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Chapter One 

“Hey you,” the deep bass in Ryan’s voice, cut 

with its gravely rumble, always made me melt. 
“Hi, love.” I smoothed a spot for him on the cool 

cotton blanket beside me. “Sleep well?” 
“Right until the very end there…that little part where 

I woke up alone.” He leaned into me, his lips brushing 
mine as he settled on the blanket next to me. The sun 
was still low on the horizon, its light barely beginning to 
cast the yellow hues of morning across the California 
sky. 

This place, particularly at sunrise, felt divine and 
magical to me. I dug my feet deeper into the cold 
damp sand and continued to gaze out across the 
ocean swells. I breathed in deeply. The smell of 
seaweed and salted air revived me and filled my lungs 
with air fresher than any I could get in my home in the 
desert of Las Vegas. Sometimes I was still shocked at 
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how different it felt to breathe in air that wasn’t laced 
with fine desert dust. 

My hand absently massaged the cotton blanket 
under me as I said, “I love the beach — you know that. I 
had to see the sunrise.” 

“I’d have watched it with you.” He draped his arm 
around me, and I leaned into him settling against his 
shoulder. 

“Tomorrow morning then. We still have one more 
day out here. I promise I’ll wake you tomorrow.” 

He smiled. “So have you decided?” 
“Ugh, don’t bring that up. Let’s just enjoy the 

morning here.” A gull swooped down to say good 
morning — I returned the greeting. “Hello, Mr. Gull,” I 
told him, and then to Ryan, “How could anyone not 
love it here?” I smiled at him. “Thanks for bringing me.” 

“How could anyone not love you?” 
I smiled even broader and my cheeks hurt. “Stop 

that,” I said, feigning surprise. 
“Stop what? Loving you? Okay. The beach then. The 

beach and my dirt bike. Maybe I’ll ride off into the 
sunset with my motorcycle.” 

“Hah! Your dirt bike and all the guys you ride with — 
they’d never let you go.” I poked his ribs, chiding him. 

He brought his other arm around in front of me and 
tackled me to the blanket. “Is that so? And what will they 
think when I decide that it’s me and you to the end?” 

“Pppsshhhaww — they’ll love it — of course! I’m a 
great cook.” 

“That’s not the only thing you’re great at.” And he 
kissed me, his lips warm and sensuous on mine, plying, 
pressing, wanting for more. And I gave him more. My 
tongue forged into his mouth, seeking his as my hands 
roamed the frame on top of me. He had a wrestler’s 
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body, muscular and stocky. I loved the feel of his muscles 
in my hands, strong and sinewy. I traced his outline until I 
reached his ass and pulled him more fully onto my body. 
As he settled between my legs, he pulled away from our 
kiss. I reached for his cheek, cupping his jawline. “I love 
you, Ryan Riverton. You know that, right?” 

“Yeah. I know. I can feel it.” He smiled as he leaned 
to the side and his hands moved over my body. “I can 
feel it here,” his hand settled on my sternum, “in your 
heart. And here…” He squeezed my right breast. 

I exhaled sharply and slapped his hand. “Ryan!” 
“...and here!” He cupped and squeezed my pubic 

bone. 
I cringed and laughed as we rolled together on the 

blanket, him kissing me and me fighting him. “Right 
there, huh? Is that your favorite place to feel my love?” 

“Come back to the tent, and let’s see if it is.” 
We lay there kissing and playing for a few more 

minutes before I did exactly as he asked. But isn’t that 
what I always did? 

 
*** 

 
A shrill trademark cell phone ringtone woke us from 

a beautiful beachside slumber. “Yours or mine?” Ryan 
asked as we both scrambled from our shared sleeping 
bag bed, ignoring the fact that we were naked as each 
of us searched for our phones. 

“Definitely yours,” I replied, “mostly because I don’t 
want it to be mine.” 

“That’s because they’re expecting an answer, and 
you don’t have one.” I hated it when Ryan was right. 

Three high-pitched frantic rings later, I found my 
phone amongst the pile of my clothes that we’d hastily 
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peeled off and discarded just a few hours earlier. “Hah! 
Not mine,” I said triumphantly as he fished his out of the 
back pocket of the jeans he’d been wearing. 

“Hello?” he said, slightly winded from the scramble. I 
poked him in the ribs, as he tried to be serious on the 
phone. “Yeah, Johnnie, yeah, it’s me.” His earnest tone 
was such a contrast from our playful morning on the 
beach and the sexual romp we’d just had. “What’s 
up?” Teasing him and keeping playful embers burning in 
him was fun. I ran my fingers along his bare skin and 
delighted as his body responded, goose bumps rose, 
and he tensed and released his cock, making it jump. I 
loved seeing his body respond. Smiling, I took his still soft 
cock into my hand and began to stroke it, teasing him 
specifically because he was on the phone, but also 
hoping to continue the playful theme of the day. 
“What!?” He jerked away from me and waved me off 
with his arm. Turning back to our sleeping bags, I laid 
back pouting and feigning hurt feelings, folding my arms 
across my chest. “What hospital?!” He frantically pulled 
on his boxer shorts and reached for his shirt. 

I threw on a pair of comfortable old jean shorts and 
a soft cotton T-shirt before rolling up the sleeping bags 
and beginning to pack up the contents of the tent.  
Whatever this phone call was about, it wasn’t going to 
be good. It was ten minutes before he clicked off his 
cell, and then he set to helping me pack up the rest of 
the tent in silent fury. 

“Do you want to tell me?” I ventured. 
The golden rims that lined his brown irises were nearly 

glowing as his eyes met mine, and when he spoke, the 
words that shot out of his mouth were tight compact 
statements of fact, “It’s Chris. He might be paralyzed.” 
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Chapter Two 

We’d been camped on the soft sand dunes of 

the beach; it was one of our favorite pastimes. Being 
here always brought a sense of joy, playfulness, and 
relaxation to both of us individually and as a couple. We 
made some of our best memories on beaches like this 
one. But now, as we stepped outside the empty nylon 
tent, the sunshine that normally brought a smile to my 
face somehow seemed out of place. The cackle of the 
gulls and the splash of the waves all seemed far too fun 
for the stark somber mood change at our campsite. 
Ryan’s concern was etched into his face, making him 
look angry. His brow furrowed, casting a shadow over his 
normally bright eyes, and his jaw flexed and released 
over and over again. He moved methodically as we 
packed the remainder of camp and pulled the tent 
down in near silence. Ryan gave some direction here or 
there, guidance on what he needed next, but there was 
no real conversation. 
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“We can talk later,” he had said. “It’s a long ride to 
Vegas. Let’s get this shit packed up.” And now, hours 
later, heading north up the interstate, we were still in a 
tense haze so thick that I felt uncomfortable. His old 
American pickup seemed cavernous. He’d bought it 
specifically for camping so that he could always bring 
his dirt bike and still have room for everything else, and 
at the moment, I thought that ‘everything else’ might’ve 
included an elephant sitting on my chest. Ryan was 
distant, his eyes glassed over. I felt miles away from him, 
sitting all the way over on the passenger side, eyeing 
him as he stewed in the driver’s seat. I tried to bridge the 
distance, reaching across the gap between us and 
placing my hand on his thigh. “Baby, no matter what it is 
I am sure it will be okay.” 

The warmth of his hand settling on top of mine was 
instantly reassuring, but his words slapped. “You don’t 
know that. Johnnie said he couldn’t feel his feet when 
they put him in the helicopter.” He didn’t look at me as 
he spoke. 

I unbuckled my seat belt and slid across the aging 
canvas bench. “I am here with you. It will be fine. No 
matter what it is.” I settled my head onto his shoulder. 

He put his hand on my thigh. “Buckle up. How about 
we don’t have two motor vehicle accidents in one 
day?” 

I straightened up and buckled, tensed and irritated 
that I was unable to help soften this tension hanging 
over us. He glanced in my direction and his face 
softened. He reached for me, putting his arm behind my 
head and drawing it down to my shoulders, pulling me 
into him. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m just worried about him. 
Chris is the least experienced rider among us. I think he’s 
only twenty-two. And he works construction — it’s not 
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like he has a desk job.”  He told me about what Johnnie 
had said: the guys had been riding and Chris tried to do 
a move well beyond his skill level. He ended up hurting 
himself bad enough to need to be medically 
evacuated on a helicopter. 

The group of guys that Ryan rode with had been 
friends, some of them since high school, and they’d 
taken up this hobby together, gradually meeting and 
making friends with more people whom they 
occasionally rode with as well. They had a sense of 
camaraderie and friendship that was more like family 
than men who enjoyed the same hobby. An event like 
this was likely to be distressing to all of them. And Ryan, 
in particular, took responsibility for things. It was his 
nature and something that endeared me to him. At 
times like this, though, it was even more stressful for him 
than perhaps for the others. 

With the flat of my palm against his chest, I pressed 
into him and breathed deeply. I matched my breathing 
to his and stayed settled into his body. “I love that you 
are so concerned about him, hun. It is one of the things I 
love the most about you — how protective you are 
when you care.” We exhaled deeply together, and I 
think I saw his lip quiver a little. 

 
*** 

 
I had met Chris only once; we’d been out at the 

usual dirt track where Ryan rode. I watched from the 
sidelines and fed the guys when it was done, usually 
something I’d brought that was recently home cooked. 
On this day, we had had lasagna, and Chris was so 
flattering that I couldn’t help but remember him. He was 
young looking and slim, with baby blond hair and sky 
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blue eyes. I’m not even sure he grew facial hair, and if 
he did, it would have been an easy shave. 

There was a core group of six or seven men who 
were Ryan’s closest companions in life and in the riding 
world, and among them, Chris fell into the little brother 
role. The men took care of him, not only coaching him 
as he learned the ropes of dirt biking, but also coaching 
him in life. Chris was predictably exuberant and excited 
at times, making him reckless and foolhardy. He had 
had girl troubles, hadn’t planned accordingly to pay his 
bills, had taken irresponsible risks at the blackjack tables, 
or had made other foolish mistakes, and each time, 
Ryan and the guys rallied around him to educate and 
support him in ways that only trusted peers can. 

When I’d met him, he nearly effervesced with 
enthusiasm, his cheeks pink with excitement as he took 
his helmet off. He barely introduced himself before 
raving about some of the jumps and runs he’d done. 

“Didja see me? That ridge right there,” he pointed 
toward the track as if I would differentiate one ridge 
from the next, “I got some air there — real air. I bet I was 
ten feet up.” His eyes scanned the group expectantly. 
His energy was infectious as he continued to rave about 
one hill or another and how he’d moved around the 
track. And he didn’t stop raving once he was eating — 
he was just as excited about my lasagna as he had 
been about the ride. 

I could see why the guys had adopted him. Hell, 
even I had a soft spot for him. 

 
*** 

 
Despite the fact that traffic was in our favor, the 

drive from LA back to Las Vegas was interminable. It was 
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an hour and a half before we reached Fontana — a 
really good time, considering what typical California 
traffic from the beaches was like, but not fast enough 
when racing to get to the hospital after a catastrophic 
event. As we passed the last few Fontana/Riverside 
exits, I thought of the times I’d driven down to California 
to meet Ryan when he lived here — our first 
uncomfortable date for coffee and a movie, his old 
bachelor pad with comfortable furniture but not a 
speck of décor, the first time he took me with him dirt 
biking, the smell of the gas, the engines, the kicked up 
dirt and dust, and the smell of Ryan, musky and happy, 
sipping a Bud light at the end of the day.  The thoughts 
carried me well into Death Valley as the sun beat down 
on the windshield. 

And now, sitting here beside him, my head on his 
shoulder and his arm loosely around me, it felt like eons 
ago when we had been such strangers. He absently 
stroked my arm as he drove or fumbled with a strand of 
my hair. His tension was so evident, but his warmth and 
love seemed the persistent undercurrent to everything, 
always. I wondered how I could ever go even one day 
of the rest of my life without him. I looked up at his 
profile, stoic and determined. I kissed his cheek and 
then wiped my fingers over my kiss…rubbing it in or 
wiping it off, I was not sure. He glanced over at me and 
smiled, “I love you, babe; I’m not trying to be distant, 
but this drive is killing me, and I just want to get there 
and be sure he’ll be okay. He’s like a kid brother to 
me…” 

“I know, hun. I know.” I kissed his cheek again and 
settled into his side with one arm behind him at the small 
of his back, and the other draped across his chest.  I 
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traced small designs in his T-shirt with my fingers, and 
then erased them with my palm. 

 
*** 

 
We finally arrived at the hospital hours later, and 

Ryan nearly ran inside. By the time I met him in the 
emergency room, he was nearly frantic. “They won’t let 
me back.” The grayish-blue hues of the fluorescent lights 
made him look ill, pale, and weak. 

“Okay, hun,” I placed my hand on his shoulder and 
rubbed in small circles, “the guys probably weren’t 
allowed back either. Have you looked around the 
waiting area and snack bar for them? They can at least 
tell you what happened.” This place smelled of 
antiseptic; the wire seating stood screwed to the floor, 
ready to hold up the ill and their loved ones; and medics 
and doctors bustled about in the background with 
medical charts in hand, calling names of patients and 
discussing cases in hushed tones. 

Ryan scanned the faces of people in scrubs and of 
the random passersby, his eyes narrowed to slits as he 
searched the area. And in an instant, his eyes flew open 
wide and his mouth rounded in recognition. I turned to 
see Johnnie approaching. 

He had seen Ryan, and made his way across the 
room toward us. He was tall, at least four inches taller 
than Ryan, thinner, and more businesslike. His sharp 
jawline, always shaved baby smooth, stood out even 
more now as worry settled into it. His camel brown hair 
parted to the side made it hard to believe he’d been 
wearing a helmet not so long ago, though I suspected 
he kept a comb at the ready to ensure he always 
looked his best. He was something of a ladies’ man, 
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always sought after but seldom taking women seriously. 
His friends and his professional future were his primary 
motivators, and today, one of them was in trouble. 

As soon as they were within comfortable earshot, 
Johnnie began, “It doesn’t look good, man. He said he 
couldn’t feel his legs, and we definitely couldn’t get him 
up after he landed.” Even this debonair chiseled man 
looked grey and ill in this environment under these 
circumstances. We all exchanged hugs and sat down 
on the nearest of the wire bench seats. 

Ryan was animated as he pressed for more. “What 
the fuck happened, man?” 

“We were up at Apex, and he tried to do that nearly 
vertical push up the side of the ridge — that one on the 
high-speed turn, the one intended for —” 

“I know the one.” 
Johnnie continued as if Ryan hadn’t interrupted him. 

“I thought he was going to make it. He got up there 
pretty high, at least twenty-five feet. But then something 
happened…not enough throttle, I’m guessing. He fell 
back, and his bike kinda bounced on top of him.” 

“Damn.” 
“I originally thought he knocked the wind out of 

himself and definitely must’ve broken some ribs. But he 
was talking right away. The bike had fallen to the side, 
and Mark pulled it away. This kid was really excited 
about nearly making it up there. That was what he was 
talking about!” Johnnie sounded like a proud parent 
and both men laughed and smiled at Chris’s 
exuberance. Johnnie’s faced darkened as he 
remembered the events. “But then he tried to get up, 
and he couldn’t move, man.” He looked at his hands, 
calloused from riding so often. Absently, he stroked the 
palm of one hand with the thumb of the other. “Ryan, 
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man, he said…he said…well,” he looked up and met 
Ryan’s eyes, “he said his legs were dead.” 

“Dead legs?” 
“That’s what he said, and we were all wondering 

what that meant, too. I mean, you can guess, and 
everyone all looked at each other really serious out 
there on the track, but I don’t think we wanted to 
believe it.” 

“Fuck, man. Fuck. Have you seen the doctor yet?” 
“No, we haven’t seen anybody or heard anything. 

We probably arrived at least an hour after him because 
of the drive out of there. He got the high-speed trip on 
that helicopter.” 

Silence hung between them. My chest tightened 
with the realization that Chris might be paralyzed at 
twenty-two. I thought of Ryan’s natural big brother role 
and how he would take it, knowing he hadn’t been 
there. I stared at Ryan, captivated by the pattern on his 
shirt; it was black with tan design on it. I couldn’t see the 
design, my eyes wouldn’t focus, but it felt good to 
watch it move as Ryan inhaled and exhaled in a natural 
rhythm. It calmed me to allow myself to focus on 
nothing in particular. I thought of Chris’s light enthusiastic 
personality and how it might be impacted by such bad 
news. I thought of what I would do and how our lives 
would change if Ryan had been the one in the 
accident. 

As the silence dragged on, it felt heavy, stretching 
the tension between the three of us until Johnny’s voice 
finally snapped it. “He really couldn’t move his legs, 
man,” he was almost whispering, his eyes bloodshot and 
glassy. “I checked to see if he broke one or something, 
but I didn’t see anything.” He didn’t finish the statement, 
there was no need. 
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Silence fell between us again and stretched on for 
long minutes. 

“What do you think is taking so long?” Ryan’s 
frustration and impatience blasted through the silence. 

“I don’t know, man,” Johnnie tried to sound 
soothing, but his nervous energy tightened his voice to a 
near squeal, making it anything but soothing. 

“Well, fuck, Johnnie. Where’s everybody else? 
Where the hell is Mark? And who else was there? I 
mean, who was on this ride with you?” 

Johnnie bristled, his shoulders tight as he sat more 
upright and eyed Ryan through squinted eyes, his lips a 
thin tight line. His jaw flexed before he spoke, “Pat had 
to get home. His wife had to go to work so he had to 
watch the kids.” His tone was matter-of-fact and 
controlled. “Mark is outside smoking a cigarette and 
calling to see if he can get off work tonight. Paul is down 
the hall in the bathroom.” As he completed the laundry 
list, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees 
and clasping his hands. His eyes were still narrowed and 
defensive as he stared Ryan down. He looked like a 
mountain lion, ready to pounce. I half expected to see 
a tail twitching behind him in warning. 

Ryan’s response was softer, almost inaudible. “Damn — 
bunch of people on that ride. Shoulda been a good day.” 

Johnnie softened as well. “It was, Ryan, you 
should’ve been there.” 

“Maybe if I had been, I could’ve talked the kid out 
of trying that hill.” 

“Don’t start that shit, Ryan. We all tried. He wanted it. 
There was nothing we were gonna say that would stop 
him.” 

“Yeah…” But Ryan’s voice trailed off as if he didn’t 
believe that. 
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Chapter Three 

We spent the next week in and out of Mercy 

Hospital, visiting Chris and supporting his family. It took 
three days before he was awake again from surgery. It 
turned out that they had taken him to the back, done 
some x-rays and tests, and immediately taken him in for 
surgery hoping to prevent permanent paralysis. They 
said something about swelling against the spine. 
Between work and Mercy Hospital, Ryan was 
consistently on the run. It was a twenty-five minute drive 
to the hospital from our house, and since Ryan stayed 
until visiting hours were over, I was never going to see 
Ryan if I didn’t go with him to see Chris. Thankfully Ryan 
and I both worked similar hours so I had time in the 
evenings to accompany him to the hospital, trying to 
maintain a sense of normalcy to our relationship while 
also supporting Chris through his recovery. 

In the truck, I had changed to sitting in the center 
seat as my norm and settling against Ryan as I would if 
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we were at home watching TV on the couch, 
comfortable, leaning against his side, breathing him in, 
and chatting about our day. I liked the feel of him next 
to me, the deep rumble of his voice resonating off my 
body and eardrums at the same time, lifting me to a 
happy place while also grounding me with the heavy 
deep weight of the bass in it. As he drove, I nestled into 
his side and let my hand trace his chest and belly. His 
body was muscular, stocky and beefy. I liked the feel of 
him beneath my hands, strong and full, it felt like he 
could take me, make me do as he pleased if he wanted 
to. And knowing that he loved me enough to be tender 
and loving instead made me feel special. 

In the past week, it seemed he must’ve lost at least 
five pounds for lack of eating and perhaps dehydration. 
On one particular trip to the hospital, I pleaded with him 
for the thousandth time to eat and drink something, 
suggesting that he stop so we could grab dinner at a 
drive through on our way to the hospital. 

“I’m not hungry,” he answered. 
“You’ve been ‘not hungry’ since Chris’s accident. 

Babe, you’ve gotta eat.” 
He sucked his teeth, sighed heavily, and pulled into 

a fast food place. We ordered a couple of burgers and 
fries, and as we pulled out, I asked, “Have you talked to 
your mom about what happened?” This past week had 
been stressful on Ryan, and it seemed there was nothing 
I could do to alleviate his feelings of guilt and his drive to 
take responsibility now, no matter what the cost in terms 
of his own health and stress. His mother was the person 
he most trusted, the person who had the most sway and 
influence in his life, even now that he was nearing thirty 
and plenty capable of taking care of himself. I hoped 
that he had called her and that she might’ve helped 
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get him to see that this was really stressing him out and 
that perhaps we could skip a day or two so that he 
might rest. Maybe she could convince him to eat or 
perhaps she’d invite us over for dinner - an invitation he 
only refused when he had a rock-solid reason. 

“Yeah, on the phone yesterday.” 
“What’d she say?” 
“She said the same thing everyone says,” he 

crammed another bite into his mouth, “‘it’ll all work out’ 
or ‘quit stressing over it,’” he air quoted the words as 
they sarcastically dripped off his tongue. “Or some other 
dismissive crap…I don’t remember exactly.” 

His resentful tone was rare for him, in particular, 
when talking about her. Knowing better than to 
continue that conversation, I pressed another direction. 
“Someone was hungrier than he thought.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” He shrugged, swallowing another 
bite of his burger, almost without chewing it. “I could 
actually go for another burger.” He sounded surprised 
by the idea. 

I smiled, feeling vindicated for having insisted that 
we stop to grab something. I was tempted to remind 
him of his heavy sigh and eye roll. Instead, I said, “Okay, 
baby, take mine. I’ll leave you at the hospital and go 
grab something around there for myself.” 

He didn’t balk. Instead, he reached right into the 
bag and grabbed the second burger.  “If I didn’t know 
better, I’d say that sounded like wife-talk.” 

I punched him in the arm. “Funny man, eh?” We 
hadn’t talked about marriage in more than a year. It 
was a sore subject. Ryan asked me to marry him, and I 
refused. I had been married twice before, and I knew 
how marriage changed things. There was no way I was 
going to ruin this thing with Ryan by exchanging rings 
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and vows and spending tens of thousands of dollars to 
do it. No, when things are perfect, my policy was why 
screw it up by changing anything? 

We’d been at the beach when he’d asked me the 
last time, and it nearly ended us. 

He had me pinned on the blanket, kissing me. My 
shirt was unbuttoned nearly to my bellybutton and his 
pants were already undone. He stopped us midstream. 
“Marry me.” 

“What?” 
“I said ‘marry me.’ It’s been four years and still we 

poke at this thing,” he thrust his hips at me and his rod 
stabbed at my already swollen pussy, “I want you to be 
my wife.” 

“First, it has only been two years. Those first two, 
before we met, those don’t count. And second, you 
know, I won’t marry again. We’ve been over this.” He 
sat up abruptly. 

“We already live like we are married, and I want 
everyone to know.” 

“They know, Ryan. They know because of how we 
love each other, how we act around one another, 
because we cannot hide it.” I sat up and put my hand 
on the center of his back. “Because it’s real. No piece of 
paper or ring is going to change that.” 

He reached around his knees and clasped his hands 
together. “Do you love me? Really love me in the way 
you say you do, not some fairy tale bullshit, but really 
love me?” 

“I just told you I did, and I know that you know it 
already in the way I treat you.” 

“Then why not? Why not make me that happiest 
man in the world and become my wife?” 
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Tears welled in my eyes, and I tried desperately not 
to let them spill. “Why do you torture us like this?” I smiled 
weakly and tried to lean into him, to break his hands 
apart and hold him. I could only manage to rest my 
cheek on his shoulder and wrap my arms around the 
tight ball that he had become. 

“C’mon, let’s just break camp.” He got up abruptly 
and stepped toward the tent despite my hands 
grabbing at him. 

“Baby,” I pleaded, “don’t be like this.” 
“Like what?” He reeled around. “Like the man who 

loves you? Like a devoted lover and boyfriend? Like 
your best fucking friend? Like fucking what? Tell me.” 

“Don’t ruin this moment by giving me that same 
ultimatum again.” I was standing now, and I crossed to 
him. “I am married to you. I’m married to you already in 
all the ways that count. You are all those things you said. 
And that sums you up as my life mate. I want to be with 
you and live just like this forever or for until you don’t 
want it anymore.” His jaw clenched. 

“‘Until I don’t want it anymore’? What is that 
supposed to mean? I’m so fucking tired of trying to 
prove that I love you.” 

“I know that you love me, Ryan. I know you do. And I 
love you, too. Please, let’s just go into the tent. Let’s 
continue the amazing good morning we started.” 

“Fuck? That’s what you want? You want to fuck this 
away? Do you think you can fuck me into forgetting 
that you’ve rejected me so many times?” 

We degraded into one of the biggest fights we’d 
ever had, and he actually moved out for a period of 
time. And I’d written him off. Despite how perfect we’d 
been, I chalked him up to ‘like all other guys,’ and I’d let 
him go. Initially, I was saddened by his absence and felt 
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stupid for daring to believe that we might’ve been 
different. When weeks went by and he didn’t call, I was 
sure that he wasn’t missing me like I was missing him, 
sure that I’d not meant as much to him as he had to me.  
And I flipped the switch from missing to resentment. 
Resentment was a wonderful salve. I decided that I 
didn’t want him anymore, that he was the one to 
blame, that he was childish and silly for trying to force 
my hand and coerce me into marrying him.  Good 
riddance, I didn’t need someone like that in my life 
anyway. 

When he finally did call, I was cold and aloof. My 
position on marriage hadn’t changed so I was confused 
when he reached out. I was sure that he thought we 
would become friends with benefits and it offended me.  
Did he seriously think I would be available at his beck 
and call? On again, off again? Maybe he’d dated 
others and now thought he could come back to his 
trusty standby. I definitely couldn’t let him think I was his 
on-call lover. Had he really even missed me? Or was he 
just lonely in general? 

I loved him and had missed him dearly in our 
separation, but I couldn’t bear to let him know that. It 
was difficult trying to appear unaffected, cautious, and 
independent while also letting him know that I was open 
to a conversation about reconciliation. It was an 
awkward, difficult, and painful road back, despite how 
much our separation had hurt me and how much I’d 
hoped we might one day get back together. 

When we finally reunited, we agreed that we each 
feel whole and happy around each other unlike with 
anyone else. We hadn’t talked about marriage since, 
but sometimes Ryan dropped little comments like this 
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one, reminding me that he resented that door was 
locked. 

 
*** 

 
When we got to the hospital, the overflow from the 

ER was apparent. Some kind of flu must’ve hit. Every wire 
bench was occupied, and people lined the walls, 
huddled together in little pods of illness and injury. 
Instead of the antiseptic smell that normally permeated 
the place, it smelled of musk, grass, leaves, sweat, and 
bad breath. It felt surreal and postapocalyptic the way 
people murmured in hushed tones and eyed us as we 
passed, as if we had something they might want, and 
they were considering taking it from us. We hurried 
through the madness, and I was glad to be clear of it, 
shaking off the unsettling feeling with a chill as I 
punched the up arrow in the elevator lobby. 

We made our way to Chris’s ward and signed in at 
the nurses’ station. It was much brighter up here and the 
nurses knew us by now. 

“Welcome, back, Ryan, Jen,” the head nurse 
greeted us as we headed down the hall to Chris’s room. 
This place was an altogether more pleasant experience 
than anything the emergency room and trauma center 
downstairs had to offer. The fluorescent lights here didn’t 
seem so grayish blue; instead, they cast a more 
yellowish peach color to the ward, brightening it. And 
the smell of flowers dotted the hallway as we passed in 
front of rooms where they’d been recently delivered 
‘get well’ bouquets of sunflowers, carnations, roses, and 
others, intended to keep the spirits high as the body 
recuperated. No matter what the impact it had on the 
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patients, it was working on me, and by the time we 
knocked on Chris’s door, I was feeling rather cheery. 

“Come in!” His boyish voice matched my mood. 
Ryan heaved the solid wood door open, and we 

stepped inside. The room was intended for two patients, 
though Chris presently had it to himself. He’d taken up 
residence on the far side nearest the window. The lights 
were off, and the room was shadowed and cool inside. 
Whatever light we had came from the large windows 
across the room; evening was approaching, but the 
desert summer meant that sunset was still at least an 
hour away. The first bed looked dark and dreary. The 
curtain drawn, separating the two ‘rooms’ from one 
another, blocked most of the light from reaching it. The 
bed was made and pillow fluffed at the head of it. A 
clear Plexiglas clipboard was attached at the foot, 
hanging in wait for the next victim’s medical chart. 
There was a side table as well, with little tags in the 
upper right-hand corner of each likely naming what 
medical supplies were in each of the drawers. The entire 
scene was sterile and uninviting, unless you wanted to lie 
down and allow the Reaper direct easy access. 

In just a few steps, the room’s energy changed 
completely. The bed, the clipboard, the side table—all 
the furniture was the same, and yet the place seemed 
entirely different. The light from the window brightened 
up the back half of the room, and Chris’s bubbling 
personality made it shine. 

“Hey! My favorite couple!” Chris greeted us, smiling 
broadly. His bed was mechanically adjusted to the 
seated position, and Chris was clearly ready for 
company. 
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“Yep. How are you holding up, old man?” Ryan’s 
tone was warm and loving as he leaned over and 
hugged Chris. 

“Are you kidding? I wiggled my big toe today!” He 
raised and lowered his eyebrows repeatedly. “Huh huh? 
How cool is that?” 

Ryan snorted. “You can do some pretty good things 
with a big toe, man. Don’t knock it. Know what I’m 
saying?” And he raised and lowered his eyebrows in a 
similar fashion. 

“Ewww. Nobody said anything else was paralyzed! 
Just the legs, man. I still can handle anything you’re 
getting at. And do it well!” 

“Well, then get up and get to handling. There’s a 
city full of girls waiting on you.” 

“I will. I will. They say six months to a year, but I’m 
walking out of this hospital even if I am just hopping on 
that one big toe.” 

We all laughed. 
I stepped over and gave Chris a hug and kiss on his 

cheek. “I’m gonna go grab something to eat, hun. I am 
so glad you are feeling better…well, that you’re feeling 
your big toe, at least.” And we laughed again. “You 
want something? Or is hospital food suiting you?” 

“Hell yeah, I want something! An animal style burger 
and a shake. This food in here is really terrible. But damn, 
you just got here. Stay a while. Go in a bit.” 

“Can’t. Starving. Someone ate my burger on the 
way over here.” I jerked a thumb in Ryan’s direction. 

“Hey! You offered me that burger! You damn near 
insisted!” 

I winked at Chris and then kissed Ryan on the cheek. 
“I know, babe. And I am glad you ate it.” I ran my hand 
down his spine, squeezing him at the small of his back, 
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as I kissed his neck and whispered in his ear, “I love you, 
hun. I’m just being silly with Chris.” And then I 
straightened up and turned back to Chris, tugging my 
shirt down to straighten it and holding my palm up in 
front of me, feigning a writing utensil in the other hand, 
“Okay.” I dotted the ‘pen’ to my tongue quickly to get it 
started, “One animal style burger,” I spoke slowly as I 
took the order, “and one shake.” I looked up from my 
hand, “Flavor?” 

“What?” 
“What flavor shake?” 
“Uhhh…What do they got?” He paused and thought 

for a second and then continued, “Bah, chocolate. 
Every place has chocolate.” 

“Okay.” I waved my hand, scribbling furiously on my 
makeshift notepad. “You want fries with that?” 

“Sure. I’ll take fries.” 
Ryan stood with his hands on his hips, looking back 

and forth between us with disapproving eyes and 
pursed lips. His heavy sigh and sideways glances were 
half the fun of this process. 

“Ketchup?” 
“Yep.” 
“Salt?” 
“Extra.” 
“Any beverage besides the shake?” 
“Miller light.” 
I looked up from my palm. “Excuse me, sir, but we 

do not recommend beer for people in the hospital. And, 
anyway, this establishment doesn’t serve beer.” 

“Is that so? Well, I wanna see the manager!” 
We both looked at Ryan. “No way! Keep me outta 

that little corny charade!” 
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“Well, you’re no fun.” And I jabbed him in the ribs. 
Turning my attention to Chris, I said, “Can I trust this 
fuddy duddy in your care while I’m gone?” 

“Sure can. I might just lighten him up a bit.” 
I turned and headed for the door. “But he doesn’t 

need to lose any weight.” I chuckled, listening to Chris’s 
laughter and Ryan’s groan. 
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Chapter Four 

It was a month before Chris left the hospital, and 

he wasn’t walking on his own, though he used his 
crutches really well. I made lasagna that night and tried 
to think of Chris while I did, pouring some extra thoughts 
and love into it. We all gathered up at our house; I 
preferred it that way since I was cooking. Nobody 
complained since we were the only ones who lived in a 
house. Even Pat, who was married with two children, 
lived in an apartment. 

We lived in a quiet gated community. The streets 
were lined with old oaks and green well-manicured 
lawns maintained by whomever the home owners’ 
association hired. It reminded me of my New England 
roots back East, making the exorbitant home owner’s 
association fees well worth it. Each home was painted in 
similar neutral tones of beige, tan, brown, peach, and 
terra cotta—signature desert colors that survived well in 
the blazing summer sun. Ours was in the middle of the 
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block, a cookie-cutter copy of the house three doors 
down to our left and two down to the right—tract 
housing at its finest. Still, I loved the place. Ryan and I 
had chosen it together, and that alone made it special. 
He had found a rental agency that helped us find 
precisely what we wanted, and we’d selected a few to 
go see every few days until we found something we 
could agree on. This had been only the fourth or fifth 
house we looked at. Once we saw it, we knew there 
was no point in continuing to look. It was a two-story, 
two-bedroom place. The downstairs was open and 
welcoming while the upstairs was more cozy and 
private. 

The place reeked of garlic and basil by the time 
people started arriving. Barefooted, I crossed the tiled 
floor to answer the door. The tiles were one of the many 
things I loved about this home, particularly in the 
summer time when carpet might’ve held the heat and 
made the place feel stifling. My toes gripped the natural 
surface of the ceramic tiles. They were cool and firm 
beneath my feet. I opened the door and wasn’t 
surprised to find Mark standing there. He was the 
quietest and seemingly most melancholy of the bunch, 
but he maintained an air of cordiality and respect. 
Seeing him arrive on time wasn’t a shock. Neither was it 
a shock to see him with a woman I’d never seen before. 
Bringing a new woman to an event was his signature. In 
fact, I wondered if anyone ever got a second date. 

“Hey, hun.” I reached up to hug him as he leaned 
down to me. He was much taller than me, likely six foot 
three or four, and rail thin. He was brooding and dark, 
wearing clothes that matched his demeanor. Today, he 
wore black skinny jeans held up by a belt fashioned 
from a car’s seat belt and a black button-down shirt, 
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with the sleeves partially rolled up. He had one eyebrow 
piercing and snake bite piercings on his bottom lip, any 
of which he was prone to fiddle with when he was 
nervous or brooding. His jet-black hair swept across his 
forehead toward his left ear, never quite succeeding in 
staying out of his eyes. His face was sharp and angular—
marked by gaunt cheeks, a pointed nose, and sharp-
jutted chin—and dotted by deep charcoal eyes. In all, 
he was a shadow until you got to know him. He was shy 
and reserved, never speaking until spoken to, and 
resigned to remain a background figure. 

I smiled at him coming away from our hug. “You’re 
the first one here.” He shrugged and handed me a 
bottle of wine. “Well, thank you,” I said, and then looking 
at the bottle, I was surprised that he’d chosen my 
favorite red wine. “Did Ryan tell you to get this? I think 
it’s the only red I drink. It’s perfect for tonight.” 

“Nope, thought of that all on my own,” he sounded 
resentful, or maybe I was just reading into his usual sad 
reserved tone. 

“Well, damned good thinking then. I’m pretty picky 
as far as wine goes, and it’s rare to find a decent sweet 
red.” I turned to the date, “And who do we have here?” 
She was waif thin and probably not taller than five foot 
two. Her floral print sundress hung from her shoulders as if 
it were three sizes too big. And other than her fluffed, 
curled, and sprayed Texas-sized hairdo, there was 
nothing big about her. I offered her my hand; she 
placed hers in mine, but it was cold, limp, and weak, a 
wet fish of a handshake for sure. Mark said her name, 
but it didn’t register. She had already been named ‘wet 
fish.’ It was a name she would only have for this night, 
and only in my head. In the end, their names were 
irrelevant. “A pleasure to meet you, hun. Make 
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yourselves at home. The rest of everyone should be 
arriving any minute now.” 

They slunk off to the living room as I padded back to 
the kitchen. I still had a Caesar salad to make and garlic 
bread to crisp under the broiler. The smell of garlic and 
cheese hit me as I reentered the kitchen and, 
immediately, I remembered the sound of Chris’s 
enthusiasm the first time he tasted my lasagna—hell, the 
first time anyone tasted my lasagna. Even Ryan was 
bound to love this meal and give me plenty of 
appreciation for it afterwards. 

I set the wine on the island in the center of the 
kitchen; it joined two loaves of Italian bread, halved and 
slathered with garlic butter. I looked at the bottle. 

Mark was a curious character. Even after more than 
a year, he was an enigma in many ways. Truth was it 
had taken months before I was able to get Mark to 
converse with me beyond stilted hellos and awkward 
forced polite conversation about the weather or the 
track. I had finally achieved a special standing with him, 
though I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because I 
persisted in pestering him until he let me get to know him 
better. Maybe it was because I was Ryan’s girl, and 
after being there for so long, the other guys had already 
fully accepted me, so he finally gave in. No matter what 
the reason, it was nice to be in this special place. And 
nice that he brought the wine. 

I turned my attention to the sink where the Romaine 
lettuce waited in a colander. As I began rinsing it, I 
looked out the window as the sun was just barely 
beginning to set. I loved this kitchen; it was spacious and 
well-lit, with plenty of pantry space and an extra large 
refrigerator. The sinks were against the far wall directly in 
front of two large windows that looked out toward the 
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mountains. Sunrises were gorgeous. Sunbeams cut 
through the windows, making the kitchen seem alive in 
the morning. It made cooking breakfast a joyous way to 
start the day. And sunsets were just as beautiful, with 
orange and red hues that played out on the mountains, 
until dusk silenced them. It made the evening meal 
preparation feel intimate and special. 

Tonight was no exception to the rule. The sunset was 
an amazing vista of blood orange fading to salmon, 
with white wisps of clouds contrasting the mountains’ 
silhouettes. I sighed as I shook the water from the lettuce 
and set it on a bed of paper towels to drain. I was really 
looking forward to the company and seeing Ryan 
interact with his friends. 

I had just finished the garlic bread when my phone 
rang. Assuming it must be Ryan with news of being 
delayed with Chris and the guys, I answered 
immediately. After all, my Caesar salad was at stake. 

“Hey, gorgeous!” I said cheerfully. 
“Excuse me?” Whoops that wasn’t Ryan’s voice. I 

pulled the phone away from my cheek and saw that it 
was actually Mr. Dullberth, the human resources chief at 
the office. 

“Ummm, I’m sorry, Mr. Dullberth, I thought you were 
someone else.” 

“Indeed,” he replied matter-of-factly. 
Dullberth was a stodgy businessman who was ill 

suited to be anything other than a human resources 
person or perhaps a quality assurance guy. He was 
detail-oriented, took everything just a little too seriously, 
and expected both life and people to be predictable—
a sure sign of the kind of person he himself was. In fact, I 
found that his name suited him. He was as dull as 
anyone I’d ever met. He drove a solid safety-rated four-
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door sedan with amazing gas mileage; he brought his 
lunch each day, always a sandwich, a fruit, and a bag 
of baked chips; he wore the same style of slacks and 
shirt each day, varied only in shades of grey or black; 
and he spoke in monotones and seldom raised his 
voice. His promotion to corporate HR should have been 
reason for celebration, and yet on the day I met him, he 
was moving into his office completely nonplussed. In all, 
Dullberth was a man the company needed, and that I 
tolerated. “What was it you needed, sir?” 

“We’ve not heard from you in regards to our offer 
yet, and I wanted to remind you that the deadline is 
approaching.” 

“I know, sir. I’m aware.” 
“And you do realize that we have already hired 

someone for your position here in Las Vegas?” 
“I understood that to be a contingent offer, pending 

my departure, should I choose to accept the other 
position.” 

“Unfortunately, that has recently changed.” 
“Excuse me, what?” I was aghast. 
“Madam, you have not yet committed to either 

position, and the company had to protect their interests.” 
“What exactly are you saying, Mr. Dullberth?” 
“I thought I was clear. The young man hired on 

contingency for your position here in Las Vegas has now 
been hired and is on payroll.” 

“What?! How could you possibly do that? There is no 
way!” I took a deep breath, realizing that I was raising 
my voice, and that Dullberth would see me as 
unreasonable and emotional. More slowly and clearly, I 
began again, “Mr. Dullberth, I’ve been with the 
company for five years! Productivity is up in my sectors 
and sales have never been higher.” 
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“Which is precisely why you were given the offer 
abroad.” 

“That’s not fair.” 
“Ms. Simmons, we have waited for nearly two 

months on your answer. It is clear the offices in Germany 
want to hire you, and yet you make them wait. And you 
expect us to absorb your loss should you take the 
position on short notice? Surely, you can’t be serious.” 

“I just mean that you should have made this phone 
call before telling the other guy he was hired. So, now 
you are telling me that I am going to Germany or else 
I’m fired. Is that about right?” 

“We will let you go, yes…either way. One for your 
further success. The other would be…” he cleared his 
throat, “less fortunate.” 

“The deadline is…” I looked at the calendar hanging 
on the kitchen wall, “thirteen days, right?” 

“That is precisely right…if you waited until the last day.” 
He emphasized the word ‘if’ as if it had been a threat. 

“Thank you, Mr. Dullberth. I’ll let you know.” 
“So, then, you still have not—” I hung up before he 

could finish.  Tears stung my eyes. 
They streamed down my cheeks while I finished the 

salad. I sniffled and sobbed uncontrollably, staring at 
but not seeing the mountains. Suddenly, I didn’t want to 
have dinner here at the house. 

I wanted to be alone with Ryan. 
I wanted to cry and to rage, and these people were 

an intrusion to that or at least a delay of it. If he were 
here right now, he would say he told me so, and that 
he’s been reminding me to call them. He would give me 
disapproving parent eyes. And then he would hold me 
while I cried and tell me that it will be all right. And he’d 
say, “Who cares if I was right,” and then he’d muttered 
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under his breath, “Except me, of course.” And we’d 
laugh while I bawled. I needed him to lie with me and 
talk to me. I wanted to hear his voice thrumming against 
my eardrums, saying anything at all. I just needed the 
reassurance of it. 

“Hey, my gorgeous woman.” I hadn’t heard him come 
in, and now here I was, a mess, and about to ruin dinner 
with my drama. I sniffled once really hard and dabbed my 
eyes on my T-shirt, grateful that I had my back to the door. 
Deep breaths and long slow exhales helped clear the 
tears and settle the distress. And then his lips were on the 
back of my neck and his arms around my waist, his hands 
pulling my hips into him. “Did you miss me?” 

I smiled and stretched my neck to give him more 
area to kiss. “Yes, love,” I sounded surprisingly calm, “I 
missed you terribly.” I took another deep settling breath. 
“And how does it smell in here? Are you ready to eat?” 

He massaged my hips. “Dinner smells almost as good 
as you do.” He let a hand wander to my mound. “God, 
I’ve missed you. I miss you every time I go away.” His 
words hung in my ears. Germany. ‘I miss you every time I 
go away.’ It had only been a few hours since he had 
last seen me. What would he do if I went to Germany? “I 
can’t wait for dinner, baby. It smells amazing,” he 
squeezed my crotch, “and dessert later.” The warmth 
and strength of his grip sent ripples of a tremble through 
my pelvis and stomach. 

The doorbell rang before I had to respond to him, 
and it was a good thing, because a short trip to the 
bathroom revealed a raccoon-eyed, cry-baby-faced 
mess. I tidied myself up for dinner and had a good 
strong talk with myself about Mr. Dullberth’s revelation 
not ruining our dinner for Chris. 
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Chapter Five 

Conversation had swept the time by quickly and 

kept thoughts of Dullberth and Germany at bay. The 
lasagna was wonderful, cheesy, and full of garlic, basil, 
and other Italian spices; it was met with rave reviews, as 
were the salad and garlic bread. Mark’s wine 
complimented everything really well. The night was 
topped off with cannoli that Johnnie brought from a 
nearby bakery. The moon was full and bright by the time 
dinner waned, and we stood at the door, sending 
everyone on their way. 

“I’m so glad you’re home, man. You’ll be back on 
that bike by the summer.” Ryan hugged Chris. 

“Thanks for everything,” he replied. Turning to me, he 
said, “Thanks for the dinner; it was awesome.” 

“Oh…that old thing?” And we both chuckled. 
“You’re headed home with Mark and…Mark’s girl?” I 
chuckled to myself remembering my nickname for her. 
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“Yeah, they’re gonna drop me at my parents’ house 
on their way to…well…on their way.” 

Again, we smiled, and I leaned out the door. 
“Thanks again, Mark, for the wine. And bye, honey, it 
was nice meeting you.” They mumbled something 
inaudible as Chris joined them. 

I leaned into Ryan as he closed the door. “I’m 
exhausted.” 

“That’s one word for it. You want to tell me what’s 
up?” 

“Huh?” I stood up again and faced him. “Come 
again?” 

“Baby, you’ve been off all night - ever since I got 
back from the hospital with Chris. You got something 
you wanna tell me?” My eyes immediately burned and 
my nose tingled. God, I didn’t want to cry again. “What 
the hell is it, baby?” His arms were around me now, 
warm and supportive. 

My lower lip quivered. I knew I had to tell him. But 
once I did, we would never be the same again. Tonight 
may be the last night we would consider ourselves a 
couple. Anything could happen, and I hated Dullberth 
for it. What if Ryan decided it was time for us to be over, 
before it hurt more, before the day I had to leave for 
Germany? I couldn’t handle that. And I couldn’t refuse 
Germany because I wouldn’t be able to find another 
job like this in the Las Vegas area, at least, not quickly. I 
knew that Dullberth had forced my hand, and that I 
would indeed be going to Germany, but I wished there 
was a way I could keep this a secret from Ryan. I wished 
that we could stay the way we were just a few hours 
ago, and that he would never have to know about 
Germany. 
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I walked toward the couch. As he followed, I 
choked it out. “Dullberth called…” It was all I could 
manage before breaking into body wracking sobs. I 
plopped down on the couch in real rag doll fashion, 
legs straight out into the living room and head flung 
back against the back cushion. The tears flowed into my 
hair, drenching it at my temples. I didn’t care. This was 
probably the end anyway. 

Initially, Ryan gaped at me. I was too overwhelmed 
with my own thoughts of his abandonment that I didn’t 
care that he was staring. In the end, he was likely to 
recognize this as our end anyway. He knew who 
Dullberth was and what Dullberth would want, so he 
surely would recognize that I had to leave for Germany, 
and that we were done. 

I continued to sob uncontrollably. The couch 
material had begun to dampen; darkening the 
beautiful beige microfibers to something more of a 
chocolate brown. But, at the moment, I didn’t care. 
Ryan was standing over me, surveying the situation, 
trying to make sense of the dramatic scene that was 
unfolding, or else checking out the deluge of tears now 
staining our somewhat expensive sectional. A couple of 
times I tried to speak, wanted to say something that 
made sense of the entire thing, but all that came out 
were choked sputters and snot-filled coughs. 

Gradually, the consequences of the Dullberth call 
settled in, or maybe the initial shock of witnessing me 
lose it wore off. Regardless, he settled on the couch next 
to me and lay his head on my chest. He drove his arm 
under my body and wrapped the other over my belly. 
We lay there quietly, absorbing the truth of it for quite 
some time. It seemed like an eternity before my sobbing 
finally subsided. 
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“You okay?” He raised his head and looked into my 
ridiculously puffy eyes. 

“No.” I smiled weakly. “But I think I’m cried out.” 
He chuckled. “Really? Cried out? Not one more tear 

left?” 
I smiled despite myself and drew him closer to me. “I 

fucking love you. I love you so goddamned much.” My 
lower lip quivered even as I spoke. “What other guy can 
make a woman smile even in a moment like this? 
Nobody. That’s who!” 

“So,” he began treading slowly and carefully, 
“Dullberth calling doesn’t feel like the end of the world 
to me, baby. You are so good at what you do, and your 
name is already known. Another company, another 
country, they’ll come knocking. Just wait.” He paused, 
looking into my eyes before continuing with a smile. 
“And until then, I get you all to myself.” He squeezed me 
more tightly. “Plus I get to say ‘I told you so,’ which is a 
bonus as far as I’m concerned. I told you to call them 
back weeks ago. They probably waited as long as they 
could for you to give them a ring. If it was gonna make 
you this upset, why didn’t you take the job?” 

I blanched. He thought Dullberth called to say 
someone else got the job in Germany. He had no idea 
what was really happening. He had just held me, so I 
could cry it out. He wasn’t sad at all. He didn’t realize 
that I had to leave him, leave us, leave our beautiful 
wonderful life behind. And he definitely didn’t realize 
that it was going to happen soon. Tears sprang anew. 

“Hey, hey, hey. You said you were fresh outta those. 
Liar!” he chided me as he reached up and wiped my 
tears. “So, I’m gonna go back to my initial question, you 
wanna tell me what’s up?” 
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“That’s not what he called to say.” I paused, 
choking back more uncontrolled sobs. “Ryan,” I took a 
deep breath and sat up, unsettling him from my chest, 
“Ryan, baby, they…” I started to cry again. “They hired 
somebody for my position here in Vegas.” I sniffled. “The 
job in Germany is still available, but regardless, my job 
here…” I trailed off, hoping he wouldn’t make me say it. 
My lips trembled. I had the nervous shakes. 

“Regardless, what, baby? If you don’t go to 
Germany, then whomever they hired will be un-hired.” 
He air quoted hired and un-hired for emphasis. 

“No, honey. They said they couldn’t keep him 
contingency-hired for so long, and since I have made 
them wait this long, they hired him for real. Basically, 
they decided for me.” 

“Are you serious?! So, either you go to Germany 
or…you’re fired?” I nodded as tears overtook me again.  
“That’s such bullshit. They can’t do that! 

“They wouldn’t say they fired me.” 
“How can they not? They hired someone for your 

position while you still work there! How is that not firing?!” 
“‘Offered a promotion and refused it’…that’s what 

they’ll say.” 
“Well…fine, baby, fuck it. I told you that you should 

go to Germany anyway. So go. I support you, baby. Go 
to Germany. It’s a promotion after all. And it’s only a 
year.  Twelve months isn’t that long – consider it an 
extended well-paid vacation.” 

“It doesn’t include a job for boyfriends….” I fished for 
his feelings about us, and how they’d change if I went 
to Germany. 

“I never said I would go with you, hun. I like it here. 
My family is here, by bike, my friends, my job, my life. I 
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never even thought about going with you. You never 
even put that on the table.” 

“If I did, would you? Would you at least think about 
it?!” 

“That’s heavy, baby. That’s really heavy.” 
“Why do you think I’m crying? I feel like I have to 

choose between the man who makes me the happiest 
I’ve ever been or else my career! I don’t want to leave 
you. That’s what it boils down to. The promotion is great, 
but I don’t want to leave you.” 

He kissed me. Tenderly at first, and then again and 
again. His lips drew the sadness out of me, or at least 
made me temporarily forget it. So intense were his kisses.  
My hands flew to his face, pulling him in. We fell back 
into the depth of the couch and the kiss broke. I was 
desperate to feel him here again, making me forget. I 
whimpered. He crawled to me, pulling my shirt collar 
down a little and kissing the chest he revealed, and then 
my collarbone and my neck. He worked his way back to 
me slowly, tenderly. My hands pulled at him, but he 
would not be rushed. And when he finally reached my 
face, he paused and looked at me, his gaze so intense 
that I almost looked away. “I love you. I love you deeply, 
Ms. Simmons.” 

“C’m’ere ya big lug.” And I stretched my neck 
toward him, pushing my tongue into his mouth as soon 
as our lips met. He placed a hand on my chest and 
pushed me into the couch, his weight pinning me 
exquisitely. His lips abandoned mine again, and he 
worked his way over to my neck. I turned my head and 
exhaled, my belly trembling as he reached my ear. His 
tongue snaked into my ear and then behind it. He bit 
and nibbled my neck and began working his way down 
to my chest again. His hands were already working the 
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button of my jeans. I arched my back, and he slid a 
hand under me and up to my bra strap. In one swift 
movement, it was open, and his hand was covering my 
breast. He flicked the hardening nipple with his thumb, 
and I jolted. I reached down and yanked at my shirt, 
finally wriggling free of it and my bra. He licked one 
breast from ribs to nipple and then the other. I squirmed 
and squealed. “Please, baby.” 

He looked at me, and the corners of his mouth drew 
upward. He sucked one breast while massaging the 
other, twisting the nipple between his thumb and 
forefinger. My hand flew to the back of his head, pulling 
him more deeply into my breast as I moaned with 
pleasure. He moved slowly downward, stroking each rib 
with his tongue and nibbling at my sides while he slid my 
jeans off my hips and my panties with them. Squeezing 
my own breasts, I tried to push my pelvis in his direction. 
He held my hips still and stopped kissing my body long 
enough to give me a warning look. He was kneeling on 
the floor in front of me, and the heat of his presence so 
close to my already aching pussy was torture. Slowly, he 
removed my jeans from my left leg. Tenderly, he kissed 
his way back up my inner thigh and nearly to the apex 
of my legs before moving to my right leg and removing 
my jeans from it. By the time he made it back to my 
pelvis, my quim was vibrating with anticipation. One 
hand on the tender skin of each inner thigh, he inhaled 
deeply and exhaled a steamy breath onto my swollen 
glistening lips. I tensed and pushed my pubic bone 
toward him. My heart was pounding, breathing shallow. 
With a flat tongue he licked me, starting from deep in 
my pussy and moving to my clit, flicking it as he passed. 
My breath caught in my throat, escaping merely as a 
sharp yelp. 
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He rose and kissed me, settling between my legs as 
both of us savored my taste, sharing in its exquisite sweet 
pungent flavor and the anticipation of where we were 
going. I wrapped my legs around him and pulled him 
more deeply into me. Even through his jeans, I could feel 
his cock hard and full. I reached between us, 
unbuttoning his jeans and sliding my hand inside, 
fingering the tip of his cock and reveling in the slick feel 
of the pre-cum oozing from it. I sighed, he groaned, and 
we broke away from our kiss. 

I moved to his neck and nuzzled it, trying to 
simultaneously slide his pants down over his hips. “I love 
you.” 

“Shhh…” He placed a finger over my lips and 
moved back down to his knees, the head of his cock 
barely peeking out from his boxers. He covered my clit 
with the warmth of his mouth, sucking and releasing in 
time to the fingers he slid inside me. In and out slid his 
fingers; in and out of his mouth my clit pulsed. He drove 
me closer and closer to orgasm.  My hips bucked and 
rolled in time with his tongue and fingers. He moaned, 
his voice thrumming my pubic bone and sending me 
ever closer to the edge. My moaning and whimpering 
increased, louder and faster, breath coming in rasps. 
“Yes, oh, yes. Please, baby…ahhh.” 

Filling me with fingers and working the pace to 
frenzy, his thumb joined his tongue at my clit, and I gave 
into him. I gave him my vulnerability, my love, my fears, 
my lust. My cum spilled all over his fingers and into his 
hand. My body tensed, froze, and then twitched as I 
screamed out his name. He was relentless in drawing 
every bit of that orgasm out of me, and, as I slowed, my 
legs trembling, stomach quivering, he came up and laid 
beside me on the couch, head on my chest. 
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“I love you,” I whispered again. 
“Shhh,” he replied. 
I lay there for long moments, catching my breath 

and feeling him beside me. His course dark hair was on 
my chest, his five o’clock shadow a rough reminder that 
he was there. His breath was warm and moist, blowing 
across my chest while it rose and fell more slowly as I 
regained composure. At last, I looked at him and smiled, 
reaching for his pants and fully unzipping them. I 
reached inside and grabbed his shaft, finding him still 
rock hard and throbbing, very near release himself. He 
grabbed my wrist. “Relax. There’s plenty of time for 
that.” 

I placed my finger on his lips. “Shhhh,” and I smiled 
lovingly at him as I lowered myself down to his waist and 
took the head of his cock into my mouth. The salty slick 
taste of his pre-cum was enough to wet my pussy all 
over again. God he tasted good. I wanted more of him. 
I yanked at his jeans, and he finally acquiesced and 
lifted his pelvis for me. I slid his pants to his knees and 
gaped at his rock hard cock jutting out at me. “Fuck, 
you’re gorgeous,” I said more to his dick than to him. He 
laughed, almost shyly. 

My mouth watered as he oozed another glistening 
drop of cum for me. I licked it away and slid my tongue 
around the swell where the shaft meets the head, 
flicking and teasing all the way around. I worked slowly 
down his shaft, letting the continuing stream of pre-cum 
drip freely over my fingers that gripped him. The base of 
his rod was so hard and my tongue played at the 
transition from rod to his tightening ball sack. Then I 
carefully gave each ball individual attention, sucking 
and drawing them into my mouth one at a time, 
applying enough pressure to pull a groan from him. And 
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now that he was lubricated and primed, I rose back to 
his head, purple glistening and dripping profusely. I slid 
him quickly into my mouth, taking in as much of his cock 
as I could, striping my tongue with pre-cum all the way 
back to my throat. As he slammed into the back of my 
throat, I swallowed hard, squeezing the head of his cock 
with my throat muscles. Working quickly, I slid him into 
and out of my throat over and over again, each time 
increasing in intensity and speed. My hand worked his 
shaft in time with my mouth. I wanted to taste his cum. I 
reached up with my other hand and coaxed his balls to 
give me what I wanted. Balls, tongue, throat, stroke, 
balls, tongue, throat, stroke. He tensed and his balls 
drew up as I felt the first spurt of cum surge through his 
dick. I pushed him all the way to the back of my mouth, 
stretching my soft pallet but not letting him all the way 
into my throat. I wanted to taste him, to feel his cum 
spurt forcefully into my mouth. 

He placed a hand gently at the back of my head 
and groaned loudly as one word defined his feelings: 
“Fuck!” And then he filled my mouth with shot after shot 
of warm seed. I swallowed and swallowed, and sucked 
and swallowed, until I had sucked him soft again. 

I crawled up to him and kissed his neck as I lay on 
top of him, one leg between his and the other on his left 
side. It felt good to cover him with my body, sharing 
warmth and connectedness. He moved my hair from 
around my face and looked at me before kissing me 
tenderly on my forehead; grabbing the blanket that was 
draped over the back of the couch, he covered us. 

“I love you,” I whispered. 
“I love you, too, baby.” 
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