s wearing faded jeans and a tight, charcoal grey tee. His hair is longer than when I saw him last, falling into his eyes. His stubble is more pronounced. It covers his jaw and chin, drawing my attention to their sharp definition.

      He looks more muscular than the last time I saw him—but that might just be a trick of my mind. I’m not used to seeing people so ripped. Each time he moves to sip his drink, his biceps bulge.

      I feel faint as I watch him, taking in the nonverbal cues that he’s giving me. The way he’s standing so close and his frequent eye contact tell me that he wants me—just as much as I want him.

      In fact, if we weren’t in this crowded bar, I’d want him to lean down and kiss me.

      In a flash, I’m remembering the way he caught me off guard with that kiss, last August. I was standing there at my front door, fumbling with the lock and stressing about what the hell I was going to serve this guy to drink, when he just leaned down and kissed me.

      He’s not much of a talker. His primary mode of communication seems to be physical touching. And, honestly, that’s fine by me. Another flash of a memory courses through me: Garrett, on top of me, my legs over his shoulders. I feel myself heat up with desire.

      Totally fine by me.

      I feel my cheeks heat up. Garrett seems to read my mind. He leans in towards me, until his lips are just a few inches from my ear.

      “I’ve thought about you a lot, you know,” he says.

      I feel myself shiver with desire. I wonder what he’s thought about me. I wonder if he replays the memory of our lovemaking as often as I do.

      “Same here,” I manage. “About you… I—I had a good time with you.” My words are as awkward and inefficient as if it’s my first time speaking English. What’s wrong with me?

      “Just a good time?” He raises an eyebrow. “I can do better than that, if you let me try.”

      Oh. My. God. Is he proposing what I think he’s proposing? My body is heating from the inside out, and I feel a tingling sensation growing between my legs.

      Now, my blush grows deeper.

      I want to go home with him. I want to be in bed with him—to feel his mouth on mine and the sensation of his hands on my body.

      But so much has changed, since last time.

      Dylan.

      I think of my son, at my mother’s house for the night. She’ll bring him back in the morning.

      How am I going to tell this man about his son? Our son. Garrett is no longer a mysterious, sexy stranger to me. He’s the father of my child.

      I look down at my drink. Garrett seems to sense my hesitation.

      “Are you…seeing someone?” he asks. “I don’t mean to…” his voice drifts off.

      I look up. “No, it’s not that,” I say. “There’s no one else in the picture.”

      I want him to know that he’s the only man I’ve been thinking about, all this time.

      “Oh,” he says.

      “Garrett…” I pause, not knowing how to bring up the subject matter of our child. I want to approach it, but the words won’t seem to leave my mouth.

      The bar is so crowded, so loud. Maybe, if we went back to my place, I could find a way to tell him. It will be quieter there—a better environment.

      Plus, the tingling sensation of arousal simply won’t go away. My body is begging me to let my guard down, for a second time.

      I want him.

      I step closer to him and place a hand on his chest. My awareness of the crowd surrounding us fades as I move closer and closer, until our bodies are flush. Now, I can feel him—his legs against mine, the flat plane of his stomach, his muscular chest under my palm.

      “I haven’t seen anyone else since the night we spent together,” I say, speaking into his ear.

      “Really?” he asks.

      “Really.”

      The whole club has become a kind of warm, pulsing, hazy cocoon around me. All of my senses are focused on Garrett. He smells like body wash and fresh laundry; the cotton of his T-shirt is soft to the touch. I can feel his heart beating in his chest, nearly in time with the music.

      As the sensations take over, I start to forget myself. I forget that I’m a usually uptight high school math teacher. I forget that I’m usually opposed to public displays of affection, and almost always too shy to make the first move.

      All of that slips from my mind as effortlessly as the ice is melting in my drink. It feels like a natural undoing. There’s no fighting mother nature. It’s a formidable force.

      I let my body lead the way, and I start to speak Garrett’s language. Instead of words, I use touch to tell him how I feel.

      I set my drink down on the counter to my right, then place both palms on his chest. His heartbeat is strong and steady. My hands slide up towards his neck, and then up to the back of his head. I weave my fingers through his hair and tilt my face up. I don’t have to pull him towards me. He’s already leaning down, farther and farther, until his lips are a hair’s breadth from mine.

      He pauses there.

      I wait, too, enjoying the magnetic sensation our bodies have created. Waiting for the impending kiss feels like counting out the seconds before thunder booms, once you’ve seen the lightning. Though light travels faster than sound, the crack of thunder is sure to follow.

      Our bodies are melded together. The club is miles from my mind. Even the music has faded to barely a whisper in my consciousness. All of my focus is on the tiniest gap between our lips.

      I don’t know which one of us closes the gap, but suddenly, we’re kissing. The room, which has been fading from my awareness, now completely disappears. Our kiss is hungry. Passionate. Deep.

      I feel his body press into mine. One of his arms wraps around my back. My fingers rake through the hair at the base of his head. We pull each other closer. Neither one of us seems to want the kiss to end, but eventually, we break apart. Though I was the one to initiate the contact, I feel shocked by how powerfully my body is reacting to his.

      I haven’t felt this kind of intense, physical lust and desire since the last time I saw him. I’m breathing heavily, gasping as my chest rises and falls. Garrett is as well.

      Between breaths, he speaks. “My bike is outside.” He eyes me. “Do you remember how to ride?”

      I know that he’s talking about riding a motorcycle. I remember his instructions: “Just hold on tight.”

      I nod. “I live in the same apartment,” I say.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      It’s a statement, not a question. He hasn’t even finished his drink. Neither have I. We abandon them at the bar, and he leads the way out, brushing past me on his way to the exit. As he passes by me, he reaches for my hand. He holds it as he leads me through a maze of people. It’s like he’s parting the seas. I follow close behind him.

      Standing this close to him, with the heat of his hand holding mine, I can’t quite clear my head. The world continues to swirl around me. Nothing seems to matter, except the feel of Garrett’s hand in mine.

      I follow him blindly, not worrying about the annoyed looks from the people that he bumps into as he forces his way towards the door. We make it to the bar’s exit and he pushes open the door. The night air greets us, and once we’re out under the stars, he surprises me by turning around. He wraps his arms around me and holds me tight.

      Garrett leans down and kisses me again. I feel as though I’ve been holding my breath. As his lips touch mine, I can breathe again. We kiss as though we’re lovers who were destined for one another—and maybe we are. His strong hands move up my back, and I arch my body towards him. My arms are around his neck. My lips part; I feel his tongue against mine.

      I’m melting. I don’t know how we’re going to make it home, at this rate. If I could, I would strip down right here and now. But we’re on the sidewalks of San Antonio. I’m sure there are people passing by us, staring, as we make out right here outside of the club, but I just don’t care.

      When he pulls away from me, I feel like I’m being robbed of oxygen. My only consolation is that the sooner we stop kissing like this, the sooner we can be in my bed, without these layers of clothing between us.

      “I can’t believe how much I’ve missed you,” he says.

      His words are sentimental. I feel my heart about to burst. This isn’t just about sex, is it?

      “Garrett, I tried to find you…after the last time,” I whisper.

      “I’m not that easy to find, am I?” he asks.

      I shake my head and look down. I feel my hair fall in front of my eyes like a curtain. I’m thinking of all of the work that the private investigator did. I frown. I won’t tell him that now. Not yet.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he says.

      Sweetheart. He called me sweetheart last time, too. This makes me even more weak at the knees than his powerful kisses. More than anything in the world, I want to be Garrett’s sweetheart.

      “What’s your last name?” I ask. I need to protect myself from losing him again. I know we’re about to go to my place, but what if I forget to ask? What if he disappears again? I look up at him.

      He steps closer. He moves the hair out of my eyes and tucks it behind my ear.

      “Lawson,” he says. “Garrett Lawson.” He grins. I see that twinkle in his eyes. He’s happy to tell me this, for some reason.

      “Valerie Brown,” I say.

      He leans down and kisses me. This kiss is soft and tender. I won’t ever tire of feeling his lips on mine—learning the varying expressions in his wordless language. This kiss is sentimental and sweet. He’s saying that he’s glad to know my name. I respond by moving my lips—brushing them lightly against his. I’m happy to know his name, too.

      “Ready to ride?” he asks, cupping my face in his large hands and looking into my eyes.

      I nod. My head moves in his hands. He strokes my face with his thumbs and stares into my eyes in a way that makes me shiver.

      “You remember—hold on tight,” he says.

      “And you’ll do the rest,” I finish.

      He reaches for my hand again and leads me to the bike. Once we’re standing beside it, he takes the helmet off its place, hanging on the handlebars. He helps me fit it over my head, then buckles the chin strap for me.

      When he gets on the bike, I don’t hesitate before stepping my leg over so that I’m behind him. I’m much less nervous about the ride this time, and as he pulls away from the curb, my heart is soaring. I feel like I’m in the middle of a dream. I grip onto Garrett, marveling at how solid he is under my fingertips.

      He isn’t just a figment of my imagination. And I have a feeling that this night is about to get even better than anything I could come up with in my dreams.

      After all of these months of waiting, I’m finally going home with Garrett.

      Garrett Lawson.

      And this time, I won’t let him disappear without a trace.
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      We make it farther into her apartment this time, before our clothes come off.

      But not much farther.

      This time, between kisses, I shed my jacket, socks, and boots in the entryway, and she slips off her heels. Then, she leads me directly into the bedroom. As soon as we enter her room, she pulls off her top and shimmies out of her pants.

      Her ass swishes side to side as she undresses, and I get the sense that she’s giving me a show. I’ve already taken off my belt, and now, I pull off my shirt. Our eyes lock, and I’m moving towards her. I can’t stay away.

      I kiss her, wrapping my hands around her and running them up and down her nearly bare back. I can feel the thin fabric of her bra, and my hands pause over the clasp that holds the garment on her. But I hesitate, not wanting to take it off just yet.

      I step back.

      “On the bed,” I order.

      I want to see her lying on her bed in her bra and panties. It’s an image I’ve conjured up so many times, a fantasy I need to fulfill.

      She does as I ask and walks to her bed. As she climbs up on it, again, she gives me a show, moving her ass side to side as she crawls on hands and knees to the middle of the mattress. Damn, this girl is sexy. Beneath her reserved exterior, she’s a sex kitten, ready to play.

      I fight the urge to move onto the bed behind her. As much as I want to touch the fine, voluptuous curves of her ass cheeks, barely covered by her lacy red panties, my desire to look at her is stronger.

      I want to take it all in, just for a moment.

      “You have no idea how many times I’ve imagined this—this, right here,” I say. My voice is raspy and deep. I feel my whole body tense with desire.

      “You have?” she asks innocently.

      As she speaks these words, her right hand drifts to her chest. She runs her fingertips over the plump curve of her breasts, which strain against her bra. Her fingers drift down, over her navel. I’m getting rock-hard, just watching her touch herself like this.

      “Yes,” I say. “How about you, sweetheart? Did you ever think about me?”

      Her hand is moving lower over her abdomen. Now, she lets it slide over her mound, above her panties. My dick is straining against my jeans, so I undo my fly and pull my jeans and briefs down at the same time. My erection springs free, and I watch her eyes go to it.

      “Mmmm…” she says softly.

      “You did, didn’t you?” I ask. I want to hear her say it.

      Her hand slips beneath her panties, and I feel my dick jump. God, this is just like what I’ve imagined, only better.

      “Yes,” she admits.

      “And you touched yourself?” I ask.

      She takes her hand away from her mound and puts it behind her head. Her breasts move and her stomach grows taunt. She parts her legs slightly, bending her knees so that I have the perfect visual.

      “Yes,” she says. Her voice is breathy, inviting.

      Though I’ve fantasized about this exact scenario so many times, never in my mind was it this tantalizing, this perfect, this inviting.

      I walk to the bed and climb up. I move on top of her, my hard dick brushing against her thigh as I position myself over her.

      “I hope you’re not wanting gentle or slow tonight…right now, at least,” I say. My voice sounds more like a growl than a whisper. “Because I can’t give you that.”

      She doesn’t answer, just pants out a sharp exhale.

      I move my hand to her mound, and feel that her lace panties are already drenched with her own juices.

      I lick my lips. “But right now, I want to fuck you hard, until you scream.”

      “Oh…” she moans. Her body contracts beneath me.

      I move my hand beneath her panties, and my fingers tease her clit. She moans again. I push my fingers into her and feel how wet and ready she is. Then, I move to the edge of the bed and grab a condom out of my pants’ pocket. I roll it over my throbbing dick. As I do this, she peels her panties down, and by the time I’m over her again, she’s ready for me. I push myself into her, and immediately exhale a breath of relief.

      “Oh, fuck,” I whisper.

      It feels too good. Her pussy is perfect. Warm. Wet. Her legs wrap around me.

      I deliver what I’ve promised; soon, the headboard of her bed is slamming against the wall of her bedroom, and she’s screaming out my name. We come at the same time; I feel her falling over the edge of ecstasy just as spasms of my own orgasm take over my body.

      When I lie down at her side, she’s limp and relaxed. I am, too. I feel completely blissful.

      I wrap my arms around her and everything feels right. Absolutely, completely, exactly how it is supposed to be.

      It’s dark in the room, and I feel fatigue hitting me. It’s been a long day, and now that my body is finally relaxed, I feel myself slipping towards sleep. I run my hand up and down her arm. She’s lying partially over me; her head is on my chest.

      I move my fingers to her head and stroke her hair. “Good night, sweetheart,” I whisper.

      She squeezes me tight for a moment, before relaxing again.

      It feels so good to have her in my arms. In that moment, I never want to let her go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I awake with a start. Morning light filters through my vision. Something woke me up, but I’m not sure what. The light is bright; not the silvery light of dawn. Instead, it’s the warmer light of late morning.

      I’ve slept in.

      I turn, taking in the emptiness of the bed to my side. Valerie must already be up.

      Just then, I hear a thumping sound. It’s someone knocking on the door. This must have been the sound that woke me.

      I shift in the bed and am about to swing my legs over the side, when I hear more noises. Two voices, both female.

      “Thanks a bunch,” Valerie says.

      “My pleasure, honey, anytime. I already gave him breakfast…he was such a good little eater this morning—weren’t you?” a second voice coos. The second voice sounds more mature; it must be Valerie’s mother.

      I wonder if the two are talking about Valerie’s cat. That might make sense.

      Her mother continues. “The pack ’n’ play is still out in my car, but I’ll just keep it till Monday. You’ll be over at the usual time?”

      “I plan on it!” Valerie says. “I really appreciate your help.”

      “We had a wonderful time,” her mother says. “I have to run if I’m going to make it to service in time.”

      “Okay! Bye, Mom. Thanks again.”

      There’s a pause, and I guess that the two are hugging goodbye. Next, I hear the door closing.

      Faint footsteps move through the apartment.

      I begin moving again, swinging my legs over the bed and looking around for my clothing. I run my hand through my hair as I survey the room: my jeans lie in a pile by the doorway; my T-shirt is draped over a small wooden chair by the door. I don’t see my jacket, but I vaguely remember taking it off in the entryway.

      I stand. The bedroom’s worn floorboards creak beneath my weight.

      “Garrett?” Valerie calls out.

      “Yeah,” I say. My voice is deep with morning sleepiness.

      “Could you come out here? I have something to show you.”

      This gets me moving faster. I swoop down, gather my jeans and briefs, and pull them on like a firefighter getting geared-up for a call. I pull my T-shirt over my head.

      My heart is hammering in my chest. I’ve never really liked surprises, and Valerie’s words have me on edge. What in the world could she want to show me, just after her mother’s visit like this? Nothing that I can think of quite makes sense.

      Maybe it’s a sexy surprise—maybe I’ll walk out there to find her in a little white apron, heels, and nothing else…she wants to surprise me by cooking me breakfast. But I have the feeling I’m being overly optimistic. Her voice sounded tight, nervous…not playful, like the sex kitten I experienced the night before.

      What could it be?

      I open the bedroom door and make my way down the narrow hallway towards the kitchen and living room area.

      As I step out into the living room, I see Valerie. She’s standing with her back to me, facing the room’s only window. Sunlight is pouring in all around her, creating a halo of light. This makes her look even more like a goddess than usual.

      She’s dressed in leggings and a T-shirt; her blond hair is pulled up in a loose ponytail, at the top of her head. Despite the casual attire, she looks breathtakingly beautiful. I’ve only seen her at night, before. Never in the bright light of day.

      Good lord, this woman is stunning.

      I step into the living room, and as I do, Valerie begins to turn. I see that she’s holding something in her arms.

      Before becoming a SEAL, I spent years training for any scenario. None of my training could have ever prepared me for this.

      There’s a baby in Valerie’s arms.

      And the baby looks like…me.

      It’s the craziest, trippiest feeling I’ve ever had, and I’ve been through psychological training where I had to go through sensory and sleep deprivation for thirty-six hours.

      I feel my jaw drop. I can’t take my eyes off of the bundle in Valerie’s arms. It’s like staring at a tiny version of me. He has my olive skin complexion…my dark eyes…even a shock of dark hair on his little head.

      He has Valerie’s nose. Her lips.

      Other than that, he’s all Lawson.

      “His name is Dylan,” Valerie says.

      “What—how did—?” I stop short.

      Suddenly, it’s all clicking into place. The infant looks only a few months old, and we had sex last summer, meaning the timeline would fit…

      I’m overcome with shock. My feet seem to be glued to the carpet. My body is frozen.

      “He’s yours,” Valerie says softly. “I didn’t know how to tell you…so I decided to show you.”

      She steps forward.

      My feet come unglued. I step back.

      Though the facts line up, my mind is in rebellion. No. This can’t be happening. I can’t be a father. I’m not ready to be a father.

      Valerie is smiling, but as I step back, her smile fades. A shadow crosses over her face. I see fear in her eyes.

      “Do you want to say hello?” she asks tentatively.

      “No,” I say. It comes out harshly. I’m overwhelmed. This has caught me entirely off guard. To be honest, I’m scared.

      The child gives a little gurgle and a coo. His hand reaches out from under the soft, blue blanket that he’s wrapped in.

      His hand is impossibly small. He sticks it into the air, and opens and shuts his palm. He moves his teeny, tiny fingers awkwardly, as if he’s just learning to control them.

      “Garrett…” Valerie says. Her voice is soft, but rises above the baby’s cooing noises. “I should have said something last night. I’m sorry. I was—”

      “Valerie,” I say, interrupting her mid-apology. I’m shaking my head. “This is crazy. This doesn’t make sense. I can’t be a father.”

      She’s quiet. Again, she steps towards me, and again, I step back. I’m backing right out of the living room, towards the entryway. I see my jacket on a wooden bench beneath her coat rack. I reach for it.

      “You should order a paternity test,” I say.

      She shelters the infant in her arms, hugging him to her chest and turning her body slightly away from me, as if shielding him from me.

      “A paternity test?” she asks, her voice hushed but clearly upset. “Garrett, are you kidding me? He’s your spitting image. Plus, I haven’t been with anyone since you, or for more than a year before you. I told you—I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t sleep around and I haven’t dated anyone in ages.”

      “I’m supposed to just believe you? Just take your word for it?”

      She stares at me in shock.

      “Yes,” she says. “Yes, Garrett, you are.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. I pull my jacket on quickly, shaking my head while I do.

      I need to get out of here. The entryway is too small—too tight. I need to get outside, away from Valerie, and away from the little boy with my dark brown eyes.

      I need to think.

      I push my feet into my boots, then kneel down to yank the laces tight.

      “How can I just take your word on this, Valerie? I barely know you.”

      She recoils as if I’ve slapped her in the face. Her head jerks back and her eyes—which have been soft pools of concern—now harden.

      She opens her mouth, and I brace myself for what she has to say next.
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      Garrett is kneeling down, messing with his boots. He won’t look at me. He looks everywhere but into my eyes—at the door handle, mostly.

      He wants to leave.

      The weight of Dylan in my arms comforts me and gives me strength. He gurgles happily, unaware that his father is practically running from him. I don’t want my child to know that his parents are fighting. I don’t want this to be Dylan’s first memory of us, even if it’s just a dim, subconscious one.

      I hug my son tighter, and keep my voice quiet and even.

      “Fine. I’ll get the test,” I say. “But you know as well as I do that this baby is yours, Garrett. Whether you like it or not, you're a father now.”

      I glare at him. He finishes with his laces and stands. His hand reaches for the door handle. I can’t believe he’s going to walk out without at least touching his son—stroking his cheek or feeling Dylan’s tentative grip around a finger.

      “I need time to think,” Garrett says. He opens the door.

      I imagined that Garrett would fall in love instantly, the way that I did when I saw Dylan’s ultrasound image, all those months ago. I was excited for Garrett to experience that all-consuming love. I guess I thought it might make him happy—as happy as it’s made me.

      I hoped it would alleviate some of the pain that I feel Garrett carries. I still don’t know that much about him, but I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that his life hasn’t been an easy one. It’s written all over his face. It’s in every look he gives me.

      Our child is a miracle. Dylan has brought me so much joy over the past four months since he was born, that sometimes, I think if my heart grows any bigger, it will simply burst. I didn’t know I could feel this much love until I looked into my son’s eyes. Doesn't Garrett want that?

      Apparently not, because he’s backing out of the open door, onto my front step.

      “Okay,” I say from inside my apartment. “Take all the time you need.” I shake my head, showing him my disappointment. “Just…don’t come back until you’re ready to act like a father. Dylan doesn’t deserve to feel rejected,” I say.

      And neither do I, I think to myself.

      I clutch Dylan to me. For the first time since he saw the baby, Garrett meets my eyes.

      “Just give me some time,” he says. His voice is slightly softer. Some of his edge is gone.

      I’m too hurt to respond right away. I look into his eyes, press my lips together, and nod.

      He turns to walk to the steps.

      As he reaches the first step, I call out. “Wait, Garrett—” I step out of the apartment, onto the front step. “I need your number. For the test.”

      “Oh…right.”

      He pauses and reaches into his pocket for a phone. I’m surprised at how little the phone is. It looks like one of those small, disposable phones that people used to carry around when they didn’t want to sign a contract.

      He rattles off the number, and I fumble to reach inside the apartment and grab my own phone, which is sitting on the counter. I enter in the number with one hand while holding Dylan with the other.

      “I’ll contact you when the test comes in,” I say flatly, once I have his digits stored.

      “Okay, Valerie,” he says.

      Our words are clumsy, formal—so far from the wordless communication we enjoyed just last night. We’re not speaking in our language; our bodies are out of sync and the words coming through our lips sound foreign.

      He descends another step and turns to me. “I’ll think about all this…I just—I just need time.”

      Why does he need time? I didn’t need time to figure out that I was head-over-heels in love with Dylan, and thrilled that Garrett was the father.

      But he doesn’t feel the same way—about his son, or about me. I watch him hurry down the steps and then disappear around the corner. As I step back inside and close the door, I sing softly to my son. It’s a sweet, love-filled lullaby, and I hope that it will negate the tension and sadness that he just experienced.

      Though I’m trying to put up a good front for my son, inside, I’m crushed. And a few hours later, when Dylan sinks into a peaceful slumber, I sit down on the couch and finally allow myself to cry.

      I never thought that Garrett would turn away from us. Because of my own happiness over the pregnancy, I just assumed that he would feel the same. I’ve never been so wrong in my life! And I’ve never felt like such a fool.

      I was always the smart and sensible one, growing up. I pride myself in consistently having my life in order. As a teacher, my students look up to me for the answers. And I never disappoint. There’s always something I can say or do to fix the situation—or at least make it better.

      Now, for the first time, I feel like my life is falling apart, and I don’t know how to put it back together. I can’t control how Garrett acts or feels, and that’s killing me. I desperately wish that he’d embraced us with as much love and affection as he showed me last night.

      Instead, he ran.

      Eventually, my tears dry, and I’m left in a sort of numb state. Dylan is still sleeping soundly, so I pull out my laptop and start searching for DNA testing centers in the San Antonio area. I arbitrarily pick one and dial the number.

      A woman answers, introducing herself as the receptionist.

      “Yes, umm…” I bite my lip, furrowing my brow as I scan the center’s website. “I’d like to book a paternity test, please.”

      “Yes, we can arrange that for you,” she says. “Will you be coming into the center or would you like us to mail you a kit?”

      “I—um…I’d like to get it done as quickly as possible. But the father won’t be coming with me.”

      “In person would be best, then,” she says. “That will save you some transit time.” I hear her typing on a keyboard on the other end of the line. She continues talking as she types. “With the Special Specimen test, we don’t need the potential father’s participation. We do need his consent, and we’ll need a toothbrush, piece of hair, or tissue sample. Will you be able to provide this?”

      I walk towards the bedroom and push open the door.

      “I think so,” I say, looking over the pillow that Garrett slept on last night. “Consent should be easy…he’s the one who wants the test, after all.” I can’t hide the resentment in my voice. “I’ll give you his phone number; will that work?”

      “That would be fine,” she says. “And will you be able to bring in the sample? It looks here like I have an appointment available tomorrow afternoon, at two. Would that work for you?”

      My eyes land on a three-inch-long, chestnut-brown hair. I pluck it off of the pillow.

      “Yes,” I say. “That will work. I’ll take it.”
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      The studio apartment is small, utilitarian. No frills, just the necessities. Though Clint sent me the address months ago—so that I’d have a base camp for a string of jobs he had lined up in Austin—I never got around to unpacking.

      It’s easier to live out of a suitcase. I can pick the whole thing up and take it to the laundromat. I can leave on a dime. I’m always ready to hit the road.

      My phone beeps, and I lift it up to see the screen. I’m lying flat on my back on the mattress, which I’ve outfitted with a sleeping bag. The nylon bag is slippery under me as I move my arm.

      The message is from Clint: Sending info on a target, will require surveillance. Read and respond.

      His clipped message is a relief to me. It means that the next drug lord, trafficker, or general scumbag he’s going to target is one that requires some recon work, instead of immediate action.

      I stare at the text, reading the details of my next target, and then rest the phone on my stomach. I reach my hand up to my face and scrub it up and down against the beard that’s grown in.

      I’ve been in a total funk for days. Nothing seems to snap me out of it. Dealing with the job from Clint is the last thing I want to do, but he’s used to hearing from me almost immediately. If I don’t respond, he’ll text again. Or worse, call.

      After a minute, I lift the phone up again.

      Got it. Tell me when I start, I write. I press send and let the phone fall again.

      Another minute passes and then my phone rings. I sigh, thinking that it’s Clint. The man rarely calls, and when he does, he uses a voice scrambler. I dread these calls. The measures Clint goes to protect his identity are all red flags. My employer definitely has something to hide. He might be just as crooked as the criminals he has me kill. I might be simply eliminating his competition.

      I justify my work by telling myself that it doesn’t matter what Clint’s motivation is. I’m still killing bad guys, and that’s the bottom line. But I still hate the fact that I might be working for a guy who’s less-than honest. A lot less.

      Begrudgingly, I lift the phone to my ear. It’s an unknown number, but that’s the norm with Clint. He usually uses disposable cells.

      “Let’s get down to the nitty-gritty, then,” I answer.

      “Hi…is this Garrett Lawson?” a female voice asks.

      Not Clint.

      I sit up in the bed, my butt sliding against the sleeping bag’s slippery surface.

      The voice continues. “This is Amy at Family First DNA Testing.”

      “Yes, this is Garrett Lawson,” I say.

      Now, I’m sitting up with my back propped against the bare wall behind me—as if that’s going to help me handle the news I’m about to receive.

      It’s been four days since the center called me to get consent to run a DNA test. Since then, I’ve tried to come up with a plan regarding how I’ll handle the news. Every time, I come up blank.

      I don’t know how I’m going to handle the news. But I’m about to find out now if I’m a father, whether I’m ready or not.

      “Mr. Lawson, we’ve completed the paternity testing on Dylan Brown. The results confirmed that you are the child’s father. I can send you the blood analysis for your own records via email or the postal service. Which would you prefer?”

      “Oh…uh, no, that’s not necessary,” I say. “Does—does Valerie know? Dylan’s mother? Have you told her yet?”

      “Yes, Mr. Lawson. It’s our policy to inform both of the biological parents who gave consent for the test. Ms. Brown is aware of the results.”

      “Okay,” I say. I run my fingers through my hair. “Thanks…thank you.”

      “Mr. Lawson, do you have any other questions for me at this time?”

      “No.”

      “All right. Thank you, and please feel free to call if you do decide that you want a copy of those test results. We’ll be happy to send them.”

      When the call ends, I simply stare down at my phone. A second text comes in from Clint, and then a third. I don’t read them.

      Instead, I get up off of the bed. I reach for my suitcase and close it. My motions are automatic, and I feel as though I’m driven by some force entirely outside of me. I lift the suitcase and head for the door. After turning off the lights, I lock up. I don’t know when I’ll be back to this Austin apartment. San Antonio is an hour and a half away, and it’s clear to me now that I have to go there. That’s my next move.

      I have a son.

      My bike is built for travel. I strap my suitcase into position and jam my helmet on my head.

      It’s funny what the human mind is capable of.

      When I saw Valerie holding that infant in her arms, I knew instinctively that I was the father. Dylan had my eyes, my dark hair. But over the past few days, my mind has gone to work, finding ways that I could have been mistaken.

      I was in shock. I told myself that I was imagining the resemblance. I managed to convince myself that the baby wasn’t mine.

      Now, the DNA test has proven otherwise.

      I’m a father.

      I’m cruising up the highway’s onramp, and I notice for the first time how recklessly I’ve been driving. I barely swerve around a car to my right that’s merging as the two-lane onramp narrows down to one lane. It’s a reflex to curse at the car, but after a split-second, I realize the near miss was my own fault.

      If I want to get to San Antonio in one piece, I need to rein it in. I manage a few deep breaths, then focus on the drive.

      It’s early evening, and rush-hour traffic slows me down once I reach San Antonio’s city limits. Around six thirty, I pull into Valerie’s apartment parking lot.

      I leave my suitcase on my bike and start towards her place. I take off my helmet as I climb the steps, and I hold it in the crook of my arm as I reach her doorway and ring her bell.

      My heart is pounding in my chest. I’m acting completely on instinct, here. My mental capacities have mostly shut down.

      A moment passes. Then, the door opens.

      Valerie stands before me. God, she’s beautiful. Her hair is down, and she’s wearing a forest-green blouse that highlights her green eyes. Her pencil skirt and heels make me wonder if she just got home from work.

      “Valerie…” I say.

      She places a hand on her hip, waiting.

      “I got the call. From the DNA center.” I shift my helmet to the other arm.

      Damn, I’m nervous. This is all so new to me. I feel like I’m an actor who has recited the same memorized lines for a lifetime, and suddenly, I’m going off-script.

      She’s just looking at me, waiting for more. Her expression is blank. It gives me nothing to feed off of.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Is he…here?” I crane my neck slightly, looking past Valerie into her apartment. I don’t know why. I know the set-up—it’s impossible to see past the apartment’s small entryway.

      “Your son?” she asks.

      “Yeah. Yes…my son.” This sounds absolutely fucking crazy to say out loud.

      I’m reeling. I can barely believe that I just managed to drive nearly two hours in heavy city traffic, because suddenly, I feel like I can barely stand up straight. I reach for the railing on my right to steady myself.

      Valerie looks down at my hand. She raises an eyebrow.

      “You okay, Garrett?” she asks.

      “Yeah…um…this is just a lot—a lot for me to handle.”

      “I know,” she says. Finally, the cold, professional look has left her eyes. It’s replaced with the warm understanding that I find so alluring. “I get that,” she says. “This is pretty sudden. We spent one night together, and…”

      She looks down and shakes her head.

      When she looks back up, her eyes find mine. “I didn’t expect this, either, Garrett,” she says. “But it’s a blessing. It really is. I want you to know that I’m happy about this. And I have been since the beginning.”

      I feel myself nodding. I’m still in overwhelmed mode, hanging onto the banister.

      “I think it makes a difference,” she says. “How we act around him. I think it helped that I was so happy during the pregnancy, and so excited to welcome him into the world. I don’t want him to feel like he was a mistake, Garrett. Children pick up on things like that.”

      I nod again. What she’s saying is making sense. I grew up knowing that my parents didn’t want me. I grew up feeling like a burden. I would never wish that on anyone, let alone my own son.

      A tidal wave of emotions hit me, and as much as I want to tell her that I agree, I find that I’m unable to speak.

      Valerie’s staring at me. She sniffles a little, and I see that she’s holding back tears. Though she’s trying to put up a cool and collected front, I see that this is just as hard and emotional for her as it is for me.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat. It’s the only thing I can think to say.

      “You don’t have to be sorry.” She wipes at the corner of her eye, trying desperately to hold back tears. “I know this isn’t easy.”

      “I want to see him,” I say.

      “You do?” she asks. She stands up straighter and sniffs again. “Garrett, I’ve given this a lot of thought. You don’t have to be here. I can’t force you to accept him as your son. If you don’t want to be a father, it’s better if Dylan doesn’t—”

      I stop her mid-sentence.

      “Valerie, I just drove all the way from Austin, the minute that I got the call from the DNA testing center. I shouldn’t have even ordered the test—he looks just like me. But I’m here now, and I’m telling you that I want to see him. You’re not forcing me to do anything. I’m here because it’s where I want to be.”

      The side of her mouth lifts into a brief, subtle smile. She breathes out, quickly, as if trying to gather herself.

      “Okay,” she says. “Okay, come in.” She steps aside, making room for me in the entryway.

      It’s a room I know well, at this point. I’ve entered this little room in the dark of night, and I’ve escaped from it in the light of day.

      This time, I know that once I enter her apartment, I’ll never be the same man I am right now. I’m stepping into the role of fatherhood.

      I cross the threshold.

      Valerie leads the way down a narrow hall, and when it opens up to the living room, I immediately spot the crib.

      It’s set up below the window. The light that streams in through the opening is soft and pink. The sun is sinking lower in the sky, and the rays are hazy and golden.

      “He stayed with my mom this afternoon,” Valerie says, her voice hushed. “I’m on maternity leave until the end of the month, but I still have a few committee meetings and training days to attend. My mom loves watching him, and she lives right down the road. I fed him when we got home around five. He usually sleeps for a few hours after each feeding.”

      I’m stepping closer and closer to the small crib as she speaks.

      “That’s what he does, mostly,” she says, with a soft chuckle. She’s at my side, now, approaching the crib with me. “Eat and sleep. And poop.” She laughs again. “There’s that, too.”

      I laugh, and it feels good—like a release valve for my nervous energy. We reach the edge of the crib and I look down at the bundle of blankets, and the sleeping figure wrapped in them. He’s so small. Just four months old. His little face is turned to the side; his tiny hand lies by his face, his fingers curled.

      His features are miniature; his cheeks are so chubby it looks like there are golf balls inside of them. The little shock of dark, almost black hair on his head forms a kind of Mohawk that makes him look like a tiny, round punk rocker. Despite my nerves, I feel myself smile.

      “He’s perfect,” I say.

      “He is, isn’t he?” Valerie replies.

      She reaches into the crib, and in a smooth, practiced movement, cradling Dylan’s head, she scoops him up. He barely stirs.

      I laugh. I don’t know why. It just comes out. I feel tears prickle my eyelids. I’m not quite sure where they’ve come from, and the sensation is completely strange. I haven’t cried in years—since I went into SEALs training at the age of twenty, and perhaps even before that.

      I fight back the tears, blinking a few times, and try to get my laughter to stop. What’s wrong with me?

      “Ready?” Valerie asks.

      I hold my arms out.

      “You have to support his head,” she says as she lays the bundle into my arms.

      It happens fast. Suddenly, I’m holding him. I’m holding my son.

      I look down at his sleeping face. He’s calm, serene. As if by magic, I feel his peace descend over me. Suddenly, I feel better and more whole and calm than I have in years—maybe even in my whole life.

      I don’t know what kind of a father I’m going to be. I don’t know what will happen with Valerie. I don’t know how I’m going to be the man that I want to be, for the two of them.

      All I know is that holding my son in my arms feels good. It feels right.

      “Hi, buddy,” I whisper. He moves his hand a little bit, as if he’s heard me in his sleep. I glance up at Valerie. She’s looking at the two of us with soft, loving eyes.

      Her presence at my side makes me feel even more tranquil.

      There’s been so much that has been wrong in my life—so many sharp edges that I thought would never go away. As I stand here in this light-filled living room, with my son in my arms and Valerie at my side, for the first time, I feel like things are right. Finally right. The sharp edges have softened—and I never thought that would be possible. My anxiety and stress are replaced with a strange, wonderful sense of wellbeing.

      I feel good. Truly good. For the first time in years.

      And if I can feel this good—this whole and complete—maybe I’m not as broken as I thought I was. Maybe, just maybe, I don’t have to live in a constant state of tension.

      Dylan moves again, this time wiggling his whole body. His face scrunches up and turns a pinkish-red color. He gives a loud cry, and at the same time, a smell starts to permeate the space around me.

      What is that smell? I scrunch up my nose.

      Valerie laughs. It takes me a minute to realize what’s just happened.

      “He pooped, didn’t he?” I ask, laughing a little bit myself.

      Valerie’s already in motion, moving to the changing table. “Ready to change your first diaper?” she asks.
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      The sound of crying jolts me from a sound sleep. As usual, my body wakes to the stimulus and springs into fight mode. I bolt up to a sitting position, and look around me for something that could be used as a weapon. I’m coming up blank, but at the same time, my brain is registering my location.

      I’m on Valerie’s couch.

      That’s Dylan, crying, down the hallway.

      My life isn’t in danger. I stop searching for a weapon and sit up further. My heart is pounding and I’m wide awake.

      My eyes adjust quickly to the dark living room, and as I get my bearings, I turn my attention to the sounds drifting towards me from down the hall—Valerie’s bedroom.

      Dylan’s cries are softening, as if he’s being soothed. Valerie is awake with him; that much is clear. I stand up, off of the couch. There’s no way I’m going to go back to sleep, and I want to offer my help.

      I walk softly down the hallway in my bare feet. When I get to the bedroom’s entrance, I hesitate.

      Is it intrusive of me to knock on her door in the middle of the night? I’ve been in that bedroom before—twice—but last night, Valerie set up a place for me on her couch.

      She was nice, last night. Inviting. Warm. Understanding. All of the things that I’ve learned are just a part of her nature.

      But at the same time, there was this new distance between us.

      She didn’t make any moves to kiss me or touch me. I stayed a respectful distance from her, too. Our conversation felt strangely formal; she told me about her pregnancy and the birth and filled me in on Dylan’s first four months. Then, she dug some sheets and a blanket out of a hallway linen closet and set them in a pile on the couch, before disappearing into her bedroom to breastfeed Dylan and put him to bed.

      I was left to lie awake for hours on the couch. I have a tall frame, and couches are usually way too short for me. This one was no exception.

      Besides being uncomfortable, I also had a racing mind.

      What is she thinking? I wondered. What does she feel about me, being here, out on her couch? Is she happy that I’m here?

      Now, as I stand in front of her door, I feel like a stranger in this little home. What if I knock, and she asks me to go away?

      I’m just standing here, paralyzed by fear. I’m a man who has busted into enemy compounds without a second thought, guns blazing, and yet this thin wooden door and the woman and baby behind it have me paralyzed.

      A voice pierces my paralysis.

      “Garrett?” Valerie says. The sound floats through the door. “I see your feet. You can come in.”

      I feel like a fool. She must have been watching me, standing here. I push the door inwards and see Valerie. Dylan is cradled in her arms, feeding. Valerie is propped up against two pillows, half sitting and half lying down. She looks sleepy; her wavy blond hair spills around her face in all directions.

      “Did the crying wake you?” she asks. Her voice is laced with drowsiness.

      She looks beautiful.

      I step further into the room.

      “I—yeah…everything okay?” I ask.

      “This is pretty standard,” she says sleepily, glancing at the clock. It’s four-thirty. “I can’t believe he slept this long, actually. Usually he’s up around one or two.”

      “Can I…can I help at all?” I ask.

      She laughs a little. “Not unless you have breast milk flowing out of your nipples, no.”

      I make a joke of feeling through my T-shirt. “Nope,” I say. “I’m all dry.”

      Valerie laughs, then asks, “Did you sleep all right? How was the couch?”

      I don’t want to let her know how uncomfortable it was, so I tell a small white lie. “Good,” I say. “Thanks for letting me stay.”

      Dylan makes a gurgling sound, then gives a little cough.

      “Garrett,” Valerie says, “could you grab that blue blanket, off of the dresser?”

      I’m happy to feel useful. I spin around so that I’m facing the dresser, and I spot the blue blanket. Crossing the room, I retrieve it and bring it to the bed. It’s only once I’m standing beside the bed and Valerie’s reaching for the blanket that I realize I’m just in my T-shirt and briefs. My jeans are out by the couch.

      I see her look me over quickly before taking the blanket and attending to Dylan. She’s wearing a pink cotton nightgown, and the soft curve of her shoulders reminds me of the times—in this very room—that I kissed her neck, shoulders, and collarbones.

      I clear my throat. She seems flustered, too, judging by the pink in her cheeks. Silence stretches on as she pats Dylan’s cheek. I back up a few steps, making my way to the bedroom door.

      As I reach it, she looks up. “Thanks,” she says.

      I slip through the door, out into the hallway. I close the door behind me and walk a few steps down the hallway so that she won’t see my feet. Then, I pause, and run my hand through my hair.

      Well, if there was any doubt in my mind about what I feel about Valerie, it’s now been settled. I’m still attracted to her.

      Very, very attracted to her.

      And if the look on her face as I approached the bed was any indication, she’s still got the hots for me, too.

      I walk back to the couch, wondering what it all might mean. Can Valerie and I possibly navigate a romantic relationship, now that we’re parents together?

      Hooking up has always—always—been just that for me. Physical attraction, sex, and then goodbyes. Or no goodbyes, if I can pull it off. I’m skilled in the bedroom, and I’m also skilled at making my signature middle-of-the-night exit. I’ve actually never been involved with a woman for this long. Valerie and I have slept together twice, now, and here I am—on her couch.

      This fact alone is way beyond the norm for me. Add in the child, and shit…I feel like I’m an astronaut who just landed on an unexplored planet.

      I lie down on the couch and stretch out. To do this, I have to lift my legs so that they’re up at an angle, and the couch’s arm hits my straight legs mid-calf. I pull the blanket that Valerie gave me up over my chest. The blanket stops at my ankles, leaving my bare feet exposed.

      Hazy, pre-dawn light is filtering through the living room window. The room around me is turning grey. Curious about what time it is, I reach for my phone. I see that it’s quarter to five, and I can’t help but notice that I have three new messages from Clint. Ignoring the messages, I set my phone down on top of my folded jeans once again.

      I haven’t told Clint that I’m in San Antonio, not Austin, where his target is. I’m sure he has tracking software on the phone he gave me—he always seems to know where I am. The messages are probably about my sudden drive. I don’t know what I’m going to tell him, so I don’t even bother opening the messages. Right now, I can’t think about Clint. I have enough on my plate without worrying about my employer.

      I don’t think I’ll be able to fall asleep, especially in this position, but I close my eyes anyway, to try.

      A few minutes later, the sound of laughter makes my eyes pop open. I swivel my head to the left and see Valerie standing in the living room, holding her hand over her mouth.

      “Oh my gosh, Garrett…my couch is way too small for you!” Valerie says. Her voice is hushed.

      I smile. “Only by a foot or so,” I say.

      She shakes her head, still laughing. “I should have known. What are you…like, six two?”

      “Six three,” I say. “It’s a hassle, mostly.” I move so that I’m sitting. “Did Dylan go back to sleep?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” Valerie has thrown a grey sweater wrap around her, and now, she ties the belt. “I was thinking about making a cup of coffee,” she says. “I know it’s early, but I don’t think I’ll be able to go back to sleep.”

      She bites her lip and looks at me. Though she’s covered up with a sweater, her legs are still bare. I feel my eyes wander for a minute over her figure. I can’t help it. It’s not often that a beautiful woman is standing in front of me, half-dressed and bathed in the silver light of a not-yet-risen sun.

      “Want to join me?” she asks.

      I’m standing before she can finish the question. “Yeah,” I say. I reach for my pants. “I guess I shouldn’t run around your place in just my skivvies, right?”

      “I’ve seen it all before,” Valerie jokes.

      I pull my pants up over my hips anyway. Valerie leads the way over to a small kitchen area. She has two barstools set up by a narrow window. The window is dressed in ruffled, yellow curtains. The barstools are also painted a bright, sunny yellow. I take a seat in one as she pulls out a bag of coffee and filters. While she fills the pot with tap water, I watch her work. I think she feels my eyes on her, because once in a while, she glances up at me.

      I lick my lips. I’ve never been in this position. I’ve never gotten to know a woman well enough to sit in her kitchen with her in the morning. I sense that the small talk of the night before is behind us. I want to open up to her, but I’m having trouble knowing where to start. I keep opening my mouth and then closing it.

      “Do you take cream?” she asks.

      I shake my head.

      “Sugar?”

      Again, I shake my head.

      She reaches for two mugs out of a high cupboard. Her pink nightgown rises up high on her thighs. Setting the mugs down, she eyes me.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?” she asks. Without waiting for my response, she turns to the refrigerator and starts pulling things out: a container of creamer, a stick of butter, a bag of bread, and a jar of jam.

      When I speak, my voice is quiet. “In the SEALs, we were taught that words are slow. Ineffectual. We were taught to read our teammates’ nonverbal cues.”

      As I talk, she stops working. She’s been moving fast, but now, she slows down, and finally stops all together.

      She looks at me.

      I keep talking. “Watching your teammate is like watching a part of your own body in action. It’s like when you play sports, or run. You don’t have to ask your leg what it’s about to do. Movement would take forever if the leg had to tell the arm what it was going to do next. We were trained to move. Quickly. Fluidly. As one.”

      She’s facing me, but on the other side of the counter. She unties the bag of bread slowly, as though she’s afraid a quick movement might scare me right out of the kitchen. The coffeemaker makes a hissing sound as hot brown liquid starts to flow into the waiting pot. I can smell the rich, nutty fragrance of the fresh brew start to fill the room.

      “So…you’re in the Navy?” she asks carefully. “The SEALs?” she reaches into the bag and pulls out a slice of bread.

      “Used to be,” I say.

      “What…what happened?”

      “I served for five years,” I say. “During my fifth year, two missions went wrong, one after the other. The first one was a bomb that killed my whole team—nineteen men. I was stationed by the door, and the only one to survive. Then, a helicopter I was in got shot down. Again, I was the only man who lived.”

      “The only one…out of how many?”

      I swallow. I rarely talk about the helicopter crash that ended my career.

      “Four men died in the bird. I was lucky to escape.” I hear my voice quiver slightly as I recount this. “One of the four caught inside the helicopter was my best friend, Cole.”

      “I’m—wow, Garrett…I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      She’s poured out two mugs of coffee, and she sets one in front of me, now. The steam rises up, and it smells delicious. The fragrance of toast joins it, and I see that she’s placed two slices of bread into the toaster oven.

      I’m deep in the memory of my losses. I don’t talk about those two missions, and just the act of speaking about them has flooded me with memories.

      “After the first bomb strike that killed my teammates, the Navy sent me to a psych ward to process my ‘survivor’s guilt’, as they called it. Once I was rehabilitated, by Navy standards, I was placed on a new team. Within the first two weeks with the new team, I started to find my rhythm. My new teammates learned to trust me, and we started to move as a unit—multiple limbs with one heart and mind. It didn’t hurt that Cole was on my new team. His friendship helped me earn respect with the other SEALs. I was just starting to think that I might get through the pain of losing my first team, when the helicopter crash occurred.”

      And again, I was alone.

      Valerie seems to be at a loss for words, now. She’s looking at me with those green eyes, deep pools of sadness. I don’t want her to be sad, but I also find that I want her to understand me a little more.

      “Within the Navy, death is a part of the deal. We put our lives at risk on a daily basis to protect our country, and each other. Every SEAL has to occasionally carry the burden of losing a brother or two—or possibly a whole team, if the situation is…extreme. I felt like I had come to the end of my rope by that point, though. Sitting at Cole’s memorial, I felt like there was only one option left. Returning to service would mean risking my sanity. I didn’t know if I could handle seeing another brother die. The only option was to leave my SEAL career behind. When I brought it up with my higher-ups, they supported my decision.”

      The toast pops up. Valerie reaches for it and starts spreading butter onto the golden-brown bread, her eyes still glued on me. I see the glimmering of tears there, so I wrap my story up—too much doom and gloom.

      “I was given an honorable discharge,” I say. “The President signed my papers himself. He thanked me for my service, and said that the government couldn’t ask me to subject myself to more loss.”

      I remember that day so clearly. I felt like my life was ending. I didn’t understand why. It wasn’t until years later that I realized that leaving the SEALs was like losing my identity. I didn’t know who I was; I felt alone, purposeless.

      “Your family must have been so proud,” Valerie says.

      I shrug. “I was raised in the foster care system. I’ve been pretty much on my own since I was sixteen. I don’t think my last foster family cared about the discharge… We didn’t stay in touch.”

      I’m staring down at the counter. I can’t look at Valerie right now. Not when I’m this open, this exposed.

      Though it’s an odd feeling, in a strange way, it feels good to open up to her. I press on.

      “That’s why I think it’s important for me to be involved in Dylan’s life,” I say. “I want to give him what I never had.”

      She’s quiet, and finally I feel brave enough to look at her. When I do, I see a look of love in her eyes that makes me feel so safe.

      “Garrett,” Valerie says softly. “I can’t imagine how painful that must have been… Witnessing those deaths, and then losing your career—I’m sure that after the experience of foster care, the SEALs felt like a family to you.”

      I feel relieved that she understands. It wasn’t just the survivor guilt that was hard. It was also walking away from the only thing that made life worthwhile to me. I’d grown up wanting to be a SEAL. It mattered. And then, it was gone.

      Many people would assume that I’d feel relieved to leave the Navy for good. But I can hear it in Valerie’s voice. She gets it. I reach for the plate of toast that she’s sliding my way.

      “I can’t imagine walking away from teaching,” she says.

      “Is that what you do?” I’m glad to change the focus to her.

      “Yes,” she says. “High school algebra.”

      I grin. It feels good. “I was a terrible math student,” I say. “I was a smart kid, but I never did my homework. The teachers used to get so frustrated.”

      “I bet they did,” Valerie says. “As a teacher, that’s one of the toughest things to witness—a child with potential, who seems to be throwing it away. I see a few kids like that every year. Right now, I have a student named Alex…actually, he reminds me a little bit of you.”

      She holds her coffee to her mouth and blows on the steaming liquid. All the while, she maintains eye contact.

      I clear my throat. I haven’t touched the toast, yet, or the coffee. There’s something else I need to get off of my chest, first.

      In the quiet cocoon of the kitchen, I feel like Valerie and I are the only two people in the world. It’s so quiet at this five o’clock hour. Now is the time to say what’s on my mind.

      “I know that I’m not good at this,” I say. “But I’m glad that we’re…talking. I haven’t…” I clear my throat. Suddenly, I feel self-conscious. I knew this would be hard. I press on. “I haven’t really—you know, being around civilians after spending so long in the Navy—it’s not easy.”

      Valerie laughs. Her eyes twinkle. “I am a civilian, aren’t I?” she says.

      I nod. “And…I guess, what I’m trying to say, is…I might not be good at the whole dating thing.”

      She laughs softly again and then sips her coffee, still eyeing me over her cup.

      I wait anxiously for her to swallow.

      “I’m not exactly a dating expert, either,” she says.

      She sets down her coffee, then leans her hands against the countertop.

      “But, Garrett…I’m pretty sure we’re not dating. We’re in a weird spot; I’ve got to admit it. There’s Dylan—but besides that, you and I don’t know each other that well.” She shakes her head. “We’re not dating,” she says.

      Now, we’re getting somewhere. I feel myself starting to get my feet on the ground.

      “Okay,” I say. “I want to get to know you, Valerie.”

      “And I’d love to get to know you.”

      “Dating…it’s not out of the question, is it? Once we spend some time together?”

      She blushes. I love it when I make her blush.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s off the table,” she says. “Let’s just see how things go, okay?”

      She looks so beautiful. I feel so relieved that I’ve told her about my past. It’s like a huge burden has been lifted off of my shoulders. Filled with this sensation of levity, I lift my coffee and take a sip. It’s hot and strong—just like the woman standing in the kitchen across from me.

      Now that I know where I stand with her, I feel the hint of a challenge building up inside of me. It’s a sensation that I love. I’m going to get to know her. I’m going to open up to her, so that she knows me. And, after that, I’m going to see if she’ll date me.

      It’s a mission I don’t want to fail.

      Perhaps the most important mission of my life so far.

      Hopefully, Cole knows how to give relationship advice, because I have a feeling that now, more than ever, I’m going to need his nudges from beyond the grave.

      I bite into the toast as I think about the mission I’m embarking on. Silence settles over the kitchen. It’s a comfortable, peaceful quiet. It lingers for a few minutes. Then, down the hall in Valerie’s bedroom, Dylan starts to cry.
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      “Did you grab the new container of wipes off of the dresser?” I ask.

      Garrett pats the diaper bag over his shoulder. “Got ’em. You have his pacifier?”

      Shoot. I forgot the pacifier.

      Garrett’s already heading back to the bedroom. He’s read my expression—something that he is crazy good at—and is going to retrieve the pacifier.

      I bounce Dylan in my arms. “Your daddy will get your pacie,” I coo. Dylan grins and gurgles back at me. “Your daddy’s good at remembering things, isn’t he?” I whisper. “Better than your mommy.”

      Garrett emerges from the bedroom, pacifier in hand. He holds it up so that I can see. I smile.

      “I think we’re ready,” he says.

      We head for the door and Garrett reaches for the keys to my car. We step outside into the sun. It’s the perfect day for a picnic: sunshine, blue skies, and a lovely breeze.

      Garrett locks the door, then leads the way down the stairs. He’s a sight to see: tall, dark and muscular, he’s wearing army green cargo pants, a tight, black T-shirt, and a black baseball hat. His athletic frame and muscular bulk make him look like a bodyguard or pro athlete, but his bad-boy look is completely thrown off by the pink, paisley diaper bag hooked over his shoulder.

      I smile as I walk down the steps behind him.

      He’s become SuperDad over the last few days, since he showed up on my apartment steps—getting up in the middle of the night to feed Dylan so that I could have the first full night of sleep that I’ve had in four months, running to the store for diapers when we ran out, making funny faces so that Dylan laughs.

      We reach the car and Garrett opens the back door so that I can slide Dylan into his car seat. Then, Garrett opens the passenger door for me and puts the bag that’s carrying our picnic supplies on the floor. I’m buckling up as Garrett slides into the driver’s seat.

      “Do you know where the park is?” I ask.

      “I did a little bit of recon this morning,” he says with a grin.

      “Okay, that’s another one I don’t know. Care to fill me in?”

      “Recon, short for reconnaissance.” He starts up the car and looks over at me. “Exploring an area to gain information. When we were on missions, we’d do a lot of recon by foot or with drones. Since I don’t have a drone at my disposal, I used the internet.”

      “Just to look up Myer’s park? It’s only a block down the road.”

      “We’re not going to Myer’s park,” he says with a mysterious grin. “I found somewhere better.”

      “Oh, you did?” I ask.

      Garrett pulls out of the parking lot, and I settle back into my seat happily. It’s exciting, not knowing where we’re going. I watch the city fly past us, and within twenty minutes, we’re in an area I’ve never been to.

      Soon, I see signs for a nature preserve. When we pull into the parking lot surrounded by grass, tall oak trees, and a field filled with bluebonnet wildflowers, I feel like we’re on vacation, though we’re only half an hour from my apartment.

      “Why have I never been here?” I ask, getting out of the car.

      “Because you didn’t know how to do proper recon,” Garrett jokes.

      We work together to gather up our supplies. Garrett carries Dylan, the picnic bag, and a little cooler while I shoulder the diaper bag. Garrett leads us to a patch of grass overlooking a beautiful pond and we set everything down.

      “I can take him,” I say.

      I hold my arms out, and Garrett passes Dylan over. Cradling my son in my arms, I watch Garrett spread out the blanket that we’ve packed. Once it’s laid out over the grass, I settle onto it cross-legged, with Dylan still in my arms.

      We’re situated under the shade of a large oak tree. Though this October has reached record highs in temperature, and today is no exception, under the shade of the tree and with a breeze from the pond, I feel nice and cool. The tree’s leaves quiver each time the breeze comes through, sounding as soothing as a baby’s rattle.

      Garrett is moving our supplies onto the blanket. He works quickly and efficiently. That’s how he does everything, I’ve noticed. In fact, now that I know he was trained as a Navy SEAL, I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out before. It’s so apparent in everything he does. He’s constantly taking in his surroundings, looking for solutions, and springing into action. His body is like a finely tuned machine.

      A kind, muscular, gorgeous machine.

      He finishes lining up the supplies on the blanket; then, I watch him walk down to the pond’s edge. He places his hands on his hips and looks around. After a moment, he walks back up to the edge of the blanket. He bends over Dylan and me and places a kiss on Dylan’s forehead.

      As he comes in close, I feel a flood of loving energy course through me. I’ve started to feel so attached to Garrett. When he displays affection towards our son in this way, it makes me weak at the knees.

      Garrett and I haven’t kissed since he found out about Dylan. I get the feeling that he’s giving me space. I told him that we aren’t dating, and he’s respected the boundary lines that I’ve drawn. He’s not sleeping on the couch anymore. It was too short. Now, he’s camped out on the living room floor.

      But as he leans in so close to kiss his son on the forehead, I feel myself wish that he would turn and kiss me. I feel myself imagine that maybe tonight, he could sleep in the bedroom.

      Maybe it’s time to take things to the next level.

      I look at his face, just inches from mine. I take in his dark eyes, his thick black lashes, and his olive skin. I smell the scent of him—fresh and clean and slightly spicy.

      I want him.

      He stands again. “There’s some clouds to the west,” he says, looking around. “The radar shows a storm cell moving in around two. That means we have two hours and eighteen minutes of sunshine.”

      I laugh. “Will you sit down and relax?” I say. “You’re off duty, Private Lawson,” I tease.

      He chuckles and sits. When I point out his military tendencies, he’s always quick to laugh at himself.

      “This is Dylan’s first picnic,” I say dreamily, looking down at our son. “Do you think he likes it out here?”

      Garrett moves closer. I feel the warmth of his body as he looks over my shoulder at Dylan’s face.

      “I don’t think he likes that sunblock slathered all over him,” Garrett says. “And he’s probably embarrassed to be seen in public in that ridiculous hat.”

      “We have to protect his skin!” I protest with a smile. The floppy sunhat is pretty ridiculous, and I can see white streaks where I applied the sunscreen too generously.

      “Just because you turn into a lobster when you’re exposed to the sun doesn’t mean Dylan will,” Garrett says, brushing my arm lightly. “I’ve never seen anyone in Texas with skin as fair as yours.”

      The way his finger brushes my arm tickles me. I giggle. “I guess I have been a little aggressive with the sunblock.”

      “He’s like me. He’s built to handle the elements,” Garrett says, sounding proud.

      “Speaking of burning,” I say. “Can you get my back? I couldn’t reach. The sunscreen is in the diaper bag.”

      “We’re in the shade!” Garrett says with a laugh. “And you’re wearing a shirt.”

      “The sun can go through material, Garrett.”

      Oh, Lord, I sound so uptight!

      It’s kind of funny. Hanging out with Garrett has definitely shown me parts of my own character that I’ve always been blind to. I can be uptight and controlling, sometimes. When I see these things about myself, I’ve learned to laugh. Just like Garrett does.

      Garrett has dug out the sunscreen, and now, he positions himself behind me. I feel him lift the back of my shirt up slightly, and then slide his hands up so that he can rub the lotion into my skin.

      His strong hands feel heavenly against my back. I close my eyes, imagining that he’s giving me a massage instead of just applying sunscreen. He seems to like the contact, too—we’ve had such limited physical contact since our relationship changed, so abruptly, and he found out about Dylan.

      His hands move up and down along my back. I feel the strength and power behind his touch. Even his hands are muscular and strong, like the rest of him. He kneads my flesh slightly as he rubs the lotion in. The friction of his skin on mine creates a tingling warmth.

      When he pulls away, I have the thought again: maybe it’s time for our boundaries to shift.

      I wonder if Garrett is thinking the same thing. As he moves out from behind me and finds a space on the blanket again, I notice that he’s sitting close to me.

      A breeze rustles the tree’s leaves above us. I pick up Dylan carefully and lay him on his back on the blanket. He looks up at the leaves moving above us.

      “It’s like the best mobile mother nature could provide,” I say.

      “Better than the one above his crib, that’s for sure—more moving parts,” Garrett agrees.

      I look up at the leaves, shaking in the breeze, in an infinite array of colors—from bright greens to dark reds. It’s beautiful. When I look back down at Dylan, he has a wide smile stretched from cheek to cheek.

      “You like nature, don’t you?” I coo, tickling his stomach.

      Dylan blurts out a series of happy sounds, and Garrett and I laugh. Dylan, basking in our attention, starts opening and closing his little hands. He looks like he’s performing a dance for us as his chubby fingers open and close. Then, as we watch, a fly that’s been buzzing around all of us flies into his grasp. Dylan closes his little hand around the bug. As we watch in astonishment, our son lifts his hand and puts the fly into his mouth.

      Dylan smacks his lips a few times, swallows, and then goes back to gurgling and cooing his happy, nonsensical song.

      I look at Garrett. He’s looking at me, his eyebrows high.

      “Did that just happen?” he asks.

      “I think our son just ate a fly,” I say.

      “Dylan!” Garrett turns to Dylan, looking horrified. “Flies aren’t food!” He turns to me and asks, “Will he be okay?”

      I start laughing. Garrett still has the look of shock on his face. Seeing my laughter, though, his face crumples and he joins me. I’m laughing so hard that my sides start to hurt. It’s the hardest I’ve heard Garrett laugh, too.

      I thought when Dylan was born that I had everything I could ever want. I thought I was happy. But that was only because I didn’t know what true happiness was. Now, laughing with Garrett and gazing at my son, I catch a glimpse of true happiness. Shared happiness. It’s different than anything I’ve ever felt before.

      I love it.

      Our laughter dies down. Tears are streaming from the corners of my eyes. I wipe them away. The breeze has tousled my hair; I feel strands tickle my cheeks. After wiping the tears away, I try to straighten my hair. It’s a losing battle.

      “Here,” Garrett says. He moves towards me and stretches out his arm. He tucks my hair behind my ear, but then doesn’t pull away. His hand lingers on my ear, and then on my cheek. He leans in, closer.

      I feel that same magnetic attraction, building up inside of me.

      But the flavor of my attraction to Garrett has changed. Instead of that mindless, animalistic desire, I now feel an even more powerful pull towards him. I like all of him. I’m attracted to all of him. His quirks, his history, his body, and his mind.

      Now, as he leans in closer and closer to me, I feel breathless and alive. I feel deep desire, and a sense of attraction and appreciation that I’ve only barely started to become aware of.

      His face consumes my vision; the scenery of the park around us disappears. My heart is pounding in my chest.

      When his lips touch mine, I know. I know that we’ve crossed the line that was drawn in the sand at five o’clock in the morning as we sipped coffee.

      We’re still not dating, but we’re no longer two strangers thrown together because of a child. There’s something here for us—for Garrett and me. It’s up to us to figure out what that is.

      I move my lips against his and reach my hand up to touch the side of his face. Tingles run through my body, from my palm to my core. His lips explore mine as if for the first time. The rustle of the leaves, dancing in the breeze above us, is the perfect background music to this kiss—soft, gentle and sweet, like a lullaby.
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      Over the next two weeks, I learn that Garrett can kiss me in a wide variety of ways.

      Sometimes, when he comes up behind me while I’m stirring a pot of spaghetti sauce on the stove, his kiss is smooth and sensual. He’ll move the hair away from my neck and kiss me just below the ear, making me melt with desire for more.

      At other times, his kiss is quick and playful.

      The best kind of kisses are the ones that I now think of as “picnic kisses.” They are sentimental and sweet, and make me think of our day under the shade of the oak tree.

      Two weeks pass quickly, and before I know it, the last day of October arrives. I’ve barely had time to think about where all of this is going—how long Garrett will stay, or what our plan for the future will be.

      I’m too busy thinking about when the next kiss might come.

      “Hold still,” I say.

      It’s Halloween night, and Garrett has agreed to dress up in costume.

      I got the cutest little bee costume at the drugstore down the road for Dylan. I happened to have a bee-keeper costume for myself, left over from Spirit Week at the high school, years ago. When Garrett said that he would dress up for Halloween, he didn’t ask me what kind of costume I had in mind. He said that I could pick, and so I did.

      Now, I’m turning Garrett into a chubby, lovable, bear-shaped container of honey, complete with face paint. We’ve strapped pillows to his stomach, and I made a pointed yellow hat that looks like the top of a bottle of honey.

      “Why do I have to be the honey bear?” he asks.

      I laugh. “Because you’re so sweet. Besides, the beekeeper suit would be too small for you. Dylan is a bumble bee, so that only leaves—”

      “A ninja warrior,” jokes Garrett. “The most badass, tough ninja warrior that a little bumble bee and beekeeper have ever seen.”

      I pause my painting while I laugh, so that my shaking hand won’t ruin the pattern I’m creating. “No!” I say. “Bumble bee…beekeeper…honey…you know!”

      “Or a knight. You could have been a beekeeper, Dylan could have been a bee, and I could have been the knight in shining armor that—”

      “No!” I say, cutting him off.

      We both laugh.

      Even Dylan, who is strapped into his carrier, positioned on the countertop at our side, gives a little giggle.

      “There.” I finish filling in the golden, honey-colored face paint on Garrett’s forehead. He stands up, off of the barstool, and spreads his arms wide.

      “Do I look like a honey bear?” he asks.

      I step closer to him. “Like the sweetest bear full of honey this beekeeper has ever seen,” I say.

      He closes his arms around me and lifts me up off of the floor. “Ever been kissed by a bear?” he asks.

      I shake my head no, still giggling.

      He plants his lips on me, and just like that, I have another kind of kiss to add to the list.

      This one is sweet and silly, fast and mingled with laughter.
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      “So, I don’t get it…” Chrissy whispers. “Are you guys dating, or what?”

      I’m standing in a huddle with Chrissy and Liz. Dylan’s in his carrier, propped on a chair next to us. Thankfully, he’s been napping since we arrived at Verve, the venue of Liz and Charlie’s engagement party.

      “No,” I say. “We’re just…getting to know each other.”

      “But he’s living with you?”

      “He sleeps in the living room. I have the bedroom with Dylan.”

      “He is sexy, Val,” Liz says, looking across the room towards the bar, where Garrett is. Chrissy and I follow Liz’s gaze.

      Garrett is leaning on the bar, waiting for the bartender to retrieve our drinks. I have to admit, seeing him through my friends’ eyes makes me appreciate Garrett’s sexiness anew. For a minute, I remember how I felt the first time I saw him: awestruck by his looks. Now that I’ve been seeing him every day, I’ve become sort of accustomed to it.

      “So, you mean, you’re not sleeping together?” Chrissy asks.

      I swat her arm. “Chrissy! I don’t have to tell you that.”

      “Yes, you do,” quips Liz. “You’ve been ignoring us for the past month, Val. You owe us an explanation.”

      “Having an infant isn’t exactly easy,” I say, rolling my eyes. “And this last week I went back to work. I’m busy.”

      “Yeah, busy with your hunk of man-candy,” Liz says.

      “No! I’m busy with work.” I protest. Then, I lower my voice more. “Okay, since you’re demanding it…we’re not sleeping together…but that doesn’t mean we’re not doing other things.”

      Liz squeals. “I knew it!” she says.

      “What kind of things?” Chrissy asks.

      I glance over at the bar. Garrett has drinks in-hand, now, and is crossing the room towards us.

      “I’ll fill you in later,” I say. “Maybe.”

      Liz giggles.

      Garrett joins us and hands me my wine. He looks uncomfortable. I bought him a white button-down shirt and a tie for the occasion, and he keeps reaching up and pulling on the tie as though it’s strangling him.

      “Where does Dylan stay during the day, now that you’re back at work?” asks Chrissy.

      “Sometimes with Garrett,” I say, shooting Garrett a smile, “and sometimes with my mom.”

      “That is so good of you,” Liz says to Garrett. “I bet Dylan loves having his dad all to himself all day.”

      “We have fun,” Garrett says. His voice sounds gruff. He’s opened up to me so much over the last few weeks, but I can tell that he still feels awkward around my friends.

      I interject to save him. “Liz, you must be getting excited about the wedding,” I say. “Have you and Charlie picked out a venue yet?”

      Liz starts gushing, as she knew I would, about the process of picking a wedding location. I’m glad to have shifted the focus off of Garrett and me. Because the thing is, I don’t know how to define our relationship. I knew our situation was weird, in the beginning. I knew it would be hard to navigate our situation. And when it’s just the two of us, I feel like we’re doing a good job. We take things a day at a time, an hour at a time, a minute at a time. And as the diaper changes and sleepless nights add up, we’ve reached a strange sort of comfortable rhythm together, punctuated by kisses that take my breath away.

      But where is it all going?

      When I’m with my friends, my coworkers, or my mother, and they look at me like I’m crazy, I start to wonder if I am.

      I try to look like I’m listening to Liz’s monologue, but my mind is on Garrett. I look away from Liz and glance at him. He looks uncomfortable in his button-up and tie. I can tell that he feels out of place here, in this fancy restaurant. The crystal wine glass in his hand looks so small and dainty, as if it might crack under his grip.

      I cringe. What was I thinking, bringing him here like this? He didn’t want to come. I had to beg him. Now, with a sinking feeling, I wonder if it was the right thing to do. We’re not dating. He’s not my boyfriend. I don’t have the right to dress him up and take him out as though we’re a couple.

      We’re not.

      I’m finding it hard to concentrate on—or even hear, really—Liz’s words. Luckily, Charlie approaches and interrupts her monologue.

      “Hi, babe,” he says, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and kissing her cheek. “Talking about the wedding venue again, I see?”

      Liz grins and looks at us. “I’ve been driving him crazy. It’s all I talk about—”

      “—from the moment we wake up till the moment we fall asleep,” Charlie says, finishing her sentence. “A church, a library, a museum…”

      “There are just so many options!” says Liz. “And the venue sets the tone for the whole wedding, so it’s the most important decision we’re going to make. Isn’t it, babe?”

      Charlie nods dutifully.

      I glance over at Garrett again. He still looks miserable. I hear a little cry come from the carrier next to me, and I look down to see that Dylan’s awake. The crying grows, and within seconds, it’s a full-blown wail.

      Garrett and I move to huddle around the carrier.

      “I think he might be hungry,” I say. “Did you bring that squeezy fruit pack?”

      Garrett starts digging through the bag next to the chair, and emerges triumphantly with the fruit pack. It’s mashed apples, peaches and pears—Dylan’s favorite.

      I feel my friends watching as Garrett and I tend to Dylan’s needs. Garrett hands me a spoon, and I squeeze the mashed fruit out onto it. Dylan is flailing his arms around, his face scrunched up and red as he cries, but the minute I wave the food in front of his face, he starts to calm down. He opens his little mouth and smacks his lips together. I slip the spoon in and he slurps up the fruit.

      “There, there,” I whisper. “That’s good, hmm? Yummy yummy.”

      Dylan makes a happy sound and opens his mouth for more. I fill the spoon, and he waves his hands around with glee. Then, as I move the spoon towards his mouth, he swings his hand up, against the spoon.

      Fruit mush flies off of the spoon, and straight onto Garrett—who is leaning in to fasten a bib around Dylan’s neck.

      “Oh, shoot!” I say.

      I look at Garrett. There is mashed fruit dripping in a big glob from his hair.

      My friends, behind us, break out into laughter. I feel myself start to laugh, too, but then I see the look on Garrett’s face.

      He’s not laughing.

      His face is beet red. He reaches up and tries to wipe the baby food away. It’s dripping down his forehead, now, and as he wipes it away, it only smears more against his skin.

      “Here,” I say, reaching for a napkin. I want to help, but he backs up before I can.

      “I’m going to go clean up,” he mutters.

      He turns and walks away, and I’m left holding the napkin. Dylan is hitting the side of his carrier. His fists make a soft little smacking sound when they hit the plastic. He’s asking for more.

      I keep feeding him, and my friend’s laughter dies down as they become distracted by some new topic of conversation.

      When Dylan finishes his food, I clean him up and then give him his pacifier. He’s content once again, and I know that within minutes, he’ll probably drift off into another hour-long nap.

      At least fifteen minutes have passed, and Garrett still isn’t back from the bathroom. I keep looking at the dining area’s exit, waiting for him to reappear.

      He doesn’t.

      Finally, I can’t take it anymore. Where is he? I ask Liz to watch Dylan so that I can go check on him. I’m walking to the bathroom when I spot a small outdoor seating area and, learning against one of the stone walls, Garrett.

      I stop in my tracks and relief pours through me. I walk over to him.

      “I thought you might have left,” I say quietly.

      “You think I would just leave you here without saying something?” he asks.

      “That’s what you did, that first night,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “I’m not that man anymore,” he says.

      “I thought…I thought you might have been upset about the baby food in your hair.”

      Garrett chuckles and reaches to touch his hair. “I washed it out,” he says.

      It’s so good to hear his laughter. Maybe he’s not as upset as I thought he was. He’s really not the same man that I met at the bar, more than a year ago. Becoming a father has changed him.

      “Why didn’t you come back in?” I ask. “You don’t like it there, do you?”

      He glances over at the building’s interior. We’re the only ones in the outdoor area, and it’s quiet and calm. But inside, glowing golden lights illuminate the crowd of guests. Polite chatter and the clinking of glasses bubbles through the open door, reminding us of how stuffy and formal the evening has been.

      “It’s not exactly…a scene I’m used to,” Garrett says. “This is the nicest restaurant I’ve ever been to in my entire life, actually.”

      “We can leave, if you want,” I say. I don’t want him to feel uncomfortable.

      Again, he shakes his head. “That’s not why I’m out here,” he says. He reaches for my hand and pulls me in, closer to him.

      “Valerie…being here is making me think. I don’t want to embarrass you. I don’t want you to feel ashamed when you try to explain our relationship.”

      “Garrett…I’m not.”

      “You are,” he says. “I see it, when you talk to your friends. You can’t hide things from me, Valerie. I know you too well.”

      This sends shivers up my spine. We have become so close. Until my maternity leave ended, we were spending every day together.

      I sigh. “Okay, it is kind of…confusing, what we have going on. I mean, I enjoy it. I love what we have. But when I try to explain it to others, I start to feel confused.”

      “I don’t want you to feel confused,” he says.

      He lifts my hand up to face and places his lips on the back of my palm. He looks deeply into my eyes as he kisses my hand. I feel myself melting.

      “Valerie,” he says. “Remember when we were in your kitchen, and you said that we weren’t dating?”

      I nod. How could I forget the morning when Garrett opened up to me, for the first time?

      “You said that it wasn’t off of the table. Is it…is it still? Is it still an option?”

      My heart drops into my stomach. I don’t know how I expected for Garrett and me to move to the next level in our relationship, but I never thought that it would be in such a formal manner. I feel as giddy and nervous as if he’s proposing to me.

      “I—Garrett—what are you saying?”

      “I want you to be my girl, Valerie. I want to be your boyfriend. I want to make this official.”

      “Official?” I stammer.

      “That’s what I said.” He’s watching me carefully.

      I swallow. He’s so handsome. These past few weeks, I’ve become accustomed to the feel of his body next to mine, but now, in this new capacity, I’m once again hyperaware of how it feels to stand next to him.

      He’s become a steady presence in my life. A shoulder to lean on. A friend. A partner, when it comes to raising Dylan. He’s even been a lover, in the past.

      But he’s never been my boyfriend.

      “I think we make a good couple,” I say. A grin spreads across my lips. He pulls me in, looping his arms around my waist and lower back.

      “I agree,” he says. And then, he kisses me.

      I turned twenty-eight last month. Garrett, he’s told me, turned thirty in August. Tonight, out here on this balcony, I feel like we’re two teenagers who have just agreed to go steady.

      It’s just a label we’re putting on our already wonderful relationship, but as we head back into the restaurant hand in hand, I feel like everything is different. We rejoin my friends, and Garrett circles his arm around his shoulder. He lets it rest there as we introduce ourselves back into the conversation.

      Garrett is standing a little bit taller. I think our new status makes him feel more at home here, in this crowd. I know that it’s making me feel better.

      Funny, what words can do. For the first time, I appreciate their power.

      He’s still Garrett. He’s still the same man. But now, when I introduce him, I can call him my boyfriend.

      When we arrive home from the dinner, around ten, Garrett lowers Dylan into his crib. We’ve positioned it in my bedroom, off to one side of the bed. It barely fits between the bed and wall, but it fits. Once Dylan is all tucked in, Garrett looks over at me.

      “Are you going to bed, too?” he asks.

      We’re dating, now. Does that change our sleeping arrangements?

      I bite my lip. “I don’t think I’m tired quite yet,” I say.

      There’s a twinkle in his eye. “Good,” he says. “Me, either. Now that we’re dating…maybe we could hang out on the couch for a while? Watch a movie?”

      I nod.

      Two hours later, curled on the couch at Garrett’s side, with his arms around me, I fall asleep, blissfully happy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day is Thanksgiving. The benefits of being Garrett’s girlfriend are never-ending. For the first time since Garrett started staying over at the apartment, my mom is actually being nice to him.

      It’s such a relief. I know she was just being protective of me and my emotions, but her coldness towards Garrett was starting to drive me batty.

      When I tell her that Garrett is now my boyfriend, she seems to relax.

      “Finally,” she says. “I don’t know what you two were thinking, trying to keep things platonic.” She’s peeling carrots, and I’m stirring cream and butter into a large pot filled with boiled potatoes.

      “Mom, you wouldn’t get it,” I say. “You and dad grew up in another era. The dating scene was completely different than it is now.”

      “It was better,” she says. “There was none of this wishy-washy, complicated stuff. Couples were either going steady, or not. That’s it.”

      I laugh. I’ve been in a good mood all day.

      My mom and I have always done Thanksgiving together. My dad used to be there, as well as my mother’s parents, who lived in the area. But since my grandma and grandpa passed away, and my father followed three years ago, it’s just been my mom and me.

      We stopped cooking. First, it was little things that we stopped doing. Instead of making mashed potatoes from scratch, we bought instant in a box. Since neither of us ever ate rolls, we skipped them altogether. We simplified our vegetable sides until it turned into just a bagged salad, and next, we transitioned to buying already-roasted turkey from the grocery store instead of cooking it ourselves.

      But this year, we’ve pulled out all the stops.

      It’s Dylan’s first Thanksgiving, after all. Plus, I think both of us want to serve a great feast to Garrett. I’ve told my mother about his foster-care upbringing, and she feels the urge to nurture him just as I do.

      The oven timer goes off, so I take a break from stirring the potatoes and open the oven. I baste the turkey, being careful to keep my face far enough from the billowing clouds of fragrant steam that waft from the hot interior.

      It smells so good.

      “Be sure to get the sides,” my mom reminds me.

      I’m busy trying to avoid the steam and baste when I hear Garrett’s voice. I look up, away from my work. He’s joined us in the kitchen. He’s holding Dylan in one arm, and he has a beer in the other hand. He’s smiling, looking at me with so much love.

      “How’s it going in here?” he asks. “I smelled something so good, I had to come investigate.”

      “That would be the turkey,” I say, returning his smile. “I think we have about an hour to go still. Think you’ll make it?”

      “Oh, I’ll make it,” he says. “It’s this little guy who’s getting impatient.”

      I laugh. “Don’t try to blame your son!” I say.

      My mom laughs at our conversation, then joins in. “Here, Garrett…have a bite of this. It’s my mother’s stuffing recipe with Italian sausage.”

      “Mmm…” Garrett says. He sets his beer on the counter top and reaches for a spoon to try the stuffing.

      I turn back to my basting and finish coating the bird with gravy. Just as I’m closing the oven, a second timer goes off. This one is on my cellphone, and I completely forget what it is for. I look at my mother. We both have blank stares for a minute, and then she holds a finger up.

      “That was for the rolls!” she says. “The dough is done rising. We have to shape them into the muffin tin.”

      I haven’t finished the mashed potatoes yet, so I look over at Garrett. “Think you can stir with one hand, and hold Dylan in the other?” I ask.

      “Then what hand will I eat with?” he asks with a teasing look in his eye. I know he’s being sarcastic, so I carry the bowl of potatoes over to him.

      “Just work on getting the lumps out,” I say.

      He still has Dylan in one arm, and I can’t help but lean in and kiss my son on his cheek. Dylan’s cheeks are round and he seems to have a constant smile on his face. I hope that this Thanksgiving will be a good one for him.

      I know that it is, already, for me. It’s the best Thanksgiving I’ve ever had.

      As I move to the fridge to take out the dough for our rolls, I glance at my mother and Garrett. It’s not just me—I think we’re all having our best Thanksgiving ever.

      We’ve become a family.
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      I wake up in bed with Valerie. We’ve been spending the nights together these past few days, since Thanksgiving passed. Dylan’s crib is now out in the living room, and we purchased a monitor so that we can hear his sounds in the night.

      At first, I think I may have woken up because of a sound from Dylan’s crib. I focus my attention on the soft, purring static of the monitor, waiting for the next coo or wail.

      I hear nothing but static.

      Valerie is asleep next to me, in the nude. Her arm is across my chest, her head nestled in next to my neck. Everything is as it should be. So, then, why did I wake up?

      It’s barely getting light out…far too early for a natural morning wake-up. These days, Valerie and I are both so exhausted by the end of the day, and sleep is so precious, that we usually take all that we can get. Her alarm always goes off at six thirty, and it always feels too early.

      I reach for my phone to see what time it is. Five thirty.

      I have a new text message. Maybe that’s what woke me up. With a twinge to my gut, I realize that the message is from Clint.

      As I stare at my phone, thinking of a way I can put off messaging my boss back, another text comes in, and then another. The message-alert sound is loud, but despite the beeping sounds, Valerie keeps breathing softly.

      I shift in the bed more and manage to extract myself without waking her. I walk to the living room and check on Dylan, who’s also sleeping soundly. I don’t want to wake him with the sounds from my phone, either, so I move down the hallway and then out the front door. The late November morning air has a chill to it, reminding me how much time has passed since I first showed up at Valerie’s door.

      All those weeks ago, back in early October, I let my boss know that I would be unavailable for a while. I told him six weeks, max, and he okayed my absence. But over the past two weeks, he’s been texting me every day, asking me when I’ll be back.

      I flip open the small cellphone and scroll through his messages. Apparently, he has urgent work for me. Everything is urgent for this guy.

      Over the past month, I’ve learned a few things about setting stress and anxiety aside. I’ve learned what it feels like to feel happy and relaxed. My boss, on the other hand, seems to have never learned those lessons.

      I stare at the messages. At one point in my life, the thought of a new target and mission would have excited me. I’d feel excited to do what I do best: track and kill bad guys. It was what I was trained to do in the Navy. It was what I was skilled at.

      But now, I’ve found out that I have other skills, too. I’m learning to nurture life, not impose death. I’m learning how to support Valerie—how to show her love and affection. I’m learning to be a good father and a good boyfriend.

      I don’t want to take the job.

      Before I can figure out what to say in response to my boss’s text, the phone rings. I know that it’s him, the impatient bastard.

      I sigh and lift the phone to my ear.

      “What’s up, Clint?” I say.

      When he speaks, it’s through that damn voice distorter. His words are slightly garbled, as if he’s underwater. The tone is deep and artificial.

      “Garrett, I have work for you. You didn’t respond to my messages.”

      “I’m still tied up with some family stuff,” I say.

      “Well, you’d better get yourself untied, because this job can’t wait.”

      “Clint, I don’t…I don’t want the work.”

      I hadn’t planned on saying this, in such definite terms, just yet. I thought I might need more time to think, but the words just come out. And they feel right. I’m ready to let go of this gig. I no longer feel attached to killing bad guys. I have a new purpose, now.

      There’s a pause on the other end of the line, and then, thick, syrupy laughter pours through the phone speaker.

      “You think you can just stop working for me, just like that?” the voice says. “As if this is an office job, and you’ve just put in your two weeks’ notice?” He laughs some more.

      “Listen, Clint,” I say. “I can decide to do whatever I want. You can’t force me to do anything.”

      “Garrett…you have no idea what I’m capable of. Listen to me carefully. I respect you. I’ve seen your work. I have enjoyed using your skills to my advantage.”

      I wait for the other shoe to drop. He pauses before laying it on me. I can hear his heavy breathing, which for some reason makes me picture an overweight man, sitting in a dark room and smoking a cigar.

      “I make the decisions, Garrett. I’ll tell you when you can stop working for me. Do you understand?”

      My blood is starting to boil. I don’t like the way he’s talking to me. But I also know what kind of a man I’m dealing with. Even in war, there are rules and laws. I know that Clint works well beyond the laws that society has established. I’ve seen what he’s willing to do. Hell, I’ve done his dirty work for him. I don’t want to be on the other end of his lawless wrath.

      “All right, then,” I say. “When can I quit? I want out, Clint.”

      “One more job,” he says. “One more mission. And then, you’ll be free.”

      Free. A word has never sounded as sweet.

      “Okay,” I say. “Tell me what the job is.”
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      I’m listening to the baby monitor as I tidy up the bedroom. Garrett’s been so quiet all day, but now, as he puts Dylan to bed in the living room, I hear him talking.

      He’s speaking softly. I’m guessing that he’s forgotten about the monitor, and thinks that he’s alone with Dylan. I do the same thing, sometimes. Though I feel a little bit like I’m eavesdropping as I listen to Garrett sing little songs and make silly noises with Dylan, I can’t bring myself to turn the monitor off. The sound of Garrett and my son is like music to my ears. It’s better than hearing my favorite song on the radio.

      “I got your toes!” Garrett coos. “I’m gonna get ’em! I got ’em!”

      I hear Dylan make a soft, happy sound.

      “There’s your bear,” Garrett says. “And you have your blanket. It’s sleepy time, now, my little man. Daddy loves you, Dylan. Do you know that? Do you know how much your daddy loves you?”

      I smile and pick up a sweater off of the back of a wooden chair that sits by the bedroom door. Folding it idly, I keep listening as Garrett starts to hum. I can imagine that Dylan’s eyes are getting heavy. He’s a good sleeper, and he usually nods off within ten minutes of being laid down in the crib.

      I reach for a pair of Garrett’s socks, which are strewn on the floor on his side of the bed. I toss them into the hamper by the dresser, then reach for a pair of his sweatpants. They’re still clean, so I fold them instead of throwing them in the hamper.

      Garrett doesn’t have a dresser for his clothes like I do, so he’s been keeping them folded in a stack in one corner of the room. It’s not ideal, but the small bedroom has no space for a second dresser.

      We haven’t yet talked about our living situation. Maybe I should bring it up soon.

      Garrett is still humming, and I’m smiling dreamily as I walk to the corner of the room, towards his pile of clothes. Before I get to it, I notice a black duffel bag, partially hidden under his side of the bed. I haven’t seen it before.

      Maybe this is what he had to pick up from Austin this afternoon? He’s mentioned his Austin apartment a few times, and has traveled back and forth from it a couple times since moving in to grab bits and pieces. Maybe the bag contains more clothing? It is nearing December now. The temperatures will start to drop soon.

      I can still hear Garrett’s voice through the monitor, so I know he’s in the living room. He won’t know if I just take a quick peek inside the bag.

      I still have his sweatpants in one hand as I kneel and unzip the black duffel. But as soon as I see what’s inside the bag, I drop the sweatpants and my hands fly to my mouth, covering my gasp.

      I’ve never seen a gun in real life, only in movies. Growing up, my home was always a gun-free zone. I was taught that guns are dangerous.

      So, the sight of two, in my bedroom, floors me.

      They’re lying inside the duffel bag. One is black, short, and bulky. A hand gun, I think. The second is long, and the word “rifle” comes to mind, though I’m not knowledgeable enough about firearms to know if that’s accurate.

      The sight of the two guns makes my body start to quiver and shake.

      What the hell is Garrett doing with two guns? My eyes travel over the other contents of the bag. I see black clothing and a folder with some papers in it. Curious, but hesitant because of the guns, I carefully reach into the bag and pull out the folder. I move slowly, because I’m almost afraid that if I merely brush my hand against one of the guns, it will fire—that’s how scared I am.

      I can still hear Garrett over the monitor, so I know that I have time. I don’t feel guilty about my snooping anymore. I have every right to know what’s in this bag. It is in my apartment, after all.

      I open the folder and see a printout of a map. There’s a red “X” on an address. I flip to the next page and see a headshot of a man.

      With another glance into the bag, I notice a wad of bills. It was covered up by the folder, but now that I’ve moved things around, the bundle of green paper is exposed. I reach into the bag again, carefully, and pick up the money. It’s a thick wad of hundreds.

      What is going on here?

      Just then, my ears pick up a lack of sound. Garrett has stopped singing.

      I drop the folder back into the bag, then zip the bag up. I stand up, trying to get my bearings.

      I’m shaking like a leaf. Because I can barely stand on my two trembling legs, I allow myself to sink down onto the bed. I place my head in my hands. My lips are pressed together, and I’m concentrating on taking breaths through my nose.

      I thought I knew Garrett. I thought he’d opened up to me, over these last few months. I trusted him. Now, I feel doubt creeping into the pit of my stomach. What if Garrett is not the man I thought he was?

      I’ve invited him into my home. My bed. My life. My heart. He spends hours alone with Dylan.

      But who is he, really? Because the Garrett I’ve been learning to trust would never have brought this bag into my bedroom. The Garrett I know may have a troubled past and a tough exterior, but on the inside, he is as sweet and warm as honey.

      I think of the guns, and a chill runs through me

      This isn’t adding up. I don’t know what to think.

      All I know is that I need an explanation. I have to confront him.

      Where is he?

      I hear the soft breathing of Dylan sleeping in his crib. Garrett has not yet come back to the bedroom, which he would usually do after putting Dylan to sleep.

      He’s been acting distant all day, in fact.

      On the hunt for answers, I step out of the bedroom and walk down the hallway. I’m completely on edge, as if there might be a boogeyman around every corner. My own home feels like a hostile environment, and it’s not a feeling I enjoy.

      I pass the empty kitchen and then peek into the living room. It’s dim, and I see the little bundle of blankets within the crib. Dylan is sleeping soundly.

      The couch is empty. No one is in the living room.

      I continue down the hallway to the entryway. The door is slightly ajar. I pull it open, and there he is. Garrett is leaning against the banister just beyond my front step. He’s looking down over the edge, as if he sees something meaningful and interesting there—not just a flight of stairs, concrete, and the wall of the adjacent units.

      He turns his head as I open the door.

      “Garrett,” I say. “We need to talk.” To gain some control over my trembling body, I cross my arms tightly across my chest.

      We’ve never fought. Not since he said that he wanted to be a part of Dylan’s life. But I feel this protective anger surging up inside of me. It feels good to be standing in the doorway, between my son and this man—this man who brought guns into my house.

      “What’s wrong?” Garrett turns his body so that his back is to the banister.

      “I saw your duffel bag in the bedroom.” I pause and draw in a shaky breath. “I opened it. I was curious. What I saw in there, I—”

      “Valerie, let me explain.”

      “Yes,” I say. “That’s what I want. An explanation. Because if you think you can just— Garrett, I trusted you!”

      “Don’t stop trusting me,” he says, looking into my eyes. “Valerie, I swear, this isn’t what it looks like.”

      “It’s not? Because it looks like you’re doing something illegal. You’re not in the Navy anymore, Garrett.” My voice has been rising steadily, and now, I’m nearly shouting. “Whether you admit it to yourself or not, you’re a civilian, just like me. You have to play by the same rules as the rest of us. And it looks like your planning some kind of—”

      “Valerie, just calm down!” he says sharply, cutting me off. He looks around, and then steps closer. “Can we go inside, to talk about this?”

      “No,” I say, blocking the doorway. “No, Garrett! I don’t even want you in my house. Do you understand that? Do you know what this feels like, for me? To realize that the man I’ve been living with—the father of my child—is some kind of criminal?”

      “I’m not a criminal,” he says. His voice is quiet. Metered. “If you’d just listen to me…”

      I want to keep ranting—venting off my fear and anger—but he’s right. If I want an explanation, which I do, then I have to shut up and listen. So, I hold my tongue. I wait.

      He takes a few deep breaths, and I feel myself doing the same.

      “Valerie, I know that it looks bad. I know you must be scared. But I’ve been doing this work since—”

      “What work?” I interject.

      He sighs. When he speaks, it’s very quiet, like he’s telling me a secret. “Exactly what you think I’m doing, now that you’ve seen the inside of that bag.”

      “Killing people?” I ask. My voice is hushed, too, but still comes out too loud.

      Garrett looks around again. “Are you sure we can’t go inside?” he asks.

      I shake my head. I’m just now finding out that Garrett kills for a living. If he thinks I’m going to let him into my home, where my son is sleeping, he’s insane.

      “Yes,” he says. “All right. I…wipe out people who don’t deserve to live. They’re all bad guys, Valerie. Drug dealers, human traffickers…the people I’m hired to kill are no different than the enemies I had to kill as a SEAL. I’m trained to track and kill bad guys. It’s what I do.”

      I feel myself shuddering. Hearing the words “hired to kill” come from Garrett’s lips makes me feel nauseated.

      “Garrett…that’s murder.” Until now, I’ve been holding onto the hope that I have it all wrong. That maybe he’s just storing the guns for someone else. Now, hearing it come from his own lips, I’m filled with a new wave of shock.

      “Try to see it like I do,” he says. “If you knew about what these guys have done, you would want them to die. The world is better off without them.”

      I’m speechless. My trembling hand is still covering my mouth.

      “Valerie, I’ve killed men who had women and children locked in their apartments. I’ve killed men who sold drugs laced with poisons to school children. If I know that evil exists, it’s up to me to protect those who can’t do it themselves. I’m a trained fighter, Valerie. I have a responsibility.”

      For a split second, his words start to sound logical to me. I shake my head, as if fighting off a trance.

      “Garrett—no! You’re talking about murder. You’re talking about killing another human being. You’re a hitman.” I feel a jolt of fear run through me. “A hitman,” I repeat. “My son…is the son of a hitman.”

      It sounds surreal when I say it out loud. When Garrett first appeared in my life, what I wanted more than anything was for him to want to be involved in his son’s life. Now, I find myself wondering if Dylan would be better off without him.

      It makes me sick to my stomach to think this.

      I have loved watching the bond between Garrett and Dylan grow stronger and stronger with each passing day. It feels awful to want to sever that bond. But for my son’s wellbeing, I would do anything.

      “You should have told me,” I say. “You’ve been lying this whole time. I thought we were getting to know each other. I thought our relationship was built on honesty. Now, I see that it was all built on one big lie.”

      “I never lied to you,” he says.

      “You did. You lied by omitting the truth.”

      He turns away from me and places his hands on the banister. I can tell that he feels guilty.

      “It’s the same as if I failed to mention the fact that I’d had a baby. Imagine if I never got up the courage to tell you about our son. You would feel like I lied to you, wouldn’t you?”

      I see him nod.

      I keep talking. “But I was honest with you, Garrett. It wasn’t easy. But I did it.”

      With his back turned, he speaks. “If I’d told you the truth, you would have treated me differently. You would have closed your door on me.”

      “And maybe that would have been better,” I say.

      It sounds cold, but it’s how I feel in this moment. He swivels around to face me. I can tell that my words have cut him to the core.

      I’m having a hard time looking at him. “I’m going to get your things.” I say. “Stay out here.”

      “Valerie, please don’t do this,” he says.

      I spin on my heel and enter my home. Quickly, I walk to the bedroom and throw his stack of clothes into his suitcase. I lift the suitcase in one hand, and then the duffel bag in the other. When I return to the front door, Garrett is exactly where I’ve left him.

      “Here,” I say, dumping the two bags down at his feet. “I don’t think you should stay here anymore.”

      “Valerie, please,” he protests. He reaches for me, but I pull away.

      “Garrett…I can’t live with a man who commits murder. I can’t do it. I don’t want that for my son, and—” I feel myself choking up, and I have to concentrate to get the words out. “I don’t want that for me. Don’t come back until you’re ready to leave this,” I motion to the black duffel bag, “behind you.”

      A tear spills, and I wipe it fiercely away. It’s painful to tell Garrett to leave, but I know that I have to do it. For Dylan’s sake.

      “You could be a good father, Garrett, if you want to be. You could be a good boyfriend. But you’re going to have to change the way you live. Until then, just…just don’t. Don’t come back.”

      Imagining my life without Garrett causes more tears to spill. I can’t look at him. I know that I’m hurting him, and that makes me feel even worse.

      Before I can change my mind, I step back into my apartment. I close the door.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

        

    
    






          Garrett

        

      

    
    
      Fuck.

      I stare down at the bags that Valerie has practically thrown at me.

      Part of me wants to blame her. I remember one of my foster dads calling a woman a “crazy bitch” once, when I was about five. I’d never heard the word bitch before, so I asked him what it meant. He told me that it meant “woman”. I still remember the way he knelt down and put his hands on my skinny shoulders. That was a big deal to me, as a kid—I rarely had an adult’s undivided attention. The guy was smoking a cigarette, and it waggled between his lips as he spoke: “Women are fuckin’ crazy, kid, you got that? All women. Crazy.”

      Now, looking at my bags, I wish I could believe those words. It would be so simple to tell myself that Valerie has overreacted. That she’s wrong. That she’s crazy.

      But she’s not. She has every right to be pissed at me. She has every right to kick me out of her house.

      I stoop to pick up the bags. As I do, my phone beeps. I know, of course, that it’s Clint. He’s the reason I came out onto the goddamn front stoop in the first place. He’s been contacting me about tonight’s hit, and I needed a minute to respond to him in private.

      As much as I want to knock on the door and tell Valerie that I’m ready to put it all behind me, like she asked, I know that I can’t. I know that Clint won’t let me.

      I have to do this job.

      With heavy steps, I make my way down the stairs. The target is outside of San Antonio, in a little town called Avery. Most of my missions have been in urban environments, lately. I haven’t had to approach a rural house in at least two years, maybe more. It takes a whole different tactic, and I know that I’m going to have to be careful.

      But as I strap my bag to my motorcycle, I can feel how off-center I am. My head isn’t in the game. I’m thinking about Valerie, and how incredibly hurt she looked.

      I’m going to make it up to her. Once this job is done, Clint will give me space. He said it himself. One more job, and then I’m free.

      If I don’t do this job, Clint will find me. I’m afraid to think of what he’d do. I can almost hear the eerie sound of his laughter, through that damned voice-altering software. He knows where I am; I’m sure the cellphone he’s given me has a GPS tracker on it.

      I know he’s capable of having people killed, and I’d hate to be one of the targets he assigns to one of his staff members. Or worse—what if he targeted Valerie or Dylan? I shudder at the thought of it.

      I fire up my bike and pull out of the parking lot. I try to think about how it will feel when I return, with this last job behind me. I want to be the boyfriend that Valerie is asking for. I want to be a good father to Dylan.

      But until this job is over, I can be neither.

      The faster I get this over with, the better.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m hoping that the drive will clear my head, but it doesn’t. It’s over too fast, and before I know it, I’m driving down the worn paved road that will lead me directly to my target’s house.

      It’s still light out. Too light.

      I pull over into a truck stop with a mind to wait out the light. Darkness will offer me more cover and increase my chances of approaching the house unseen.

      As I sip bitter coffee in the outdated truck-stop diner, I replay my last conversation with Valerie in my mind, over and over. The more I think about her words, the more I see that she’s right.

      I’m not a SEAL anymore. I’m a civilian. Who am I to say who gets to live, and who gets to die? I’ve always felt that it was my responsibility, as a trained fighter, to protect those who were weak and vulnerable. When I look at things from Valerie’s perspective, I see how crazy that sounds. It’s like I’m assuming the role of judge, jury, and executioner, all wrapped up into one.

      “Something on your mind?” the waitress asks. She’s in her sixties, and has kind, understanding eyes. She’s holding up a pot of coffee, and as she waits for my response, she tops off my dwindling supply.

      “Oh—yeah,” I say. “It’s been a rough night.”

      “Girl trouble?” she guesses, her tone sympathetic.

      I snort. “Yeah,” I say. “My girlfriend’s not very happy with me. Kicked me out of the apartment, actually.”

      “Did you cheat on her?”

      “No, no. Nothing like that.” I can’t imagine cheating on Valerie. I never would. “It’s…it’s something I did, for work. She doesn’t approve of my lifestyle.”

      I see the woman’s eyes travel to my tattooed arms, which are resting on the tabletop as I clutch the ceramic mug.

      “You seem a little rough around the edges,” she says. “But a good woman will smooth that out for you. I did the same thing with my husband. He was half wild when we got together. I tamed him. We’ve been together now for forty years.”

      “Congratulations,” I say.

      “Is she a keeper?” she asks.

      I don’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      “Well, then.” She winks. “Don’t give up on things. It’ll work out. Handsome guy like you…she’d be crazy not to take you back.”

      When she walks away, I hunch back over my cup. I haven’t eaten a proper dinner, and the coffee is making my stomach turn. But I’m too upset and anxious to even think about food. I just want it to get dark out. I want to get this job over with.

      Then, I can tell Valerie with honesty that I’m ready to become a new man.

      For her. For Dylan.

      The sun sinks as I nurse my coffee. The kind waitress lets me linger, and when I finally pay the bill, I leave her a nice fat tip.

      I’ve been too preoccupied with my own troubles to give much thought to the mission, and as I pull back out onto the road, I realize that I don’t even truly have a plan in mind yet for my approach.

      Fuck it, I think, pushing down the throttle so that my bike pulls ahead. Wind whips over me, ripping against my jacket and jeans. The increased speed is a welcome distraction, and I push my bike harder, until I’m traveling down the worn, winding road at top speed.

      When I reach a “No Trespassing” sign, I know that I’m close. The houses have become farther and fewer apart, and my map shows that the target’s property is at the end of the line. He owns these woods, and I’m not surprised that he’s posted the signs.

      I park on the edge of the road and start rummaging through my bag. Clint informed me that the house is set back in the woods. The target takes four-by-fours in and out. I’ll be hiking.

      The foliage is thick overhead, blocking out any light from stars or the moon. The darkness is inky black. In the distance, I hear dogs barking. I wonder if they’ve picked up the sound of my bike. I’m not worried about that, because I’m still on the public road. I could be anyone, out for a scenic drive. But I do burrow through my bag long enough to find the tranquilizer gun that I’ve used on animals in the past. I slide it into my backpack, then go through my usual routine.

      “All right, Cole,” I whisper as I jam my handgun into the holster on my side. “This is the last one. I need your help, buddy. After this, you can rest. I just need you to have my back, one more time.”

      I pull a black mask over my head and face and then slide my night-vision goggles into place. I can feel my adrenaline starting to flow.

      Back in the SEALs, I always used to relax when I found out we’d be hiking to a target. I was raised in inland Texas, far from any natural water sources. I didn’t learn to swim until basic training, and it always felt like one of my weakest skills. But put me into the desert or the woods and tell me to hike for miles, and I feel right at home.

      The ground is solid under my feet. It’s just up to me to move my legs. I used to always lead the pack, even when the terrain was steep and technical. Long, challenging hikes got me into the zone.

      Tonight, I wait for that comfortable, familiar feeling to hit. My heart rate starts to climb as I trek up a steep bank, winding between trees. I feel a light sweat break out over my body. My senses are primed, listening for sounds of life. This is when I usually feel my best—my strongest.

      But tonight, something is different. That “in the zone” feeling never comes.

      I keep walking; my breath comes harder and faster. My heart is hammering, and now, a good, healthy sweat soaks my back, forehead, and underarms. Yet I don’t feel like an athlete, or a champion, or a hero. I don’t feel like a man.

      I feel…empty. It all feels wrong.

      I was more of a man when I was holding my son and he was smiling up at me. I was more of a man when I was looking into Valerie’s eyes and opening up to her, even though it scared me.

      That was courage. That was honor.

      Now, here in these woods, I feel like a coward. I should have found a way to say no to this mission. Why am I here? Why did I walk away from the woman who has given me a new sense of purpose and hope—even just for the night? I shouldn’t have left her.

      I see light through the trees. It’s dim. Flickering. A fire?

      Then, the sound of an engine starting about twenty feet away startles me. I stop in my tracks and sidestep so that I’m behind a tree. A branch cracks under my feet, and to me, it sounds as loud as gunshots.

      I hold my breath for a moment. The engine sound dies down. I start moving forwards, darting from tree to tree so that I stay covered. I’ve been so lost in thought that I’m having a hard time figuring out which side of the main property I’m coming up on. I try to picture the satellite image of the building in my mind, but I can’t.

      Damn it. I am underprepared for this mission. I shouldn’t be here.

      The firelight grows stronger, and I see that I’m coming up to a clearing. There’s a high, chain-link fence around the border of the property. I see what looks like a lawn, but instead of grass, the surface is just dirt. A dog is tied with a rope to one of the few trees in the clearing. A fire pit crackles off to one side, and I see a figure working a chainsaw near a pile of kindling.

      He’s hacking away at a log that’s placed vertically on another stump. The figure is overweight and looks stooped, as if with age. Both of those characteristics fit the profile of my target, but since I can’t see his face from this far away, I can’t be sure. I keep moving forward until I come up against the fence.

      I’m going to have to scale it. With so many unknowns, this move feels risky. While up on the fence, I’m going to be totally exposed. My other option is to stay where I am, waiting it out until the man leaves his yard to go to sleep.

      I don’t want to wait.

      I want this to be over. I want to get back to Valerie, and Dylan.

      So, I start climbing the fence. I urge myself forward as quickly as possible. I hate being up here, out of the tree line.

      Just as I pivot over the top of the fence and start to free-fall to the ground, my worst fear comes true. A floodlight snaps on, illuminating the entire yard. Startled, the dog jumps to attention, straining against his rope as he barks ferociously.

      Shit.

      I’m blinded by the light. Instinctively, I reach for my gun and pull it out. By the time my vision adjusts to the brightness, I see that a second figure—not the one with the chainsaw—is approaching me. He looks pissed. There’s a gun in his hand, but it’s down at his side.

      Not a good position, asshole, I think, aiming at him. I have a clear shot. The guy has barely had time to react to the sight of me. I’ve done everything—from landing on my feet to sighting him and pointing my gun—in the matter of a second. He’s mid-stride, still trying to figure out what the hell is going on.

      I feel my finger tense against the trigger. This is it. The time is now.

      This is my chance.

      My trigger finger tremors. I hesitate. Then, I lower my gun.

      I can’t do it. I can’t kill him.

      I don’t want to be this man anymore. I don’t want to take another life. I’m a father now. I nurture life; I don’t take it away.

      The fat, old man is raising his gun. I pivot and spring back up against the fence, banking on the fact that he won’t be able to shoot a moving target. He’s a meth dealer, not a marksman.

      I hear the sound of gunshots, and then a tree to my left explodes with the impact of one of his shots. I scramble over the fence and drop to the other side. I take off running the instant my feet hit solid ground. More bullets explode around me, but I know that by now, I’m out of the floodlight’s reach.

      Darkness is my friend, now.

      I can hear him yelling, behind me, and then I hear the sound of a four-wheeler starting up. The dog is going crazy by now, and his barking adds to the chaos.

      I weave between trees, sprinting over the forest floor. There’s only one thought on my mind as I race through the darkness, towards my bike:

      Valerie.

      Valerie, and the son I want to raise with her.
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      I’ve moved Dylan’s crib into the bedroom, so that I can see him while he sleeps. I’m lying in my side of the bed, facing him. The crib is bathed in moonlight from my room’s single window. Within the pool of moonlight, my son’s little body rises and falls rhythmically.

      I can’t sleep.

      I feel horrible. I keep on reliving it—the way it felt to put Garrett’s bags out on the front steps at his feet. The look on his face when he realized that I was kicking him out.

      Was that wrong of me?

      So many times, I’ve had to extend compassion to my students. When they do something “wrong”, I dig past it. I try to see where they’re coming from. Just last week, a student stole cash from my purse while my back was turned. Since all of our classrooms are rigged with security cameras, I was able to figure out who did it pretty quickly.

      Turned out, there was no food in his house. He’d missed dinner, breakfast, and was starving for lunch. Things like that tend to blur the lines between right and wrong.

      I toss onto my back. Every sound that I hear—a thump of moving furniture from the apartment next door, the roaring of a truck on the road outside—makes my heart pound.

      I’m afraid.

      Garrett is a killer. I knew this, when I found out he was a SEAL. I knew that as a SEAL, he’s taken human lives. It was his job.

      But now that he’s on his own? Outside of the Navy?

      I might not be able to untangle all of the moral implications, but I feel it in my gut: it’s wrong. I don’t want to be with a hitman. No matter how justified he feels the killing is.

      I turn to my other side. I can’t get comfortable. The blankets tangle around my legs as I turn.

      As I reach down to pull the sheets and blankets away from my feet, I hear a knock at the door. Startled, I jump up.

      Immediately, my mind is racing. Could it be Garrett? Did he abandon his mission? Is he back…to say he’s sorry?

      My hopes are high as I slip out of the bedroom and close the door behind me, so that Dylan won’t wake up.

      When I peek through the front door’s peephole, I see his face. Even through the distorted lens, his handsome features make my already pounding heart speed up even more. I’ll never stop responding to Garrett’s presence with excitement.

      I pull open the door.

      As soon as I see his full body, my hope of a reunion dies. It’s clear to me that he went through with his mission. He’s dressed all in black. A technical-looking pack is on his back. I see the metal tube of what looks like a rifle, poking up over his shoulder. There’s a gun in a holster at his side.

      The sight of the firearms makes me step back into the house. He holds his hands up.

      “Valerie, I didn’t do it. I didn’t go through with the hit. I—”

      “Garrett, you have a gun strapped to your hip.”

      He looks down, as if noticing it for the first time. “Valerie—I couldn’t stop thinking about what you said. I got to the address, and I just couldn’t—”

      “Don’t lie to me Garrett!” I shout.

      I feel my heart pounding.

      I want to extend my compassion to him, just like I do to my students. But there’s a child inside my house—a child I have to protect. My instincts are on overdrive. I feel like a mother bear, protecting her cub.

      “Valerie, please listen to me. Please believe me.”

      “I don’t know what to believe anymore,” I say. “I can’t—”

      He stops me short by stepping in and wrapping his arms around me. He kisses me, taking the words from my mouth, the breath from my lungs.

      Suddenly, I stop thinking. I feel his lips, hot and comforting against my own. I feel his passion for me—and I feel my own return for him.

      My body surrenders to his strength. I let him hold me in his muscular arms. As his mouth moves against mine, I taste the familiarity of him. We slip into our secret language; we begin communicating with our kiss.

      His kiss dominates me completely and I like it. For an instant, I forget it all. I let him comfort me, commit to me, and convince me that everything is okay. For an instant, here in Garrett’s arms, everything is okay. He drinks me in, sliding his tongue against mine. He reminds me of all that we have, together.

      When we part, I feel dizzy. He stands close to me. His arms are around me, holding me still. He rests his head on my forehead. He smells like musky sweat.

      “Can I come in?” he whispers. “Can we talk about this?”

      My eyes are closed. I don’t know what to think—but for once, I don’t try to figure out my next move with my intellect. I let my heart decide.

      I nod.

      We move inside. Garrett closes the door behind us, and then I lead the way into the living room.

      As we reach the living room, Garrett looks around. “Where’s the crib?” he asks, motioning to beneath the window, where the crib used to be.

      “I moved it,” I say. I rub one palm against the other. “I—I wanted him in the bedroom with me. It felt…safer.”

      Garrett looks pained by this. “I’m so sorry,” he says. “I don’t want you to feel scared. Not by me. Please, Valerie. I need you to believe me. I’m done. I won’t—”

      Crack. The sound of splintering wood interrupts him. It came from the entryway.

      I jump.

      Garrett whirls around. “Shit! He must have followed me. Valerie, go to the bedroom. Don’t come out.”

      He slips his gun from his holster and begins moving towards the entryway, where there’s another thundering crack of shattering wood.

      I’m paralyzed. I can’t move.

      “Go!” Garrett shouts.

      Footsteps are pounding down the hall.

      “Go!” shouts Garrett again.

      The third time’s the charm. I turn on my heel and sprint towards the bedroom.
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      Once inside the bedroom, I lock the door and scan the room quickly, searching for my cellphone. Frantic when I don’t see it, I begin to panic. Is it out in the kitchen? Did I leave it in my purse?

      There’s a massive crash in the living room, and then a thud that sounds like a body being slammed against a wall. I hear Garrett shout something sharp, and then a stranger’s voice responds. I don’t know what they’re saying, but the hostile tones let me know that Garrett and the intruder are not giving each other a friendly greeting.

      I make my way over to my nightstand, hoping desperately that I’ll find my phone.

      Please, let it be here.

      Another thud from the living room seems to shake the whole house. Dylan lets out a soft cry. He’s awake.

      I start shuffling through crap on my nightstand—a magazine, my journal. There it is, half hidden beneath a stack of quizzes I was going to grade.

      My phone!

      I grab it and dial 911 as Dylan’s cries grow steadily louder. As the phone rings, I go to the crib. I place one hand on Dylan’s body. I rub his belly a little bit.

      “Shh, shh,” I whisper. I’m watching the door as I do this. The sounds from the living room are so loud that I fear that at any moment, my bedroom door might crack open with the sound of splintering wood.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “There’s—someone’s in my house.” I can’t catch my breath. I can barely speak.

      “Okay, what is the address?”

      “I’m at 719 Jasper Drive—The Gateway Units. Second story. Apartment 209.”

      In the living room, I hear the shattering sound of glass breaking. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to concentrate on the dispatcher’s voice and the feel of my son’s chest rising and falling as he breathes in and out between cries.

      “Can you repeat your address for me?”

      “Yes, 719 Jasper Drive. Gateway Apartments, number 209.”

      “Okay. Tell me exactly what happened.”

      “I was—my boyfriend and I were here, in my apartment. Someone broke the door down. The intruder is still here.”

      “The police are on their way,” she tells me. “Stay on the line, ma’am. When exactly did this happen?”

      “Just—” I gulp for breath. The simple act of speaking is winding me. There’s another slam and crash in the living room. Above the sound of Dylan’s steady cries, I hear Garrett give a guttural yell. “Just two minutes ago, maybe—I don’t know. Just get here—as fast as you can. I don’t know what’s happening out there.”

      “Try to stay calm, ma’am,” the dispatcher says.

      “Are they coming? Are the police on their way?” In my panicked state, I can barely think straight. I can’t remember if she said she sent the police.

      “They should be arriving to you in just a few minutes. Are you in a safe position?”

      “I—yes…?” I glance at the door. “I don’t know. I need to move the chair in front of the door, maybe.”

      “Is that a baby crying?”

      “That’s my son, Dylan.”

      “I have the police pulling into Gateway Apartments, now. How many intruders do you estimate are in your apartment?”

      I’ve left the crib, and am now trying to push my wooden chair under the doorknob, but Einstein is weaving between my legs. He’s clearly scared, too, and I’m glad he’s safe in the bedroom but frustrated that he’s getting in my way.

      “I don’t know,” I say. I feel myself start to cry. “I don’t know! Just tell them to hurry.”

      I can hear the stranger in my living room yelling. The sounds are not words—just unidentifiable, wild-sounding screams.

      “Please,” I beg into the phone.

      “Can you tell me if you’ve heard any gunshots?”

      I pick Einstein up and drop him on the bed, finish getting the chair in place, then return to Dylan’s crib. With a swift scooping motion, I lift my wailing child from his bed. I hold him to me.

      “Shhh, shh…Mamma’s here.” I bounce him up and down a few times, trying anything I can to calm him. He’s still crying as I respond to the dispatcher. “No gunshots,” I say.

      Thankfully. I think of the guns that Garrett is wearing. I wonder if the intruder has firearms of his own.

      Please, I pray, while rocking my son in my arms. Please, keep Garrett safe.

      “The police are on their way up your stairs, now,” the dispatcher says.

      With my eyes closed, I try to send Garrett a message.

      Garrett—let the police take over, I think. Leave the intruder alive.

      Let the law handle it.

      You’re not a killer.

      Not anymore.

      Dylan and I need you.

      “Police!” The shout cuts through the apartment, bouncing through the thin walls that separate off the bedroom. “Put your hands up!”

      More glass shattering.

      “I said, put your hands up! Hey—watch it—he’s going for the window.”

      A crash resounds through the apartment, and then, there’s silence.

      I let the phone fall from its position between my shoulder and cheek. It bounces off of the edge of the bed and comes to rest on the carpet. Dylan is still crying, but it’s quieter, now. I bounce him up and down, straining my ears to hear more sounds.

      From the cop’s yelling, I gather that they’re getting the intruder into cuffs.

      But what about Garrett? Where is he? Is he hurt?

      Is he dead?

      I hug Dylan to my chest, until there’s a forceful knock on the bedroom door. “Anyone in here?” an authoritative voice asks.

      I’m moving the chair as the knock comes again.

      “Yes,” I manage to say. “Y-yes—hold on a minute.” I unlock the door and pull it open. “What happened?” I ask. “Is Garrett okay?”

      “This way,” the police officer says.

      He leads me to the living room, and I see him. Garrett is kneeling on the floor with his hands behind his back in cuffs. Across the room, also on the floor, I see an overweight man, also in cuffs. The intruder. He’s drooling slightly at the mouth, and spitting out obscenities at the same time. An officer stands above him.

      I point to Garrett. “This is my boyfriend,” I say. “Garrett…” I kneel down next to him. “Are you okay?”

      He meets my eyes and nods. There’s a cut above his brow, and glistening, crimson blood is snaking down his face.

      The officer who retrieved me from the bedroom speaks again. “Did he try to hurt you?” he asks.

      “No! No, he was protecting me. Me and our son. That’s the guy who broke in.” I point to the overweight man.

      The officer nods, and soon, another officer is unlocking Garrett’s cuffs.

      As soon as Garrett stands, he wraps me in his arms. “It’s okay,” he says. “It’s okay.”

      I’m shaking so violently, now, that I can barely hold on to Dylan.

      The intruder is still cursing as the policemen get him to his feet and drag him from the apartment.

      I tilt my face up and look into Garrett’s eyes. I’m so relieved that he’s okay. The sensation of relief fills me up—leaving no room for anger or resentment.

      “Did he hurt you?” I ask. The trail of blood running from his cut has me worried.

      “No,” he says.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “I’m fine. Are you okay? Is Dylan all right?”

      “We’re okay,” I say. “He was scared. He was crying. I think he’s fine, though.”

      We both look down at the baby in my arms. Standing all together like this, just the three of us, gives me a moment of intense clarity. I don’t know if it’s the high of the adrenaline, or what, but in this instant, I am certain that this is what matters. The three of us—together. We’re a family.

      The police officer clears his throat.

      Garrett releases me. We both look to the officer.

      “I’m going to need to get statements from both of you,” the police officer says. “Separately. Ma’am, were you the one to call in the break-in?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, you’re up first.”

      “Okay.”

      Turning to Garrett, I focus my gaze intently on him. I want him to know that I’m going to do everything I can do to clear his name. I don’t blame him for what happened tonight. I’m just glad that he came home to Dylan and me.

      Garrett nods subtly, and I see that he understands my message.

      Holding our baby out to him, I ask, “Will you hold Dylan?”

      As we transfer the baby, we come in close to each other once again. His nearness is comforting. His body is a force of protection. I accept that he’s put his hitman career behind him. It is clear to me that he’s made his choice.

      He walks away from the living room, taking Dylan to the bedroom and giving me privacy to talk to the police. An officer follows him, though I’m not sure why.

      I sink into the couch as the officer starts drilling me with questions.

      “Why don’t you start by telling me your account of what happened here tonight?” he says.

      “My boyfriend, Garrett Lawson, and I were in the living room when we heard the door breaking. I heard someone enter the apartment. Garrett told me to take our son and hide in the bedroom. I called for help when I got there. I could hear fighting, and then I heard you guys come in.”

      “Have you ever seen that man before? The intruder?”

      “Never.”

      “What was your impression of what was happening in the living room, before we arrived?”

      “I heard fighting,” I say honestly. “Garrett was defending us, sir. Any harm that he caused was only done in self-defense.”

      The officer nods. He presses on with more questions—details about the events of the past few minutes, but nothing new comes out of our conversation. I keep repeating the fact that Garrett was acting in self-defense.

      “Okay,” he says, flipping his notebook closed. “I’ll have my team talk to Garrett, now, and then if you feel safe, we’ll go. The man who broke into your apartment tonight is well known to us—he has an extensive track record, multiple arrests. This is his first break-in, but you never know what someone like that is thinking. I recommend that you invest in home security, or at least a deadbolt lock for your front door. Break-ins like this are more common every year, unfortunately.”

      I nod, relieved to know that the man who broke into my home is now in police custody. It doesn’t sound like he’s going to be free for quite some time.

      “Thank you, sir,” I say.

      Twenty minutes later, Garrett and I say goodbye to the officers. Garrett is still holding Dylan. My arms are wrapped around Garrett’s waist. The door is splintered around the handle, but Garrett props it closed as best he can.

      “We’re going to get a new door in the morning,” he says as the policemen’s footsteps fade into the distance.

      Finally, it’s quiet. Garrett bends over me and kisses my forehead. I squeeze him tightly around the waist and lean my head against his sturdy torso.

      “It’s over, sweetheart,” he says. “We’re safe.”

      Despite the fact that my door is completely broken in, I feel truth in his words.

      In Garrett’s embrace, I feel safe.
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      “I don’t think my landlord is going to be happy about the door,” Valerie says with a sigh.

      We’ve just taken a shower together. Her hair is damp, and smells like coconut shampoo. We’re sitting on the couch together and she is leaning against my shoulder, creating a damp spot on my fresh T-shirt.

      “We’ll get a new one. A better one. Stronger and sturdier.” I stroke her arm as I talk. Her skin is soft under my touch.

      She lets her knees, which are tucked up to her chest, fall into my lap. I place my free hand over her legs.

      “When is your lease up, anyway?” I ask.

      “Why?” She looks up at me. Her eyes are so beautiful. I stare into the forest green of her irises, flecked with gold, before speaking.

      “We can’t live here forever.” I brush my hand against her cheek. She’s still staring up at me. “I have money saved up…I think we should look at houses.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Dylan will need a room of his own. And we need a bigger bedroom.”

      “Garrett…that’s a big move. A major step. We’re still…figuring this out, aren’t we?”

      I grin. Sometimes, given my history with school, I can barely believe I’ve ended up with a math teacher.

      “This isn’t a math problem, Miss Brown,” I tease. “I know you’re used to hammering out all of the steps, but maybe this is simpler than that. Maybe we have it figured out already. We’re here, together, aren’t we?”

      “We are.” She smiles.

      “I’m not going to leave.” I rub my hand over her leg. “You and Dylan are my whole world, now. You’ve given me a new purpose.”

      “Garrett, that’s—” She stops short, looking almost embarrassed by my statement. I know Valerie well enough now to know that she doesn’t get mushy all that often. She runs deep, but she rarely puts her emotions into words.

      But sometimes, words are necessary.

      “I mean it, Valerie,” I say. “For a long time—years, really—I didn’t know what my purpose was. But now that I have you in my life—you and Dylan—I know. I want to be the best man I can possibly be.”

      “You already are, Garrett.”

      I shake my head. “I can be better,” I say.

      This is the truth. I feel it in my bones. Though I’ve always worked hard to fulfill the missions I’ve accepted, none has ever felt as important as the one before me, now. I know that it’s going to take every ounce of potential within me to be the father and partner that I want to be.

      “You really want to move into a house together?” she asks. Her voice is dreamy. I can tell that she likes the idea.

      I’m happy that she likes it. I keep on stroking her leg, running my hands up and down. She has her usual sleepwear on: a cotton nightgown with spaghetti straps that stops high on her thighs.

      “Mm-hmm…” I say. “Something nice. Near this neighborhood, maybe, so that we could be near your mom. Would you like that?” I feel her nod. I keep talking. “Something with a big yard. Maybe we could get a puppy, for Dylan to play with. I’ve always wanted a dog, since I was a kid.”

      “I think Dylan would like that,” she says softly. “I don’t know if Einstein would, though.” She laughs.

      “We could build Einstein his own cat castle. He’ll be so preoccupied with the carpeted, three-tier landings that he won’t even be bothered by a puppy.”

      “Oh, he’d like a castle. He thinks he owns this place, already. We’re serfs in his kingdom, doing his bidding.”

      “I know,” I chuckle.

      I’m imagining our home. A yard that I can mess around in—trimming the grass and setting up sprinklers to make sure the turf stays healthy. I’ll teach Dylan how to mow the lawn, when he’s old enough. We could play catch, too.

      Valerie speaks, pulling me from my imaginings. “What about us?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well…Garrett, is this going to happen again? What happened tonight—your work…?”

      I shift on the couch so that I can face her directly. I reach for her hands and hold them in mine.

      “Never,” I say. “Nothing like this will ever happen again.”

      I don’t go into the details, because I don’t want to scare her. But while she was in the shower, I called Clint. I told him that the target had been arrested, and would be behind bars for years. Clint said that was good enough, and that I was free.

      Free.

      I feel relief wash through me, even just thinking of the word.

      First thing in the morning, I’m going to ditch the cellphone that connects me to Clint. Next, I’ll get rid of the guns. No more killing for me. No more violence.

      I’m ready to start fresh.

      “But Garrett,” Valerie says. “That was your life. Are you going to be able to walk away, just like that?”

      “Yes,” I say. “And I’m not walking away from my old life…I’m walking towards a new one.”

      I move my hands so that they’re cupping her face. I stroke my thumb against her cheek. She turns her face slightly and reaches up for my hand. Her eyes close. I feel her lips brush against my palm. I move closer, until my forehead is resting on hers. I close my eyes as well.

      No words could possibly describe what is passing between Valerie and me right now. I feel completely connected to her. The edges of my body merge with hers; my borders recede. When she breathes, I wonder if I am breathing. The faint pulse in her lips and hands feels like the beating of my own heart.

      In the darkness of my inner world, with my eyes closed, I feel more whole and complete than I’ve ever felt, in my entire life.

      I inhale, sipping in a breath Valerie has just emitted. A force that feels like gravity is pulling me into her. She turns her face, and our lips connect. We kiss slowly and tentatively, as if it is our first kiss.

      In a way, it is.

      Every time we reach a new level in our relationship, our kisses become new again. And now, here on the couch, I feel like we’ve just crossed a line. It’s a line we can never go back from. We’re not just boyfriend and girlfriend anymore. We’re one. One unit. One team. One entity. Though we haven’t said it in so many words, our connection has deepened.

      We’re going to get married. I don’t know when, and I don’t know how, but I’m going to marry this woman.

      There’s so much love inside of me. I kiss her in the way I will kiss her when she’s my wife. I move my lips slowly, gently, still holding her face in my hands. I want her to know about this new love that lives inside of me, now. I want to share it with her.

      I feel her falling backwards onto the couch cushions. I’m on top of her, running my hands through her hair, down her neck.

      Softly, so softly, we continue to kiss. Our bodies begin to move, like subtle waves caused by a breeze, rippling across an otherwise smooth lake. Her body undulates gently beneath mine, and her kisses deepen.

      We’ve made love many times, since the first night we met. Sometimes, our lovemaking is playful and fun; sometimes, it’s so passionate and wild that I feel out of my mind with lust. Tonight, though, our movements are slow and tender. I’m not out of my mind, surrendering to the animalistic lust of my body. I’m completely present, filled with awe and gratitude.

      Valerie slips her hands under my T-shirt. I feel her soft, warm palms against my chest. I’m holding myself up slightly, so that I don't crush her with my weight. My muscles are strained. I feel her fingers caress my abdomen, running over the dips and bulges of my muscles.

      Her hand travels lower, then runs along the waist of my sweats. Her touch makes me harder. I feel my package bulging as her fingers dip beneath the elastic of my pants.

      I part her lips with my tongue. She opens her mouth slightly. I move my tongue inside of her at the same time as gently moving my hips and pelvis against her.

      We’re quiet. The living room is dark and still.

      Her fingers wrap around the waistband of my pants, pulling them down. I feel her shimmying her panties down as well, and then removing them all together.

      All the while, I keep on kissing her. Exploring her mouth gently with my tongue. A sense of aliveness and immediacy is running through my veins. Nothing matters—nothing outside of this moment: the movement of our tongues, our lips, the warmth of her naked thighs.

      She parts her legs. My hard member moves against the warmth of her opening. The wetness of our kiss complements the wetness between her legs. I pull away long enough to reach for a condom from my wallet. Within a few seconds, I’ve rolled it over my hard, ready shaft.

      When I lower myself down to kiss her again, our bodies unite effortlessly. As her lips meet mine, and my tongue enters her mouth again, I also feel my full member press into her. Her wet warmth envelops me. Instant, radiant pleasure consumes me.

      We are still for a moment. I feel her body tremble. I know that this is as intense for her, as it is for me. We’ve never made love quite like this before.

      Even in our stillness, waves of ecstasy are rolling through my body. This isn’t just physical pleasure. The sensations that run through my veins carry deep emotion.

      I pull away from our kiss. I move my shaft further into her, a fraction of an inch. I hear her inhale.

      “Valerie,” I whisper.

      She wraps her hands around my back. I move again, just barely. She gasps again.

      “Valerie, I love you,” I say.

      My dick presses into her, deeper. She receives me. I feel her muscles tighten and contract. Again, her whole body trembles.

      “Oh,” she says. “Oh!” she gasps in sharply.

      “I love you,” I say again.

      “I love you, Garrett,” she replies. Her voice is breathy. As she breathes in and out, I feel heat build between her legs. Our bodies are on fire. The energy passing between us is like lightning.

      “I love you,” she repeats.

      I can’t help but groan as another jolt of pleasure electrifies me. I begin to move in and out of her. My arms are braced against the couch cushion beneath her head. With concentration, I control my every movement.

      I want this to be slow, gradual. I want to enjoy every moment.

      Her legs are wrapped around my back. I thrust into her. She presses her pelvis into me. Our movements develop a steady, soft rhythm. Though we aren’t moving wildly, I feel the couch begin to shift beneath us, each time I thrust. My movement isn’t big, but it is powerful.

      I feel my orgasm stirring, but I work to hold it off. I look down at Valerie as I thrust into her. I feel my face contorting with the effort not to come. Her eyes are closed, her face turned to the side. Her blond hair falls over the pillow like silk.

      “Valerie…” I groan.

      She opens her eyes. Our pupils lock, and I look into the depths of her soul. She stares back into mine.

      I shudder, working to keep my orgasm at bay. I stiffen my body and freeze over her. Her legs tighten around my back, and she begins riding me from below. Her hips move in circles against my pelvis. I feel her getting close. She starts to moan softly.

      “Come, baby,” I say. “Yeah.”

      “Oh, Garrett,” she whispers.

      Her breath becomes ragged. Her brows lift upwards, as if she’s in shock. I recognize her expression. Her face during orgasm is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I watch her begin to come.

      I can’t hold off anymore. She’s so incredibly sexy. Watching her surrender like this is a gift. I feel myself coming with her, shaking as I release.

      When we’re both complete, I sink down onto the couch at her side. She shifts to make room for me. I cradle her in my arms. Her hair, which was damp before our lovemaking, is now dry. The darkness of the living room has been replaced by a faint, grey light. The late night has turned into early, early morning.

      I hold her tightly as our bodies recover. My breathing evens out. So does hers.

      She said that she loves me. No one has ever—ever—said that to me. It feels amazing to be loved like this. More than that, it feels incredible to love like this. In this instant, in the silvery light of a new day, it strikes me. I am free. Not because Clint said so. Not because I’ve stepped away from my troubled past.

      I’m free because I’ve learned how to love. Love is freedom. I smile, realizing this.

      “Is it getting light out?” Valerie whispers.

      “I think so,” I respond.

      “Dylan will be up soon,” she says.

      “I’ll get him,” I say. “You can go to sleep.”

      “No. I don’t want to. This night is too good. I don’t want it to end. I want to feel all of it.”

      I grin. That’s exactly how I feel.

      “We could make some coffee,” I suggest.

      “Like after the first night you stayed here,” she says. She makes a point of looking down at my feet. They’re extending off into the air, at the end of the couch. “This couch is still too small for you.”

      “I’m still six three,” I whisper.

      She kisses me. “I love you,” she says, unexpectedly.

      “I love you, too,” I respond.

      I vow, then and there, to tell her this every day, for as long as I live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Six Months Later

      

    
    
      
        Garrett

      

      “I know, man,” I say into the phone. “I know it’s hard. Hey—life is going to be filled with choices like this. A million, tiny decisions. All you have to do is handle one decision at a time.”

      I can tell that the teen on the other end of the line is pacing. Raul, a seventeen-year-old who was arrested last year for armed robbery, is full of pent-up energy.

      “I just can’t fuckin’ deal with him!” he says. His temper is running hot.

      “I know. I know,” I say honestly. I feel him. I understand what it’s like to have anger like his. “It sucks to feel like that,” I say. “But your dad doesn’t know better, Raul. His dad abused him, too. It’s a cycle. Where are you?”

      “I had to get out of the house.”

      “Where are you?” I say again. I don’t want him to head to his old hangout—a house where several gang members live and others gather throughout the day. Raul is working on putting that behind him.

      “On Clark,” he says guiltily, naming the street where the gang hangout is.

      “Man, think about what you’re doing. What’s going there going to do for you? What has it ever done for you in the past?”

      Silence.

      I glance over my shoulder. I see Valerie, setting the picnic table with bright, plastic glasses and plates that we picked up last weekend. The jewel tones sparkle in the early evening sunshine as though they’re crystal. She’s laid a white tablecloth over the table, and a vase of flowers serves as a centerpiece. On another evening, the setting would not be so elaborate. But tonight is special.

      Valerie’s mother is kneeling near the sandbox, smiling as Dylan flings shovels full of dirt over his shoulder.

      I’m at the edge of the yard, having excused myself briefly. I still keep my phone on twenty-four seven, but nowadays, it’s in case one of the youths in my early intervention caseload needs to talk.

      I turn back to the fence, once again giving my focus to Raul.

      “Think about it, man. What else could you do, right now, to blow off steam?”

      He gives a heavy sigh. I imagine him, walking down the road. Maybe his footsteps are slowing down by now. Maybe—hopefully—he’s stopped walking altogether.

      “I could play some ball, I guess,” Raul says.

      “Right. I bet there’s a good pick-up game going on right now, over at the rec center. It would feel good to run around a little, right? Get your body moving?”

      “Yeah, it would.”

      “Let your temper cool down. Blow off steam in a constructive way. Believe me, Raul, going back to your boys isn’t going to give you what you want. You’re making such good progress. You’re on the right track. It comes down to a million little decisions, every day. What are you going to choose today—right now?”

      “You’re right,” he says.

      I nod. “Right on, Raul. I’m here for you. Hey, when you’re done playing ball, why don’t you stop over here? It’s my son’s birthday, you know.”

      “Hey, that’s right.” He sounds happier, all of a sudden.

      “You got math homework? You know how Valerie likes checking over your answers.”

      He laughs.

      “We’ll save some food for you,” I say. “I know you’ll be hungry. Okay, bud?”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “You got it. We’re in this together. Call me if your feet start moving in the wrong direction,” I say.

      “They won’t,” he says. “My head feels straight, now. Thanks.”

      “All right. See ya in a bit.”

      When we hang up, I feel confident that he will make a good choice. I look forward to seeing him, in a few hours. I’ll share my good news with him.

      I’m confident that I’ll have good news to share.

      I turn back to Valerie and watch her from my removed viewpoint for a moment. She moves around the table gracefully, setting utensils by each plate. She’s talking with her mother as she works, and occasionally, she and her mother dissolve into spontaneous laughter when Dylan does something silly.

      I feel myself laughing silently to myself as I watch the scene.

      Soft, billowing grey smoke floats up from our charcoal grill. We thought about getting gas, but both of us love the old-fashioned smell of charcoal. The simple, bowl shaped grill was crazy cheap, but it’s one of my favorite parts about our new backyard.

      I check my watch, and see that five minutes have passed since I put the steaks on. Time to flip them. As I jog across the yard, Valerie looks up.

      When I reach the grill, she calls out, “Everything okay with Raul?”

      “Yep. He got into a fight with his dad. He’ll be okay.”

      “He can stay here, if he needs a place,” she offers.

      “I told him to come over later.”

      She nods and smiles. Valerie is just as passionate about helping out troubled youths as I am. It’s one of the many things I love about her. She even knows some of the students in my intervention program, which is run through state funding. Her students are always happy to see her again. I know what a positive impact she has on their lives.

      Our house has become a safe place for the youths we work with. It amazes me how in sync Valerie and I are, sometimes. It’s like helping the teens fills us up, rather than drains us. Because of our passion for our careers, we have even more energy for each other and for our family.

      It feels like a miracle.

      I flip the steaks, enjoying the sound of sizzling as they hit the metal grill rack. With a hiss, steam rises up into the air.

      Within a few minutes, they’re cooked to perfection, and I place them on a plate that Valerie has delivered. I set the platter of meat on the table, then walk over to the sandbox.

      “Want to show Grammy how you mow the lawn?” I ask Dylan.

      He’s in a floppy, white sunhat which keeps falling over his eyes. Valerie hasn’t lessened up on her sun-protection policies. I laugh, watching him pull the hat up out of his face.

      When I scoop him up, out of the sand, I feel how much he’s grown. He’s getting to be a big boy. He’s in the ninetieth percentile for weight and height, and his pediatrician thinks he’s going to be tall, just like me. I’d like that.

      I place him down on the grass, right behind the little toy push mower that I bought him for his birthday. He reaches his chubby arms out and grasps the red plastic handle. I let go of my hold on him, and Valerie’s mother claps as Dylan holds himself upright.

      “He’s mowing the lawn!” she cries, delighted. She whips out her phone and squats next to Dylan to take a few pictures.

      “Oh, that’s not all,” I say. I step a few feet in front of the mower. “Come on, Dylan,” I say. “Walk to Daddy.”

      On shaky, wobbly legs, Dylan takes a few jerky, awkward steps forward.

      Valerie has stopped bustling around the table, and is now standing next to her mother.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” Valerie says.

      “He’s walking!” Valerie’s mother shouts gleefully.

      “Come on, Dylan!” I smile, pat my knees, and open my arms up to encourage my son.

      He’s grown so much. Now, when his eyes meet mine, I see a distinctive twinkle there, like he knows and understands all that is going on around him. His eyes no longer wander around him as though he’s overwhelmed to be in the world. He looks right at me. He is fully present.

      I can’t want to watch him, from birthday to birthday, grow more and more into the man he’s going to become.

      He takes a few more jerky steps forward, his little bare feet skimming the trimmed grass.

      As he reaches me, he lets go of the lawnmower and gives it a little push. It rolls off to his side, and he’s standing completely on his own. He wobbles, and I know that he’s about to fall.

      Before he loses his balance, I grab him around the waist and scoop him up. His face lights up. His smile creates two perfect dimples on his chubby cheeks.

      “Dada!” he says, just as I’m holding him up in the air.

      My eyebrows shoot up. I look over at Valerie.

      She also has a look of shock on her face. “Did he just say—?”

      “Dada! He said Dada!” My heart is soaring. I’m holding Dylan up in the air like a trophy. He’s beaming down at me, with a wide grin.

      “Say it again, Dylan!” I say. He smiles, and begins babbling, making all of his usual nonsensical sounds. “Dada. Say dada,” I beg.

      Valerie’s mom is snapping pictures of us, and I’m happy to know that this moment will be preserved for the rest of our lives. I bring Dylan in close to me and kiss his cheek. Valerie joins us, wrapping her arms around me as I kiss Dylan.

      It seems impossible that this night could get any better. I feel so blissful right now, like I’m in heaven.

      But I know that when I look at the photograph Valerie’s mom is taking, I’ll forever remember this moment as “the moment before…”

      Because, though my world is blissful right now, it’s about to get even better.
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* * *

      
        Valerie

      

      “I don’t know if I can eat another bite,” I say, placing my napkin down beside my plate.

      “I always have room for cake,” my mom jokes.

      Thinking about the chocolate cake that Garrett brought home from the bakery actually makes my mouth water a little bit. Maybe I do have room for one more bite.

      The meal was delicious, and I feel so satisfied. I guess it won’t hurt to top off the perfect meal with a few bites of the delicious cake that Garrett’s just gone inside to get.

      “That was delicious,” my mother says.

      I have to agree. “Garrett is a grill master. I don’t know where he learned it, but he always manages to cook meat perfectly.”

      I reach for the steak platter. There’s one steak left, and I move it to the side of the plate, making room for a few sides. I want to have a plate ready when Raul gets here.

      The skinny, tough-on-the-outside but soft-on-the-inside teenager has captured my heart. I love him nearly as much as I love my own son, which says a lot. Once in a while, Garrett and I talk about the possibility of being foster parents, at some point in the future. We both like the idea. I think it probably will happen eventually, though we’re not going to rush things.

      I glance over at Dylan and smile as I start dishing mashed potatoes onto the platter.

      “There’s my big boy,” I say softly. “You liked your birthday dinner, too, didn’t you?”

      Dylan coos and grins. He lifts his arms up and down, as though he’s flapping wings. He’s almost too big for his booster seat. We’re going to have to get a new one, soon.

      My mom reaches across the table and wipes at Dylan’s face with a napkin. Dylan doesn’t seem to mind; he keeps grinning happily. He’s a very happy baby. I know that it has to do with how happy his parents are.

      These days, I feel like I’m dreaming, sometimes. I’ve never felt so fulfilled, hopeful, and excited about life. I’ve never felt so abundant.

      Now, in this beautiful yard, surrounded by the people I love, I don’t know what else I could possibly ask for or want. I can’t even imagine having more than I have right now.

      I hear the door shut, and look up to see Garrett walking across the yard. He has a cake in his hands, with one candle lit on the top.

      “Happy birthday to you…” he sings, walking towards us. His voice is deep, confident, and warm. I join in, and so does my mother. We’re all looking at Dylan as the song wraps up. “…Happy birthday to you.”

      I clap my hands and Dylan mimics me, tapping his tiny palms together.

      We all laugh. Garrett sets the cake down in the space that I’ve cleared away. It’s nearing seven in the evening, and because it’s still early spring, the sun has set low in the sky.

      As Garrett lowers the cake down to the center of the table, a shiny light near the center of the cake catches my eye. The flame from the single candle, which is in the shape of a one, is dancing off of something metal, stuck into the icing. I lean closer to peer at the glistening, shimmering object.

      “Cynthia,” Garrett says, addressing my mom. “I’d like to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage. Would you give me your blessing?”

      Garrett’s words have made my brain short out. I’ve barely been able to process what I’m seeing, stuck in the cake, as his words register.

      I think my mother is just as stunned as I am. Her voice is shaky and quiet when she answers.

      “Yes!” she says. “Oh, Garrett. Yes, of course! Ask her!”

      I look at my mother, and see that tears are welling up in her eyes. She has one hand over her mouth.

      I’m so stunned, I’ve barely moved. Garrett reaches for the ring. He folds it into a napkin and begins rubbing the icing off of it. I feel my own hands fly up to my mouth, mirroring my mother’s response. Dylan is flapping his arms happily against the sides of his booster seat.

      I feel my whole body quaking as Garrett moves around the table towards me, still cleaning the ring. Then, when he’s right in front of me, he gets down on one knee. I swivel a little bit on the bench seat so that I’m facing him.

      “Valerie, you’re my best friend. With you, I feel like anything is possible. My whole life changed the minute I met you.”

      My vision becomes blurry. I realize that tears are pooling up in my eyes. I wipe them away so that I can see him.

      He’s wearing a black T-shirt that’s tight around his bulging biceps. His tanned, tattoo-covered arms are flexed as he holds up the ring. His deep eyes gaze into mine. I would never have guessed, when I saw Garrett walk into the bar on that first night that I met him, that we would ever end up here.

      Now, looking at him on one knee before me, I feel amazed at what a miracle the last nearly two years have been. Dylan has brought me so much, including my relationship with Garrett. I feel my lip trembling. I’m so happy. So very, very happy. I glance over at my son, and then at my mom. My mother nods.

      I look back to Garrett.

      “I love you, Valerie,” Garrett says. The ring sparkles in his hand.

      He continues. “I love you, and I want to tell you that every day, for the rest of our lives. Will you marry me, Valerie Brown? Will you be my wife?”

      It’s hard to breathe. My chest rises and falls as I suck air in and exhale it out. I sputter a bit, uncontrollably. Tears are now streaming down my face.

      I manage to stand, somehow, and I feel myself smile through my tears.

      “Yes,” I say. It comes out as a whisper. “Yes!” I say, louder. I can barely believe this is happening.

      My mother starts clapping. Garrett slides the diamond engagement ring over my left ring finger. It fits perfectly. I feel his strong arms wrap around me, and then, we’re kissing.

      Garrett and I have shared many, many wonderful kisses.

      Hundreds. Thousands, even.

      But this one is, without a doubt, our best kiss yet.

      

      
        The End
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          Delaney

        

      

    
    
      The tinny alarm on my phone blared. Part of me wanted to grab the damn thing and launch it across my hotel room. Instead, my eyes still closed, I dropped my hand repeatedly on the nightstand until I felt the smooth plastic of my phone case under my palm. A few swipes later and the alarm was silenced, the shrill beeping replaced by the low hum of the air conditioner.

      Forcing my eyelids open, I held the phone in front of my face and saw that it was a little after seven in the morning. I was relieved—after the international flight from Dallas to Sydney, followed by a connecting flight to Alice Springs, I’d been prepared for the jet lag to wreak its usual havoc, either preventing me from getting a wink or causing me to sleep until some ungodly hour late into the afternoon.

      But this wasn’t my first rodeo. After all, when you’re an oil company executive for whom globe-trotting is just part of the job description, international flights are to you what rush-hour traffic is to any other commuter.

      I heaved myself out of bed and plopped my feet onto the plush carpet of my hotel room. Forcing my body to stand spear-straight, I stretched my willowy frame and reached my hands up toward the ceiling, my muscles crying out in relief. I knew I needed to do my usual post-flight yoga routine, but I was too eager to start the day for any of that.

      Not to mention that my traveling was far from over. I still had an eight-hour drive ahead of me to my ultimate destination of Longbridge, a former mining town in the middle of the outback in Australia’s Northern Territory, a dusty little place home to fewer than a thousand souls.

      After a quick shower, I stepped back into the hotel room and threw open the shades, the sunlight that poured into the room overwhelming me. My arm shot up in front of my face so quickly that I felt for a moment like a vampire recoiling from her one weakness.

      After acclimating to the light, I adjusted the towel around my breasts and opened the closet. Being used to the rigors of international travel, I’d unpacked my suitcase and ironed my clothes the night before. I picked out my clothes for the day. Once I was dressed, I stepped in front of the room’s full-length mirror, scrunching up my face as I looked myself over.

      My chestnut brown hair was slicked back and tucked behind my ears, and this combined with the bright light of the morning sun caused my grass-green eyes to shine even brighter than they normally did. I nodded approvingly at my outfit of black slacks, a trim white blouse, and stylish but comfortable flats that were the same deep, coal black as my pants. If it were up to me, I’d be dressed in sweats and a T-shirt for the drive ahead, but I needed to look professional for the meeting with the miners that awaited me at my final destination.

      Once I had my things gathered, I checked out and made my way to the car rental business next to the hotel. Once inside, I slipped off my sunglasses and stepped up to the counter.

      “You say you’re going to Longbridge? What for?”

      The college-aged girl behind the counter in the car rental shop spoke in a cheerful Australian accent, and with her bleached-blond hair and guileless demeanor, she reminded me of the sorts of small-towners I’d encounter back in rural Texas.

      “It’s for a business meeting,” I said.

      The girl raised her dark eyebrows at me.

      “A business meeting? Can’t imagine what kind of business they’d be getting to up there. The roos out of control or something?”

      She snickered, pleased with her comment.

      “Anyway,” I said, hoping to get the girl back on track. “I’m going to need something that’ll be suitable for the drive up there. Something that can handle the outback.”

      “We’ve got a few utes that’d be all right for the trek.”

      “Utes?” I asked.

      “Utility trucks. Any price you’re looking for?”

      “Price isn’t a problem,” I said.

      With that, I reached into my purse and pulled out the prestigious, platinum credit card that my company gave me for expenses. The girl’s face lit up, knowing just what this meant.

      “Well, then,” she said. “Let’s get you sorted out, Miss, ah—”

      “Delaney Fenn,” I said, my voice its usual clear and professional tone. “But you can call me Miss Fenn.”

      “Well then, Miss Fenn, let’s get you mobile!”

      An hour later, I was behind the wheel of a chrome-colored 4Runner on the road up to Longbridge, the huge tires of the SUV kicking up orange dust all around me. I watched Alice Springs disappear in the rearview mirror. If the pictures of the city that my boss, Roger Noah, had shown me were any indication, the city behind me was the closest thing to civilization that I was going to be around in a long while.

      As if on cue, my cellphone rang on the seat beside me. Sure enough, it was Roger.

      “What’s the word, Del?” he asked, his voice as gruff and booming as ever.

      “The word,” I said, looking around at the desert flats that were slowly taking up more and more of my surroundings, “is ‘desolate.’”

      “Well, I didn’t send you up there for sightseeing,” he said. “I sent you up there to get some names on some dotted lines so we can quit screwing around and get at that oil.”

      “Right to the heart of the matter, as always,” I said.

      My job with Horizon Oil was as a surveyor and negotiator of sorts. Whenever a new deposit was discovered in some far-flung part of the world, I was the girl sent down to speak with the owners of the land and do whatever it took to get them to sign over drilling rights to us.

      “That’s what I pay you the big bucks for, kid,” said Roger. “What’s the drive looking like?”

      I reached over to my purse and pulled out my tablet, keeping my phone cradled on my neck as I looked over my schedule.

      “Should be pulling into town around five, just in time for the meeting.”

      “Damn,” said Roger. “Cutting it close, huh?”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “The drive isn’t the most scenic route in the world, but it’s a straight shot.”

      “If you say so,” said Roger. “Just keep in mind these prospectors you’re meeting with aren’t the most, ah, flexible guys in the world—we just about had to move heaven and earth to get them to even agree to meet with us. And that was a damn lucky break considering how many of our competitors have been chomping at the damn bit to get at this crude.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “But isn’t that why you send me? Because I’m the best?”

      A small smile formed on my lips.

      “Let’s hold off on the praises until after we get this deal inked. Oh, and one more thing, kid—you need to make sure to—”

      No words followed, instead the “beep-beep-beep” of the line going dead. I held my phone out in front of my face and saw that the call had been dropped and my reception was nil. I glanced around and saw that I was the only car on the road, the outback stretching endlessly around me. I realized that I was lucky to even get reception this far out.

      I tossed my phone, now a useless hunk of plastic and metal, onto the passenger seat and focused on the road ahead. I flipped through the radio, but all I found was static. My stomach tightened at the idea of spending the next seven or so hours driving in silence through about the bleakest landscape imaginable.

      It’d only been the second day of my trip, but I was already wishing that I was back home, plopped on the couch of my trendy loft apartment in downtown Dallas. But I was about as far imaginable from those creature comforts, and Longbridge wasn’t exactly a vacation paradise. As I glanced around, I tried to imagine how anyone could live out here, this far from civilization.

      I spent the next two hours driving straight, not a single curve in the road or interesting bit of landscape to break up the monotony. Every now and then, I’d check my phone to see if I’d chanced upon any reception, but there wasn’t a single bar to be found.

      A bang sounded, cutting through the din of the engine’s rumble. The SUV swerved out of control, and it took every bit of strength I had to keep my grip on the steering wheel and not send the vehicle barreling off the road. The horrible screech of metal howled, and I slammed hard on the breaks and brought the SUV to a stop.

      My heart pounded as I gripped white-knuckled onto the steering wheel. The sharp stop kicked up dust all around the vehicle, making the air look odd and alien. Once my nerves settled, I popped open the driver’s-side door and got out to assess the damage.

      My flats crunched on the dirt as I landed, the air oven-hot on my skin the second I stepped out of the SUV’s air-conditioned interior. I took a moment to survey the landscape around me, noting how eerily quiet it was. The sky was a bluish orange, and the earth was flat and rust-colored, the endless expanse broken up by handfuls of scrubby plants here and there, with some dark mountains far off in the distance. I’d been to some remote places during my career, but this one was easily one of the most desolate.

      I turned my attention to the SUV, my heart sinking as I laid eyes upon the cause of my mishap: one of the tires had popped. The rubber was ragged and ripped; whatever had cut through the thing did a hell of a number. I checked my phone and did the mental calculations of how much time I could afford to spend fixing the tire. Roger was right—I was cutting it close.

      I made my way around to the back and popped open the trunk. Thankfully, a spare tire and all the necessary tools to swap it were there. I tied my hair into a loose ponytail and went to work.

      An hour or so later, the tire was fixed. Sweat sheened my brow, and my clothes were smattered with dust. I wasn’t looking the most professional that I ever had, but I didn’t have time to worry about that now.

      I tossed everything into the back of the SUV, rushed over to the driver’s seat, and jumped in. I gunned the engine and took off, knowing that there was now a very, very good chance that I was going to be running late for the meeting. Checking my phone again, I let out a squeal of frustration as I saw that the reception was still non-existent.

      About halfway through the drive, I realized there was no two ways about it—I was going to be late. With the reception still poor, however, there was no way for me to let the clients know that I was going to be running behind. For all they knew, I was going to be a no-show.

      The next few hours rushed by. By the time I passed a sign letting me know that Longbridge was only a handful more kilometers off, I was already more than an hour past when I was supposed to arrive. I gripped the steering wheel hard, a sick feeling spreading through my stomach as it began to dawn on me how screwed I was. And the scenery was wearing me down.

      The endless outback made me feel like I was some forgotten astronaut on a faraway planet, doomed to wander the interminable alien landscape forever, never to see another human again. I couldn’t believe it, but it was only a day into my trip, and I was already beginning to feel homesick.

      When I reached about two kilometers outside of the city, my phone began buzzing incessantly where it lay on the seat. I snatched it up and saw that I’d received more than a dozen texts and emails over the last few hours, nearly all of them from people wondering where the hell I was.

      I didn’t have any time to waste. I pulled up the address of the prospecting company in my map app and started off. I soon reached the center of town, which was nothing more than a smattering of buildings clustered around an intersection. I spotted a run-down bar, a little grocery store, and a two-story building with the words “City Hall” on a marquee sign out front. I didn’t spot a single person, and I soon found myself wondering if there actually was anyone living in this city.

      When I reached the prospecting company, which was located in a small industrial building that sat in the middle of a large stretch of sand, I attempted to open the front door only to find that it was locked.

      “Hello?” I called out as I looked into the windows, trying to catch sight of someone, anyone.

      Eventually, the door opened, revealing a middle-aged man dressed in overalls and a faded orange T-shirt underneath, his skin deeply tanned and craggy.

      “We’re closed for the day,” he said in just about the thickest Australian accent I’d ever heard in my life.

      Planting a big smile on my face, I stepped toward the man and shot my hand out.

      “Hi!” I said, using every bit of professionalism I had to make my voice both chipper and business-like. “My name’s Delaney Fenn. I’m with Horizon Oil.”

      He regarded my hand with skepticism, as though this were some kind of trick. After another moment or two, he took it and shook it slowly.

      “Peter Waller,” he said. “That mean you’re the rep we were supposed to meet with hours ago?”

      “That’s me,” I said, feeling ashamed. “My apologies for showing up so late. I had some car trouble on the road, and my reception was poor, so I wasn’t able to call you.”

      It was the God’s-honest truth, but something about the way the man looked at me made me feel as though I was about to be caught in a lie.

      “I’m real sorry to hear that,” he said. “But after you didn’t show up, we figured that you’d canceled on us. We tried to give your rep out in Dallas a call, but I guess they’re all in bed.”

      “Again,” I said. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting. But if you’re still interested in working with Horizon, I’d be more than happy to speak with you. We can have the contract worked out in less than an hour.”

      Peter slipped his hands into his pockets and leaned against the door frame.

      “’Fraid that’s not going to be necessary,” he said. “See, a representative from Johnson and, ah, Harford was in town—we’d planned to have our meetings with you both back-to-back. And when we realized you weren’t gonna make it, well, they gave us a deal that we couldn’t say no to.”

      My stomach sank. I had no idea that Johnson-Harford was going to be in town. They’d stolen the deal right out from under me.

      “Are you sure I can’t at least show you our offer?” I asked. “I promise it’ll be worth your time.”

      Peter held up his hand.

      “Now miss, when I say they gave us a deal, I mean it’s inked and everything. We’re working with them, and that’s that, I’m afraid.”

      Goddamn, they worked fast. But I couldn’t blame them for swooping in and taking advantage of the situation. I would have done the same.

      “I see,” I said, doing my best to not let my frustration show. “Well, sorry to have kept you waiting. And thanks for your time.”

      “Not a problem,” he said. “Say, where are you planning on staying tonight?”

      “Hadn’t figured that out yet,” I said. “I suppose I was planning on checking into a place somewhere in town.”

      Peter pointed off in the distance, down the direction of the road I’d come in on.

      “Head on down back the way you came and take a right at your first turn. That’ll put you on Wilshire Road. Keep on down that way, and you’ll end up at the Charming Chateau. Probably the best joint we have here in Longbridge. Give ’em my name and they’ll treat you right.”

      I gave Peter one last thank-you before heading off. Only when I was back in the car did I let out the frustrated squeal that had been building in me since he gave me the bad news. I was sunk—the deal was ruined, and it was all the fault of whatever piece of junk on the road had destroyed my tire and put me behind schedule.

      Behind the wheel I called up Roger, planning on breaking the bad news. But the call went right to voicemail, and I remembered that the time difference meant he was likely in bed. Tossing my phone onto the seat, I realized that I’d have to wait until tomorrow morning to put my head on the chopping block.

      I followed Peter’s directions and soon ended up in a small business district. Various small shops lined the roads, and I spotted my first few actual city dwellers. And sure enough, down a little further was a two-story hotel done up in a French style. I figured this had to be the place.

      The hotel wasn’t the classiest affair, but it had a bed and a shower, and at that moment that was all I needed. Plopping down onto the bed, I stared up at the ceiling, thinking about how sideways everything had gone for what was supposed to be a simple meeting.

      After a quick shower and a change into some non-dust-covered clothing, it hit me how hungry I was. I remembered spotting a restaurant attached to the hotel, so once I was ready, I headed down there to see what I could find.

      And as I took my seat at the table, I realized that more than anything, I wanted to put this whole trip behind me. I couldn’t think of anything that would salvage this disaster.
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