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      Someone call Karma because she seriously sucks at her job.

      Leo Thompson was an absolute jerk in college and now he’s Mr. Tall and Handsome?

      What’s up with that?

      And, get this, he’s this super successful surgeon who managed to steal away my heart.

      Seriously, Karma, get your act together.

      

      But I guess I don’t mind all that much if he keeps giving me those bedroom eyes.

      Try as I might to remember the ridicule he’d put me through…

      The humiliation…

      I’m still drawn to that perfect smile of his…

      That oh-so-sexy V that leads to untold pleasures.

      

      Oh, if I could only forget about the past and fall into bed with this man.

      If only for a little while.

      I mean, if Karma doesn’t hold a grudge then why should I?

      A girl can have a little bit of fun, can’t she?

      

      Especially when that fun is Dr. Leo Thompson.

      The one man who can make me howl louder than any other.

      The one who knows my every weakness – my every bedtime kryptonite.

      And he uses it to his full advantage until I'm screaming so loud the whole town is bound to hear his name.

      

      So, someone page Dr. Thompson because I’ve got a bone to pick.

      Or better yet, he has a bone to pick with me.

      If you know what I mean.

      Let’s just hope that this doesn’t crash and burn like the last time.

      Because my heart cannot stand to be shattered a second time.
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      “One… two… three…” I huffed, muscles shaking; “…four…” I struggled to bend my arms and reach the ground. My form started to sag. Just one more… I thought to myself but the pain in my calves threatened my demise. Just one more…

      “Five…!” With my final push-up, I plopped onto the ground, breathing hard.

      And, that’s when Sara walked in. She raised an eyebrow in my direction but didn’t bother to ask. She was used to my at-home workouts. Most of the time, she just ignored me as I jumped around the living room like some sort of trained monkey.

      I rolled over and did everything I could to get back on my feet. My entire body ached in protest.

      “Here.” She offered her hand.

      “Thanks,” I said, taking it.

      She gave me a good yank but instead of rising gracefully, I tripped in her direction. Our bodies collided and we fell into the loveseat.

      “Whoa there, Autumn. I love you, girl, but not like that.” She pushed me away from her chest and shook her head. “Seriously, if there was an award for the clumsiest person of the year, you’d take it every time.”

      “I’m not that bad,” I retorted as I brushed off some dirt from my yoga pants. “When was the last time we vacuumed the living room?”

      She shrugged. “Ever since the vacuum broke.”

      “What? So, months ago?” I scrunched my face in disgust. “I work out on that floor!”

      “You work at a gym. I honestly don’t know why you torture yourself around here.” Sara dropped her bag on a kitchen chair and grabbed a beer from the fridge. “But, after you’re done freaking out about a couple of dust bunnies, I have something to tell you.”

      “Oh?” I cocked my head in question. When she failed to explain herself, I poured myself a glass of water. “Mmm.”

      “I swear, you’re the weirdest person I know. Who actually thinks that water tastes good? It doesn’t taste like anything.”

      “It’s better than beer,” I returned. “And you know it.”

      “You’re delusional.” She finished off the bottle and threw it in the recycling bin. “Anyway, so you how my asthma has been acting up lately?”

      “Yeah?” I hoisted myself onto the counter, cradling the glass of water between my legs.

      “Well, my regular doctor recommended that I check out a thoracic specialist. So, I headed over to the hospital, and guess who my doctor is?” The corners of her lips twitched into a mischievous grin. “You’re going to lose it when you find out.”

      I furrowed my brows together. “Who?”

      “Guess.”

      “I honestly have no idea,” I answered. “Just tell me who it is. You know I don’t like suspense.”

      “Fine but you’re absolutely no fun.” Her grin deepened as she reached into her bag and pulled out an appointment card.

      I took it and for a minute, my blood turned to ice. No. It couldn’t be.

      “Mhm. Your old lover boy. Do you think he’s following you?” The thought made her laugh. “Now, wouldn’t that be something.”

      “And, you’re sure it’s him?” I asked.

      “Well, he’s ditched the teenage acne he had in college but yeah, it’s definitely him. Trust me.” She snatched an apple from our fruit basket and bit into it. “And, I have to admit, he’s turned into quite the hottie.”

      I pretended to gag. “You’re going to make me sick.”

      “Hey, maybe he’s changed.”

      I snorted. “Changed? People don’t change. They just learn how to wear a different mask.”

      Sara rolled her eyes. “You need to lay off the philosophy books.”

      “Hey, it’s true whether you want to believe it or not.” I jumped down from the counter and opened the window. The cool breeze felt miraculous against my burning skin.

      “I honestly don’t know why you hate him so much. Sure, you were still recovering from Danny and you were a little bitter, but you’re almost thirty, girl. I think it’s time you forget about that stupid high school crush.” She tossed an apple in my direction.

      It glanced off my shoulder and smashed against the ground.

      “Why would you do that when you know I can’t catch?” I sighed, leaned down, and picked up the majority of the crushed apple. “And don’t you dare try anything. I do not want you setting me up with your doctor.”

      “Now, whatever made you think I would try such a thing?” Her voice was innocent, but I could tell she was brewing some master plan inside that head of hers.

      “Because we’ve been best friends since the start of time. I know the way you think. You’re just gunning to get that hundred dollars from our bet,” I stated as I washed my hands.

      “I only made that bet because I genuinely thought he’d be a good match for you and that you were being ridiculously stubborn.” She walked over to the sink, wrapped her arms around my torso, and pulled me into a hug. “You still are.” She hugged.

      “Well, I vowed I would never date that man and I intend to keep my promise.” Oh, if only she knew what I knew. There was so much I hadn’t told her. “Let’s just drop the subject, okay?” Before Sara could say a word in response, I walked away.

      I heard her follow me but then she stopped as soon as she saw me disappear into the bathroom. I locked the door behind me and sighed.

      Leo Thompson.

      Just thinking about him brought back such terrible memories. I squeezed my eyes shut as if that would be enough to make them disappear.

      His laugh – that’s what haunted me the most. The sound of betrayal as I left that party with tears in my eyes. It was the worst day of my life and the day I vowed never to trust again.

      I turned on the shower and waited for the water to warm. Soon, the whole room was filled with steam. I walked up to the sink mirror and dragged my finger along the slick surface. I stepped back and read the message aloud, “I hope I never bump into Leo Thompson ever again.”
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      I glanced at my watch. Ten minutes until closing time, I thought to myself. With this thought in mind, I snatched a clipboard from a nearby door and skimmed the paperwork for my last patient of the day. All I had to do was get through this consultation and I’d be free for the weekend.

      This new job was a bit more difficult than my last. Since I was working at a major hospital, I was now within the healthcare network of many more insurance companies. Primary care physicians were referring their patients to my office by the dozens. I’ll admit, it was starting to get a bit overwhelming.

      I took a deep breath to calm my nerves.

      “Is everything alright, Dr. Thompson?” Terry, my head nurse, asked as she placed a hand on my arm. She gave it a little squeeze and flashed a smile. Her eyelashes were long and caked with mascara. They looked ridiculous. Still, she insisted on batting them every time she spoke to me. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that she was interested.

      But there was another girl on my mind.

      Autumn Moore.

      Who knew she lived in this town? It was a total coincidence because had I known where she lived, I probably would have moved here sooner. I might even go so far as to interpret this coincidence as a work of fate, bringing us together so I could finally redeem myself and right my wrongs.

      “Dr. Thompson?” Terry repeated, a look of worry etched onto her face. “Perhaps I should cancel the final consultation if you aren’t feeling well.”

      “No. No. We have asked her to wait this long. We won’t waste any more of this poor woman’s time.” With that, I knocked on the door and stepped inside. I greeted the woman with a smile and offered her my hand.

      “Oh no, I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” she said in an apologetic tone as she motioned to her toddler who was currently gnawing on her fingers.

      I chuckled. “It seems he has quite the appetite.”

      “Hardly. He’ll put anything in his mouth, except food. He’s very fussy,” she said with an air of exhaustion.

      “Well, how can I help your Mrs. Harrison? I hear from your primary care physician that you’ve been having some shortness of breath lately.”

      She nodded. “Ever since my pregnancy. It’s like every day it becomes harder to breathe. It’s difficult to keep up with little Bradley here.”

      “Now, we can’t have that.” I logged onto my computer and looked through her medical records. “Any history of smoking?”

      “No.”

      “Any exposure to asbestos?”

      “That’s the thing I’m worried about…” She started. “Before I had Bradley, I used to work at this old factory mill in town. Some of my co-workers are suing for asbestos exposure.”

      “Did you wear any protective equipment while you worked there? Breathing masks and the likes?” I swiveled in my chair so I could look at her. My experience at a doctor had taught me that maintaining eye contact was one of the easiest ways to establish trust with a patient.

      “Yes. Although, I don’t think they were very good quality. They were always breaking and sometimes it took a while before they were replaced.” She fidgeted in her seat. “I’ve looked up asbestos exposure. It can lead to mesothelioma, can’t it?” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. I could tell she was holding them back for the sake of her son.

      I got up and gently placed my hand on her shoulder. “We will run the recommended tests and figure out the exact cause for your discomfort. And, from there, we will do everything to ensure that you’re brought back to perfect health. I promise you that.”

      She placed her hand on top of mine. “Thank you, Dr. Thompson.”
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      Once Mrs. Harrison was on her way, I grabbed my things with a heavy heart. From what she’d told me, things were looking very good. I just prayed the test results would come back negative. That woman didn’t need to suffer through such a horrible disease when she still had a son who needed to be raised – a boy who needed his mother.

      I gripped my locker door so tightly that my knuckles cracked from the strain. Sometimes, as a doctor, I felt so helpless. All I wanted to do was help people, but I couldn’t always do that. There were times where all I did was hurt them with a false sense of hope.

      Slam.

      Nearby, Terry closed her locker and swung her purse over her shoulder. “It’s been a long day; maybe you’d like to grab some dinner. I’m sure it’ll help get your mind off things,” she offered with a bat of her eyelashes.

      I shook my head. “I would love to, but I’ve already made plans to hit the gym. I’ve neglected it for too long.”

      In response to my words, her eyes wandered over my body. I could tell she was checking me out – slowly undressing me with her eyes.

      “You’re new in town. Have you already gotten a membership somewhere?” she asked.

      “Actually… no.” I scratched the back of my neck. “My plan was to Google the closest one and try my luck there.”

      She smiled. “Well, I go to this really nice gym. It’s just down the street. We could walk there from here and burn a few extra calories along the way. What do you say?”

      I tried to think of something that would get me out of the situation, but my mind refused to cooperate. So, I ended up agreeing to go. Hopefully, she wouldn’t interpret this as some sort of date or something. Until I made peace with Autumn, I wasn’t interested in any sort of relationship. Because, maybe, just maybe, I still had a chance with her – the one that got away.
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      The gym didn’t look half bad. It was a little on the small side, but it had all the necessary equipment and rather impressive-looking free weight collection. In fact, there was someone there already. A woman.

      She was bent over, looking for something. Her leggings were tight against her body, hugging her every curve.

      I bit the inside of my lip at the sight of that lovely backside. Mmm. Oh, I could have some fun with that.

      No, what are you thinking, Leo? You don’t even know that girl. Don’t be such a pig, that little voice inside my head chastised.

      But she was so easy on the eyes that it was impossible for me to look away.

      Terry said something but I wasn’t paying enough attention to decipher her words. With a huff, she marched over to a treadmill and started a high-incline walk.

      I forgot all about her as I approached the goddess-like woman. At the sound of my footsteps, she turned around.

      My heart threatened to stop.

      Autumn.

      Her eyes widened as they locked with mine. “Leo…” she whispered, her face going pale like she had just seen a ghost or something. “What are you doing here…?”

      “I came for a workout,” I answered honestly. “Terry invited me. She’s one of the nurses that works with me at the clinic.”

      Autumn glanced at her over my shoulder. Her eyes flashed with something I couldn’t quite place. Jealousy maybe or something else? I wasn’t sure. Either way, she didn’t look happy to see me.

      “I was actually hoping I would bump into you at some point. I just never expected it would be this soon.” I stepped forward but she took two steps back like she was afraid of my touch. I didn’t blame her.

      “You should leave.” She pointed at the door, her hand shaking.

      Just then, a large gentleman emerged from a back room. “I’m sorry, is there a problem here?” His name tag read, General Manager Tim Hopkins.

      “No, no. Not at all,” I said in a smooth, convincing voice. The last thing I wanted to do was get Autumn in any sort of trouble. “I’m new in town and I was just asking about a membership.”

      Tim smiled. “Splendid. Autumn will be happy to help you with that. If you could just follow her to the front desk, she will handle your paperwork.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded in his direction and waited for him to walk away before turning in Autumn’s direction. She was already headed for the front desk, hips swaying from side to side.

      Damn. She looked good. Really good.

      How long has it been? Five years.

      Oh, how things had changed. Now, I just needed to prove that to her – that I wasn’t the asshole I used to be.

      There was a sour look on her face as she grabbed a pen. She clicked it against her thumb. “Here. Fill out this form and then I’ll put it into our system.” She did everything she could to avoid making eye contact with me.

      So, I busied myself with the form while occasionally glancing her way. I couldn’t get over how beautiful she had become. I constantly kicked myself for ruining my chances all those years ago, but you see, I don’t take rejection very well.

      Abruptly, she broke the silence. “How’s Candi?” She said the name as if it was enough to make her sick. “I’m sure the two of you are super happy together. I wouldn’t be surprised if you bought a house by the water–” She was going to keep rambling, but I stopped her with a wave of my hand.

      “Autumn. Stop. Nothing happened between us, I swear.”

      She scoffed. “I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      “Look, I know what I did wasn’t right…”

      “You’re a goddamn asshole, Leo, and you know it,” she growled. “Now, fill out your stupid form so I can stop talking to you.”

      I wasn’t going to point out that she was the one who’d started it. I knew when to pick my battles and when not to. This was one of those times.

      When I was finished with my application, I handed it over.

      She snatched it out of my hand and punched it into the computer and when I say punched – I mean it literally. I swear it sounded like she was going to snap the keyboard in two. “Um… so I’ll just leave you to it then.” She didn’t bother to answer me.

      I strategically picked out a treadmill where I could still keep an eye on her while I ran. Her cheeks were flushed and I’ll admit, it added to her beauty. She wasn’t one for makeup and that’s what I liked – a natural beauty.

      Now, all I had to do was accomplish the herculean task of convincing her that five years ago had been a mistake – that I’d never meant to hurt her the way I did.

      She moved to the printer and stapled a couple of sheets together. Somehow, she even managed to make something so secretarial look elegant.

      “Do you know her or something?” Terry appeared at the foot of my machine. “You keep gawking like a starving man at a buffet.” Her voice was laced with jealousy and malice.

      I shook my head. “It’s a long story.”

      She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “So, you’ve slept with her.”

      “What? No.” I nearly choked. I wish, I thought.

      “You aren’t fooling me.”

      Across the room, Autumn beckoned me over. I was glad to get away from the head nurse. She was the kind of person who became impossibly annoying impossibly fast.

      I excused myself and rejoined Autumn at the front desk. “I just need you to sign this. There’s no cost to signing up with us but starting on the first you’ll be charged twenty-five dollars every month in order to use our facilities.”

      “Sounds like a bargain if it means I get to see you whenever I want.”

      She made a gagging noise. “I might have to consider getting a new job,” she said as she handed over my key tag. “You’ll need that to get inside. Just pass it underneath the scanner at the door. Nothing to it.”

      “I’m not an idiot, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m the idiot for thinking that you were a halfway decent guy.” She pivoted on her heel and started to walk away.

      I just couldn’t stand to watch her go so I reached out to grab her, but before I could do so, she stepped on her untied shoelace. Her body lurched forward, and she held out her hands in order to break her fall.

      Her eyes were glued shut by the time I caught her. I held her tight in my arms, our faces inches apart. “Looks like you’re just as clumsy as ever,” I teased.

      Her whole face turned a bright shade of red – even the tips of her ears.

      It was a lovely sight. I chuckled, my face gravitating towards hers. Those pink lips were calling my name. I couldn’t refuse.

      Slap.

      I reeled back and dropped her at the impact. “Ouch! What the hell was that for?” I demanded.

      She jumped to her feet and wiped the dust from her leggings. “It’s what I should have done a long time ago,” she huffed and with that, she was gone.
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      I took my time driving home. I needed to sort through my emotions before facing Sara. If she saw me now, she would pry the information from my soul, and I couldn’t bear the thought of lying to my best friend. I had done it once before out of sheer embarrassment and I didn’t want to do it again.

      At a red traffic light, the memory barreled into me like some sort of freight train. The pain pierced right through my chest, severing my heart in two. I had decided to give Leo a chance, despite my better judgment. I had even gone through the lengths of putting on a bit of makeup even though I hated putting on the stuff. It was all for nothing because by the time I got there…

      Honk!

      I opened my eyes and pressed on the accelerator. The car eased forward. I readjusted my grip and focused on breathing.

      Impulsively, I changed lanes and pulled into a drive-thru. This would be a major cheat to my diet, but I definitely needed the comfort food right now.

      “Hello! Welcome to Juice Burger, how may I take your order?”

      “Yes, I’ll have a double bacon cheeseburger with onions, please.”

      “Certainly,” the perky teenager called from the other end of the intercom. “Is there anything else I can get for you?”

      “Can I make that a meal? Large.”

      “Absolutely. Will that be all?”

      “Are you still serving ice cream?” I asked with some hesitation. I would need to work my ass off in the gym for a good part of a week to make up for this calorie overload. But, right now, I didn’t care.

      “We certainly are,” she answered. “What can I get you?”

      “I’ll have a frozen swirl with M&Ms.”

      “Would you like our small or regular size?”

      “Regular…” I almost felt ashamed for my weakness. What was I doing, anyway? I vowed never to let Leo ruin my life again and yet, I was allowing him to completely massacre my diet. It’s only for one night, I told myself.

      As I handed over my credit card, I couldn’t stand to look at the cashier.

      “Have a nice night!” she said as she handed over my heap of food.

      I parked at the back of the lot and attacked my fries first. “Mmm…” I moaned aloud. It had been so long since I allowed myself such a treat. I dipped a fry into my ice cream and moaned a second time. Why was fast food so good anyway?

      By the time I was done, I felt five pounds heavier but, for the moment, it was totally worth it. I would regret it in the morning when I stepped on that scale.

      I pushed these thoughts aside and finally made my way home.

      The living room light was on when I rolled into the driveway. Sara was probably reading another one of her romance novels – or, at least, that’s what she liked to call them. I had the sense they were porn in disguise. After all, she never allowed me to borrow them. Then again, I was never really interested.

      I unlocked the door as quietly as I could. Maybe, if I was lucky, Sara would be so caught up in her book she wouldn’t even notice me.

      But I had no such luck.

      “You’re late,” she said as soon as I stepped through the threshold.

      “Late? I didn’t know we had plans,” I responded, trying to sound as innocent as possible.

      “I thought maybe we could watch a movie together.” She closed her book and stood up from where she was sitting, a hand on her hip. “What kept you, anyway?”

      “I decided to stop at the strip mall,” I lied but I could already tell she wasn’t buying it.

      “At this time of night?” She raised an eyebrow. “Where were you really?”

      “Look, it’s none of your business, okay?” I snapped, sounding harsher than I had intended to.

      She frowned, looking hurt. I wanted to apologize but I couldn’t get my tongue to work.

      “I see,” she said. “Well, in that case, I’ll be going to bed. Good night.”

      “Wait… Sara… I didn’t–”

      Slam!

      I flinched at the sound of her bedroom door crashing against the frame. With a sigh, I crumpled into the nearby couch. I felt horrible. I closed my eyes. As soon as I did so, I pictured Leo’s face close to mine. I didn’t remember him being so handsome. He had thinned out a bit, just as I had, losing the freshman fifteen in favor of a lean figure.

      As much as I hated to admit it, he was looking good – too good.

      I shook my head and tried to forget about the encounter but those emerald green eyes… they were filled with such sorrow like he really did regret what he had done back in college. No. It was all just a ruse. He had betrayed me once – he could do it again. I wouldn’t be made a fool a second time. I had given him my heart and he had crushed it. He would never get a second chance to do the same.

      And yet, all I could think about was the feeling of his arms wrapped around my body. It had been so long since I had been intimate with anyone. After Danny… well, I was scared. It was the reason why I had pushed Leo away in the first place. I couldn’t stand to lose someone else – to go through the heartache.

      My eyes burned with the need for tears. I blinked back the urge and rose to my feet. I dragged myself into my bedroom and plopped into bed. I groaned. My stomach was so stuffed that it was on the verge of bursting. I just about made it underneath the covers without hurling.

      I stared up at the ceiling. Again, I thought of Leo and that tight embrace of his. I felt my cheeks flush. I hated myself because deep down, I had enjoyed it.

      There came a knock on the door. Sara let herself inside without asking. I sat up and wrapped the sheets tightly around my body.

      “Will you just tell me what happened? I can’t go to bed when I’m worrying about you.” She sat down on the edge of my mattress and looked into my eyes. “Please, Autumn, we’re friends and friends are supposed to tell each other when something is bothering them.”

      I frowned.

      “It’s only going to fester if you keep it bottled up inside like this.”

      “I saw Leo…” I whispered.

      She chuckled. “I had a feeling it was something like that.” She nudged me with her elbow. “He didn’t make a move, did he?”

      “Sara!” I shoved her off my bed. “Get out of my room!”

      “Alright, alright.” She held up her hands in innocence. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would upset you that much.” She inched forward. “So, how did it happen?”

      “He showed up at work, came with a nurse of his.”

      “Terry?” Sara guessed.

      “Yeah, I think that was her name,” I said. “How did you know?”

      “Because she was giving him the bedroom eyes the entire time I was at the clinical. Hardly workplace professional,” she huffed, arms crossed against her chest.

      “And how did he react to her…advances…?” I said with some hesitation.

      A wild grin stretched across her face. “Why are you asking? Is someone interested?”

      “No,” I snapped. “I was just…curious.”

      Sara laughed. “Has anyone told you that you’re a terrible liar?” She squeezed my shoulder. “I know your stubborn and I know your scared, but Danny wouldn’t want you to stay lonely all your life. You deserve to be happy – to be with someone.”

      I shook my head. “Leo Thompson isn’t that someone. He never will be. If you only knew what he did…” I clamped my mouth shut when I realized I was speaking aloud.

      “What did he do?” Sara demanded.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      She placed both hands on my cheeks and lifted my face so I was forced to look at her. “Look, I’m not going to take that as an answer.”

      I bit the inside of my lip.

      “Autumn.” Her voice was firm, and I squirmed under the heat of her gaze.

      I sighed. Maybe it was finally time for me to tell her. “Okay…”

      She sat down and crossed her legs together. When she was comfortable, she took my hands and squeezed them in a comforting gesture. “Tell me everything.”

      I nodded. “So, you obviously know how obsessed Leo was with me back in college.”

      “Only a blind person wouldn’t have noticed,” she commented. “He used to follow you around like a puppy. I actually felt sorry for the guy.”

      “I kept trying to tell him that I wasn’t interested but, of course, I couldn’t tell him about Danny. I didn’t want him to pity me like everyone else.” Saying these words felt different. I pulled my hands away from hers and tightened them into fists. “Because as soon as someone figures out that your high school sweetheart died in some tragic accident, they never treat you the same again.”

      Sara pulled me into a hug. “You’re still not over him, are you?”

      “I don’t think you ever truly recover from the death of a loved one…” I rested my head on her shoulder so she wouldn’t see the tears running down my cheeks. “We had so many plans together and then he just had to go join the army. I knew it was a bad idea from the start…” My voice cracked.

      Sara held me tighter.

      “I should have stopped him from going…”

      “You can’t blame yourself for Danny’s passing. It was his decision. He wanted to live up to his family’s legacy. You know that and you can’t blame him for wanting to prove himself.”

      “I know.” I curled up into a little ball. “But did you expect me to open up to someone else so quickly?”

      “But you liked Leo – I could tell. There was always this glow to your face whenever you returned from the lab. Then you started hanging out in his room. You liked him,” Sara said.

      I nodded. “I did and that’s what terrified me the most. I was scared of losing him like I had Danny. I didn’t want to go through the pain a second time.”

      Sara ran her fingers through my hair. At that moment, I was thankful for having such a good friend. I honestly didn’t know what I would do without her.

      I took a deep breath before continuing my story. “So, I pushed him away. It was the only way to keep myself safe.” My lips felt impossibly dry and my tongue felt like an oversized sponge stuffed into my mouth. “But I couldn’t keep him away for very long… I liked him, just as you said.” I focused on the clock that ticked against my wall. The pendulum swung from side to side. “So, I gave him a chance and it was the biggest mistake of my life because he made a fool out of me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were back home with your parents when it happened… that’s why I was able to keep this from you,” I admitted. “He invited me to a party. I was actually pretty excited. I had planned to tell him about Danny and apologize for the way I had treated him but when I got there, he was with another girl. Everyone at the party laughed at me. He was downright hackling. And for the rest of the semester, he did nothing but torment me.”

      Sara shook her head. “I had no idea…”

      “I didn’t want you to worry about me,” I said. “You had enough on your plate at the time.”

      Again, she cupped my cheeks in her hands. “I’ll always worry about you, babe.” She winked. “And if Leo tries that shit again, just let me know and I’ll knock some sense into him.”

      I laughed.

      The room fell into silence but I broke it.

      “But, do you know what the funny thing is?”

      “What?” Sara asked.

      “Today… when I saw him… those old feelings were still there…”

      “You mean…?” Her eyes widened. “That you still like him even after what he did to you?”

      I nodded. “I hate myself for it but, yes, it’s true.” I sighed. “There’s just something about that guy… it’s like this ethereal attraction that I just can’t understand.”

      Sara yawned.

      “But enough of my complaining. Go to bed. I feel much better, thank you.”

      “You promise?” She studied my face as she waited for an answer.

      I nodded. “Yes, I promise.” To prove my point, I pulled her into a hug and held her there for a while.

      She offered a smile before shuffling toward the doorway. Before she could leave, she paused and looked over her shoulder. “You promised to be home for dinner tomorrow night. Don’t forget.”

      “I won’t,” I said with a grin. “How could I miss Saturday spaghetti?”

      Sara chuckled and closed the door behind her.

      I plopped back into bed and stared at the ceiling. I had an early shift in the morning, but I could already tell that I wouldn’t be getting much sleep.

      Still, I had to try. So, I changed into some pajamas and crawled under the covers. I was just about to close my eyes when my phone buzzed against the nightstand. I grabbed it without thinking.

      Hey, it’s Leo, the text read.

      My jaw tightened. How had he gotten my number?

      Who gave this number to you? I texted back. If it was Sara, I might consider smothering her in her sleep.

      I have my ways, he returned.

      Oh, I had almost forgotten how irritating she could be.

      Tell me, I demanded.

      Alright, alright. Sara gave it to me.

      I shook my head. One of these days, I was definitely going to kill that girl.

      Go away. I don’t want to talk to you. And, with that, I silenced my phone and went to sleep.
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      The following day.

      Whole Foods was definitely my favorite grocery store. All of its products were trustworthy, and walking along the produce section, you could still smell all the fruits and vegetables.

      I lingered by the sushi display. They had my favorite type of rolls for sale: shrimp tempura. Now, did I want to take the lazy route and eat that for dinner or make something wholesome? Maybe some pasta.

      With this thought in mind, I wandered down the pasta aisle. It was relatively empty, which meant I could take as long as I wanted to make my decision. Of course, I was looking for the healthiest option. What was the point of going to the gym if I didn’t watch what I ate?

      In the end, I went with some whole wheat spaghetti. I had this amazing recipe for meatballs that I was dying to try.

      So, I excused myself from the free sample ladies and approached the butcher. “Can I have about half of pound of your lean ground meat?”

      “We are having a special for one pound. It’s half off. So, it’ll be the same price.” The butcher was already grabbing a pound before I could answer him.

      “Sure,” I said. “Why not?” I could always freeze the meatballs for later.

      He handed over the ground meat and I dropped it into my basket. Okay, now I need tomatoes, I thought to myself. I ended up walking in the opposite direction and somehow found myself in the candy aisle. If anything was kryptonite, it was chocolate. I bit the inside of my lip. One little chocolate bar wouldn’t kill me, right? Besides, I deserved a little treat after putting up with Terry all week.

      Another deal got me buying more than I needed. Three full-sized candy bars jostled around on the bottom of my basket. I just hoped I wouldn’t eat them all in one sitting, but it was a real possibility.

      Maybe if I just put them back… I thought but it was already too late. I had committed and I wouldn’t turn back now.

      I reached the produce section and inhaled deeply. Oh, how I loved that smell. A display of pineapples caught my eye. Fresh pineapple would be a pretty nice midday snack at work. Sure, it was loaded with sugars but other than that, it was pretty healthy.

      I added one of the biggest ones to my haul. Only then did I make my way to the tomatoes. As I was sorting through the ripest ones, someone suddenly bumped into the display. It shook violently and an avalanche of tomatoes came rolling down the side. By some miracle, I managed to catch them before they could splatter against the ground.

      My veins pumped with adrenaline as I put them back in their place. Once I was satisfied they wouldn’t roll away, I peeked over the mountain of tomatoes and saw Autumn getting to her feet.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. That girl was such a klutz. “Falling for me again?” I joked as I offered her my hand. “You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?”

      Autumn didn’t answer me. With everyone watching, her cheeks blended in with the sea of red just behind her.

      Hastily, she grabbed her basket and tried to make her getaway. “Not so fast,” I said as I grabbed her by the wrist and reeled her in. Again, she tripped and fell right into my arms. I caught her with ease and braced myself so we wouldn’t topple over. She was so close that I could smell the floral flavor of her perfume. Jasmine, if I wasn’t mistaken. It was nice – intoxicating even.

      “Let go of me,” she growled.

      I eased my grip. “Sorry.” I didn’t want her to bite my face off. “I was just worried you had hurt yourself.”

      She shoved me away. “Don’t give me that.”

      I frowned. “I know it’s hard to believe but I’m not as bad as you think I am,” I said.

      Autumn didn’t bother to respond. She had this stoic look on her face like she didn’t want me to read her true emotions.

      “I’ll admit, I wasn’t the best person in college. I was angry that you pushed me away but that’s no excuse for what I did.”

      Her jaw tensed. I could see it tightening at my words.

      “I want to apologize like I should have done years ago. I know you probably won’t forgive me, but I just want you to know that I’ve changed.” I stepped forward so our bodies were inches apart. I could feel the heat radiating from her skin. “I’m not asking you to marry me –yet– all I’m asking is for a second chance.” I knew it was a long shot but I wouldn’t get anywhere if I didn’t try.

      She narrowed her eyes. “We’re never getting married, that’s a promise.”

      I shrugged in defeat. “Okay, I won’t push my luck.” I paused and looked down at my basket. “At least let me make you some dinner. I was planning on some spaghetti. What do you say? It’s not going to kill you.”

      “Dinner?” she said as if the word confused her.

      “Yes, dinner,” I repeated. “Nothing fancy, just a home-cooked meal back at my place or your place if you’re more comfortable with that, but I certainly don’t want to impose.”

      “Sorry, I can’t have dinner with you,” she said, lifting her chin in an act of defiance. “I’m already having dinner with Sara.”

      “Oh, are you?” I grinned and pulled out my cell phone. I dialed Sara’s number and waited for her to pick up.

      “What are you doing?” Autumn hissed.

      “Hello?” Sara’s voice came through the line.

      “Yes, hello, Sara –” Autumn tried to steal the phone away from me but to no avail. I simply avoided her attacks and continued the conversation. “I’m here with Autumn – at Whole Foods –yes– and she just told me that you two are going to have dinner together. Do you think there’s any room for one more?”

      She hesitated, caught between a rock and a hard place. On one hand, she didn’t want to piss off her best friend but on the other, she couldn’t afford to piss off her doctor. I was the only thoracic specialist on her healthcare plan and to go out of network would cost her an arm and a leg. “Um…sure.”

      With that, I hung up the phone, effecting a smug look on my face. “Looks like I’m invited.”

      “You’re the worst,” she grumbled.

      “Oh, come on,” I said. “I’m not that bad.”

      “Yes, you are,” she insisted.

      “Well, then, I’m just going to have to change your mind.” I grabbed her basket and carried it for her. “So, what else are you here to buy?”

      “I don’t need you following me around the store.”

      “Actually, I think you do.” I nodded my head toward the tomatoes. “If I wasn’t here to catch all of these, you’d be paying for them.”

      She frowned. “Alright, you got me there, but I still don’t want you following me around the store.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know why.” She started forward and I followed after her. “Apparently, you're deaf.”

      “And apparently I have to apologize a million times before you even consider looking me in the eye,” I retorted. “That party was a mistake, I know, but you can’t hold it over my head forever.”

      “It isn’t just about the party.” Autumn whipped around, hands clenched by her side. “It was everything else. You made my life a living hell.”

      My heart ached at the sight of her pain. “Autumn… I’m sorry.”

      “No, you’re not. You have no idea what I went through…” She trailed off as if she had lost the courage to speak. Abruptly, she turned around and marched into another part of the store. I half expected her to blow down a couple of shelves.

      I knew better than to stoke the fire, so I kept quiet for the remainder of our shopping trip. I didn’t want her to hate me even more.

      We turned into the baking aisle. Autumn craned her neck, eyeing a bag of semi-sweet chocolate chips. “Do you need me to get that for you?” I offered.

      She responded by pressing her lips together and stepping forward. Before I could stop her, she was climbing the shelves.

      I shook my head, watching her with awe. “You’re going to hurt yourself!” I grabbed her by the hips before she could do any serious damage. Effortlessly, I placed her back on the ground, hands still lingering on her hips. At that moment, I wanted to lean down and kiss her –to prove to her that I had matured and that things had changed– but I feared doing so would earn me a slap to the face.

      So, instead, I grabbed her bag of chocolate chips and handed them over.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled under her breath.

      “See? Wasn’t that easier?”

      She just huffed and disappeared toward the check-out lanes.

      Getting through to her was going to prove difficult –very difficult– but I wasn’t about to give up – not by a long shot.
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      I could practically feel Leo breathing down my neck. Why couldn’t he just leave me alone? Didn’t he get it? I wasn’t interested.

      And yet, my skin tingled. Goosebumps decorated the top of my chest where my heart was beating like a drum. The air between us felt electric and for a second, all I wanted to do was forget about our past and start fresh.

      But I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t let myself be fooled a second time.

      As we neared the register, I tried to grab my basket but he wouldn’t let go. “What are you doing?”

      “You’ve been gracious enough to invite me into your home. The least I can do is pay for your groceries.”

      “I don’t need your charity.” I tried to yank the basket away from him but his grasp was much too tight. “God, why are you so difficult?”

      He flashed a smile that pierced right through me. Old butterflies came to the surface and started to swirl around my stomach. They became a whirlwind of emotion as I remembered our time together as lab partners. We’d stay up, forehead to forehead, trying to figure out our professor’s crazy problem sets. That’s when I really started to fall for him –that dorky laugh of his– the way he looked at me. But I just couldn’t let myself love another and that’s how I ruined it.

      By the time I snapped out of my daze, Leo had already paid for my groceries. He carried them into the parking lot. “Where’s your car?” he asked.

      I pointed my thumb at a nearby bike.

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. It’s green and it helps me burn a few extra calories.”

      He looked me over, eyes passing along my curves. “I have to admit that you look stunning, but you don’t have to kill yourself, you know. I liked you just as much when you were a little thicker.”

      I smacked my hand into his shoulder. “Don’t you know it’s rude to comment on a girl’s weight?”

      “What? It’s true. I think you look beautiful regardless of your weight.” He looked into my eyes and I could tell he was speaking the truth.

      I felt my cheeks reddened and I was forced to look away.

      “Why don’t I give you a ride home. Your bike should fit in my trunk.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “I’m not going to take no for an answer,” he said. “I don’t want you getting hit by a car or something.”

      “I’m not that clumsy,” I responded in protest. “I’ve been riding that thing for over a year and I haven’t once gotten into an accident.”

      “Then, with your luck, you’re long overdue.” He held up the grocery bags. “If you continue to be difficult, I’ll hold this hostage and you’ll never get your chocolate chips.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would. Try me,” he challenged.

      I sighed. “You really aren’t going to let this go, are you?”

      “Nope. I wouldn’t forgive myself if something happened to you while you were riding that thing,” he said. “Now, come on, I’m starving.”

      With no other choice, I unlocked my bike and rolled it over to his car. “So, you’re driving a BMW now?”

      “Mhm.” He nodded with this proud look on his face.

      “You always said you would buy one.”

      “Mhm, and I always said that I would call you my girlfriend one day.” He unlocked his car and opened the trunk. “Do you mind putting the groceries in the back seat. I’ll handle the bike.”

      “Are you sure this is okay? I don’t want to mess up your nice car or anything.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Again, he flashed a smile.

      My legs felt like jelly and for a moment, I forgot how to walk. No. I couldn’t let this man get through to me but already I could feel my defenses start to crumble. I had been lonely for so long. Maybe it was finally time for me to let someone back into my life. And, after all, everyone deserved a second chance.

      With this thought buzzing through my head, I hopped into the passenger seat and buckled myself in.

      “Butt warmer?”

      “Huh?” I looked over at Leo who was easing out of his parking space.

      “Do you want me to turn on your butt warmer?” he asked.

      “This car has butt warmers?” I looked at him like he had a third head or something. After all, I still drove a car with roll-up windows.

      “Yes.” He turned it on and I instantly felt a heat radiating from my seat. I had to admit, it was a pretty nice little feature to have.

      “So, are you going to tell me where you live or would you rather me just drive aimlessly through the city? I don’t mind, really, so long as I get to spend some time with you.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the sound of his words. I wanted to steel against such reactions, but I just couldn’t help myself. He was breaking through the walls I had built to protect myself just he had done five years ago.

      He turned on the radio.

      “You still listen to classical, huh?” I said aloud before I even realized what I was saying.

      “I still play the violin too. I even have the one you gave me for my birthday that one year,” he admitted. “I thought for sure that would be the year I finally got to call you my girlfriend but no such luck.” He sighed.

      “Leo…” I whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      He eased on the gas as his jaw dropped a bit. “Wait, did you just apologize to me?”

      I toyed with the hem of my shirt. “I bet you thought I was cruel back then. I kept pushing you away for no reason, it seemed, but trust me, I had my reasons.”

      “What were they?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t ready to tell him – not yet, anyway. “Look, I’m willing to turn a blind eye to the past if you’re willing to do the same thing. A fresh start and we can see where things take us.”

      He looked my way. “Are you being serious?”

      I nodded. “But I swear to God, if you betray me again, I’m going to make you pay for it.”

      “Duly noted,” he said with a smile. “You won’t regret this, I promise.”
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      When we reached the apartment, Sara’s car wasn’t there so I called her while Leo busied himself with the groceries.

      “Where are you?” I said as soon as I heard the click from the line.

      “I went to the liquor store to grab some wine.”

      “Wine? We never drink wine,” I retorted. “What is this all about?”

      “I thought it might, you know, set the mood.”

      I groaned. “Don’t do this to me, Sara; don’t play the matchmaker.”

      “I’m not,” she answered but it didn’t sound very convincing.

      I slipped further into the living room and blocked my mouth with my hand so Leo wouldn’t hear me. “I’ve decided to give him another chance. What happened five years ago, it was a huge misunderstanding –”

      “I knew it!” Sara's voice erupted through the line. “I knew you would come to your senses.”

      “Don’t make this difficult for me, alright? Or, I might just change my mind.”

      “Either way, you still owe me a hundred bucks.”

      “What are you talking about? We aren’t dating or anything. I’ve only agreed to stop hating him.”

      “It’s only a matter of time,” Sara cooed in a sing-song voice. “I can hear the wedding bells as we speak.”

      I couldn’t bear to listen to any more of her nonsense, so I hung up the phone and walked into the kitchen.

      “Is everything okay?” Leo asked as he washed the tomatoes under the tap.

      “Yeah but looks like we’re in charge of the cooking.”

      “Lucky for you I’ve learned to cook more than just ramen over the years.” His lips stretched into a smirk. “I hope you’re prepared for the best spaghetti and meatballs of your life.”

      “Someone’s rather confident,” I mused.

      “I’m not the timid science geek you used to know in college,” he answered as he sliced the tomatoes. “You guys have a food processor, right?”

      “Yeah, let me get it for you,” I responded. As I bent down to grab it, I could feel the weight of his gaze. My cheeks became hot to the touch. Did he really like what he saw? His comment in the Whole Foods parking lot echoed through my head. I was beautiful. At least, he thought so anyway.

      I returned with the food processor and plugged it in. “Do you want me to help you with anything?”

      “You can put the pasta to boil.”

      “How much?”

      “Just put in the whole box. It doesn’t hurt to have leftovers,” he said.

      “I’m not looking to ruin my diet, you know.” I remembered my run-in with fast food the night before. I definitely couldn’t afford another cheat meal.

      “Oh, quit your worrying, you look fine. A couple extra pounds won’t kill you. I’ll like you just the same. But, if it makes you feel any better, I’ll promise to go to the gym with you and burn it all off. Or, better yet, we can find other means…”

      “If you’re implying what I think you’re implying, you should just drop it now. I’m giving you a second chance, sure, but don’t push it.” I threw the spaghetti into a pot and covered it. “Now what?”

      “You can help me make the meatballs.”

      “Sure, just tell me what to do.” To be honest, I was enjoying myself. It felt nice to cook with a partner, especially one as handsome as Leo.

      “You need to roll up the ground meat into tight balls. If you don’t do it right, they’ll crumble when we cook them.” Instead of showing me, he stood right behind me and reached around my body. Slowly, he took my hands and guided me through the motions.

      I felt his breath trickling down my neck and it sent a shiver through my spine. I started to relax in his presence and soon we were laughing at my failed attempts.

      “Good thing you never wanted to be a chef,” he teased. “Everyone would go hungry.”

      “Hey!” I protested. “That’s no way to talk to your sous-chef.

      “Oh, is that what you are?”

      “For now,” I said with a giggle as I attempted to roll a meatball as perfectly as Leo had but of course, it was no use. I really didn’t have the knack for cooking. Most nights, Sara took care of it and when she didn’t, we ordered take-out.

      “For now?” he raised his eyebrow in question.

      I just smiled and left him wondering.

      “Do you want to stir in the tomato sauce?” he asked.

      “Sure.” Again, he stood behind me. This time, his body was pressed against mine. For a second, I forgot how to breathe as my heart thumped like it belonged to a racing stallion. If he kept this up, my skin was bound to melt right off the bone.

      His fingers wrapped around mine. They were strong and filled with purpose as he helped guide the wooden spoon around the pot. “Is this really necessary?” I asked, my voice catching in my throat. “I mean, you standing this close and all.”

      “Well, from my perspective, you haven’t slapped me yet so I’m guessing you’re okay with this.” He wrapped his arm around my torso. “Besides, it’s rather impossible for me to resist a woman I find so attractive.”

      I had to remember to breathe.

      Just then, the front door swung open and Sara walked in.

      I quickly removed myself from his embrace and tried my best to look nonchalant. From the snicker that erupted from Sara’s lips the second she saw me, I knew it’d been a failure. “You two having fun?” she asked.

      “Dinner should be done in just a minute,” Leo answered, side-stepping the question.

      “Perfect.” Sara grabbed a few wine glasses and filled them to the brim.

      I decided to set the table if only to get my mind off of Leo. His body against mine, it had excited me more than I wanted to admit. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched him. As he finished stirring the spaghetti, his arms rippled with lean muscle. I bit the inside of my lip. It should be illegal for someone to be so handsome.

      He carried over the steaming platter and placed it on the table. “Eat up,” he said.

      Before I could sit down, he rounded to my side of the table and pulled out my chair for me.

      “Oh, it looks like we have a gentleman joining us tonight,” Sara commented as she sipped her wine with this smug I-told-you-so look.

      “You’re cute when you blush,” he whispered into my ear before sitting down himself.

      “So, what did Autumn knock over while you two were at the market?” Sara asked as she helped herself to a good helping of spaghetti.

      He chuckled. “The tomato stand. There was a whole avalanche headed her way, but I managed to stop them just in the nick of time.”

      “He’s a hero too.” She winked in my direction.

      I was seriously starting to regret this entire thing.

      They laughed amongst themselves as I spun a few strands of pasta around my fork. I added a meatball to the mix and popped the combination into my mouth. The flavor was amazing.

      “Save the moaning for the bedroom,” Sara called.

      I blushed even harder. “Shut up,” I barked.

      “She doesn’t like to be teased,” Leo added.

      “Oh, I know, but that’s half the fun.” She refilled her glass. “Sometimes, she gets so red in the face, I worry she’s going to have a stroke or something.”

      “Ha-ha, very funny,” I simpered.

      Leo reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “No need to take the teasing so seriously.”

      I narrowed my eyes in his direction. “I’d be careful if I were you. I’ll go right back to hating you if that’s what you want.”

      That quieted things down for a bit and allowed me enough time to enjoy my meal.

      When everyone was done, Sara rose to her feet and yawned. By the way she stretched, I could tell she was faking it. “Well, I’m beat. I’m going to head to bed. You two have fun,” she said, smiling. “Thanks for dinner, Doc.” Before I could stop her, she was already gone.

      “Looks like it’s up to us to do the dishes,” Leo said as he turned on the tap.

      “You don’t have to–”

      “I want to,” he interjected. “It’s the least I can do. I’ve really enjoyed myself tonight.” It looked like he wanted to say something else, but he stopped himself before he could say it. “Anyway, how about I wash and you dry?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      He started to hum as he worked. It was a soothing sound. Soon, I lost myself in the motions and before I knew it, we were already done.

      “Well, I guess I should get going. I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

      I shuffled my weight from one foot to the other. “Actually…if you wanted to, we could watch a movie or something. There’s low-fat popcorn in the cabinets somewhere…”

      “Are you asking me on a date?” he asked with a grin. “Because that’s what it sounds like to me.”

      “Don’t push it,” I growled.

      “Alright, alright. Where’s the popcorn? I don’t want you climbing on the counter and hurting yourself.”

      “Over there. Top shelf.” I pointed. “Mind taking care of that and I’ll handle the movie.”

      He groaned. “You’re picking the movie?”

      “Yeah, why? Is that a problem?”

      “You always had the worst taste in movies.”

      “What are you talking about?” I had one hand on my hip, daring him to explain.

      “You always pick stupid romcoms.”

      “I like romcoms,” I said defensively. “And, if I remember correctly, you used to watch them with me.”

      “Only because I liked spending time with you.” He stepped forward and took me by the hips. It was so sudden that it took me completely by surprise.

      I blinked and then it happened.

      He had his lips pressed against mine. I melted. He held me tighter as his tongue trailed along my bottom lip. I parted my mouth and he slipped inside.

      My mind was racing.

      Suddenly, I came to senses and pushed him away. “We’re definitely watching a romcom now,” I said as I wiped my mouth with the back of my arm. “And the worst one too.”

      “Please don’t punish me. I couldn’t resist. Your lips were calling my name.”

      “Oh, we might even have to watch two if you keep being so corny.” I shook my head and walked away.

      In the living room, I tried to find the worst possible movie. I would make him eat his words.

      But I couldn’t concentrate. My lips were burning.

      He has kissed me.

      And I had liked it.
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      Popcorn was harder to make than I’d originally thought. There was a popcorn button on the microwave but all it did was burn everything to a crisp. Then, I tried following the directions on the package but that didn’t work either. In the end, I had to Google and by some miracle, I managed to pop a great big bowl that I carried into the living room.

      There, I found Autumn cross-legged on the couch, her face focused. I smiled to myself. She was incredibly cute when she looked like that. I considered teasing her about it, but I didn’t want to push my luck. With Autumn, it was easy to get a slap to the face.

      “May I sit?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer but she scooted over.

      “Popcorn?”

      Again, no answer.

      So, I took it upon myself to throw some in her direction.

      Well, that got a reaction. She glared. “What the hell was that for?”

      “I was aiming for your mouth but I missed,” I answered with a shrug. Before she could say another word, I threw a few more pieces. One actually shot between her lips.

      She laughed and swallowed it down. “Hole in one.”

      “That’s what she said,” I smirked.

      Autumn rolled her eyes. “You are so lame it’s not even funny.” She leaned back and pointed the remote to the TV. Nothing happened. With a growl, she slapped the back of it and the batteries came flying out.

      One rolled underneath the couch.

      “Damnit.” She cursed to herself before getting on the floor. “Pass me my phone, will you?”

      I did as she asked even though it was incredibly hard to focus with her ass in the air, hips swaying from side to side. I bit the inside of my lip as my thoughts wandered into naughty territory. Oh, the things I wanted to do to this girl.

      She continued to wiggle about as she reached for the battery.

      If she kept this up, she was bound to drive me to complete insanity.

      To my dismay, she got up, battery clutched between her hand. With a triumphant smile, she popped it back into place and selected the movie she wanted to watch. “Finally.” She was about to sit down but then she reached over me and flipped the light switch.

      For a split second, her chest hovered inches away from my face. The v-cut of her t-shirt did little to contain her cleavage. It was so close to spilling out right in front of me.

      My pace quickened and I felt something stir between my legs. I shifted in my seat so she wouldn’t notice.

      I swear, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was trying to tease me on purpose.

      As the movie started, she leaned back and rested her head against my shoulder. “Hmm?” I mused.

      “Well, you’re hogging all the pillows so I really don’t have a choice but to use your chest,” she explained. “If you don’t like it, suck it up.”

      I chuckled. “I’m hardly going to complain about having a beautiful woman in my arms.” I leaned down and kissed the top of her head.

      To my surprise, she had no comment to offer me. Instead, she settled herself and focused on the movie. I will admit, despite it being a rom-com, I got sucked into it. Before I knew it, I had reached the bottom of the popcorn bowl. I was about to ask if Autumn wanted some more when I realized she was fast asleep.

      Her face an angelic quality to it. I couldn’t help but stare. She was gorgeous. There may be plenty of other girls in the world, but none could compare.

      Gently, I picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. There, I eased her onto the mattress and pulled the covers around her. I even went so far as to tuck her in.

      A smile colored my face as I stood there, enjoying the look of her peaceful expression. It was free of pain –of hurt– of the betrayal I had caused. I hated myself for what I did and from that point on, I knew I had to make it up to her – to prove that I would never treat her the same way again.

      I lingered a moment longer before kissing the top of her head one more time. I desperately wanted to crawl into bed alongside her, but I knew better than to cross that line. So, I tiptoed out of the room and left.
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        * * *

      

      When I got home that night, Jade was waiting for me. She circled around my feet the second I stepped into the kitchen.

      “I’m sure there’s kibble in your dish,” I said. “There’s no need for you to beg me for food like this,” I chided.

      Of course, she didn’t heed my words because a second later, she hopped onto the counter, sat on her haunches, and meowed at me.

      “I said no.”

      Meow!

      “I mean it, Jade.”

      She licked her paw in a nonchalant manner like she couldn’t possibly take my threat seriously.

      Ignoring my three-legged cat, I opened the fridge and grabbed an ice-cold beer. I popped the cap and brought the bottle to the balcony.

      The wind was a little nippy, but it felt good as I leaned against the railing and watched the waves crash against the shore.

      Jade joined me, tail flicking and forth in contemplation. “You have it easy,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about anything. If you make a mistake, all you have to do is bat your eyes in my direction and I forgive you.” As I spoke, I ran my hand along her sleek fur. “Humans, on the other hand? Our pasts have a habit of haunting us, but I guess sometimes we’re offered a second chance.” I looked at the moon and wondered if I could turn things around with Autumn – and I mean really turn them around.

      I couldn’t settle for us being ‘just friends.’ I wanted much more than that.

      With a sigh, I plopped into the hammock and rocked back and forth as I stared into the distance, mind racing. What if I screw up again? What if she rejects me? What if this is a mistake and I’m just wasting my time?

      I tried to push these questions out of my mind but they persisted to haunt me. Maybe reading will do the trick, I thought to myself.

      Jade followed me into the living room and curled up by the fire. From the looks of it, she had completely given up begging for food. Sometimes she could be such a little glutton.

      The book didn’t help. I kept thinking about Autumn. The way she laughed. That smile of hers. Everything.

      She was the woman of my dreams and I wouldn’t lose her again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A week later.

      Autumn was still on my mind but because of our busy schedules, I hadn’t seen her since our movie date. A part of me feared that she was actively avoiding me – that she regretted giving me a second chance.

      I looked at my phone and considered texting her but I didn’t want to become a nuisance. If I kept bugging her, she would surely push me away.

      No.

      I had to play this smart. If I wanted her to fall in love with me then I needed to do this just right. There was no room for screw-ups.

      So, I hid my phone in my drawer and got back to work.

      There was a thick stack of paperwork on my desk for me to plow through. With a groan, I started from the top. Most were prescriptions. Others were release forms. Pretty basic stuff in the office.

      But then I got down to the prognosis section. This is what I hated the most. It never gets easy to tell someone they have cancer. Your goal, as a doctor, is to keep them optimistic but sometimes all you can do is watch the hope drain from their eyes. You can tell them all the lies in the world but it won’t change a thing. In the end, you’re still tasked with telling them they’ll be dead by next Christmas.

      Trust me, it’s one of the hardest things to do.

      Luckily, today most of the prognoses were good. Nothing too major.

      That is until I got down to Sara. My mouth went dry as my eyes scanned over the array of information.

      She had cancer.
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      That same day.

      

      Sweat dripped down my brow as I skipped rope at the gym. Beside me, one of my clients huffed, tripping over his own two feet. “Come on, Clyde, you’re never going to get anywhere if you keep giving up like this.”

      The man bent over, wheezing.

      I was forced to stop and look him over. Clyde had a habit of faking it. Like most people, he didn’t like to work out but, like most, exercise was a must.

      “Can we take a five-minute break?” he begged.

      “Fine. Five minutes. Not a second more. After that, it’s the treadmill.”

      He groaned. “I was thinking we could cut it short today…”

      I shot him a dirty glare. “I’m sick of your excuses, Clyde.” I stepped forward and squared my shoulder. “Your wife is putting in the work. She already lost fifty pounds and you’ve barely lost ten.” My tone sounded harsh but sometimes clients needed a reality check before they could fully understand the consequences of their unhealthy habits. “You two want to have children, don’t you? Think about how much easier that’ll be if you two are happy and healthy.”

      Clyde frowned. “It’s just so hard.”

      “I know it’s hard,” I said as I placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve gone through the same journey. I’ve tortured myself in night after night to get the results I wanted. In the end, trust me, it’s worth it.”

      He thought it over and nodded. “You’re right. I’m not being fair to Caroline. Let me just get some water and I’ll get on the treadmill.”

      “That’s the spirit.” I patted his shoulder with a smile.

      As he walked over to the vending machine, I felt my phone buzz against my thigh. It took me by surprise. For my last birthday, Sara had gifted me these leggings with a mess pocket meant to hold your phone. Let’s say it got pretty awkward pretty quickly. Still, they were a pretty decent pair of leggings, so I continued to wear them from time to time.

      I could tell that Clyde was going to be a while, so I decided to figure out who was texting me during working hours. Sara knew better so it had to be someone else.

      Leo’s name popped up on the screen as soon as I looked at it. Underneath it was the words, “We need to talk.” An icy chill swept through my skin like Jack Frost has just blown in my direction.

      “What about?” I texted back.

      “It’s better if I tell you in person.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that – not one bit. “Why can’t you just tell me now?” Without realizing it, I started to pace between the yoga mats.

      Clyde returned before I could get another text from Leo. “Alright. So how long do you want me on the treadmill?”

      “Fifteen minutes,” I answered offhandedly. “3.5 incline, 2.5 speed.”

      I expected Clyde to groan as he always did whenever I instructed him onto the treadmill but to my surprise, he headed over with his head held high. “You know, you’re right,” he said as he started up the machine.

      “About?” My mind was muddled with the meaning behind Leo’s text message. What did he want to talk about that was so important? My stomach tightened into a knot just thinking about it.

      “Well, taking my health seriously, for starters.” He dabbed his sweat rag against his forehead. He hadn’t been on the machine for more than a minute.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” I smiled. “Realizing the need to stay healthy is the first step. From there, your life is bound to change for the better.”

      He nodded, chugged back some water, and increased the speed to 3.0. “I just want to prove myself to Caroline.”

      “Well, if you keep it up, you’re bound to make her proud.” I patted his machine for emphasis. “Just don’t push yourself too hard.” With that, I left him to the rest of his workout.

      By the free weights, I checked my phone to find another text from Leo. “When does your shift end? I’ll pick you up and bring you back to my place.”

      “What is this about?” I doubted whether I would get an answer but it was worth a shot.

      “Sara.”

      My heart dropped. “Has something happened to her?”

      “It’s better if I tell you in person.”

      I bombarded him for answers but my phone went suddenly silent. There was nothing I could do but wait.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, my shift came to an end. I hastened to the locker room and grabbed my stuff but before I could make my getaway, Tim appeared out of thin air as he always did. “I wanted to talk to you about next week’s schedule. I have a few more people looking for a personal trainer. Do you think you have time to take them on? Of course, I’ll be willing to pay you overtime.”

      Tim held out a spreadsheet.

      “I took the liberties to make this. You change things around based on a client’s availability but if you’re okay with this, we can get the ball rolling and get them into the system.” He was looking at me like I was some great big bag of money. I knew that I only got paid a fraction of what my clients paid him to come to the gym but right now, I hardly cared.

      “Yeah, yeah, that’s fine,” I said as I handed back the sheet. “Tell them I’m willing.”

      “Fantastic.” He clapped his hands together. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

      “Sure, boss.” I glanced at my watch for emphasis. “I don’t mean to be rude or anything but I really should get going. I have a dinner reservation and if I don’t get going, I’m going to be late.”

      “Oh, certainly.” He smiled. “Thanks again, Autumn. You’re a life saver.”

      I nodded once before slipping past the oversize man and through the doorway.

      Outside, Leo was already waiting for me inside his sportscar. As soon as he spotted me, he got out and opened the passenger side door.

      “What is this all about?” I demanded.

      “Not here.”

      “Leo.” My voice left no room for argument. “I’m not doing this. Tell me.”

      “It’s better if I tell you at my place. You’ll be more comfortable there.” He cupped my cheek. “This isn’t easy news and I want you to be as comfortable as possible when I tell you.” He spoke with the utmost concern and it just made my anxiety even worse.

      “Why can’t we do it here?” I asked.

      “Because I don’t want Sara to walk in while we talk about it,” he explained. “This isn’t a trick or anything to get you to my place. I promise.” Gently, he eased me into the car and kissed the top of my head.

      A second later, he was behind the wheel. He kept his eyes on the road and never said a single word.

      I couldn’t stand the silence. It was killing me.

      So, without his permission, I turned on the radio. I didn’t really care what we listened to as long as it masked the silence.

      Even with it on, the tension in the air was incredibly thick. I felt like I could choke on it.

      I ran my tongue along my lips in hopes of wetting them, but my mouth was so dry that it was like using a couple of sheets of sandpaper. It wasn’t the most pleasant feeling in the world.

      Why isn’t he saying anything? Why couldn’t he just tell me what he had to say back at my place? Why did he have to bring me all the way out here? These questions circled my head like a swarm of gnats. I wanted to demand him for answers but my voice evaded me.

      And if I kept thinking about these questions, I would surely lose my mind in the process.

      In order to busy myself, I grabbed my purse and rested it on my lap. I started pulling out random junk. Most of it was just protein wrappers that I stuffed in there when I was too lazy to find an actual trash can.

      “What are you doing?” Leo asked as he looked over at me.

      “Cleaning out my purse.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now. Do you have a problem with that?” The situation wasn’t helping my attitude. I was much crabbier than usual. “I haven’t cleaned it out in a while. It’s long overdue.”

      “By the looks of it… you probably have a tiny living room in there.” He shook his head. “Why would you even let it get to that state?”

      “Life happens and you just stuff it into your purse half the time. I’m not the only girl with a messy purse, you know.” I started gathering all of my trash into his cupholders because where else was I supposed to put it?

      “Hey, what are you doing? I just got this car detailed!” he huffed. “You’re making a mess of it.”

      “Well, maybe you should have thought about this before you invited me back to your place. Whatever you have to say, you could have said it back at the apartment.”

      I could tell he was grinding his teeth together. Good. Maybe this would teach him that it was a bad idea to keep me in the dark. After all, I can be a rather impatient woman.

      “I already told you that it was a bad idea,” he countered. “Just trust me on this, will you?”

      “Oh, sure, sure, I’ll trust you,” I said as I piled a hoard of makeup between my legs. The funny thing was, I barely wore makeup – only on special occasions, really. And yet, my purse was a makeup magnet. I blame the beauty stores. They really know how to sucker you in with unnecessary products.

      “Jeez, how many lipsticks do you own?” Leo commented as he turned into one of the affluent neighborhoods.

      “A lot, apparently. I don’t even know where half of these came from…” I reached into my bag and at the bottom, I found a slip of paper. I pulled it out and grinned. “Hey, would you look at that. It’s a paycheck. I was looking all over the place for this thing.” In my excitement, I accidentally hit the window button with my elbow.

      I was going to close it but the nighttime breeze felt good against my cheek. It certainly helped with the anxiety. For the first time since Leo’s text, I could breathe properly again.

      “You lost a paycheck in there?” Leo scratched the side of his head. “Wait, so you’re telling me you go to the bank to deposit your checks? You don’t just do direct deposit.”

      “I never got around to doing it,” I admitted. “Trust me, Sara has hounded me about it too especially when rent is due and I’m scrambling in search of my paychecks.”

      “Why don’t you just do it, then?”

      “I already told you, I haven’t gotten around to doing it yet.” As I spoke, I straightened out the creases. “I bet this is nothing compared to your paycheck. It must be nice being a surgeon.”

      “It’s a mixed bag,” Leo said, his tone unusually dark.

      “Oh?” I cocked my head to the side in question. “Do you not like it?”

      “Oh no, I do,” he answered. It was then that I realized we were just cruising along the shore. Along my left was the ocean. It shimmered against the moonlight like it was covered by a blanket of diamonds.

      “It’s beautiful…”

      “It is…” Leo said as he looked my way. “That’s why I took the long way home. It feels like a crime to avoid such a lovely view, you know?”

      “If I lived over here, I’d be on that beach all the time.” I sighed. “So, tell me, why did you go from physical therapy to surgeon?”

      He shrugged. “Honestly, I just kept going. I didn’t know what direction to go in. All I knew was that I was good in school, so I kept taking classes and before I knew it, I was graduating from medical school.”

      “Only you,” I mused.

      Just then, a gust of wind blew through the car. With it came the saltiness of the sea. I smiled at the smell. There really wasn’t anything quite like it.

      That smile vanished as soon as the wind ripped my paycheck out of my hand and onto the road. The speed of Leo’s car created another gust of wind that pulled the piece of paper back into the air where it spun around and vanished.

      “Stop the car!” I shouted.

      Leo jacked on the brakes and if it weren’t for our seatbelts, we both would have flown through the windshield. “What is it?”

      “My paycheck. It just flew out the window!” Before Leo could ask some dumb follow-up question, I got out of the car and started my search. But honestly, I didn’t know where to start. “Damnit. Why do bad things happen to good people?” I grumbled under my breath.

      Leo eased his car onto the side of the road. “This is why you need to sign up for direct deposit.”

      “Now is not the time for a lecture,” I snapped. “Just help me find my paycheck or I’m out four-hundred dollars and I don’t have that kind of money to spare.”

      “Alright, alright. I’ll help you just try not to bite my head off, okay?”

      Whoever said that two was better than one was clearly delusional because Leo wasn’t helpful at all. He just kept following me all over the place instead of looking somewhere else so we could cover more ground.

      “There it is!” I pointed. Quickly, I rushed forward only to slip on a patch of mud.

      I felt Leo reach out and grab my arm but it was already too late. We both lost our footing and landed head-first into the filth.

      “Yuck!” I exclaimed as I tried to spit out a mouthful of dirt.

      Leo blinked and I swear he looked like some kind of swamp monster.

      For a moment, it was eerily silent. But then, he burst into terrible laughter. “Oh, god, you look hysterical!”

      “You don’t look so handsome yourself.” I shot back. In my anger, I tried to get up only to fall a second time. And to my luck, I landed right in his lap.

      He wrapped his muddy arms around me and chuckled. “Falling for me, are you?”

      “Oh, shut up, you idiot. Now is not the time to try and seduce me.”

      “I think now is the perfect time.” He leaned in like he had every intention of kissing me.

      I shoved him back and fell into the mud but not before taking me down with him. “Let go!” I protested. “This is disgusting!”

      He laughed. “Is it really that horrible to be stuck in the mud with me?”

      “Yes.” I pouted. “Now let me go.”

      Finally, he relented and by some miracle, I managed to get up on my feet. I steadied myself before making the trek onto the street.

      “Here,” he said, handing over my mud-soaked paycheck. “I found it for you. You’re going to have a fun time bringing it to the bank but hopefully, they’ll still accept it.”

      I snatched it out of his hand and shoved it into my pocket. “Thanks,” I grumbled. I was about to grab the door handle when he stopped me. “You aren’t going in my car covered in mud.”

      “What do you want me to do? Strip down and ride naked?”

      “Now that’s a thought.” He smirked. “But no, I won’t make you do that.” He rounded the car and popped the trunk. There, he pulled out a couple of towels. “At least wrap this around yourself. I wouldn’t want to get my baby reupholstered.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re such a guy.”

      “Says the girl who just pulled out a million lipsticks from her purse. I don’t think you’re in any position to talk.”

      Damn, he had me there. “Fine,” I said as I wrapped the towel around my shoulders like a shawl. Only then did I get into the passenger seat. “Open up the windows, please. It smells awful in here.” And so, I had to keep from gagging the whole way home.
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      “Please tell me that you have a working shower in this place.” Autumn was tracking in mud straight onto the living room carpet. The cleaning crew would have a fit when they saw the mess we were making. I would have to pay them extra for their efforts.

      “Of course,” I said. “I have a couple but you can use the one in my bedroom. It’s the best one in the house.”

      “What? Is it one of those steam ones or something?”

      “Actually, yes.” I flashed a grin in her direction. “It’s amazing.”

      “I bet you spend a lot of time in there.”

      “I do.” My grin deepened. “If you know what I mean.”

      She shook her head and started up the stairs. I followed after her and showed her to my room. The second she stepped into my bathroom, I swear, her jaw nearly hit the ground. “Jeez… could you be any more over the top?”

      “What? I like nice things,” I whispered against her ear. “You included.”

      “Don’t push your luck,” she hissed as she pushed me aside. “Now get lost. I plan to enjoy myself in here.”

      “Oh, do you now?” I ran my eyes along her body, my thoughts wandering again. “Thanks for giving me something to think about during my own shower.”

      “Okay, there’s no need to be such a creep about it.” Despite her tone, a smile snuck onto her face. As much as she hated to admit it, she was enjoying her time with me. “But, fine, I’ll leave. If you need me, I’ll be in the guest bath just down the hall. When you're done, feel free to make yourself at home.” I was just about to leave before I backtracked. “And use whatever you’d like. Towels. Shampoo. You name it.”

      “I get it. Thanks. You can leave now.” She slowly started to close the door.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay? I can make your shower a lot more interesting…”

      “I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day.” And with that, she slammed the door. I was left there, staring at the door. All I could do was imagine Autumn taking off all her clothes on the other side. Oh, it was torture.

      With a sigh, I turned on my heels and headed for the guest bath but before I could make it more than a few steps, the door behind me swung open. “On second thought…”

      When I looked over my shoulder, Autumn was wearing nothing but a towel.

      “Hmm?” The sight of her was enough to turn my brain to mush. Oh, how I wanted to have my way with her – to make her scream through the night.

      “I don’t think it’s fair.”

      I furrowed my brows together, confused by her words. “Huh?”

      “I mean, I get to use the fancy shower and you have to use the guest shower. Why don’t we just compromise and use this shower at the same time?” Her cheeks were turning a soft shade of pink.

      “Are you implying what I think you’re implying?” I asked as I advanced towards her. I couldn’t hold back any longer. With my hands on her hips, I hoisted her onto the sink. Our lips collided together like a couple of magnets.

      She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me even closer. It appeared she no longer minded the mud.

      Before the kiss could reach its peak, she broke away. “Now, I don’t want you getting any ideas or anything. We are only taking a shower together. That’s it.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked.

      “Yes. I’m sure. No funny business, do you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear,” I said as I stepped back and started to take off my clothes. Despite her words, I felt her gaze resting on my body. From the looks of things, she was enjoying the view. So, I took my time so I could tease her a bit. First my shirt and then my belt.

      “Um… I’ll meet you in there then…” she said as she stepped into the shower but not a second before my pants hit the ground.

      Oh, I could see it in her eyes. She liked what she saw.

      I followed close behind and nuzzled against her body, lips brushing against the side of her neck.

      “Leo…” she moaned.

      It was such a delicious sound that my member throbbed with newfound hardness. That hardness found its way between her legs, poking the inside of her thigh.

      She jumped but I pulled her back. “You’re so jumpy,” I teased. “You’d think you were taking a shower with a killer clown or something.”

      “It’s just…been a while,” she admitted as her face shifted to the color of a tomato.

      “Since what?” I asked as I pushed her against the wall. “You can tell me. I won’t judge.”

      “Quit it.” She tried to push me away but I held her firm.

      “I don’t think you really want me to do that,” I purred in a seductive tone as I took her breast against my hand and started to knead it between my fingers.

      “Mmm,” she moaned as I rolled her nipple back and forth.

      “You like that, don’t you?”

      Autumn only bit her bottom lip in response. Maybe I was moving a little too quickly, so I decided to change my tactics a bit. I turned her around and grabbed a nearby sponge. Before she could say a word, I had it lathered with soap. Gently, I rubbed small circles into her back, getting rid of all the caked-on mud.

      “Just relax. All I want to do is take good care of you.” With my free hand, I traced the endless curves of her body. She truly was perfect in every way and I would never let her forget it.

      As I got closer and closer to her ass, I slowed my motions and really took my time. It ended up being more of a massage than a rubdown.

      “That feels so good…” she whispered ever so softly, almost as if she didn’t want me to hear those words.

      I worked my way back up to her neck, making sure it was nice and clean. Only then did I start on her hair. I worked the product right into her scalp.

      “Ooo…”

      I took the shower head and rinsed off the soap, making sure none of it got into her eyes.

      When I was done, she smiled at me. “Thanks.” Her hands rested on my chest. “I never expected that from you.”

      “I told you, I’m a different man now. I’m not the same jerk you remember from college.”

      She looked into my eyes. “How am I supposed to believe that when no one ever really changes?”

      I took her cheek in my hand and pulled her in for a kiss. Our lips lingered together like we were too scared to pull away. My hand snaked around her waist, pulling her a little closer.

      Her tongue brushed against mine. She was hesitant, but, at the same time, I could tell that she wanted it and she wanted it bad.

      I shoved her against the wall, my body pressed against hers. Our hearts were beating faster than ever but still, I did not stop – I could not stop.

      My lungs burned but I ignored their call as I savored her sweet, addictive taste.

      Slowly, I broke away and stared into those beautiful eyes of hers. “I know you aren’t ready to believe me, but I promise I’m telling you the truth when I say I want to do nothing but cherish you.”

      “Leo…” she whispered, and I prepared for her to say something profound – maybe even life-changing. “…you missed a spot.” And so, she took up the sponge and started to wash away all the mud.

      And how good it felt.
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      What am I doing? I thought to myself as I cleaned Leo’s body. Doing so, I could see his muscles flexing just underneath the skin. There was no denying that this man was attractive – painfully so.

      I bit my bottom lip in a desperate attempt to keep back my hormones. We were rushing things –I was sure of it– and yet, I didn’t want us to slow down.

      My heart urged forward while my logic lost its resolve. Sleeping with this man wouldn’t be the end of the world. Besides, it wasn’t anything serious. Just some casual fun.

      With this thought in mind, I wrapped my arms around his torso.

      “Oh!” he exclaimed as he felt my breasts pressing against his back. My nipples were as hard as diamonds. “Someone’s nice and excited.”

      “Shh. Don’t ruin the moment,” I whispered against his ear before nibbling on the lobe. I waited for a beat before gliding my hands along his chest and down his taut stomach. I could feel the outline of his six-pack. This was definitely someone who spent a fair amount of time at the gym and I liked that.

      Finally, my hands found his member. I wrapped them around his shaft and squeezed him tight. He was so thick that I could barely contain him between my fingers.

      “Mmm…” He tilted his head back and exposed his neck for me. I took full advantage of the opportunity and decorated his skin with a trail of kisses, all the way down to his shoulder. Occasionally, I would leave behind a nibble or two.

      Meanwhile, my hand moved faster and faster. Leo was as hard as a rock but I had every intention of making him even harder.

      There was a fire burning just underneath my skin and it was enough to set my soul ablaze. Now that I had a taste…nothing was going to stop me.

      I dropped to my knees.

      Leo grinned and positioned himself against the wall, legs spread wide. I rested my hands on his thighs before leaning forward, lips stretched in anticipation. Once I was close enough, I wrapped them around his girth as my tongue went to work flicking against the underside.

      He groaned with pleasure and that was enough to turn me on even further.

      I reached forward and took his balls into my hand, fondling them. I rolled them against my palm as my head bobbed up and down. My tongue never stopped and that seemed to truly drive him crazy.

      “Fuck…” he growled as he pulled my hair and guided me throat the motions. Each thrust of his hips was aimed at forcing his cock down my throat. He was big enough to make me choke but even so, I continued to please him, faster and faster.

      He searched for my breasts and eventually found them. He twisted my nipple this way and that, forcing me to scream against his cock. He seemed to like that because he kept going.

      And I was happy to hear him moan my name.

      Suddenly, he pulled me away, helped me back on my feet, and picked me up into his arms. He had me by the hips, fingers tight against my skin. The next thing I knew, I was pinned against the wall with his lips crashing against mine.

      I couldn’t breathe but I hardly cared. All that mattered was having this man next to me. I tugged at his hair and locked my ankles around his back.

      His fingers migrated to my ass cheeks as he pulled them apart. A second later, he smacked one, making it jiggle.

      I screamed, breaking our kiss. He took the opportunity to lean down and take one of my breasts into his mouth. At first, his tongue was rather gentle. It grazed against my sensitive areola and he took his time exploring every inch I had to offer him. When that wasn’t enough, he took my nipple between his teeth and rolled it back and forth.

      “Leo…” I arched my back and instead of penetrating me like I thought he would, he ran his fingers along my entrance. His thumb lingered on my clit, circling about.

      A wave of pleasure coursed through my entire body. “Mmm!” My toes curled as he continued to tease me.

      Suddenly, his middle finger was knuckle-deep inside of me. He twisted it a bit before pulling out.

      I didn’t even have a moment to recuperate before he jammed it in once more. This time, he hooked it, searching for that infamous g-spot. When he found it, he targeted it with his skilled finger. First, it was just the one but then he added another until finally, he had three of them going at the same time.

      My chest heaved, trying to keep up with the dizzying excitement.

      The shower’s steam was so thick it was nearly impossible to see.

      And then, his fingers were gone, and he held his dick in his hand. “Are you ready for it?” he asked as he leaned forward and pressed the tip ever so gently against my entrance. He was such a tease, it wasn’t even funny.

      I tried to move my hips but he held me firm. He was in control now and he was going to make me aware of the fact.

      “How badly do you want it?” His voice was husky, like that of a radio host. I could listen to it all night long. He nibbled on my lobe as he waited for an answer.

      “So bad…”

      “Show me.” He grinned. “Show me how badly you want me.”

      “I don’t have to show you,” I answered. “All you have to do is reach between my legs and feel the river that flows there.”

      He chuckled. “I will admit, you’re pretty wet.”

      “Soaking wet,” I responded. “So wet that I bet you could slide right in. Why don’t you give it a try?”

      “I think you took the thought right out of my head,” he said as he tangled his fingers into my hair. His lips were gentle against mine as he slowly inched his way inside of me.

      I gasped against the kiss. He was huge, stretching my walls until I thought I would split in two.

      He slowed his pace and allowed me to adjust as his fingertips danced along the small of my back in a soothing touch.

      I melted against him as he rocked back and forth.

      “That feels so good…” I murmured.

      “Just enjoy the ride, baby girl.” His lips traveled along my collarbone and stayed there a while.

      Minute by minute, his pace quickened until I felt his balls slapping against my ass.

      “Don’t stop!” I begged.

      “Oh, I have no intention of stopping,” he growled as he fucked me harder and harder.

      My brain had long since turned to mush. My heart was beating so fast I thought it would explode at any minute. And yet, I was loving every minute of it. My nails ran along the length of his back, likely decorating it with long lines of red. My teeth sunk into the side of his neck, leaving behind love bites for all the world to see.

      His cock moved at a breakneck speed. He grunted and held me a little tighter. His teeth were braced as he gave me his all.

      “Fuck!” I howled, head thrown back with ecstasy. My whole body shivered with the pleasure of it. To make things even better, Leo rubbed my clit as I rolled through my climax.

      By the time it was over, he had pulled out and shot his load all over my stomach. With the shower still on, it was easy enough to clean.

      He kissed my cheek and carried me out of the steam-filled shower. He wrapped a large towel around our bodies and headed into the bedroom. Gently, he placed me on the bed. I expected us to crawl under the covers and call it a night but instead, he positioned himself between my legs and leaned down until I could feel his hot breath brushing against my sensitive lips.

      Then, he took the tip of his tongue and grazed it along.

      “My God…” I whispered, eyes rolling into the back of my head. “Are you trying to drive me to the brink of insanity?”

      He just grinned at me before grabbing my legs and tossing them over his shoulders. Once he had his hands on my thighs, he tilted my hips into the air, leaned down, and tasted me right from the source. His tongue moved with such hunger that it almost seemed like he was starving for it.

      “Leo… please… I’m going to…” I breathed, unable to say anything else.

      His tongue moved even faster before he concentrated on my clit, moving back and forth, back and forth. I didn’t know how much more I could handle.

      He looked up with a devilish set of eyes. He knew exactly what he was doing to me and he was liking it way too much.

      On the flip of a beat, his tongue penetrated my insides, searching all around. He lapped at my juices like it was the last bit of hydration left in this world.

      Unable to control my desires, I grabbed him by the hair and pushed his head even closer until his nose was pressed up against my mound. I was sure he could no longer breathe but I didn’t care. All that mattered was the white-hot pleasure coursing through my veins.

      “Oh god, Leo!” I screamed as a second orgasm exploded from within.

      Only then did he pull away, his face soaked with my juices. He brushed them aside with a swipe of his arm. “I think it suffices to say that you enjoyed yourself.”

      Instead of answering him, I pulled him in for a kiss. A deep, blazing flame erupted between us. My heart tingled with the sensation. Could it be that I had feelings for this man buried deep inside?

      Maybe.

      I’d figure it out later. Right now, I was more focused on our kiss and the way his lips matched against mine.

      With our lungs burning for air, we finally pulled away. He looked into my eyes and smiled. “That was amazing.”

      “You weren’t half bad yourself,” I said with a wink.

      “Does that mean you’d do it again?” he asked as he pulled the covers around us.

      “Don’t push your luck.”
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      “Don’t push my luck, huh?” I chuckled. “Why do I get the feeling that you aren’t being serious?” I rolled on top of her and pinned her against the mattress. “I might be wrong, but I think you enjoyed that almost as much as I did.”

      “My lips are sealed,” she said.

      “Why can’t you just admit that you like me?” I nuzzled her neck. “We can bury the hatchet and start fresh.”

      “Because I’m stubborn.” She lifted her head and kissed my lips. “And one good sex session isn’t going to make me change my mind about you. Good try, though.”

      “Then what will?”

      “You just figure that out yourself.” She flashed a mischievous little grin. “But you’re a smart guy. I’m sure it won’t take you too long.” I frowned. My worry wasn’t getting through to her. My worry was that someone would get to her first.

      “You aren’t going to budge, are you?”

      “Not at all.” She kissed my cheek. “Now, if you don’t mind, can we get some sleep? I have to admit, you did a good job at wearing me out.”

      “Oh, did I now?”

      “Don’t let it get to your head,” she warned. “And I’m only staying because this bed is super comfortable, not because I want to spend the night or anything.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it. Why would you want to spend the night with me?” I took her into my arms and cuddled her against my body. “I can only imagine how horrible that would be.”

      Autumn laughed at my sarcasm. I loved it when she laughed. It was such a pure and innocent sound.

      “Well, goodnight then.”

      “Goodnight, Leo.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke up the following morning to the feeling of sunlight against my face. I scrunched my eyes together, but it wasn’t enough to keep the brightness at bay.

      When I turned over, instead of finding an empty bed as I usually did, I was met with a mouthful of hair followed by the smell of fresh mint.

      Then came the heat. It radiated from her body like she was some sort of human space heater. I savored that warmth and cuddled even closer. She stirred slightly but when I opened my eyes, she was still fast asleep. Her face looked angelic. I found myself staring. I just couldn’t help myself.

      I would have stayed there all morning if it wasn’t for the growling of my stomach. I pressed a hand against it but it kept on with its protest. So, I rolled out of bed as gently as possible. I did not want to wake Autumn. After what we did last night, she deserved all the rest in the world.

      Besides… I still needed to tell her.

      I had nearly forgotten about it.

      Just the thought caused a knot to form at the back of my throat.

      I tried to swallow it back as I entered the kitchen. The least I could do was cook her some breakfast for when she woke up. Hopefully, that would make the whole thing a little easier on her. Or, she would throw up… one of the two.

      Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to work with in terms of ingredients. I had neglected grocery shopping for a bit and now I was suffering for it. Thankfully, there was still a carton of eggs.

      I opened it with bated breath. Two.

      “Hmm… Sunnyside eggs it is.”

      I added some butter to the skillet and waited for it to warm. Once I was satisfied, I cracked the first egg only to have the yolk burst on me. “Or, on second thought… maybe scrambled eggs…” But the more I looked at it, the more pathetic it looked. I scratched the side of my head, trying to think up a solution that would salvage this situation.

      Another glance in the fridge revealed a package of bacon I had overlooked.

      “Thank god,” I whispered under my breath. “Breakfast is saved!”

      Soon, the smell of bacon shifted through the air and wafted all the way to the second floor. At least, I assumed as much because it didn’t take long for Autumn to appear in the doorway wearing nothing but one of my button-up shirts. I nearly dropped my spatula.

      “Y-You look nice,” I stuttered like some storybook idiot. “I mean… you wear that thing better than I do.”

      She scoffed. “Actually, you look pretty good in a button-up.”

      “Did you compliment me?” I asked, bewildered.

      “Don’t get used to it,” she said as she sauntered up to the kitchen table and sat down. “So, eggs and bacon, huh? Not really fit for my diet, but I guess I can make an exception if it means trying out your cooking.”

      “It’s not my best,” I admitted. “I was a little short on ingredients. I haven’t had time to drop by Whole Foods lately.”

      “Things picking up at the hospital?” She inquired before popping a piece of bacon in her mouth.

      “You could say that.” I moved my eggs from one side of the plate to the other, trying to figure out the best to broach the topic. “Speaking of which, there’s something I need to tell you.” I paused to pierce my eggs with the tongs of my fork but I didn’t bother to pick them up. I had already lost my appetite. “Now, please, don’t be angry with me. I’ve been juggling with this for a bit because technically speaking I’m not supposed to even tell you this.”

      “Quit stalling. You’re making me nervous.” She pushed aside her plate and gave me her full attention.

      “Just let me explain.”

      She looked like she wanted to interrupt me but I held up my hand to stop her. “At the hospital, when we diagnose someone, we like to have it reviewed by one of our peers. If we think its urgent, it becomes top priority, so that’s the good news.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “What I’m saying is that this diagnosis isn’t life threatening –yet– which is why I’ve hesitated to tell you because I haven’t even told Sara yet. Her appointment with us is tomorrow and it’s there that we will tell her.”

      “Sara…?” Autumn spoke the word like she had just seen a ghost. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Remember, you cannot tell her this. Technically speaking, I’m breaking patient-doctor confidentiality but I figured you’d want to know so that you can help her through this–”

      “Just tell me already.” She jumped out of her seat and grabbed me by the shirt.

      “She has cancer.”

      “Cancer?” she exclaimed. In an instant, she started pacing around the kitchen. “No. You’re lying. This has to be some sort of cruel joke.” She pounded her fists against my chest, trying to get away from me but I held her firm.

      “Shh,” I cooed. “Calm down.”

      “Calm down?” she howled. “How do you want me to calm down when you just told me that my best friend is dying.” Her voice cracked on the last word. Her body started to tremble. Suddenly, her legs gave way and if I wasn’t there to catch her, she would have collapsed to the ground. “And not to mention you thought it justified to have sex with me while you knew she had cancer! What kind of a pig are you?”

      “Autumn. Please. Let me explain. The cancer isn’t that bad. So far, it’s localized. It should be treatable with chemo and perhaps surgery. I have high hopes that she will make it through this.”

      “So that gave you the right to sleep with me first?”

      “I already told you, I’m not supposed to be telling you at all. I’m taking a huge risk.

      “And what about Sara? The longer you wait…”

      “Yes. You’re right. The worse it is but we find that it’s better to explain these things face to face. That way we can prevent any major anxiety and make sure that all of their questions are answered. This isn’t something you can just text over the phone.”

      “So, why are you telling me?”

      “Because I want you to know so you can be strong for your friend. As I said, we’re telling her the news tomorrow and when she comes home, I want you to be prepared. I had every intention of telling you sooner…”

      “But you decided it would be a better idea to sleep with me first?” She slapped my chest. “I can’t believe this…”

      “That just happened. I was waiting for the perfect time to tell you and it never arose. I had promised myself I would tell you before Sara’s appointment at least. And I think it’s better this way. Had I told you sooner it might have festered inside you and you might have been more tempted to tell her beforehand. When that happens, patients have a habit of looking things up online and that always opens up a horrible can of worms. The last thing I want to do is make Sara nervous. She needs to stay optimistic if she wants to get through this.” I held Autumn by the shoulders. “That goes double for you. Don’t you dare start looking this up on the internet. Just wait for Sara to go to her appointment and then ask her to relay the information we give her. We supply our patients with plenty of pamphlets–”

      “Pamphlets? Pamphlets? That’s supposed to help her?” Autumn shook her head. “I can’t believe this. You’re lying to me. If my friend really had cancer you would have told me sooner.”

      “I could have but I had a feeling you would react this way,” I said, holding her firm. “Now, listen to me. I need you to stay strong until tomorrow. Sara can’t know about this, you hear me? Or I risk losing my job.”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks as she buried her face against my chest. “Tell me your lying. Just tell me it’s all a lie –that I’m dreaming– anything but that.”

      “I’m sorry, Autumn…” I rubbed her back. “But I promise you…” I stopped and took her face in my hands. “…that I will do everything in my power to help her. And I mean everything.”
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      A few months later.

      

      “How are you feeling?” I asked as I left the drive-thru. “Is the nausea starting to wane? Leo said the new pills he gave you were supposed to help you with that.” I could tell that I was going on a rant but I just couldn’t stop myself.

      “Autumn. What did I tell you about nagging?” She reached into the bag and pulled out a fry. “You worrying about me like this isn’t really helping the situation. If anything, you’re making it worse.”

      “I’m sorry… it’s just that…” I sighed and rested my head against the steering wheel. “Somehow, you’re taking this much better than I am.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Sara eased into her seat. “Now, can you just leave me alone so I can enjoy my fries in peace?”

      “Yeah, of course.” It was difficult for me to stay quiet but I did my best for her sake.

      It didn’t take long for us to arrive at the hospital.

      She was out of the car before I could even put it into park. I watched her tighten her headwrap. She wouldn’t admit it, but she was severely self-conscious about her lack of hair. I could remember the way she cried when she asked me to shave it all off.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “I guess. There’s not really much to be ready for. All I do is sit down in a chair for a couple of hours while they pump chemicals into my veins.”

      “Do you bring your book with you? Because if you forgot it back at the house, I can go get it for you.”

      “Autumn.”

      “Sorry. I’ll shut up now.”

      We had been to this hospital so many times that we knew the maze of corridors like it was the back of our hands. Once we entered the radiology wing, things became a lot bleaker. Pencil-thin patients struggled to walk as they clung to their IV stands. Others wore masks and stared at everyone as if they harbored the black death. Doctors never smiled.

      Just being here filled me with this overwhelming sense of depression. I didn’t want my best friend to die in this place and yet, what hope could she find in these white-washed walls?

      Sara turned into the chemo lounge, as they liked to call it. The woman at the front counter already recognized her. “Take a seat,” she said, motioning toward the row of recliners pushed up against the wall.

      As was her habit, Sara picked out the one closest to the wall. Outside, the season was changing. Most of the leaves had fallen from their branches but there was still a dash of color here and there.

      Before I could sit down, a gust of wind rattled against the window. Instantly, the memory of losing my paycheck came to mind. Every time I thought about it, I was left with an agonizing amount of guilt.

      Leo was supposed to tell me about Sara’s prognosis that day and instead, we just hopped into bed together…

      “Hey, do you think you could move a bit to your left?” Sara’s voice broke me out of my trance.

      I snapped back into reality to see her sitting there with a sketchbook in her lap. “You’re going to start drawing again?” I asked. “You haven’t done that since college.”

      “I know but I figured I have a lot of time on my hands.” She shrugged. “I doubt I’m still good but it’s worth a shot, right?”

      “Of course! Do you want me to get you a clipboard or something? I’m sure it would make things easier for you and I’m sure they have a ton of them behind the counter.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” She waved me into silence.

      Her eyes were focused as she took in the late-autumn scene beyond the window.

      When the nurse came by to start her treatment, Sara barely acknowledged her, but I could still see the flash of pain in her face when the needle pierced her skin. She hated this. She hated needles. If I had to guess, this was pure torture for her.

      I was about to take out my book and read when I heard the familiar thump of Leo’s footsteps. He was dressed in his traditional doctor garb. Long, white lab coat and a button-up underneath. He was one of the only doctors who didn’t wear a tie. He claimed that he didn’t like how it flopped around when he was trying to examine a patient. And, truth be told, he looked better without it.

      “How are you feeling today?” he asked as he considered her clipboard. “At the end of the week, we’ll have you in for a CAT scan. That should tell us how we’re doing. Hopefully, we’ll see a reduction in the tumor size.”

      Sara nodded. “Sure. But I got a question, Doc. With all this fancy technology nowadays, you couldn’t make that machine more comfortable? Do you know how hard it is to stay still for an hour? Then there’s the damn noise…”

      Leo nodded his understanding. “I wish there was more I could do but unfortunately…”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. Just let me complain.” Sara chuckled.

      I glanced at Leo. We had been seeing each other on and off for the last few months. We didn’t want to make it obvious or anything considering that Leo was Sara’s oncologist. That would look a little weird, you know?

      “Well, just let me know if there’s anything I can do for you – besides remodeling an expensive piece of machinery I have no control over.”

      “Will do.” Sara tipped her head in his direction.

      I bit the inside of my lip. Leo had invited me over to his place that night with the tease that I was in for a special treat. Besides worrying about Sara, it was the only thing on my mind. What was he planning?

      “You know, I’m still waiting for you to pay up.” Sara tapped a pencil against her sketchbook to highlight her words. “And I mean it.”

      “Huh?” I knitted my brows together. “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, don’t the innocent card with me. It’s not going to work,” she chided. “I wasn’t born yesterday. There’s definitely something going on between you two.”

      “I…”

      She shot me a reprimanding look. “Are you really going to try and lie to me while I’m in a chemo chair? Think again.”

      I gulped. Sara could sure be intimidating when she wanted to be.

      “You’re right. I guess we’re having a bit of fling right now,” I admitted.

      “A fling?” She cocked her head to the side. “Is that all it is to you? Because, if I’m not mistaken, you’ve fallen for him.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that serious.”

      “Say whatever you want but I can see it in your eyes.” She shifted in her chair and closed her eyes. “Would it kill them to get better chairs in here?”

      “Do you want me to get you a pillow?”

      “Don’t think you can change the subject. I’m not done discussing doctor love throb.” She chuckled. “So, how did it happen anyway? What finally made you forgive him?”

      “He’s just…different.” I sighed. “Back in college, he was a jerk. He made a fool of me –ridiculed me in front of the whole student body– and for what? Because I rejected him and told him I would rather focus on my studies than call him my boyfriend?” I ran my fingers through my hair at the thought of it. “All he wanted was…”

      “So what? Now he’s some sort of a southern gentleman?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far but he’s certainly developed in the manners department.” I found that my voice was becoming higher in pitch like I was some kind of high school girl swooning over her football crush.

      “Yeah, I can see that. He’s much more refined. Probably has to do with him being a doctor and all.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure that has a lot to do with it.” I ran my hands along the length of my thighs, wiping the sweat from my palms. “But, it’s not just that. He respects me now. If I need space. He gives me space. If I tell him my opinion on something, he listens. It’s like he’s an entirely different man.”

      “Well, I’m happy for you.” Sara placed a hand on my shoulder. I could feel how boney it was even through the thick material of my sweater. My friend was wasting away and yet, here I was pursuing a relationship… “And I want you to go for it. I know what’s going on inside that head of yours. You’re hiding your happiness for my sake – well, don’t.”

      “But it’s not fair,” I protested. “Why should I go out and have fun while you’re throwing up in our bathroom every night?”
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      I was sweating through my shirt and that was a problem. I could feel the minutes ticking by and if I didn’t hurry, Autumn would arrive before I had the chance to clean myself up a bit. And the last thing I wanted was for her to see me drenched in sweat and smelling terribly of onions.

      “Come on,” I coaxed the pasta as I moved it all around the saucepan, waiting for it to take the appropriate color. When I thought it was done, I poured the mix atop a pair of chicken thighs, which were already cooked and seasoned.

      I paused to dab my brow with my apron. Only then did I bend down to add the embellishments.

      “Perfect,” I said to myself with a smile on my face. Carefully, I carried the plate of food over to the table and made sure it was centered. I stepped back and narrowed my eyes with scrutiny.

      Tonight was all about the details. If I wanted to impress Autumn, I needed to really blow her away. It was time to take our relationship to the next level.  Hopefully, Autumn felt the same way.

      I glanced at the clock. Seeing the time, I quickened into my bedroom and retrieved a fresh button-up. I tossed it on and ran my fingers through my hair. I thought about gelling it a bit but just then, I heard the ding of the doorbell.

      Eager to see the most beautiful girl in the world, I practically ran down the stairs. I already had my hand on the knob when I stopped and gathered my breath. I turned my head and considered the mirror that hung on the wall. My reflection wasn’t perfect but it would have to do.

      I swung open the door and offered her a smile.

      She smiled back and took my outstretched hand in hers. “You look nice,” she said, eyes roaming over the length of my body. “I mean… you always look nice.”

      “Are you trying to make me blush?” I teased as I helped her out of her jacket and hung it up on a nearby peg. “I’m glad you could make it.” I kissed her cheek and led her into the kitchen.

      “What’s that smell? It’s amazing.”

      “I’m making a chocolate pie,” I said. “It’s my first time making it, so I hope it comes out alright.”

      “Did you say chocolate pie?” She followed me to the oven and peered over my shoulder as I pulled out the pie. The crust at least was nice and golden. I had no way of knowing how it looked on the inside. Hopefully, the chocolate had melted to a smooth consistency. “My favorite…”

      “I know, that’s why I made it.” I placed the pie on the windowsill to cool. “Sara told me that you go crazy for the stuff.”

      “Sara, huh?”

      I nodded as I began to set the table. Once I was done, I pulled out her chair and offered her a seat.

      “What else has she told you?”

      “Oh, lots of things.” I grinned. “She loves to rave about you whenever she’s in the office.”

      “Like what?” she pressed.

      “Now that would violate my doctor-patient confidentiality. What’s told to me in the exam room stays in the exam room.” I said as I placed a chicken thigh on her plate before putting on mine.

      “That’s hardly fair.”

      “I’m sorry, Autumn, but that’s just the law.”

      “You’re having way too much fun teasing me.”

      “It’s not my fault that you’re easy to tease.” With my fork in hand, I spun it around the noodles and took my first bite. Thankfully, all the seasonings were well-balanced and the pasta was nice and tender.

      Subtly, I glanced across the table and studied my guest. Did she like my food or did she hate it? Her face was hard to read as she considered the taste.

      “Did you make all this yourself?” she asked before I could ask for her opinion.

      “I did.”

      “I’m impressed. This is really good.” She sliced through her chicken and it oozed with juices. “It’s amazing, actually.”

      “If you’re trying to inflate my ego, it’s working.”

      She groaned. “I’m sorry, did I say this was good? I meant to say that it was absolutely horrible. I hate it. I almost choked with how horrible it was.” Somehow, she managed to say all that with a straight face.

      “Oh jeez, well, I guess we just need to toss it all in the bin then.” I reached for her plate but she pulled it closer to her body – so close, in fact, that it tottered on the edge. Before she could do anything to stop it, the plate toppled over and her dinner landed in her lap.

      She screeched with surprise and jumped out of her seat.

      “Can’t take you anywhere,” I said with a shake of my head. “Let me help you…” I picked up the bulk of the mess with a few paper towels. Then, when it came to cleaning her clothes, I took my time.

      She caught my eye and I could see the blush spreading across her cheeks and up to the tips of her ears.

      I continued to wipe down her lap, teasing her with the motions.

      Her cheeks burned even brighter.

      “Enjoying yourself?” I asked, my other hand slipping onto her thigh. Lucky for me, she had worn a skirt and her shapely legs were on full display. I must admit, it was quite a view from down on my knees.

      “Quit it.” She pushed me away.

      “I think someone’s just grumpy because she’s out of a meal.” I slid over my plate. “But, worry not, we can share.” I picked up a piece of chicken and led it straight to her mouth.

      She responded by parting her lips. “Mmm.”

      I continued to feed her until most of it was gone. “How was that?” I asked.

      “Honestly, it was delicious. I’m a little jealous. I wish I cook that well.” She gazed longingly at the empty plate. “And I’m incredibly sad that I dropped my half.”

      “I can always whip you up another,” I offered, whispering the words into her ear.

      “No. I wouldn’t want you to go through the trouble.”

      “No trouble at all,” I said. “It would be worth it just to see you smile.”

      She blushed even harder and looked away.

      “And, if you ever want to learn how to cook, I can teach you.” I slipped my arm around her waist and pulled her close. “But, for now, what do you say about heading into the bedroom?”

      “Oh?”

      “I picked up a bottle of lotion. I was thinking I could give you a nice massage.” My fingertips danced along her arm, all the way to her shoulder. “Working as a personal trainer must be such a strain on your body. You deserve to relax.”

      “How am I supposed to say no to that?” She giggled. “Are you any good?”

      “At massages?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I know a thing or two, but you’ll have to be the real judge.” I leaned forward and pressed my lips against her neck. I lingered there a moment, taking in her scent. It was simply intoxicating. “Now, why don’t you head up there and I’ll join you in just a second.”

      “Don’t take too long,” she said with a wink.

      Once she was gone, I grabbed the bottle of champagne I had been hiding for the occasion. As I pulled out a couple of glasses from the overhead cabinet, Jade slinked into the room. She peeked around the corner, suspiciously looking around for Autumn. She wasn’t fond of guests – especially those that took away my attention.

      Meow!

      “There’s fresh food in your bowl,” I answered. “So, don’t get your tail in a bunch.”

      She jumped onto the counter and settled onto her haunches.

      “I have a feeling you’re up to no good.” I wagged my finger in warning. “You better be good or no catnip for you.”

      Jade responded by licking her paw. Of course, she wasn’t at all phased by my threats. She knew that a few cute meows were all she needed to get me to cave.

      I turned my back and fetched the box of chocolates I had ordered online. Apparently, they were filled with exotic liquor cremes. I hadn’t tasted them, but the reviews were fantastic.

      Crash!

      “Jade!” I chided but it was too late. The bottle of champagne was busted on the ground. She just looked at me like she had done nothing wrong. “Bad!”

      Rather than face my wrath, she disappeared into the living room while I was left to clean up after her mess. With a sigh, I straightened back onto my feet and sighed. Well, there goes that idea.

      With no other choice, I started up the stairs with a just a box of chocolates.

      Thankfully, Autumn was known for her sweet tooth. Sara called it her kryptonite.

      When I opened the bedroom door, there she was, laying on my mattress, phone in hand. My eyes immediately gravitated toward the curve of her backside. It was absolutely perfect. I could imagine myself grabbing it – holding it.

      A stirring occurred between my legs, but I ignored it as I approached her.

      She turned and offered a bright smile that melted right through me. She legitimately looked like some kind of angel. The Earth did not deserve such beauty.

      “I brought you some dessert,” I said, opening the box. “I would offer you a glass of champagne, but my cat decided it would be a good idea to push it off the counter.”

      “That’s alright.” She sat up and crossed her legs. Doing so, her skirt rode up her thighs, exposing most of her legs.

      I bit the inside of my lip as dirty thoughts filtered through my mind.

      But no, that would have to wait because tonight, my priority was making her feel good.

      “I shouldn’t be having these but I really can’t resist,” she said as she picked out a chocolate and dropped it into her mouth. Somehow, she managed to make the act incredibly sexy.

      Unable to control myself, I pushed her onto the bed and kissed those pretty pink lips of hers.

      Her tongue greeted mine with a certain eagerness that turned me on even further. It didn’t take long for her fingers to tangle into my hair. She pulled at it as her legs wrapped around my waist. By the way her ankles locked behind my back, I had the feeling she was in the mood.

      Good.

      That’s exactly what I wanted.

      Before she could get too riled up, I peeled her off my body and eased her onto her stomach. “I promised you that massage, remember?”

      “Oh, forget the massage,” she returned. “We can do that later.”

      “No,” I insisted. “I’m giving you a massage. You deserve it.” With that, I began to take off her shirt. As soon as her milky white skin was revealed, I smiled to myself. I ran my fingertips along her shoulder blades and enjoyed the silkiness. “You’re so beautiful, do you know that?”

      She didn’t respond. It was honestly so cute how embarrassed she could get.

      Gently, I nibbled on her earlobe as I undid her bra. I didn’t take it off. All I needed was to expose her back. Once that was accomplished, I gathered some lotion in the palms of my hands. “Now, this might be a little cold, but I’ll be sure to warm it up for you.”

      She shivered as I applied the lotion but soon, she relaxed against my pillow. As I worked my fingers into her tired muscles, an expression of pure bliss painted her face.

      “Does that feel good?” I asked as I eased my fingers down the length of her spine. “I’m not pressing too hard, am I?”

      “Not at all.” She opened her eyes to look back at me. “You’re pretty good at this. I bet you’ve had a lot of practice.”

      “Actually, not really. Except for those two weeks or so where I tried to become a chiropractor. As you can tell, that didn’t exactly pan out for me.”

      “Too bad. I could have really benefited from a chiropractor boyfriend.”

      The word boyfriend took me by surprise. I stopped and rested my body against hers, practically straddling her back. “Wait, did you just say what I think you said?”

      Her face was so red that it looked like she had been stuck in a sauna for a couple of hours.

      “Autumn.”

      “Yes,” she finally said. “I called you my boyfriend. Is that such a bad thing?”

      “Not at all.” I smiled. “I was actually waiting for you to say that.” I gently rolled her over and brought her lips to mine. It felt so good to kiss her. Our lips were like a couple of puzzle pieces that had finally found their match.

      As our kiss intensified, I held her a little closer, my hands wandering along her hips. It didn’t take long for me to find the clasp to her skirt. I undid it with a bit of difficulty before throwing it aside.

      Since she was wearing nothing but a pair of panties, I leaned back and admired the view. For dramatic effect, I whistled.

      “Oh, stop that.” She slapped my chest and crossed her arms over her breasts.

      “Oh no, you can’t do that,” I said as I took her wrists between my fingers and lifted them above her head. Once her breasts were exposed, I leaned down and took them into my mouth. I covered them with kisses and gave her nipples some extra attention. As my tongue swirled around her areola, she moaned, head thrown back with pleasure.

      I released her wrists and slid my hand underneath her panties. They were already soaking wet so when I reached her pussy, I found it drenched. I thought about making a comment but instead, I nibbled on her earlobe.

      This distracted her just enough where I could slip two of my fingers inside her eager hole.

      She bucked her hips into the air and squirmed for me.

      With my other hand, I held her down. “You’re mine,” I growled, fingers pumping in and out of her. If I slowed my pace then my thumb would come into play, rubbing circles into her clit.

      “Leo…” she whispered, clutching at the sheets. “What are you doing to me?”

      “What any good boyfriend should. I’m making you feel good.” Suddenly, I hooked my thumb into the waistband of her panties and tugged at them.

      Snap.

      They went flying across the room and landed on my lampshade.

      Autumn giggled. It was the sweetest sound I had ever heard. Wanting it to continue, I attacked her neck with kisses.

      She giggled even louder this time and kicked her feet as I found a particularly ticklish spot of hers.

      “Stop!” she squealed.

      “Never,” I returned, tickling her sides as well.

      Unable to stand it any longer, she managed to roll on top of me and pin my hands to the bed. “I said…stop it.”

      I grinned. “I’m sorry, I was bad, wasn’t I? Maybe you should punish me…”

      A look of mischief washed over her face. “Punish you?” she repeated. “You know, now that I think about it, that’s not such a bad idea.”

      With a clear eagerness, she started to rip off my clothing. First came my shirt then my pants. When I was wearing nothing but boxers, she settled between my legs. I could tell I was in for a world of tease.

      Her fingertips glided across my skin, getting closer and closer to my package.

      My cock throbbed with anticipation, but she never gave me what I wanted. Instead, she tugged on my boxers, pulling them down inch by inch.

      Finally, with one final tug, they came off and my cock sprang to life. I was so hard that I could see the veins bulging underneath my skin.

      “Looks like someone’s excited,” she said with a deep, husky voice which was enough to drive me wild. Without an ounce of hesitation, she leaned down and wrapped her lovely little lips around my shaft and oh god, it felt amazing.

      She had her hand locked around the base, and I have to admit, I liked the added pressure as she focused on pleasing the tip. Her tongue swirled around and around.

      And then she stopped.

      I looked at her, begging her to continue.

      To my surprise, she saddled up to my lap, placed her hands on my chest for support, and guided my cock right into her entrance. She was so wet that I slid right in.

      We both moaned, our eyes locking together.

      I grabbed her by the hips and helped her into motion. Soon, she was bouncing up and down for all she was worth.

      Pleasure painted her features as she took me on the ride of a lifetime.

      I shivered with delight as her pussy tightened around me, trying to milk me for every last drop.

      “Fuck!” I screamed, head thrown back.

      But Autumn didn’t stop. She kept riding me harder and harder. So hard, in fact, that my balls started to slap against her ass.

      She moaned, her thighs shaking. She was close and I could almost taste it.

      Suddenly, I pulled her off my length and brought her hips to my face. Once she was close enough. My tongue dove between her folds and lapped up every last drop.

      To steady herself, she had one hand on my hair and the other around my member. It took her a few beats, but she finally managed to get her hand into motion, moving up and down at just the right pace.

      I could tell that there was a drop of precum oozing from the tip. Realistically, I was seconds away from exploding but I held back the urge, wanting the feeling to last.

      Autumn slowed and I could feel the ecstasy washing through her veins. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as her lips parted in a silent scream.

      I held her tight and waited for her climax to ebb before I pulled out; I gave myself a few strokes and exploded all over her flat tummy.

      When I opened my eyes, she was looking right at me with this contented smile on her face. “Hope you don’t mind,” I said, motioning to the mess I had made.

      “Not at all, as long as you clean up after yourself,” she said, rather breathlessly.

      “Of course.” I rolled out of bed and into the bathroom where I moistened a hand towel with some warm water. When I returned, I gently cleaned away my mess before kissing the top of her head. “That was amazing.”

      “Beyond amazing,” she said as she pulled me into a cuddle fest. “I never imagined it could feel that good.”

      I chuckled. “I’m that amazing, huh?”

      She shook her head. “Always trying to inflate the ego, aren’t you?”

      I dropped the towelette and took her into my arms. “No. All I’m trying to do is make you feel good.” As I said this, I ran my fingers along the length of her back until I felt her shiver. “You like that, don’t you?”

      “What can I say? You have some sort of magical touch. It just feels so good.” She settled her head on my shoulder and played with my fingers. “You know, I never thought things would end up this way. I thought you were such a jerk in college… but now, it’s like you’re someone else entirely.”

      “That’s when I’ve been telling you.”

      “But, why? What made you change?”

      I took a deep breath. “Well, it took a bit of reflection, but I finally saw the errors of my ways. The manner in which I treated you – how I’d humiliated you – that’s no way to treat a woman. You deserve better. So, I became the man I thought you needed because I always had the hope that one day, I would be able to make it up to you.”

      “You mean, you waited all this time to be with me?” She turned to look me in the face.

      “Yes.”

      “You haven’t been with anyone else?”

      “Nope. Well, let me clarify. I’ve been a few relationships since college but nothing serious – nothing to this degree.”

      “I see.”

      “Does that bother you?” I asked, a little worried.

      “No. I just can’t believe that you’ve been gunning for me all this time…”

      I was about to respond when my phone started to ring. I had my vibration setting pretty high, making it skip across my nightstand and threaten to fall off the edge. Somehow, I managed to catch it before it could do so.

      “Who is it?” Autumn asked as she leaned into my chest.

      “The office…” I said as I answered the call.

      “Hello, Dr. Thompson?”

      It was Debbie, one of the nurses on staff. She handled the emergency calls and got in contact with me in case anything went amiss.

      “Yes, Debbie. It’s me.”

      “We have a problem with one of your patients. A Miss Coldwell. She was rushed into the hospital with some difficulty breathing. The ER has her on a respirator but they suspect that it has something to do with her current condition. They would like your professional opinion on the matter.” She spoke with a certain calmness that came with the job, but I could still read the urgency behind her words.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” I was already out of bed and throwing on a clean set of clothes.

      “Thank you, Doctor Thompson.” With that, she clicked off the call.

      “Is everything okay?” Autumn asked, her voice full of alarm. “Did something happen?”

      I paused and stood in the middle of the room, my shirt half unbuttoned. Should I tell her and have her worry herself sick or should I keep the information from her and have her potentially hate me for it?

      “Leo,” she begged, springing to my feet. “If something happened, I want you to tell me.”

      “It’s Sara,” I said with a heavy heart. “She was just admitted to the hospital.”

      Autumn gasped, her hands flying to her mouth as her eyes widened with horror.

      “We need to go there – now.”

      Of course, Autumn did not protest. She immediately dawned her clothes and raced me to the car. I had barely turned it on by the time I revved it out of the garage and onto the street. My hands were tight around the wheel and Autumn kept squeezing my thigh as if holding it with all her might would bring her friend back to good health.

      Once we reached the hotel, I threw my keys at the valet and quickened to the front desk. The nurse there was already waiting for me. I barged through the set of double doors only to realize that Autumn was still hot on my tail. “I’m sorry but you need to wait in the waiting room.” The look on her face practically broke my heart.

      “I can’t,” she said with a shake of her head. “That’s my best friend we’re talking about. I can’t just abandon her.”

      “You aren’t abandoning her. It’s hospital policy. If you break it, the security team is going to kick you out and then what good is that going to do?” I squeezed her shoulders. “Please, Autumn, just listen to me. Sara is going to be fine. I’m going to do everything in my power to try and help her.” I kissed the top of her head. “I promise.”
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      I paced around the chairs, my heart tightening to the breaking point. It was torture to wait here.

      Unable to handle it any longer, I marched up to the circular desk. The nurse there was on the phone, but she offered a soft smile and motioned for me to wait a moment.

      In my nervousness, I picked up a peppermint from a nearby dish and spun the wrapper between my fingers. Soon, the red blurred together with the white.

      My mind followed suit. With everything that had happened, I felt like I was trapped inside some sort of whirlwind. It was hard to focus and even harder to remember how to breathe.

      Without realizing it, I applied pressure to the bowl and it toppled. All the candies came spilling onto the counter. A few crashed to the ground and scattered at my feet. I cursed under my breath as I started to pick them up.

      The nurse didn’t even look at me.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      I looked up and saw an older woman. She wore a threadbare cardigan and some hole-ridden jogging pants.

      Together, we gathered all the candy back into the dish.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Don’t mention it,” she said with a smile. “I couldn’t help but notice that you’ve been pacing around. Is everything alright?” She had her hand on my arm and was guiding me toward the coffee station. With an experienced air, she poured some hot water into a cup and seeped a tea bag until the water turned the appropriate color. “Do you take any milk or sugar in your tea? Personally, I like to drink it the way it is but I know some people aren’t very fond of the bitterness.”

      “Um, just some sugar… maybe a splash of milk,” I answered without really thinking about it. “I don’t mean to be rude or anything but why are you making me tea?”

      “Because a long time ago, someone did the same for me,” she said in a soft voice. “I’ve been in his waiting room more times than I can remember, and I personally know how hard it is to be here. It’s not so much the waiting as the uncertainty.” She handed over the cup and it felt nice and warm between my palms. “I promise if you drink that you will feel much better.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I took a sip. I was a bit too eager because I ended up burning the roof of my mouth against the hot liquid.

      “Careful, honey.” She chuckled. “No sense in burning off your tongue.”

      “Right,” I mumbled, a bit embarrassed.

      “My daughter’s in there. She has leukemia. The doctors send her home all the time so she can try and live a normal childhood but then something goes wrong and here we are all over again.” She sighed, hands folded in front of her waist. “At first, I could come here and blow my way through a tissue box. It was so hard to accept the fact that my baby was cursed with such a disease.”

      I didn’t know why she was telling me all this but I didn’t have the heart to tell her to stop. From the looks of it, she needed someone to talk to and I needed a distraction.

      So, we sat down in the corner, away from the rest.

      “I asked myself why such a sweet little girl deserved such a horrible life. It just didn’t seem fair, you know?” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “There were countless nights where all I did was pray but no matter how hard I did it, no one seemed to listen. Then, I came to the realization that the only thing I could do was accept it and face it with a smile on my face, just as my daughter had from the very beginning. She’s a brave one, she is.” She rubbed her hands against her knees. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make this about myself. I had every intention of offering you a shoulder to cry on – so to speak.”

      “Thank you…” I paused, realizing that I never caught her name. “I’m sorry but I think we failed to introduce ourselves.”

      “Right!” she exclaimed. “I’m Melissa.”

      “Autumn. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I placed my tea on a nearby table. “And I just want to say that it’s incredibly sweet of you to want to help me when you have plenty on your plate already.”

      “Oh, there’s no need to thank me,” she said. “It helps me –you know– to help others. It gives me a sense of purpose. Being stuck in this situation… it can make you feel rather helpless. Sometimes, lending a helping hand is all I can do.” Her lips twitched into a sad little smile.

      Just then, someone called her name and she sprung out of her seat. She was about to rush their way when she remembered that I was still sitting there, providing her company. Quickly, she excused herself and left me to drink the rest of my tea.

      I stayed there for quite a while, mulling over her words. I had to imagine that there were some people in this world who suffered so much and did so with such humility. If Melissa could handle her situation with such poise then I could certainly do the same.

      Sara would turn out okay. All I needed to do was keep my head held high and pray for the best. Worrying myself to death wouldn’t accomplish anything.
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        * * *

      

      Minutes turned into hours. My eyelids were starting to feel heavy as I attempted to focus on the overhead TV. It was some game show where the contestant had the opportunity to win ten-thousand dollars in exchange for some trivia knowledge. The only problem was that the TV was muted and it proved incredibly boring to read subtitles for the better part of an hour.

      Slowly, I rose to my feet and stretched. I felt like a 90-year-old woman crawling out of bed in the morning. As I approached the coffee station, I noticed a familiar face.

      Terry.

      

      She waved and smiled, head tilted slightly like she was greeting me at a strip mall instead of a hospital ER. In her hands were a couple of coffees from the local café. She placed one on the counter and it was snatched by the nurse who seemed to be on the phone. The other, she kept for herself.

      “Hey!”

      “Hi…” I wasn’t very fond of her tone or her attitude for that matter. She was so fake that I could have reported her for fraud.

      “I heard the news about your friend. Leo called me in.”

      “Um… if he needs the extra set of hands, shouldn’t you be in there trying to help my friend instead of chitchatting over coffee?” My words were clipped. If this woman thought she could put my friend’s health in jeopardy–

      My thought was interrupted by her high-pitched voice. “Oh, you have nothing to worry about.” She rested her hand on my arm as she spoke and gave it a little squeeze. “I promise we will do everything we can for her. You have my word.” Her lips stretched so thin that I swear they were about to disappear. “In the meantime, is there anything I can do to help?”

      “In the meantime?” I snapped. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be rude here but my friend is on the operating table. It’s not me you should be worrying about.” I looked over at the nurse behind the counter hoping she would take my side or something, but she was still much too preoccupied with her phone call. Seriously, was the receiver glued to her ear?

      “I understand that you’re worried about your friend–”

      “All I understand is that you don’t give a rat’s ass about my friend because you’re out here instead of in there.” I pointed at the set of swinging doors. “Now, if you don’t proceed to do your job as you’re supposed to, we’re going to have a problem here.” My voice was rising higher and higher, so much so that I had the attention of the entire waiting room. Maybe I was taking things a bit too far, but I just couldn’t stand this woman’s attitude. It was as if my friend’s life didn’t even matter to her. And she dared call herself a nurse.

      

      “Oh, I didn’t know you had been promoted to a managerial position here at the hospital and that you’re now qualified to tell me when to do my job. That dinky job of yours at the gym just wasn’t enough, huh? Well, good for you,” she said with a sneer as she waved her hand in dismissal. The motion drove my attention to the glint of a large diamond ring on her finger.

      The gem was so large that it looked rather ridiculous. In all honesty, it was probably fake – something you pick up at the dollar store for your kids. Fitting, I suppose. Tacky jewelry for a tacky woman. “You might want to get rid of that thing. I don’t want it getting lost inside my friend.” I added right before she could reach the doors.

      “Don’t worry,” she said as she placed her hand strategically against the doorframe as if to show off her costume ring. “I’ll keep it nice and safe. After all, you can really only get a handsome doctor like Leo to propose to you once.” With a flick of her hair, she disappeared.

      She probably thought that would get to me –that I would believe her blatant lie– but c’mon, Leo had much more class than that stupid ring. If he really were to propose to that woman, he at least would have picked up something that looked halfway decent.

      But either way, the whole thing was ridiculous. Leo was committed. For the better part of our relationship, we’d spent every free moment together outside of work and errands. So, there was no way he was cheating on me. No way.

      Convinced that my romantic life was still intact, I returned to more important things: my best friend. The nurse had finally hung up the phone. “Excuse me.”

      She looked up. “Yes?”

      “Do you have an information on my friend? She’s in surgery right now.”

      “Sara, isn’t it?” she said, remembering me from earlier that evening. “I’ll call the ER and get some information in just a jiffy. In the meantime, why don’t you take a seat and enjoy some of our complimentary beverages?” She offered a soft smile before picking up the phone receiver.

      I did as she suggested and brewed myself another cup of tea. With it clasped between my hands, I prayed for her health. I couldn’t afford to lose my best friend.
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      I came out of surgery and wiped the sweat from my brow. I took a minute to collect myself, eyes closed. Out of habit, I pinched the bridge of my nose as I replayed the procedure in my mind.

      As far as I could tell, everything went as planned. We had removed the tumor blocking her airway and clipped back some of the spreading with acute radiology. Now, only test results would tell whether the emergency treatment would prove enough or whether she was still in danger of succumbing to the dreaded disease.

      “Leo.” A shrill voice broke my train of thought. I opened my eyes to see Terry. She laid a hand on my chest and offered a sensual smile that wasn’t at all appropriate for a hospital hallway. “I must admit… that was impressive. You certainly know how to take command of an OR.”

      “Thanks.” It was an awkward sort of compliment. Honestly, I didn’t know what to make of it. So, I tried brushing her off by walking toward the waiting room where I was sure Autumn was still waiting for news regarding her friend.

      “Oh, don’t bother.” Terry halted my progress by blocking me with her body. “I already updated her.”

      I pushed past her. “Well, I’d like to tell her myself. After all, Sara is her roommate. So, she deserves to know.”

      “Well… I already sent her home,” she said. “I mean, there’s no point in her sleeping in the waiting room when she can just come back in the morning.”

      “And she took your advice?” I asked, studying her face.

      “Yes.” She spoke much too quickly. I could tell that she was lying and I didn’t like it. “I offered to get her a taxi, but she told me that she felt comfortable getting one herself. I reckon she’s halfway home by now.”

      “You know, for some reason, I don’t believe you.” Again, I tried to push past her and again, she stood as a human roadblock. “Terry. I’m not here to play games with you.” My tone was clipped and held enough force behind it that her resistance faltered. She took a step back, her eyes darkening. “You already arrived extremely late to the surgery. We could have lost that girl because of you and frankly, it’s unacceptable.”

      “There was traffic!” she protested.

      “And more than enough time for you to stop and pick up a couple of coffees,” I snarled. “These people rely on us. They trust in our abilities and you act as if this is high school PE and you can just waltz in whenever you feel like it.” Usually, I had a much better hold on my temper but right now my patience for this woman was stretching thin. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I need you to step aside so I can talk to Autumn.”

      But Terry wasn’t so easily intimidated. Instead of doing as I asked her to, she stepped forward, her body nearly pressed to mine. “I think you’re just stressed… That’s why you’re saying all of these mean things…” Her voice was low and purr-like as she rested her hand on my chest.

      I immediately pushed her away. I had just performed life-saving surgery and she was more concerned with getting inside my pants than she was with doing her job. On a certain degree, it made me sick.

      “Just get out of my way,” I said through gritted teeth. Oh, there was so much more I wanted to say to her but I managed to hold my tongue for the sake of my job.

      Terry frowned but I thought this time, she would let me go. I wasn’t nearly as lucky. After a few steps, she grabbed me by the arm. “Let me do it. You needn’t waste your time. It’s much more valuable than mine…”

      “I wouldn’t be wasting my time,” I returned with a sharp tone.  “Now, I won’t ask you again. Get out of my way.”

      The iciness in my voice must have turned her off because her arm dropped to the side. It was then that I noticed the ring on her finger. Who was she trying to fool? That piece of plastic didn’t even look real.

      This thought lingered at the back of my mind as I stepped into the waiting room. I spotted Autumn sitting toward the back. Her face was drained of color. Surely, she was worried sick about her best friend.

      “How is she?” she asked the second she saw me.

      “She should be fine,” I answered. “With a bit of recovery, I suspect she’ll be home in a couple of weeks. Although, honestly, only the test results will tell us for sure, but I have high hopes for her.”

      “That’s good…” She sighed with relief. “To be honest… I was a little worried about the whole thing.”

      “That’s to be expected,” I said as I placed my hand on her shoulder. “This was a major operation; there was no telling what could have happened.”

      “Right.” She nodded. “And then with that nurse of yours… she doesn’t exactly inspire confidence, does she?”

      “Who? Terry?” I asked.

      “Who else?” she countered. “Came in here with a couple of coffees and a ‘diamond ring.’ Did she really think that was going to trick me into thinking you had proposed to her?”

      “What?” I spat. “She actually said that to you?”

      “Mhm.”

      “You didn’t believe her, did you?” For a second, I was fearful that Terry had gotten under Autumn’s skin.

      “Of course not,” she answered. “I know you wouldn’t do that to me. You’d be a fool to try because as far as I’m concerned, I could kick your ass.”

      I chuckled. I should have known that Autumn was stronger than Terry’s manipulation games. “You’re right,” I admitted, holding up my hands in defeat. “But just you watch out. A bit more time in the gym and you’ll have a legitimate challenge on your hands.”

      “Ha!” she scoffed. “I’ll still have you on the floor crying uncle in the matter of minutes.”

      “Alright, alright. You win. For now.”

      “So, when do I get to see her?” Autumn asked. It was heartwarming to know that she cared this much about her friend and that I had the opportunity to help her.

      “Technically, you’re supposed to wait until she wakes up, but I think I can bend some rules for your sake,” I said with a wink.

      “No. I don’t want you to get in trouble,” she protested.

      “It’s no big deal.” I wasn’t going to take no for an answer so I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and guided her into the ICU. “Now, I want to warn you. What you’re about to see isn’t going to be pretty. She’s going to be hooked up to a bunch of machines but that’s normal.”

      “Okay.” Autumn took a deep breath and followed me into the room. I pulled back the curtain.

      “Oh my God…” Autumn gasped. Her hands covered her mouth.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay.” I ran my hand along her hair and smoothed it down in a comforting gesture. “In a couple of days, she’ll be back to her normal self. Oh, and you might even get a few laughs while she’s on her pain meds. Be sure to video tape some of it so she can have a good laugh.” I smiled down at my girlfriend. “But as I said, for now, there’s nothing for you to worry about.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “For saving my friend.”

      “Don’t mention it. I was only doing my job.” I paused and looked down at her. She was obviously tired from a stressful day of waiting. “Why don’t you go home and get yourself some rest?”

      “You’re probably right.” She nodded.

      “I wish I could go home with you and provide some company, but I have a bit of paperwork I need to finish up. My team is probably already waiting for me.”

      “And you wouldn’t want to keep your new fiancée waiting,” she said with a snicker.

      “Absolutely not.” I agreed. “There’s nothing worse than a woman scorned.”

      Autumn was about to walk away, but I grabbed her wrist at the last moment. “Hey, I just wanted to say thank you.”

      “Thank you?” She knitted her brows together. “What for?”

      “Well, you could have easily believed Terry but instead you trusted in me. That means a lot considering what I did to you in the past.” I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “I guess it just makes me feel better that you aren’t the jealous type because there’s always going to be a headstrong nurse or a patient who tries to flirt with me, but I want you to know where my heart lies.”

      “I know,” she said as she squeezed my hands, her eyes starting to water. “I know that you love me.” And with that, she lifted herself onto her tippy toes and kissed me. The kiss was everything I wanted it to be: passionate and real. Autumn truly did care about me and that meant the world to me.

      “Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow and be sure to take good care of my friend or you’re going to be in some major trouble, mister.”

      I gulped for dramatic effect before walking her to the door. I couldn’t let her leave without one more kiss and that kiss was enough to hold me over for the rest of the night.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I found myself at a bar. I always liked to enjoy a drink after a successful operation. It helped take the edge off.

      For the most part, the bar was relatively quiet. There were a few people enjoying their drinks while a couple others played a fair game of pool.

      Occasionally, I’d hear a clink! or a thud! as the balls clapped together. I turned in my stool and watched as a biker chick made her shot. The cue ball shot across the table and launched a solid right into a corner pocket. From the looks of it, she was pretty good.

      Beyond her, I spotted Terry.

      How odd that we would end up at the same bar. Sometimes the world is just full of coincidences. You know what they say? Reality is stranger than fiction.

      I was about to look away when I heard her giggle. It pierced through the bar and the aftermath it brought was a pocket of silence.

      Terry didn’t seem to mind because she just kept on flirting.

      I rolled my eyes and returned to my drink.

      A few minutes later, she saddled up in the seat beside me, a bright smile on her face like nothing had happened.

      “Hey…” she spoke with a sultry voice. That, combined with the puppy dog eyes she was throwing my way, I could tell she wanted a free drink. Well, she wasn’t about to get one from me, not after the shit she pulled with my girlfriend. Did she really think she could break us up with a fake diamond ring? I’m sorry, but the woman was clearly delusional. “Funny seeing you here…” She hiccupped and the smell of booze rolled off her breath.

      Swaying slightly, she steadied herself by placing her hands on my thighs.

      “Terry, I think it’s time for you to go home.”

      She shook her head to a violent degree. “I can’t go home yet! You haven’t offered to give me a ride in your fancy sports car. And, besides, you haven’t even bought me a drink yet.” She giggled. “You’ll do that, won’t you? I mean, I’m your favorite nurse, aren’t I? I think I deserve to be a little pampered, don’t you think?” This time she snickered and threw her head back like she had just told the funniest joke on the planet.

      “A water,” I told the bartender.

      He nodded.

      I handed it over to Terry. “Drink this.”

      “What is it?” she said with a sniff. “This doesn’t smell like alcohol.”

      “That’s because it’s not,” I answered, trying to remain patient with her but I was no saint. Even my patience wears thin sometimes.

      She pouted. “Well, that’s not any fun.” Suddenly, she threw her arms around my neck and practically jumped into my lap. “Don’t you want to have some fun?”

      “Actually, no.” I peeled her away.

      “Why not?” she said in protest. “Why are you being such a buzzkill right now?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Terry.”

      “It’s because of that girl, isn’t it?” Her voice suddenly took a tone of sobriety. Her eyes narrowed with hatred. “Well, you don’t have to worry about her anymore.”

      “Terry, that little stunt of yours didn’t work.”

      “What do you mean, it didn’t work?”

      “She knows the ring is fake. She didn’t fall for it.” I got up from my stool and fished my phone out of my pocket. “Now, it’s about time you get yourself home or you’re going to end up hurting yourself or worse, someone else.”

      She didn’t particularly like me escorting her out of the bar but in the end, I got her into the back of a taxi and safely on her way home. Maybe I didn’t like the woman but I was a doctor and that meant being the better person.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          
            Autumn

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning.

      

      My alarm screamed at me to get out of bed, but my body felt so heavy I could barely move. I groaned and crushed the pillow over my head. “Shut up,” I said as if that would be enough to turn it off. I didn’t even have the strength to reach over and press the ‘off’ button.

      So, it continued to scream for fifteen minutes or so, the sound testing my very sanity.

      Finally, I mustered the energy needed to get on my feet and unplug the blasted thing from the wall. Yes, pressing the ‘off’ button would have sufficed, but sometimes I hated that thing so much that there really was no other solution to my problem.

      I dragged my feet into the kitchen and brewed a pot of coffee. It felt horrible empty without Sara around but I tried to keep an optimistic attitude. Leo said she was fine and I believed him. Sara would be home before I knew it and things would go right back to the way they were.

      The coffee machine buzzed, breaking me from my trance. I filled a to-go cup, popped on a lid, and ran out the door.

      Right now, Sara needed me. She had helped me so much in the past so it was finally time for me to return the favor.

      As I placed my hand on the doorknob, I paused. “She probably wants something to do…” I said to myself so I retraced my steps and headed for her room. There, I swiped the books off her nightstand and grabbed her tablet from her desk drawer and stuffed them all into her favorite backpack.

      I surveyed the room looking for anything else she might want. Clean clothes, maybe? So, I added that to the mix.

      Once I was finally satisfied, I caught the bus and rode all the way to the hospital.

      The waiting room was just as busy as it was the night before. The nurse at the circular desk was still on the phone although it wasn’t the same woman. Was that some sort of requirement or something?

      I walked up to the desk and waited.

      The nurse held up her hand.

      

      After what felt like an eternity, she placed the receiver on her shoulder and looked at me. “Yes?” She pulled the word into a long syllable like I was putting her at an inconvenience for just doing her job.

      “I’m looking for a Miss Sara Coldwell. She was admitted yesterday. I was wondering whether it was possible for me to see her today.” As I spoke, I adjusted my grip on the bouquet of flowers in my hand. I had succumbed to the high gift-shop prices and brought her a beautiful arrangement. I just couldn’t help myself. I knew how much she liked flowers. Hopefully, it would bring a smile to her face.

      “Hmm…” The nurse pursed her lips together into a thin, hard line. “A Miss Coldwell, you said?”

      “Yes, Sara Coldwell.” I enunciated my words to make it easy to understand.

      “Ah, here she is. She’s out of the ICU so there shouldn’t be any visitor restrictions.” She took a pencil from behind her ear and scribbled something onto a piece of paper. “Room 6B. Take elevator H and then turn left down the hall. I wrote it all down.” She slid the paper across the counter and waited for me to take it before returning to her phone call.

      With the piece of paper in hand, I headed for the elevators. A few people got in alongside me. They bumped into my shoulders and didn’t even bother to offer an apology. You’d think that people would be a little nicer at a hospital but by the looks of it, manners are left at the door.

      I was the last one to get out.

      The sixth floor was filled with intimidating-looking machines. They beeped in an array of different volumes. Some high-pitched and ear-piercing. Others low and deep. I didn’t like the sound of any of them. They seemed like an ill omen – like they were doing more harm than good for the patients hobbling around, skin taut against their skeletons, the life draining right through their bones and evaporating into the air.

      Please, I thought. Don’t let the same happen to my best friend. It was only a passing moment of doubt. Sara would be fine, I told myself. Absolutely fine. Leo had treated her cancer and I was confident in his abilities.

      But what about that nurse of his? the little voice in the back of my head nagged. She could have done something to sabotage the surgery. I pushed away the thought because it was downright ridiculous. Terry may be manipulative and the kind of girl willing to ruin relationships, but I doubted her ability to jeopardize a medical procedure for her own sick gains. Even she wouldn’t succumb to something so vile. She had to be better than that.

      I shoved Terry aside. I didn’t have the time to be worrying about her. So, I refocused and shuffled down the hall.

      By some miracle, I found her room in the maze of corridors

      It was meant for two but the second bed was empty. All that remained was the rubberized mattress and a tissue box.

      “Look who decided to show up.” Sara’s voice caught my attention. She was half hidden by the privacy curtain, but I could still see that iconic smile of hers. Even in the wake of the most horrible of situations, she still managed to smile. She really was a remarkable sort of woman.

      I pulled back the curtains and presented her with the flowers.

      “Don’t tell me you bought those at the gift shop.”

      “I did,” I admitted. “But I thought you might like them.”

      She shook her head. “How many times do I have to tell you to be wise with your money? It’s amazing that you find enough to pay rent every month.”

      “I’m not that bad.”

      “You’re pretty bad.” Despite her teasing, she took the flowers and gave them a good sniff. “These are beautiful. Thank you.”

      “So, you like them?”

      “I love them.” Since she couldn’t do so herself, I helped her place them on the nightstand. I fiddled with them a bit, wanting them to look as perfect as possible. “Quit it,” Sara warned. “They are fine.”

      I dropped my hand and settled into the chair provided for by the hospital. “Sorry.” I looked down at my hands, trying to form the words. There was so much I wanted to say and yet, I was rendered mute.

      “You aren’t going to ask how I’m feeling?” she asked with a cock of her eyebrow.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “How are you feeling?”

      “Well, since you asked – pretty shitty. The nurses are surprised I’m sitting but honestly, I’m in a lot of pain.”

      I frowned. “Have you told them that?”

      “Not really. I don’t like the way pain medications make you feel. You become all drowsy and incompetent. I’d rather just deal with it.” She winced as she attempted to shift her current position.

      “You’re crazy. Why wouldn’t you want to be comfortable? I mean, you just went through major surgery. Cut yourself some slack.” I took her hand and squeezed it ever so gently. It was already bruised with a series of needle stabs. I didn’t want to add to her pain. “Please, just take them. I bet it’ll make you feel better. And, on the upside, if you do something stupid, I can always put it on the internet and you can become a viral sensation.”

      She laughed. “Hmm, you may be onto something, there.”

      I laughed. “If it makes you millions, you’ll share the money with me, right?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Rude,” I returned. “I should at least get half for filming you.”

      “But I would be the star of the show. That’s at least 80% of the profits.”

      “80%? And I thought I could call you a friend.”

      Sara laughed but it only brought her pain. I got up, hands hovering above her body, wanting to help but having no idea how to do so. I felt useless as a friend.

      “Please, let me call a nurse.”

      “No,” Sara insisted. “I’m fine. What you can do is give me that cup of water.”

      I immediately grabbed it and eased it up to her lips.

      “Thanks.” She smiled. “I’m glad you’re here. I was sick and tired of staring at the walls.”

      “Speaking of which, I brought you some books to read and your tablet.”

      “Oh, you’re the best.” Sara grinned. “And here I thought I was going to lose my mind.”

      I placed the backpack on the edge of her bed and laid out the contents on her lap. She sorted through it and picked out the book she wanted to read. I stacked the rest on the night stand beside her flowers.

      “So, what happened last night?” she asked. “You know, while I was knocked out? Any funny waiting room stories you can tell me?”

      “Funny, no,” I answered. “But I did meet this wonderful woman. I swear she was a saint. Her daughter has leukemia and she’s in here all the time. She made me some tea when she saw how stressed out I was about your surgery.”

      “Didn’t I tell you not to worry about me?”

      “That’s like telling me not to breathe.”

      Sara smiled. “I’m truly very lucky to have a friend like you.”

      “I’m the lucky one.”

      “Alright, alright, there’s no need to get all gushy. I’m not going to propose to you–”

      “Oh! Speaking of proposals! You won’t believe what happened last night.”

      “Leo popped the question!” Sara squealed.

      “No.” I blushed at the thought.

      “Oh.” Sara’s face fell with disappointment. “Damnit. I thought I was going to have an excuse to buy a bridesmaid’s dress. I’m thinking a nice peach color. It would really match my complexion, but then again don’t let me dictate the colors of your wedding–”

      “Calm down,” I interrupted before she could go off on some wild tangent. “I’m not getting married.”

      “So… spit it out.”

      “You remember Terry?”

      “Of course. She’s my nurse.”

      “Right,” I answered feeling a little dumb for overlooking that detail. “And you know how she flirts with Leo all the time.”

      “He didn’t–”

      “No. He didn’t,” I clarified. “But Terry wants me to believe that he did.”

      “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Last night, she showed up late to your operation, and to top it off, she was flaunting around this ring–”

      “A ring?” Sara had a bad habit of interrupting me whenever she became excited with one of my stories. “You don’t mean…?”

      “That’s what she wanted to sell to me – that Leo had proposed to her.”

      “But that would be ridiculous. He’s been nothing but faithful to you. I haven’t even seen him look at another woman and there’s plenty of yoga-pant-wearing woman at Whole Foods.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “Besides, you could totally tell that the ring was fake.”

      “Who was she trying to fool?” Sara shook her head. “Some people just don’t get it, do they? They can’t stand to see other people happy.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter. Leo and I are still strong.”

      Sara smiled. “Good.” She placed her hand on top of mine. “I love the way he makes you light up. I’ve honestly have never seen you look this happy before and no one deserves to take that away from you.”

      “You know what I was thinking?” I said as I got up and straightened out her flowers once more.

      “What’s that?”

      “That the old me probably would have fallen for it. I used to be so sensitive to the possibility of cheating that I almost always allowed it to ruin everything, but now I’m finally feel confident enough to trust Leo.”

      “Good for you.” Sara shifted slightly and accidently turned on the TV. “I’ve been looking for that all morning!” she exclaimed.

      I laughed. “Well, there you go. If you get bored of reading you can always watch some quality daytime television.”

      “Yeah… quality… right,” she answered sarcastically.

      “Oh, come on, I know you’re a sucker for those lame soap operas.”

      “Am not,” Sara protested.

      “Mhm.”

      “Well, I know you’re a sucker for Leo Thompson.”

      “Yes, I am,” I said with a smile that penetrated deep into my heart.
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      “How did she do during the night?” I glanced at Sara’s record sheet. Her temperature was still a little high but it was gradually cooling down. A few more hours and she’d be back to normal.

      “Good,” one of the nurses answered. “Although she refuses to take the full dosage of pain medication. I don’t know how she can deal with it. She must be going through agony.”

      “And she hasn’t said anything about it?” I said. “She hasn’t asked you for anything?”

      “Haven’t heard a peep all morning. I told her to press the button if she needed more meds but she hasn’t pressed it even once.”

      “Strong girl…” I whispered to myself.

      “It isn’t good for her,” the nurse announced. “She’s putting too much stress on her body. She should be taking the time to rest and recuperate but she refuses to cooperate with us.”

      “I’ll have a word with her.”

      As I made my way down the hall, I noticed a woman hurrying toward the elevator. Her puffy jacket made it impossible to discern a clear profile, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she looked exactly like Autumn – and maybe it was Autumn.

      I thought about catching up to her but no doubt, I’d see her in Sara’s room at one point or another. In any case, Sara’s health was more important at the moment.

      So, I turned left and crossed the threshold.

      As soon as I did, I heard the screams of a very angry woman. On screen, the boyfriend tried to defend himself against a tirade of projectile vases but he wasn’t doing so well.

      “Let me guess, he cheated on her,” I said as I stood beside Sara’s bed.

      She was completely enraptured by the show. Her sheets were legitimately balled into her fists and her eyes were as large as the moon.

      I sat down and watched a bit of it with her. I’ll admit the acting was terrible, but there was just something about it that was terribly addictive. “Why do these women always believe the villains of the story instead of their partners? To me, it makes absolutely no sense.”

      “Because they are insecure. They are scared that their partners are going to hurt them so the second they hear something, they believe it because they’ve already convinced themselves it’s true,” she said without breaking eye contact.

      “Wow. I’m thinking you should go back to school for relationship counseling. You’d be great,” I suggested. “You certainly helped me and Autumn. I never thought she would forgive me for what I did let alone trust me but…”

      “She loves you.” Sara finally turned her head to look at me. “Isn’t it obvious? She has loved you from the start and you were an idiot to break her heart but I’m just glad that you made good on your second chance.” She smiled. “Or else I would have made you pay dearly for it.”

      “Jeez. That’s the third time I’ve been threatened by a woman in a twenty-four-hour period.”

      “Third?” Sara raised her eyebrow in question. “Who else?”

      “Well, Autumn claimed she could kick my ass and she’s not wrong.”

      “True.” Sara chuckled. “I wouldn’t pick that fight if I were you.”

      “Trust me, I’m not about to.” My mind conjured up the image of Autumn pinning me to the ground, and I have to admit, it was a pretty nice turn on. To keep my erection to myself, I crossed one leg over the other and placed Sara’s record folder on my lap.

      Sara gave me a funny look but didn’t comment on it. “So, who was the last threat?”

      “Terry. She didn’t want me bringing her home last night.” It was only after I said those words that I realized how bad they must have sounded. “Not like that. I went to a bar last night because I like to have a drink after any successful surgery. Terry was there and she was already drunk out of her mind. I did what was best and sent her home.”

      “That was nice of you considering that she tried to jeopardize your relationship with Autumn.”

      “She told you about that, huh?”

      “Autumn tells me everything. I’m her best friend.”

      “So, she told you that she knew it was just a scam?”

      “Mhm.” Sara nodded. “Apparently the ring looked like it had been bought at a 99-cent store.”

      “I’d argue a 25-cent vending machine but no need to get technical.” I offered a charming smile. “I’m just glad that Autumn trusts me to the point where jealousy isn’t a factor in our relationship and that she doesn’t have to worry about me running off with some other girl.”

      “Even if that girl is a drop-dead-gorgeous runway model?”

      I could tell that Sara was testing me. “Even then, I’d still pick Autumn. As far as I’m concerned, she’s the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

      She smiled. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.” She paused to glance back at her show, but apparently it wasn’t very interesting because she quickly returned her attention to me. “So, you better get going on that very important question.”

      “I might need your help–”

      “I’m not asking her for you.”

      “No, no, nothing like that. I wouldn’t mind your opinion about the style. I’m not quite sure what she would like.”

      “Definitely rose gold over regular gold.” Sara went off with a long list. I felt like I needed a notepad to write it all down.

      “How about you just come with me to the jewelers once you’re back on your feet.”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal, doc. But I need you to know that I charge interest.”

      “Interest, huh?”

      “You at least have to buy me lunch.”

      I laughed. “You got it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If I was going to pop the question to Autumn then I needed to make sure that Terry would no longer be an issue. Autumn may trust me but the last thing I needed was harassment at the workplace. Not only that, Terry had proven herself incapable of performing her job. If she wanted to be on my team then she needed to be dedicated to saving lives. Romance shouldn’t even be a consideration while she’s on the clock.

      I had a feeling that I wouldn’t be able to get that through to her but nonetheless, I had to try.

      

      So, I headed for the nurse’s station.  “Do either of you know when Terry’s working today?”

      “Oh, she called out,” the older nurse answered. “That woman is always making up some kind of excuse to get out of work. It’s a wonder that she keeps her job.” She shook her head and straightened out her newspaper. One more reason why I needed to get her off my team. I needed someone I could rely on – who my patients could rely on.

      “I hear she’s nothing but a troublemaker.” Another nurse turned around and joined the conversation. “Rumor has it that she’s been the cause for countless surgeons leaving the hospital.”

      “Mhm,” said the newspaper nurse. “The woman’s a leech. She just wants them for their money.” She clicked her pencil against the counter. “Gives us women a bad name.”

      “Gives us nurses a bad name,” the other nurse chimed in. “I do my best to take care of my patients and all she’s doing is running around trying to score herself a husband.” She paused and shook her head. “I would be careful around her if I were you, Dr. Thompson. I’ve seen the way she looks at you.”

      I shook my head. “So, she has done this before?”

      “Oh, plenty of times,” the older nurse answered. “Plenty of times.”

      “So, why is she still here? Hasn’t the hospital thought of doing something about it?”

      “No one bothers to report her.” The newspaper nurse placed her reading material flat against the desk. “If you ask me, bring her to human resources. She’s gotten away with way too much and she needs a good dose of reality.”

      “Mhm.” The other nodded. “She’s not fit for this line of work. Get someone else in here who can do it better, that’s what I say.”

      “I see. Thanks, girls.” With that, I walked away and found myself a bit of privacy in the breakroom. There, I pulled out my phone and dialed Terry’s number.

      “Hello?” Her voice was slurred, no doubt from her night of drinking.

      “Why aren’t you at work?” I asked, trying to sound as polite as possible.

      “I’m sick,” she answered.

      “From all your drinking last night?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Please, don’t play dumb with me, Terry. I saw you at the bar last night. Hell, I was the one who sent you home before you did something to hurt yourself.”

      “I didn’t go to a bar last night,” she insisted.

      “Terry.” My voice shook. “If you lie to me you aren’t going to like the consequences.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      That was the last straw. “I’m sorry, but I can’t justify having you on my team. Your decisions are affecting the quality of life for my patients. Last night, you arrived late to a vital operation and while in the OR you did more talking than anything else. Today you skip work because of a bad drinking habit. Enough is enough. I’m sorry but I’m going to have to report you to human resources.”

      “Human resources?” Before she could say anything else, I hung up the phone. I really did not have time to deal with her little act. My job was to save lives and that was exactly what I planned to do.
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      A few months later.

      

      I was running around town when I charged past a brand-new jewelry store. A bright red banner that read ‘Grand Opening Sale’ fluttered in the wind. I stood in front of the window display and surveyed the countless glittering gems. They were stunning. I’m no diamond expert but these looked like they were superbly manufactured.

      “I see we’ve caught your attention.” An older gentleman stood at the door. As he spoke, he twirled the end of his mustache between his fingers. “We have an even bigger selection inside the store. Please, if anything, come inside and have a cup of complimentary coffee. It’ll warm you up on this bitterly cold autumn day.”

      His voice was like some sort of tonic that lulled me into submission. Without being conscious of my movements, I shuffled into the establishment. There, I was met with a dizzying number of necklaces, bracelets, brooches, and of course, rings.

      I gravitated toward the left where they were showcasing the ‘wedding collection.’ The highlight of that collection was a vintage-inspired ring with a pear-shaped accent. The white gold was polished to an impeccable shine and the rose gold accents really made it something to look at it. Not to mention the fact that it was absolutely covered in diamonds.

      “If I had to guess, you’re shopping for Mrs. Right,” the old man said with a wink. “And that you’re a man with some money in his pocket.”

      “Money isn’t an issue,” I answered in agreement. “But I don’t necessarily want to get her the biggest and flashiest ring. I want to get her something that she will absolutely fall in love with – price tag aside.”

      “That is where I come in. Tell me about this girl, her tastes, what kind of clothing she likes to wear, and then I can suggest a few things I think she might like.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I said as I pointed to the ring I had been looking at. “That’s the one.” I still had Sara’s list of ring qualities committed to memory and this ring fitted it to a T. She might be a little irked that I hadn’t included her in the ring-buying experience but I was sure she would understand.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to browse through your options? You might find something even better if you take the time to look.” Nonetheless, the employee opened up the display case and handed over the ring.

      It felt heavy but not too heavy. After examining it in the light, I slipped it onto my pinky to see how it would look worn. “This is the one,” I repeated.

      “Do you happen to know what her ring size might be? We don’t carry these in stock; we would have to order it for you.”

      “What size is this one?” I asked. It seemed pretty small and Autumn had some pretty slender fingers.

      “Hmm, that one’s a size 6 but I’m afraid it’s not for sale. That’s only a display piece,” he explained as he wrote down the SKU and shuffled over to the computer. “It says here that you could have the ring by next Wednesday or we could have it rush ordered and it’ll arrive by Friday. That option, of course, will cost you extra.”

      “I want to buy this one,” I insisted, already taking out my wallet to pay the man.

      “Sir, I have already explained that this one is not for sale.”

      “I’ll add a thousand dollars to whatever is on the ticket,” I said.

      “Sir, that is ridiculous. Can’t you just wait until the order arrives? It will only be a couple of days. Surely, she won’t change her mind from now until then.”

      “I rather not take my chances,” I said, holding out my credit card between two fingers. “Now, do we have a deal or do I need to offer you two thousand above the list price?”

      He loosened his tie as if I were making him nervous. “I really can’t do what you’re asking me to.”

      “Three thousand. As I said, money is not an issue here.”

      He gulped. “Let me just call the store owner and see what he says.”
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      About an hour later, I left that store five-thousand dollars poorer but I didn’t give a rat’s ass. I had Autumn’s engagement ring in my pocket, and I had no doubt that she was going to say yes. All I had to do was completely sweep her off her feet and with my level of charm, it was sure to be a cinch.

      Okay, maybe I’m getting a little egotistical, but you have to be when you’re about to ask the most beautiful girl in the world to marry you.

      Fearful of losing the ring on the way, I walked over to the closest tuxedo shop and picked out something to wear. Nothing too extravagant – just a simple black suit with satin lapels. For Autumn I picked up a one-of-a-kind gown that shimmered like the midnight sky. The silk was as soft as feathers and the added sequins really helped bring everything together. “She’s going to look marvelous…” I said to myself as I walked out of the store.

      I was eager to see her at this point, but I managed enough discipline to go home, take a shower, and change. I spent quite a bit of time in front of the mirror making sure I looked okay. After all, no one wants to marry a slob.
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      When I finally made my way to her house, I had a bouquet of roses and a neatly wrapped box resting on my passenger seat. I kept looking over at them, my nervousness rising. What if she said no? Or what if she needed time to think it over? Or she simply didn’t want to marry at all? I would look like such a fool.

      I ran my hand along my pocket and felt the bulge of the jewelry box I carried. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. I wracked my mind trying to remember where I had put the receipt for this expensive cluster of diamonds. Could you even return engagement rings? I guess worst case scenario I could pawn it, but I could only get a fraction of my money back…

      By the time I pulled into her driveway, the back of my neck was covered in beads of sweat. I wiped them away. Everything was going to go according to plan. There was nothing to worry about.

      Tap. Tap.

      I jumped so much that I nearly banged my head against the car’s ceiling. I cursed under my breath as I rolled down the window.

      “What are you doing?” Autumn asked, screwing her eyebrows together. “And why are you dressed in a monkey suit?”

      “A monkey suit?” I repeated. “Does it really look that bad?”

      “Horrendous.” She giggled before leaning forward and planting a kiss on my cheek. “But seriously, what’s with the getup? Are we doing something tonight? Because I was planning on vegging out on the couch. I even bought the popcorn we both like.”

      “Well, about that…” Again, I rubbed the back of my neck and it was even sweatier than it was before. At this rate, I was bound to sweat right through my clothes.

      “What is wrong with you today? You’re acting all strange.” Before I could stop her, she opened up the car door and yanked me to my feet. I nearly lost my footing, but I regained my sense of balance at the last possible moment. “Are you drunk or something?”

      “No. I’m not drunk,” I returned. “I’m just…”

      She waited for my answer but I couldn’t come up with the words. “Cat’s got your tongue today, huh? Oh well.” She shrugged her shoulders and moved toward closing the door but then she noticed the flowers on my passenger seat. “Are these for me?”

      “Yes,” I said and rounded the car before she could grab them. With a flourish of my hand, I presented them to her. “The roses might get a little jealous of your beauty but they’ll just have to deal with it.”

      Immediately, her cheeks turned a bright shade of red. Sometimes, it was impossible to fathom how one woman could be so damn cute.

      “And that?” She pointed to the box. “Is that going to be jealous of me too?”

      I laughed. “No, I don’t think so but when you put it on all the world is going to stop and stare.”

      “I have to admit that you have me intrigued.”

      “Well, then go on, open it.” I tugged on the bow to encourage her.

      “Do I really have to open it in the driveway, or can we go inside?”

      “Inside is fine? Is Sara home?” I asked as I followed her through the front door.

      “No. She’s gone for the weekend. She decided to spend some time with her grandparents up north. Apparently, she plans on going skiing. I’m a little worried that she’ll end up hurting herself, but when she gets an idea in her head, there’s no stopping her,” Autumn explained as she sat down on the edge of the couch and started to tear away the paper.

      “Jeez, someone’s excited,” I teased while leaning into her so I could nibble on the side of her neck.

      She shivered and arched her back in response. For a moment, I considered having my way with her, but I wanted to save the best for last.

      “If you keep doing that then I’m never going to open this box,” she protested, shoving me away with her elbow.

      I backed off just a bit, finally allowing her to rip open the cardboard flaps. With a gasp, she pulled out the custom-made gown.

      “Do you like it?” I asked.

      “Like it…?” She shook her head. “Are you kidding me? This thing is gorgeous. It must have cost you a fortune.”

      “It did but it was worth every penny of it.” I smiled, kissing her neck once more.

      “You really don’t have to spoil me like this.” She blushed. “I’m not really one for fancy dresses. I mean, it’s lovely, don’t get me wrong, but…when am I supposed to wear this?”

      “Tonight,” I said. “I made reservations.”

      “Reservations where?”

      “A place.”

      “What kind of place?”

      “A place.” I grinned.

      “So now you’re playing Mr. Mysterious huh?” She leaned forward and rubbed her nose against mine.

      “I have to keep you engaged somehow.” Just the sound of that word was enough to send jitters through my spine. “Anyway, let’s get you into that dress.”

      “Oh no, you aren’t going anywhere.” She pushed me onto the couch, straddled me, and surprised me with one hell of a kiss. Her lips were hungry and demanding – almost as hungry and demanding as the hips that grinded into my crotch.

      “What has gotten into you?” I mumbled into her lips.

      “Oh, nothing.” Again, our lips crashed together and this time, her tongue invaded my mouth, swirling all around.

      It was becoming hard to breathe but I didn’t care about that. This girl was tempting me, and I was this close to taking the bait.

      Suddenly, she pulled away and started for the stairs, hips swaying from side to side in a blatant attempt to tease me. “Oh, you’re evil. I’ll have to punish you for this later, missy!”

      “I can’t wait.” She looked over her shoulder and threw me a wink. “In fact, I look forward to it.” And with that, she disappeared while I was left to deal with the growing boner inside my pants.
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        * * *

      

      I was starting to doze off by the time she returned. It took me a second to realize that I was staring at my girlfriend and not some angel sent down from heaven. It sounds cheesy I know, but you should have seen her. She had just the right amount of makeup on – enough to accentuate her beauty and nothing more. The dress itself heightened her lean, curvy figure.

      “You look absolutely wonderful,” I said as I took her by the hips. “Every guy in a five-mile radius is going to be looking at you tonight.” I nibbled on her earlobe. “I’ll have to keep my guard up or risk losing you to someone else.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry to tell you this but you’re stuck with me.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Her words eased any doubt I had brewing inside of me. So, with newfound confidence, I led her out to my car.

      There, I opened up the door and buckled her seat belt for her.

      “You’re really going above and beyond tonight. What’s the occasion?” she asked.

      “No occasion. I just wanted to treat you to a nice night on the town. Is that so wrong of me?” I returned innocently.

      “Alright, if you say so,” she said, seemingly unconvinced.

      With a chuckle, I got behind the wheel. Soon, we were on the highway, cruising toward the coast. I couldn’t help myself as I ran my hand underneath her dress. Her thighs were silky smooth and I could tell she had shaved them – probably while I was dozing off on her couch.

      Addicted to the feeling, my fingers explored higher and higher terrain until they brushed against the lace of her underwear. “Now, what’s this?” I asked, my voice low and husky. “Hmm?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered but there was a sly grin on her face as she leaned back and spread her legs, granting me better access. That was one thing I really loved about Autumn – she was such a naughty girl when she wanted to be.

      “Maybe I should find out,” I said as I pulled her panties aside, exposing her already wet lips. Ever so slowly, I ran my fingertip up and down her slit, watching how she shivered. It was hard to concentrate on the road when she kept mewling in pleasure. “Seems like someone’s enjoying herself.” I removed my finger and opted instead to rub the inside of her thigh.

      “Leo…” she groaned, shooting me a nasty glare. “You can’t do this to me.”

      “Oh, can’t I?” I challenged. It was my hope to drive her absolutely insane by the end of the night. I wanted her to crave me so badly that she’d be on the brink of begging for it and maybe if I was lucky, she really would beg for it.

      I paused a moment before taking the waistband of her panties against my thumb. I hooked that thumb and pulled ever so slightly. At first, she didn’t react that much but as I continued to apply pressure, she lifted her hips into the air in a circular motion, begging for more.

      The car vibrated as I accidentally drifted into the breakdown lane.

      “Ooh!” she moaned.

      I took the chance to push one of my fingers into her eager entrance. She was so wet that I slipped right in. Slowly, I moved it around, trying to find the coveted g-spot. Once I found it, I attacked it with my finger, pumping against it over and over again until she howled my name. I built up the momentum until her legs started to shake and just as fast, I took it all away.

      I grinned an evil grin as I drove with both hands on the wheel.

      “Oh, you’re going to pay for that,” she panted as she tried to regain her composure.

      “Am I?” I opened her window for her and she gratefully brought her head closer to the gust of fresh air. “I think I might even look forward to that.”

      “You’re the worst,” she growled. “I was so close too.”

      “That’s the point. Did you really think I was going to let you cum that easily? Oh no, I’m going to make you work for it.” As we eased into a red light, I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I thought you had learned that by now.”

      She pushed me away, but I responded by biting her bottom lip. She moaned, back arching.

      Honk! I pressed on the gas before pulling away.

      “This is going to be one hell of a night, isn’t it?” She sighed and leaned her head back, gazing out of the sunroof.

      “You don’t even know the half of it.”
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        * * *

      

      The restaurant was nice and quiet when we got there. The waiters all wore white gloves and stood with perfect posture. This was definitely a place for high-standing citizens. Only the best of the best could afford to eat here.

      “Jeez,” Autumn whispered under her breath. “I feel like I need to pay up just for being here.” As we walked, she clung to my arm, clearly outside her element.

      “Relax. Nothing’s going to happen to you. I’m here, remember.” I kissed the top of her head before helping her into her seat.

      The waiter handed over a couple of menus highlighted with marble inserts. Autumn ran her fingers along the cool pieces of stone and screwed up her face. “There aren’t any prices.”

      “That’s how you know it’s expensive.”

      “Leo, I don’t want you spending this kind of money just so you can try and impress me. I would have been perfectly content staying at home with a bag of microwavable popcorn between us.”

      “I know,” I said as I reached across the table and took her hands into mine. “But you deserve to be treated like a princess from time to time.” I brought her knuckles to my lips and kissed them. “After all, if I’m not the one to pamper you then who will?”

      “I don’t need all this pampering – that’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

      “Shush.” I locked our fingers together. “Just try and enjoy yourself. Do you think you can do that for me?”

      Just then, the waiter arrived with our food. I could hardly remember ordering.

      Steam billowed toward the ceiling as I dug into my lobster tail. I was practically drooling by the time I dunked a hunk of the meat into the melted butter. It looked so good.

      Across the table, Autumn was having a similar experience. I swear, by the look on her face, I thought she was going to start moaning.

      Then came the dessert which was even better than the main course. We both leaned forward, forks in hand, trying to determine which one of us would have the first bite of the succulent lava cake. “You go first,” I finally said, betraying my stomach in hopes of coming off as a perfect gentleman.

      “How about we go at the same time?” she countered.

      “I’m not going to argue with that,” I said we as both lowered our forks, breaking through the hard outer shell and unleashing an ooze of warm, melted chocolate.

      “Mmm.” She smiled.

      There was a bit of chocolate on her lips so I took it upon myself to kiss it away and as good as the lava cake was, Autumn was much, much better. My lips lingered close to hers as I found it impossible to pull away. So, I slipped my tongue in her mouth, completely forgetting we were in a public place. But I didn’t care. I was an addict getting my fix.

      Beet red, she pushed me away. “What has gotten into you?” she asked in a flustered sort of voice. “You’ve never acted this way before.”

      “I guess I’m just excited because I have something very important that I want to ask you…” I took a deep breath and before I could talk myself out of it, I dropped to one knee, took out the velvet box from inside my pocket, and opened it.

      Autumn gasped just as soon as she saw the ring. Already, her eyes were filled with tears, but she did not say a word and that worried me.

      I wet my lips and cleared my throat. “Autumn, I think you are the most beautiful and lovely girl in this world. You’re incredibly smart and hardworking. And while our relationship hasn’t always been a smooth ride, I think we have learned along the way. So, it is my hope that today, I can call you my fiancée.” I adjusted my position and looked into her eyes. “Autumn, will you marry me?”

      To my surprise, she immediately started nodding her head. Her mouth opened and closed like she wanted to say something but the words never came out. I laughed and pulled her into my arms, relieved that she wanted me as a husband.

      She sobbed into my chest and clung at my lapels.

      “Why are you crying?” I asked as I smoothed back her hair.

      “Because…I never thought this day would come… I’m just…so…happy.”

      “You and me both, darling.”
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      The ring on my finger looked like a royal heirloom and I couldn’t stop staring at it.

      “If you keep doing that, your eyes are going to fall out,” Leo teased as he rubbed my thigh. “But in any case, I’m glad that you seem to like it.”

      “Like it? I love it.” She sighed. “It matches my style to perfection. How did you know?”

      “Contrary to popular opinion, men do listen from time to time. Albeit, it’s rare but it does happen.” We arrived at his home just as he finished laughing. My eyes gravitated toward the enormous building. Despite having visited countless times, I still couldn’t fathom how someone could afford something so large and luxurious.

      The garage door opened at our arrival. Leo turned off the car once we were inside and made the effort to help me to my feet.

      “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” he said with a wink. “Now, for the best part of the night.”

      “There’s more?” After everything that had happened, my mind was in a fog. I could barely concentrate let alone imagine that this man still had something hidden up his sleeves.

      “Of course.” Before I could do anything to stop him, he swept me off my feet and held me in a tight embrace. “From this moment forward, all I want you to do is relax. That’s it. I’ll take care of everything else, okay?”

      “I don’t know if I like the sheen in your eyes,” I said with a giggle.

      “Oh, you like it, don’t even lie.” He smirked in response as he ascended the stairs, heading straight for the bedroom.

      There, I found rose petals on the bed and the flickering of candles.

      “What’s all this?” I asked, looking around in amazement.

      “I had a member of the staff set it up for me so that when we returned, it would be ready for us.”

      “So, you were really banking on the fact that I would say ‘yes’ tonight.”

      “Of course,” he answered as he gently laid me down on the bed. To my pleasure, the duvet had been changed out to one made of pure silk and it felt absolutely divine against my skin. I could only imagine what it would feel like once we were both naked. I shivered at the thought as a flurry of wild fantasies sped through my head, winding up to a heightened level of arousal. I had no doubt that I was already soaking wet down there. In fact, I was probably soaking right through to the duvet.

      Leo took his time to undress me. With every inch of dress he removed, he paused to cover that exposed piece of skin in a slew of kisses. Goosebumps rose in a steady tide that rippled along my arms and onto my chest.

      “Mmm,” he mused as he reached the girls. Slowly, he took them both into his hands and fondled them for a bit. Even that was a pleasure to experience.

      I arched my back and pushed my hips into the air, begging for added stimulus. I couldn’t go on with all this teasing, it was bound to drive me absolutely insane. But Leo had no intention of stopping. With a devious look on his face, he leaned down and took one of my nipples into his mouth, suckling on it ever so gently.

      “Leo…” I moaned, fingers tugging at his hair. “Please…” I begged. “Don’t keep teasing me like this. I can’t take it.”

      He looked up at me and our eyes locked. I could tell he had a grin plastered on his face even as he continued to swirl his tongue around and around my areola.

      While he entertained me with his tongue, he undid the rest of my zipper and pulled the dress over my hips. Then, in a flash, it went flying across the room, leaving me in nothing but a pair of black lace panties.

      He stopped to admire the view. The grin on his face deepened as he settled between my legs, took my panties by the teeth, and ripped them right off my body.

      I gasped.

      A second later, his lips were so close to mine that I could almost feel the pleasure he was bound to give me. But instead of pleasing me, he blew on my clit. I shivered and squirmed but he kept me in place with a firm hand. My heart surged at the feeling of vulnerability. It wasn’t something I expected I would like but somehow, Leo made it incredibly sexy. I was completely and utterly in his hands and honestly, I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

      Suddenly, his tongue penetrated my wet folds. I couldn’t hold back the moan that escaped my lips. My moans became louder and louder as he continued to eat me out, searching for every last drop of my sweet, sweet nectar.

      He pulled out to breathe and even in the candlelight I could see that his face was saturated with my juices – nearly dripping with my excitement. He licked his lips before going in for seconds.

      Leo knew exactly what he was doing because in no time at all, I was shaking through my first climax. My whole body felt like it was floating into cloud nine. But he didn’t stop there. Next, he assaulted my pussy with his fingers – first one, then two. They pumped in and out at a breakneck speed, going faster and faster with each passing minute.

      I could hear my juices sloshing against his fingers. The pleasure built up like water against a damn, and I could tell that I was close to bursting for the second time. I bit my bottom lip in hopes of prolonging it but there was no use. I screamed, climaxing for the second time.

      Only then did he take off his clothes. My eyes gravitated toward his rock-hard member. It was standing at full attention and getting even bigger as he stroked it.

      I started to move toward it, but he pushed me back into the bed and pinned my hands above my head. “Remember what I told you? Just relax.” As he spoke, he aligned his tip with my entrance.

      My toes curled in anticipation. I held my breath.

      “You’re so cute.” He kissed the tip of my nose before gently easing into my entrance. It was a tight fit but he made it work somehow.

      I wiggled as he filled up my every inch. Any bigger and he probably would have ripped me in half.

      Leo took his time to make sure that I enjoyed every minute of our time together. He worked at a slow, methodical pace, occasionally stopping to target my nipples or switch our positions.

      At one point, I ended up on my knees, hands tight against the headboard. Suddenly, he rammed into me, and it must have been the angle or something, but it felt so damn good. I howled and threw my head back. Leo took the opportunity to grab my hair and yank on it.

      I shivered with delight. I loved it when he did that. It made me feel so naughty.

      He continued to fuck me with an animalistic sex drive. It was great. His balls were slapping against my pussy, the noise echoing through the entire room.

      Again, I climaxed, soaking the sheets with my juices. This time, Leo growled against my ear and a few moments later, I felt something hot and sticky land on my ass cheek.

      I collapsed on the bed while Leo grabbed a warm washcloth from the bathroom. He gently cleaned off his mess and rolled into bed with me.

      “That was amazing,” I said with a smile on my face.

      “Well, I knew I had to seal the deal with some rocking sex,” he returned with a wink. “Or you might second guess your decision.”

      “I didn’t agree to marry you because of the sex.”

      “But you can’t deny that it was a factor.”

      I laughed. “I won’t deny that you’re great in bed, but I agreed to marry you because I love you – it’s as simple as that.”
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      The following day.

      

      It was my day off and Autumn was already off to work. I lingered in the kitchen for a while, trying to figure out what I wanted to do with all my spare time. Of course, there was plenty I needed to do –like pay bills or organize my study– but I shoved those onto the backburner for another day.

      No, I was still abuzz with yesterday’s excitement and I couldn’t get it out of my head. Autumn had said yes. I was going to marry her.

      Absentmindedly, I opened up the cupboard and pulled out a jar of peanut butter, I started to make myself a sandwich when I had an idea. I could bring Autumn some lunch. And while I was down there, I could get in my daily workout, effectively knocking out two birds with one stone.

      So, I carefully put together a PB & J sandwich and cut away the crusts. Even though Autumn didn’t like to admit it, she secretly did not like them and I was okay with that. I don’t care much for them myself.

      I packed the sandwich in a ziplock bag and combined it with some fresh pieces of fruit, a water bottle, and a snack-sized piece of candy. By the time I was done, the brown paper bag was rather heavy but hopefully, it would hold up long enough to get to the gym.

      For a Monday morning, it was pretty packed. I was forced to park in the back which wasn’t a bad thing because I got plenty of steps along the way.

      Inside, I saw Autumn working with one of her clients. I didn’t want to bother her, so I took up my things and headed to the closest treadmill. Lucky for me, I had a perfect vantage point to stare at her backside and what a view it was. I wouldn’t have minded looking at it all day long.

      When the session was over, she shook the man’s hand and offered a smile. She turned and spotted me, eyes widening with surprise.

      I beckoned her over.

      She looked over her shoulder to make sure the manager wasn’t on the floor watching her. Once the coast was clear, she sauntered over and leaned against the arm of my treadmill. “What are you doing here? Come to whisk me away during my break?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” I got off the machine and headed toward the locker room where I pulled out her lunch. “I know it’s a little cold outside, but I was thinking we could brave the elements and have ourselves a little picnic.”

      “You made me lunch?”

      “It’s nothing fancy. Just a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I thought you might like the company, that’s all.”

      “Is it?” She questioned. “Because I think you were just lonely staying home by yourself today.”

      “That too,” I admitted. “That, and I couldn’t stop thinking about you. It’s almost unfathomable to me that you actually said yes.”

      She laughed. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “Because I wasn’t the great guy growing up and while I’ve tried to make up for it, sometimes I still feel like it isn’t enough.”

      “Don’t think like that. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a man and so long as you never change, I’ll be just as happy in fifty years as I am now.” She spoke with such confidence that it made me think about our future.

      Where would we be in fifty years? Would we still be living in town? In the same house? Or would we move somewhere warmer for our old, creaking bones? Either way, I prayed that Autumn would stay by my side through thick and thin. And by the adoring look on her face, I knew she would –so long as I didn’t fuck up– and that’s what worried me.

      I didn’t want to lose this woman. She meant the world to me.

      Snap.

      I blinked back to reality to find Autumn standing before me in her puffer jacket. She had a cute, brightly-colored scarf wrapped around her neck that looked handmade. “Sara made it, in case you were wondering – while she was in chemo.”

      “Ah. I see.” I smiled. “How is she doing, by the way?”

      “Great, as far as I can tell. She got her appetite back and she even agreed to work out with me from time to time.” She took my hand and pulled me out of the gym.

      Outside, the sun was surprisingly warm. We walked hand in hand toward the local park and picked out a bench to call our own.

      It didn’t take long for the seagulls to join us. They were cautious at first but then they got increasingly courageous. Once even dared to steal Autumn’s apple right out of her hand. As soon as he did so, the other seagulls started to fight him for it.

      “I think that’s our cue to leave…” Autumn said, holding up her arms to protect her face. “I don’t want to get my eyes pecked out by a couple of birds.”

      “Seconded.” I shooed them away before they could attack the rest of our food. But the vicious creatures were out for blood. They made a b-line for Autumn and I had to fight tooth and nail to protect her. Okay, maybe I’m being a little dramatic but they were pretty insane.

      “My hero,” she said as soon as we were safe. “But…I’m still hungry.”

      “Luckily, they didn’t take my wallet,” I said as I brought her over to a local café.

      “What would you have done if those seagulls had taken me away?”

      “Then I would have gone to the ends of the Earth to find you because I’m not letting you get away a second time.”

      “A second time?” She cocked her head to the side. “When did I get away the first time?”

      “College but mainly because I was a dick.”

      “A dick with a pretty nice dick,” she said, subtly making a grab for me.

      “Autumn. Don’t start.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re in a café, for starters,” I said. “Do you want to get us in trouble for public indecency?”

      “Hmm… I guess you have a point.” She settled for holding my hand in a vice-like grip. “But I hope you’re prepared for what I’m going to do to you when it comes to our honeymoon.”

      “That makes two of us.”
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      Five years later.

      

      I stood in my bathroom, praying. My hand shook as I stared down at the little screen, waiting for a result.

      Leo stood right behind me, holding his breath and holding me by the hips.

      Beep!

      I blinked, and to my surprise, all I could see was a little negative sign when I had been praying so hard for a plus sign. “Damnit,” I cursed under my breath. I was really starting to worry that there might be something wrong with me.

      “Hey, it’s alright.” He kissed the side of my neck. “That’s why it’s called ‘trying.’ We just need to give it some time. The more we stress about it, the worse it’ll be.” He squeezed my shoulders and massaged them a bit. “Please, don’t be discouraged.”

      “I just…” Tears burned at the corners of my eyes as I slumped onto the toilet with my head between my hands. “I thought for sure this would be the time… I was so certain.”

      “As I said, we just need to be patient.” Gently, he ran his fingers through my hair. “Stressing about it certainly isn’t going to help the situation.”

      “I just want to start a family with you… is that too much to ask for?”

      “Of course not, but sometimes things don’t always go as planned. We can’t force it.” He placed a finger underneath my chin and lifted my head so I was forced to look him in the eye. “So today wasn’t our lucky day, but that’s alright because we’ll keep trying.” He leaned down and kissed my lips. “And one day we’ll have a couple of little ones running around the house driving us absolutely bonkers.”

      She laughed.

      “And before you say anything, there’s nothing wrong with you. The doctor said so and he’s the best in his field. I trust his word and so should you. We’re both healthy and sooner rather than later, we’ll have this baby. I promise you that.”

      I sniffled and dried away my tears. His words were comforting. I soaked them in as I rested my head on his chest.

      “In the meantime, what do you say about a dog? I’ve been looking online and there’s this gorgeous husky that I think you would love to meet,” he said by way of cheering me up. “My cat isn’t going to like it very much but I reckon she’ll learn to deal with it.”

      “You want to adopt a dog?” I asked with a look of bewilderment. “But isn’t that a lot of commitment, especially if we’re looking to have a baby?”

      “Sure it is, but having a baby is even more of a commitment. I figure getting a dog together would be good practice for us.” He paused and ran a hot bath. “It’s just a suggestion – something to think about if you’re interested.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I agreed as I slowly took off my clothes. Even after five years of marriage, Leo still looked at me like I was the most beautiful girl in the world, and it was still enough to send a shiver down my spine. With his eyes glued to my backside, I made my way to the tub and eased into the warm, relaxing water. I sighed as my muscles relaxed and I was able to forget about the stresses of trying to have a baby.
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        * * *

      

      A month later.

      “You know, I’m actually kind of nervous.” I was looking out the car window as Leo drove to the local shelter. “What if he doesn’t like us?”

      “I would find it hard to believe if there was one living being in this world that didn’t like you.” He squeezed my hand. “There’s nothing to worry about. We’re just going in there for a visit. Maybe there’ll be another dog that speaks to us. I think we just need to go in there with an open mind.”

      “You’re right,” I said.

      Finally, we arrived at the shelter. The lot was empty save for a little Volkswagen Beetle painted with faded polka dots.

      “Are you ready?” Leo asked as he took my hand and laced our fingers together.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess,” I said.

      Inside, we were met with a cheerful young woman. “Hello!” she said, waving in an enthusiastic manner. “You must be the couple I talked with on the phone. I’ve picked out a few dogs that I think you might be interested in. Why don’t you come out back and we can take a look?” She started for a rickety-looking door and disappeared.

      Leo and I exchanged a look but nonetheless, we followed her.

      Frolicking through the grass were three large dogs: a Husky, a German Shephard, and a Golden Retriever.

      When we walked through the door, the Husky and German Shephard continued to play with one another, but the Golden Retriever walked right up to us and rested his head against my thigh.

      “This dog has good taste,” Leo joked as he bent down to interact with the dog but he wasn’t very interested in my husband.

      On the other hand, when I bent down, his tail started to wag at a mile a minute. He jumped up and placed his paws on my shoulders. I was taken by surprise and lost my balance. Before I knew what was happening, my face was covered in doggy kisses.

      I laughed as his big tongue tickled me.

      He stopped only to tug at my shirt.

      The shelter worker chuckled. “I would say he has taken a liking to you. Here. He’s particular to this toy. See if he’ll play with you.” She handed it over to Leo.

      All he had to do was wave it around and the dog lost his mind. He bounced from side to side, trying to snatch it from his hand. “Do you want it?” Leo asked, playfully holding it too high for him to reach.

      The dog almost seemed to nod his head.

      So, Leo threw it with all his might and the Golden rushed off to grab it. The other two dogs couldn’t give a care in the world.

      A few seconds later, he returned and dropped the toy at Leo’s feet. “I think we have a winner.”

      “I think so too,” I agreed as I tried to get to my feet but as soon as the dog saw me trying to move, he barreled right into me and attacked me once more with an arsenal of wet kisses. I tried to push him away, but he just laid down on top of me, refusing to budge.

      “Great, in that case, let me get the adoption papers and we’ll see if you’re eligible to bring him home.”

      But I already knew that we weren’t leaving without him.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey was eager to explore his new home, much to the cat’s annoyance. She hissed and swatted at him every chance she got but honestly, Bailey didn’t seem to mind all that much. He was having way too much fun rolling around on the carpet and dragging his butt across the doormat.

      “Do you think she’s ever going to learn to tolerate him?” I asked as I walked into the bathroom to change into some pajamas.

      “Maybe sometime in the distant future,” Leo answered. “But she’ll get over it – eventually.” He popped his head into the bathroom. “Anyway, I was thinking we could watch a movie or something. What do you say?”

      “I think that’s great. Why don’t you pick something out and I’ll join you in just a minute?”

      “Perfect.” He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek before rushing off to deal with Bailey climbing on the coffee table. He was going to be a handful but I didn’t mind all that much. Already, I loved that four-legged fiend.

      When I was done slipping on my pajamas, I was about ready to leave but then I stopped at the doorway and turned back. I had one more pregnancy test tucked away in the medicine cabinet. On a whim, I decided to check. I was sure the result would come back negative but somehow, I held onto the hope that maybe, just maybe, tonight would be the night.

      The seconds dragged on for an eternity as I waited for that telltale beep.

      “Hey, is everything alright in here?” Leo knocked on the door before letting himself inside.

      Beep!

      I dropped the pregnancy test only to scramble to pick it up. I couldn’t believe it. There it was –that elusive little plus sign– the one I had been praying for all this time. “Leo!” I screamed, shoving the pregnancy test in his face. “We are going to have a baby!” I jumped for joy only to slip on the bath rug.

      We both tumbled to the ground in a tangled heap. “Are you being serious?” he asked as soon as he was sure I was okay.

      “Yes! Look at it. There’s the little pink plus sign. Right there!” I pointed frantically. “Tell me that you see it too.”

      “I do.”

      “Oh my God! We’re going to be parents!”

      Bailey ducked his head into the bathroom and saw us on the floor. He must have thought we were playing because he joined in, tail wagging like a miniature propeller. “That’s right, Bailey, you’re going to have a little baby to take care of. Do you think you can do that?”

      “Arf!”

      Leo smiled and pulled me in for a kiss. “What did I tell you? Good things happen to those who wait.”

      

      
        
        The End
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