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Fire. That’s all I can see. Dancing, licking, hypnotic, evil flames. 

Smoke. That’s all I can taste. Acrid, choking, vile grey smog.

As always, I try to numb those sensations with the soothing tonic of her laughter. When I’m smothered by the cold reality of that awful day, I make myself hear her infectious giggle as often as I can.

And it works, for a while. But then, as always, her laughter fades and a crippling sense of overwhelming guilt constricts my lungs, pressing so hard on my chest I can barely breathe.

The news of the blaze in the furniture store in town today has really screwed with my head. Even though it was over six hours ago now, the siren from the fire truck that sped past my house is still ringing in my ears.

“You okay, Gem?” Jasmine says. “You’re all zombied-out over there.”

Tired and strung out, that’s how I feel lately. Having done nothing but work, watch pointless TV and eat junk food for the past two weeks, I started to contemplate actually attending the gym that I pay a monthly subscription for. In reality, that thought lasted about five seconds before I dismissed it as madness and reminded myself to cancel my membership.

“I mean, have you seen the people who do those spinning classes? They’re all so fit and healthy,” I mumble to myself. Jasmine shrugs as she wipes down the bar counter with as much enthusiasm as I feel right now.

“You know me, girl. I’m allergic to bikes,” she says, chuckling at her own gag. “And treadmills. And sweating. Unless it’s the right kind of sweating.”

“Chance would be a fine thing.” I lift an already clean glass and wipe the rim. “God, I’m so fed up, Jaz. I used to think your sister was crazy to want to leave Parfield. I mean, we have a beach, a few nice bars... excluding this one. We have restaurants, people are generally happy down here. But lately I just feel so.... meh. I feel like one of those mice on a wheel. Peddling my ass off and going nowhere, you know?”

“Yup!” Jasmine pours a fresh beer for the guy near the juke box. “But it’s not all bad, Gem. I don’t know why, but things always seem to work out around here, don’t they? What is it you want, anyway? What exactly are you looking for?”

“No idea,” I offer, knowing that I’m not exactly telling the truth. What I want is something that makes me feel alive. Something that makes me want to leap out of bed in a morning. Something that excites me.

“Well you can’t get something if you don’t know what it is, Gem. You have to set a goal to reach a goal. Otherwise you’ll be stuck on that mouse wheel forever. Did you go to your appointment?”

Ignoring her question, I pick up a damp cloth and drag it down the opposite side of the counter. 

What I want is a guy, I think. A guy who adds some colour into this world. A guy to share the small things with.

And tonight, surrounded by empty seats and the sickly scent of stale lager, I have no idea that the universe is about to grant my wish...

“I take it that’s a no, then?” Jasmine sighs. “About the appointment?”

“How is this place even surviving?” I once again ignore her question as I scan my eyes across the secluded bar. “It’s like this every night now.” 

Bar Neo has failed to make enough money to pay the bills for the past three months. Mr Connelly, my fifty-six-year-old irritating boss, blames the economy. “Double-dip recession,” he keeps telling anyone who will listen. I don’t really follow politics and the news just stresses me out, so I’m not entirely sure if that’s the true reason. All I know is that if things don’t change quickly, Jasmine and I will soon be looking for new jobs. 

“Seriously, Gem? Are you okay? I’m worried about you.” 

I’ve been close friends with Jasmine Lloyd since we were both ten years old. Our families moved in to the newly built Winston Street within a month of one another, and we hit it off straight away. 

Neither of us really fitted in with the popular girls at school. In a world obsessed with stick-thin models and airbrushed photographs, our curvy figures stood out from the regular crowd. But we were happy with ourselves. And apart from her wavy red hair contrasting with my mousy brown bob, we pretty much look like sisters. We certainly act like it. There’s nothing we don’t share. “Us till the end,” has been our motto for the past sixteen years.

“I’m fine,” I tell her, sighing. “I’m just worried what will happen, you know? This place is dead on its ass. All the other pubs and restaurants around here are fully staffed and I’m only qualified for bar work.”

I gaze around the dimly lit bar and the customers nursing their drinks look like such a sad bunch. Three middle-aged men, each at a different table, stare into their half-empty beer glasses. The out-dated décor doesn’t help my mood, either. Dark brown wallpaper, mustard carpet and the beige ceiling feels like we should be hosting séances rather than competing with the five other modern bars in this small seaside town.

Jasmine yawns and stretches. “We’ve had bad months before, Gem. Don’t stress. I’m sure it will all work out just fine.”

I’m not quite sure I believe the small grain of hope in her voice, but I smile anyway. “What’s going on with you, anyway?” I ask, wiping down the bar with a damp rag. “How is the lovely Adam treating you? Still good with his tongue?”

Her cheeks grow a little red and she chuckles under her breath. “Nah. That’s over with now. Jerk was cheating on me with Amy Simpson.”

“You’re joking?” I glare at her. “Amy Simpson? The skinny cheerleader in the year below at school?”

“Yup,” she confirms. “It doesn’t matter. His loss. And anyway, there’s only so much cunnilingus a girl can take, right? As good as that was, he didn’t quite stack up in the downstairs department.” We both laugh hard when she wiggles her little finger. “I think all the good men around here are married or gay.” 

I’m watching my best friend intently as her eyes grow wide.

“Jees,” she mouths, causing me to follow her gaze and spin on my heels. 

Even if I live to be a hundred, the sight that greets me is one I’ll never forget. The door to our gloomy bar creaks open and the streetlights cast a heavenly yellow glow around the enormous frame of a man in a dark blue shirt and denim jeans. His thick black hair and towering physique make me forget how breathing works. He’s... enormous.

Dipping his head slightly to negotiate the wooden frame, the door swings shut behind him and he casts his eyes around the eerily quiet room. 

And then it happens. 

A simple moment that slows time itself to a standstill. 

A brief second that sets in motion a chain of events that would drastically alter the course of my life... forever. 

He tilts his head slightly and locks his gorgeous green eyes on mine. I feel numb as the tall, dark stranger marches closer. He pulls out the small stool at the end of the bar and flashes the most handsome white smile I’ve ever had the pleasure to receive.

“Can I get a whiskey?” he says, running his fingers through his short, jet black hair. “Double.”

“Wunta fud,” I mumble, quickly realising these aren’t even real words.

“Wunta fud?” He smirks at my nonsensical babble. “Is that like a new whiskey or something? Never heard of it. I’ll take whatever is coming. It won’t touch the sides, anyway. Not after the day I’ve had...”

I don’t trust my mouth, so I nod. I also don’t move. 

“Sorry,” Jasmine says from behind me. “I think she’s having some kind of seizure. Double whiskey coming right up!”

His cheeky smile lands right in my chest and I wonder if he can see my pulse thumping. Finding the strength to lower the damp cloth in my hand, I smile at him just as Jasmine squeezes past me.

“There you go, mister,” she says in an overly flirtatious voice. Leaning forward while she places down his drink, a shameless Jasmine does her best to flash a little cleavage through her open-topped work shirt. But this brute of a man is apparently not interested in my best friend’s breasts. Gazing over her shoulder, his smiling eyes are still firmly locked on me.

“I think he’s all yours,” Jaz whispers as she slides past me. “Don’t blow it, Gem. Guys like him don’t fall from the sky around here too often. And don’t worry, okay? Real men don’t care about things like... well, you know. And he certainly looks like a real man to me. Just be honest and go for it, girl.”

My tummy flutters and my throat runs dry as he beckons me towards him with a wave of his long finger.

He lifts the glass and throws back the double whiskey in one large gulp while I rest myself against the counter top. “Do you have a name, Miss Wunta Fud?”

“Gemma,” I mumble.

“Pretty name. Can I get another?”

My eyes flicker over the mammoth biceps bulging through his blue shirt. “You mean like my surname?”

“No,” he laughs. “I mean like... another whiskey.”

“Oh, sure.” I grab his glass as the heat of embarrassment flushes my cheeks. “Coming right up.”
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“THERE YOU GO, SAILOR,” I say, shaking my head as I place down his fresh double. 

Sailor? Really? I silently scold myself. What the hell is wrong with you? 

“I wish I was a sailor,” he sighs, sipping on the fiery brown liquid. “It would be a lot less hassle.”

“Than what?” I ask. “I mean, what is it you do? I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“Yeah,” he says after a small pause. “I’m new in town. Just been relocated here from Suthington.”

I’m intrigued and lost in his hypnotic green eyes. “Relocated?”

“Yup.”

“So, what do you do?” I ask again.

Lowering his head, he leans in a little closer. The warmth of his breath tickles against my cheek. “Right now, Gemma... I’m just talking to a beautiful woman.”

I smile and stare at his full, stubbly lips and I imagine how they taste. “Is that so? Well, I think you’ll have to—”

“Hey!” someone shouts, clicking their fingers. “Can I get some service here or what?” I spot the look in the stranger’s eye change and I turn toward the irritated voice. “Yes! You! Come on, woman. This is a bar, isn’t it? Put your fun-bags away and pour me a goddamn drink.”

I straighten my posture. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” the drunkard repeats. He then pulls a cigarette from his packet and lifts it to his lips. “Put your juicy melons away and pour me a fucking drink.”

“I can’t believe you just said tha—” I shout but I stop when a hand taps against my shoulder.

“Let me handle this,” the handsome stranger whispers. 

He stands from his stool and he looks even taller up close. He must be at least six foot five. Jasmine stares at me and then we both watch him march with purpose toward the older man. I flinch when the giant stranger reaches out a hand, but he snatches the cigarette from his lips and snaps it in half. 

“You can’t smoke in here, sir,” he explains calmly. “And I think you owe this lady an apology.”

“I don’t owe no one nothing!” he defiantly snarls. “Only thing I’d give this one is a good bangin’. Know what I mean, boy?”

The handsome stranger glares at me. “It’s fine,” I say as the older guy pulls out another cigarette. “I’m used to it.” 

“It is not fine,” the hot stranger sighs. 

In one fluid movement, he crouches his enormous frame and quickly wraps his bulky arms around the man’s hefty waist.  And then, straightening his back, he hoists him above his shoulder, high into the air. With his legs kicking out like a naughty toddler, the angry man’s rant echoes throughout the bar.

The hot stranger playfully slaps the man’s butt with his huge open palm. “Window or door?”

“What?” the drunkard screams in reply.

“Window or door?” The sexy stranger winks at me again. “You choose your exit. It’s the door if you apologise to this beautiful young lady. Or...”

“Fuck you!” he yells, slamming his clenched fists into the stranger’s back.

“Window it is then,” he calmly replies before striding forward like the man is no heavier than a bag of sugar.

“Okay! Okay!” the drunkard squeals. “I’m sorry!” 

“For what?” the stranger asks.

“For being rude to the lady.”

Spinning to face me once more, the sexy stranger twists his thick neck and whispers something to the angry customer.

“I ain’t saying that!” the man yells, kicking his legs again.

“No problem. It’s still the window...”

“Okay, okay,” he whimpers. As the stranger turns back towards the door, the drunken man lifts his bloodshot eyes to meet mine. “You’re beautiful, Gemma Wunta Fud.” Receiving one more firm slap on his butt, the man shakes his head and surrenders. “Okay! Okay! And I make rude comments to ladies because I have a tiny penis.”

Jasmine and I both laugh hard. 

“Pour me another double Wunta Fud and take one for yourself,” the sexy stranger yells as he kicks open the door. “I’m just taking out the trash!”
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I SLIDE THE STRANGER a freshly poured whiskey and he retakes his seat at the end of the bar. “You didn’t have to do that.”

He shrugs. “Jerks like him have no respect. It doesn’t hurt to put them in their place now and then.” 

“Thank you.” I glance down at his left hand when he grabs his glass. No ring. “So you think I’m beautiful, huh?” 

“Who me?” he teases as he lifts his drink. “Nah. That was that drunk guy, not me.”

I giggle. “If you say so. So does my knight in shining armour have a name?”

“Caesar,” he says. 

I slip my fingers into his massive palm and he gently shakes my hand. A bolt of white heat sends shockwaves pulsating through my arm and he looks like he feels it too.

“Caesar, huh? Nice name.”

“Thanks. My mom was a big fan, apparently.”

“Of the Roman emperor?”

“Nope,” he grins. “The salad. But I hope you’ll eat steak on our date.”

He smirks and the playful frankness in his words makes me shiver. 

“I like steak,” I tell him, gaining a confidence I haven’t felt in years. “Medium rare. But it’ll take more than a lean cut of meat to date a girl like me.”

He throws back the remainder of his whiskey. “I figured as much. I guess a girl like you is already taken, huh? Shame. He’s a lucky guy.”

“She’s not taken!” Jasmine yells from near the cash register. “Get her number!”

I shake my head, close my eyes and wish the ground would swallow me whole.

“Sorry about her.” I peel open one eye and bite my bottom lip. “What is it they say? She’s not exactly backwards in coming forwards.”

“Because life’s too short!” Jasmine laughs, slamming the tills so hard it echoes in the empty bar. “So get off that bloody mouse wheel!”

Caesar leans a little closer. “Mouse wheel?”

Why does he seem so familiar? Have I met him before somewhere?

“Long story,” I whisper back.

“Fair enough. But your friend is right. You never know when you’re days are numbered, Gemma.” He grimaces at his own words. “Sorry if that sounds dramatic. Like I said, I’ve had quite the day.”

“No, no. I feel the same. Something happened when I was a child and...” I’m suddenly aware that I’m opening up to this sexy stranger. I don’t do that. Ever. “Yeah. Umm... Anyway, I agree with you. We’re not guaranteed anything in this life.”

He tilts his head. “What happened when you were a child?” 

“I don’t talk about it much.”

He nods in understanding then his face lights again with that mischievous grin. “More of a second date kind of thing? No problem.”

“Second date? Is this our first then?” I laugh. “Because if it is you could’ve chosen somewhere better than this dump, Caesar.” 

He laughs and shakes his head. 

I tap at his forearm and it feels like a solid rod of warm steel. “What?”

“Nothing. It’s just... my name sounds good on your lips. I usually hate hearing it. It reminds me of being bullied at school. But the way you say it is—”

“Bullied?” I blurt, way too loud. “You?” 

He laughs again. “Yup. I wasn’t always like this. Caesar was once a spotty little skinny kid with no friends.”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “I got teased too. I was never as pretty as all the other girls in school.”

“Well that sure changed!” he flirts, closing his huge hand over mine. “What are you doing tomorrow night? Fancy dinner and a movie?”

Enjoying the warm touch of his skin on mine, I suck in a deep breath. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

“Nope. I’m not normally like this. Genuinely. But I told you...” He breathes heavily through his nose. “If you’d had the day I’ve just had then you wouldn’t waste time either.  ”

Too scared to either accept or reject his offer, I slowly pull my hand away and change the subject. “You hear about the fire in town today? That furniture store on Market Road burned to the ground. They’re saying someone died. I really hate fires.”

Caesar’s eyes flicker left and right and I notice a subtle change in his demeanour. He sniffs hard and cracks his muscular shoulders. 

“Pass me a pen and paper,” he tells me.

“Yes, boss!” Before doing as he asks, I throw a hand to my head in mock salute. “Anything else?”

“A private dance might be nice...”

“Unlucky,” I giggle, handing him the paper. “I have two left feet.”

“Me too.” I watch as he jots something down, and then Caesar slides the notepaper towards me. “That’s my number. Don’t leave it too long.”

With that, he stands, smirks, stares deeply into my eyes, and walks backwards toward the door.

“Glad I came in here tonight, Gemma!” he shouts before disappearing into the evening. 
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JASMINE POINTS AT THE paper in my shaky hand. “He gave
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