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      I can’t believe it.

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

      He’s here.

      He’s really here!

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

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

      My son. Our son. Dylan.

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

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

      Oops, I’m staring at him.

      He doesn’t seem to mind.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Not once.

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

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

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

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

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

      I didn’t want to leave.

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

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

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

      “Since last summer?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Totally fine by me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Now, my blush grows deeper.

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

      But so much has changed, since last time.

      Dylan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh,” he says.

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

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

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

      I want him.

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

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

      “Really?” he asks.

      “Really.”

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

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

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

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

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

      He pauses there.

      I wait, too, enjoying the magnetic sensation our bodies have created. Waiting for the impending kiss feels like counting out the seconds
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