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      “Here’s to fucking us!”

      Sam looks at Jude who has just uttered that beyond classy toast and shakes his head. “Is that your sneaky way of suggesting a threesome?”

      Jude grins, all blue-eyed devilish sparkle. “You really think I have the hots for you, Killian? After six months of watching your ass on every ladder at the academy—figuratively and literally—I can safely assure you I’m not interested. I’m done with falling for straights.”

      Laughing, I clink my glass against theirs, eager to get us back on track. “Here’s to us and our hot graduate asses. We made it, guys! We fucking made it!”

      Sam puts his arm around me. “Yeah, graduation’s great and all, but why doesn’t Jude want me, Abby? Am I not sexy enough?”

      “Oh, you’re plenty sexy.” Sam is probably the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in real life. Think a more feral Tom Hardy. “But you’re also, I’d say, a …” I check in with Jude.

      “Zero?” he offers with little conviction.

      “Let’s go with one on the Kinsey scale.” I pat Sam’s very muscled, very hot arm. “You probably get a little turned on by gay porn but only because you like the grunting. Otherwise, no interest in boys.”

      For the last year, I’ve become close enough to Jude Torres and Sam Killian—my best buddies in the academy—to be able to talk frankly about our sex lives. Though really, it’s frankly about their sex lives which are varied and productive. As for mine, it’s an arid desert with not a green shoot of sexual hope in sight.

      Not a problem as I’m determined to focus on my career. Four years as a paramedic has led me to the Chicago Fire Department and its training academy. After six months in the program, I’m now a fully-fledged candidate, meaning I have another year to make my mark and earn my wings on the job.

      I have things to prove and people to prove wrong. So that sounds like the start of some underdog sob story, but we all have obstacles to hurdle and the journey can be treacherous to your mental health. Just thinking of the “people” sends a corkscrew of discomfort rippling down my spine.

      I take a sip of my rum and coke, determined to make it last. Knowing these two, a club is in my future and I want to keep my wits about me given that I’ll be starting at legendary Chicago firehouse, Engine 6, the day after tomorrow. Sharp mind, keen focus, no traces of a hangover.

      “I wish we were all at the same house.” Both Jude and I were assigned to Engine 6 in Bucktown while Sam will be kicking things off at 70 in Uptown.

      “We knew they’d never put three candidates on the same engine,” Sam says with a shrug of one broad shoulder. Jude and I wouldn’t even be on the same crew. He’s starting tomorrow on the A platoon, a day ahead of me. “This might be it. We’re never going to see each other again.”

      “Good, you can finally get over your obsession with me.” Jude leans in to kiss Sam on the cheek. “And see if you can find someone else to crib notes from.”

      “Uh, never fucking happened.” Sam points a finger at Jude. “I am going to miss you guys, but I’m guessing it’ll make our get togethers all the more meaningful.” He divides a heartfelt look between us. “Look after each other, okay? Even though you’re not on the same shift, do what you can to have each other’s backs.”

      He clears his throat, probably a little embarrassed at his moment of gravity. In all our time together, Sam’s never taken anything seriously except scrambling up a ladder quicker than anyone else and making it out of the smoke box in sixty seconds flat. Of the three of us, he’s the one most likely to capitalize on his hot firefighter status. I’ve witnessed him working his charms on any number of women in any number of bars, and even here in O’Neil’s on Wells, the Killian force is strong.

      Jude holds Sam’s gaze squarely, not letting him off the hook, awkward emotions be damned. Never one to shy from the touchy-feely stuff, our Jude. “Wish you were with us, Sammy. Gonna miss you.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him,” I assure Sam with a side glance at my guardian angel-slash-precious charge. “Make sure he doesn’t get into any trouble.”

      “Actually, I’m more worried about you, Ms. Thrillseeker.”

      I tap my collarbone and mouth “Moi?”

      “Yeah, you. Have you ever met a dangerous situation you haven’t wanted to cozy up to?”

      Sure I like to get my kicks going toe to toe with the boys. All my life I’ve been forging ahead, anxious to prove I can meet anyone on the battlefield of life, regardless of gender. I was the one shoving frogs down little boys’ pants and generally making their puny little lives a nightmare on the playground. Strike first, atone later.

      To be honest, I’d rather hit a dirt bike track or a climbing wall than a club. But this is graduation night and I’m dressed to the nines. One look at the boys tells me we’ll be hitting that club before the hour is through.
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      “Okay, I’m out.”

      Sam bestows on me a drunk-eyed squint. “You had one dance! With me! I thought you were here to celebrate.”

      “I am. I was.” The night is already history. “You know I don’t like this thump-thump music and how we can’t hear each other speak and—”

      “What?”

      Jude has paired off with a metal-enhanced Cyborg hipster type. Several women are giving Sam come-hither looks (or come-on-my-face looks as Jude calls them) and he’s been kind enough to limit his usually meandering attention to me. I’m merely cramping the boys’ style.

      I thumb over my shoulder toward the exit. “I’ll catch an Uber.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Sam yells.

      Two minutes later, I’m in a car, heading home. Strangely I’m not tired, but then the excitement of the next phase of my life is still thrumming through my veins. A new job, a new workplace, a new start.

      Thinking on that new beginning sends me to the place I’ve been trying to avoid all night. All year, to be honest, since I told my father I wanted to join the Chicago Fire Department. When you’re the daughter of a powerful man, a man who has some say over your career because he effectively controls the playing field, it’s tough to maneuver. Fire Commissioner Chuck Sullivan didn’t want his only child to become a firefighter and the big man usually gets what he wants. Today’s graduation ceremony was the first time I’d seen him in four months. As he pinned that badge to my uniform and congratulated me, he practically choked on the words.

      I touch the Claddagh pendant around my neck, a precious memento from the late Joanne Sullivan. My mother would be on my side in this, even though her own dreams had crashed and burned long ago. At least she got a few good years in. Thinking about her life cut short would usually be enough to conjure empathy for my father, except the memory of the last time we spoke before the ceremony today ices it out.

      You’ll quit in the first month, Abigail. Tops.

      I growl, causing the Uber driver to catch my eye with concern. Eager to not look like more of a weirdo than usual, I check my phone and see that Maria Fernandez from CFD Media Affairs has left me another message reminding me to route any media enquiries through them. I don’t expect any, but the brass seem to think my candidacy has feel-good sap oozing from its pores.

      Rookie Female Firefighter Follows in Trailblazer Mom’s Footsteps.

      That I might turn into a circus curiosity pisses me off to no end. My situation shouldn’t be that newsworthy, but I understand why the human-interest stories grab attention in our shit-soaked world. People need heroes—and city governments need heroes in underrepresented groups. Maybe I’ve brought it on myself by requesting to be stationed where my mother served, but it means a lot to me to be assigned there.

      At least I’ll have someone in my corner, even if that someone is a ghost.

      Sam has sent me a photo of Jude with his hand down Metal-Face’s pants—in the middle of the club! The things these boys get away with. A message follows: text me when you get home.

      Only I’m not ready to go home yet. I want pie. A big slice of cherry pie—and I know just where to get it.

      Made it, I text, so he won’t be worried. Then I give the driver new directions.
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      Fern’s Diner is quiet, not unexpected for a Tuesday night in early May and perfect for me to ease the bass thump of the club from my head. Fern is actually a grumpy Greek guy called Stavros, but he’s not usually here at night. Instead my favorite server is on duty.

      Tessa grins at me, then does a double-take. “You’re wearing a dress!”

      “Damn right I’m wearing a dress. It’s graduation night, baby!”

      “Hey, congrats. And you decided to spend it at the 24-hour diner like a loser?”

      “I did a bar crawl.”

      “What constitutes a bar crawl in Abby’s world?” Finger quotes for extra derision points.

      “One drinking establishment. But then …” I hold up a finger of my own to halt her colorful commentary. “I hit a club. For twenty minutes.” So I pretty much failed as a club kid. “I can’t keep up with the boys. They’re too sexy for me.”

      “To have your problems.”

      Yet my measly problems are a thing of the past because it seems Tessa and I are telepathically linked. How else to explain what’s waiting on the counter right in front of me? The perfect slice of cherry pie with a heaven-sent scoop of vanilla ice cream is haloed by the diner lamp above like an offering.

      I throw my purse on a seat and clamber onto the one to the left of it, right in front of the pie. “How did you know?”

      “How did I know what?”

      I gesture to the pie. “That I would be stopping in at this very minute with pie-shaped intentions?”

      “I’m good but not that good.” Sadness drifts across her face. “That pie is not your pie.”

      “I beg to differ.” I pick up the fork. “It’s positioned right in front of me and I am seated right in front of it. This pie has my name on it. How is this not my pie again?”

      “Because it’s mine.”

      Alas, no, that is not one of my chatty voices asserting its right to pie. This is deep, external, and designed to send a sensuous shiver to every one of my nooks, crannies, and extremities. I swivel and yep, not a projection of my pie-hungry brain.

      The guy claiming the pie is tall, dark, hazel-eyed, and steel-jawed. I’ve been working with buff firefighters for the last few months, but none of them hold a candle to what this guy is serving up. He’s older than them, for a start. Maybe early-thirties with that confidence that comes from seeing shit and knowing how to deal with it. His square jaw is dusted with stubble that has the makings of a sexy beard. His untucked blue Oxford strains a little in the chest and shoulders area, and while there might be interesting things happening further down, I’m not the ogling type. Not in public, anyway.

      “Your pie?”

      “My pie.” A diner-full of amusement is conveyed in those two syllables.

      “Your seat, as well?” I sneak a glance at Tessa who is wiping a counter, resolutely neutral, the Switzerland of servers. There are ten empty seats at the counter and I have somehow landed on the one already occupied.

      “Yep. I stepped away for a second. Didn’t expect to have to fight anyone for it.”

      As I slip off the stool, the action moves my dress up a few inches. Not intentional, but the guy notices. And I notice him noticing.

      That shiver from before graduates to a full-scale shimmy.

      Leaving my purse, I aim for the seat on the other side of it which means I have to bypass Pie Guy who steps aside to let me, oh, about two seconds too late. Those two seconds have us standing there trying to decide if this is awkward or sexy. My fantasy says sexy. My history says exceptionally awkward.

      “Sorry,” I say because he didn’t.

      “No problem.” He takes the seat I’ve just vacated.

      While every booth is empty except for the one where diner regular Doris and her gentleman friend are kicking it old style with chicken noodle soup, that doesn’t mean I could slip into one of the free ones. Stavros has a policy that singles eat at the counter, and even though he’s not present, he would somehow know and give Tessa hell for it.

      So I sit at the counter two seats over with my purse as a buffer between me and the pie thief, who has picked up a fork and is contemplating that slice of heaven. This gives me a moment to contemplate him in profile. Tiny lines feather out at the corner of the one eye I can see. Dark, thick, lustrous, and charmingly tousled hair tops his head—tousled, possibly because he’s spent time scrubbing one of those big fork-holding hands through it. Who could be that frustrated with pie in play?

      Now that the seating has been rearranged and pie ownership has been determined, Tessa saunters over to me. “What’ll it be?”

      “I’ll have what he’s having.” Cute rom-com diner moment for those who know or care.

      Tessa looks despondent, not the response I expected. “That was the last slice.”

      “It was?”

      I direct my most forlorn glance toward the pie that should have been mine. My counter-mate has yet to make a dent. Fork in one hand, phone in the other, he’s hovering in pre-pie-eating mode. Somehow this makes it worse.

      Just eat the damn pie, idiot.

      Tessa must have noticed my unattractive envy manifesting because she coughs to get my attention. Only it’s more than a cough—she’s trying to tell me something.

      “What’s that?”

      Another cough, this time with the word “up” at the end of it.

      “I have no idea what you’re saying.”

      She winks, though it looks like winking is a brand-new activity for her. Punctuating the move is a weird chin swivel to my left.

      “Are you having a stroke?”

      “She’s trying to tell you I’ve been stood up.”

      Okay, if the pie-that-should-have-been-mine didn’t have my attention, that laconically delivered statement would do the trick. I snag gazes with Pie Guy—still with fork in hand and slice intact—and find him with a very expressive eyebrow in supreme arch.

      “Sorry?”

      “I think she’s telling you this so you’ll cut me some slack about having the pie you so clearly want.”

      “I don’t—” I glare at Tessa who’s giving me a look that says Pie Guy has read the room correctly. There’s something different about his accent, too. It’s rougher with an East Coast flattening of the vowels. “So I came in here with cherry pie in mind but I can just as easily go for …”

      “Apple or Boston cream?” Tessa offers.

      I’m not a fan of apple and Boston cream isn’t pie, it’s cake, dammit.

      “Coffee would be fine.”

      There then follows the most beautiful sound in the world: a plate sliding across the counter surface.

      “Oh, no. I couldn’t.” I most certainly could. The pie has now taken on epic proportions in my night’s narrative.

      I raise my gaze from the pie to him. A river of sensual heat threatens to overwhelm me. I really love pie.

      Just kidding! It’s all him.

      “You came in here expecting your favorite dessert.” I hear it clearer now. New York, maybe. “I haven’t taken a bite yet.”

      Tessa pours my coffee and pushes it toward me with an eyebrow tilt of her own.

      “I really couldn’t.” I look at my friend, who should be offering to officially split it with a knife and two separate plates, but strangely … isn’t.

      Matchmaker instincts are overriding server ones, I assume.

      I grab a Splenda packet from the caddy and use the adding and stirring time to contemplate my next move. Refusing to acknowledge his offer would be rude. This way, he can have it back with a bite taken out of it and we can return to our respective corners, pie enemies once more.

      “How about I take a small bite?”

      A fork appears—the ever so helpful Tessa again—and five seconds later my taste buds are dancing to the tune of tart fruit and buttery pie crust. I must have moaned on my way to Heaven because when I come back to earth, Pie Guy is staring at me.

      “Well, that was worth it.”

      I push the pie back to him. “Your turn.”
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      I’d been stood up and was forced to share my pie. Yet somehow the night has improved.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m still ticked off about my lack of a date. My co-worker and former friend, Luke, spent weeks that felt like years trying to talk me into meeting up with a friend of his wife’s at the bar around the corner. Or maybe she was a friend of a friend of his wife’s. Whatever she was, “present” wasn’t another one of her attributes (hence the former friend label because Luke’s going to fucking hear it when I see him next).

      Between my job and my kid, I don’t have time for dating. And I certainly don’t have time for dates that are no-shows.

      But I do have time for pie.

      After waiting for a fruitless hour at the bar, I decided to walk around Andersonville on Chicago’s Northside, a cute neighborhood of bars, at least three dog groomers, and one good-looking diner tucked off the main drag on a quiet side street. I’d passed it a few times when I varied up the route on my morning run. Not a great place for a business but I had to admit I’m glad it’s low key.

      I’m even more glad it no longer is. Because she walked into it.

      The woman who lusted after my pie is tall, about five-ten in flat-heeled shoes, with pale skin, almost translucent except for the freckles dotting it like a map to destinations sexy. Auburn red waves fall in loose curls over her shoulders, which are bare except for the narrow straps of her green dress. I wouldn’t call it overly sexy but she is hella sexy in it—it hugs her curves in a way I haven’t noticed on any woman in years.

      When Luke said it was time to get out of my rut, I resisted. Especially as (a) I’d known him for all of three months so where the hell did he get off? And (b) the fucker was right and that chapped my ass more than anything. I don’t like to be pushed. My sister Chiara would say I’m stubborn to the point of it getting in the way of life. That would be the sister who got all the drama genes, so she’s a fan of pointing out my flaws.

      I’m trying to be less stubborn and more open-minded to new things. Which is why I’m sitting in a diner, sharing pie with a beautiful freckled stranger.

      “Your turn.” She pushes the pie back.

      I really should let her have the whole thing. I mean, what are we going to do? Nibble on the sides of the slice until our forks meet in the middle like something out of Disney?

      “You can finish it.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” She smiles and I realize I should accept this for the gift it is.

      It’s more than pie. It’s connection.

      I fork a sliver off the slice, decide it isn’t enough to get a decent taste, and carve out a bigger bite. Once in my mouth, I try not to get too excited about it but damn, that’s mighty fine pie.

      “Kind of wish I hadn’t offered to share it now,” I say once I finish chewing. “Second worst decision of my life.”

      “Oh, now I need to know.” She sections off a small piece and holds it close to her mouth, waiting for me to fulfill the promise of that cryptic statement.

      “Maybe after a few more bites. I hardly know you.”

      Another killer smile precedes the wrap of her lips around the fork. Her mouth looks as sweet as the treat in it, or maybe it’s just too long since the last time I’ve gotten laid. The way this woman is eating the pie is about as close to sex as I’ve come in a while.

      The fork tines slide from her mouth slowly as she makes sure she didn’t miss a crumb.  Maybe she’s doing it to tease me. Intentional or not, it’s working.

      My turn.

      “Stood up, huh?”

      I nod. No idea what possessed me to share that with the server but she was kind of chatty when I arrived and I blurted it out, probably to justify why I was sitting single at a diner counter at 9:15 on a Tuesday night.

      “Is that your worst decision? To go on a date with this rude, unfeeling individual?”

      I shake my head. Take a bite. Finish chewing.

      She watches my mouth. Nice to know I’m not the only one with the oral fixation.

      “You’re not getting my worst decision out of me that easily.”

      “Worth a shot. Did your date even text you?”

      I check my phone. Just a flurry of messages from Chiara, each more dramatic and intrusive than the last.

      How’s it going?

      Then thirty minutes later. Must be getting along if you’re still out and not responding.

      Twenty minutes after that. Should I wait up? Not wait up?

      Ten minutes ago. Did you bring enough condoms?

      She will be so disappointed, though I’m not. Because if it had gone well, I wouldn’t have stopped in here and had the perfect slice of pie.

      “Nope.” Your turn. I push the plate toward her.

      “Chatty, aren’t you?”

      “Not as much as you.” I don’t mean it to sound like a dig. It’s a reflex because in truth, I’m enjoying the conversation even if I’m not contributing to it much. “Tell me where you were before you got here.”

      “Where I was? Oh, that’s a long story.”

      I want to hear it but it already sounds too invasive. “Out with friends?”

      She assesses me, and I can’t tell if she’s glad I reeled in the conversation from an enquiry about her life to this point to the more manageable “why are you dressed up and looking so damn fine?”

      “Yeah, a celebration. But my buddies wanted to club-hop and I’m feeling a bit old for that scene.”

      “There comes a time when we all feel we’ve aged out of the discotheques.”

      Her smile acknowledges that as cute. Never knew I had it in me, to be honest, given my rustiness. She takes another bite. “Anyway, I left the youngsters to it and came to get me some pie.”

      “And I almost ruined it.”

      “No, not ruined.” A couple of spots of color flag her cheeks and make me warm inside. Not ruined. She’s enjoying the conversation as much as me.

      “What were you celebrating tonight?”

      “A graduation from …” She hesitates, likely rethinking how she wants to phrase it. “College.”

      “College?” Christ, had I reached the point where everyone in college looks the same and I can’t discern ages anymore?

      “I’m kind of a late bloomer,” she says, assuring me that she isn’t jailbait. Still, I’m definitely older than her, maybe six or seven years. She can’t be more than twenty-five.

      I shouldn’t be even thinking that. We’re just chatting over pie.

      Her phone pings and she looks down at it with a conflicted expression.

      “Need to get that?”

      “No, it’s … well, some guy on a dating app.”

      My heart does a backflip that lands inelegantly balls-first in the pool. “Some guy?”

      “Yeah, we’ve been feeling each other out, trying to decide if it’s worth the effort.”

      “Has he seen you?” I did not just say that.

      She blinks, acknowledging that I did. Pret-ty smooth, killer.

      “I’ve been holding off on sharing pics. He’s sent me an abs pic, though.” She scrolls through and shows me. The shot shows him standing in front of a mirror—aren’t they all?—and has managed low-slung provocative while keeping it PG-13.

      “Not sure how I’m supposed to react to that.” I can’t imagine doing that to anyone I was considering for my dating future.

      “Give your opinion. Good abs or not?”

      “Not sure that’s the right question. I would be more inclined to ask ‘douchebag or asshat?’”

      “Because he’s showing off his abs? That’s what everyone does these days. It’s like ‘hi, how are ya? Here’s my calling card.’”

      “That’s where I’ve been going wrong.”

      She pulls a finger trigger at me, which makes me smile.

      “So what do women do in return?” The idea of her sharing some intimate part of her body with some frat bro makes me itchy. Is that what I have to look forward to in a few years with my daughter?

      Sure, you’re worried about Lena, and not in any way jealous of this guy who already has abs in the mix.

      “Oh, my abs would be better than his.” She scrolls down the thread to the latest message. “He’s wondering if I’m free tonight.”

      “You haven’t met him yet?”

      She shakes her head, takes another glance at the screen, weighing her options. I don’t want to stand in her way yet … okay, I completely want to stand in her way. I want to cock-block that abs-totin’ dickhead and make a play myself.

      “Got any spark with him?”

      “Hard to tell with a text exchange. He’s amusing and likes the movies of Kurosawa.”

      “Sounds like a winner. Vain and pretentious.”

      That makes her laugh, and boy do I like that sound. It’s got a dirty, husky quality that shoots straight to my cock. I rub my jaw over the makings of a beard I’ll have to shave before I go back to work. I’d taken a few days off to fix some stuff around the house and enjoyed not touching my razor.

      “You asked,” I comment, though she only asked my opinion on his abs. She’s definitely feeling me out on the topic. Perhaps looking for a signal I would like her to throw over fuck boi, as my sister would call him.

      She inhales deeply and that in-drawn breath drags my eyes to her cleavage. Her breasts are spectacular and if I had my way, she would not be snapping them to send off to D-Bag Abs. Those beauties would be all for me.

      “Pretty pendant.”

      “My mom gave it to me.” She touches the Claddagh symbol and for a moment, looks a little lost. My heart hitches at the pain I see clouding her lovely blue eyes.

      Before I can enquire further, the server stops by. “More coffee?”

      There were, by my calculations, three bites left to the pie. Once gone, the night would be over. I didn’t have to work tomorrow and the only reason I needed more caffeine was so I could stay awake for the night ahead. If Cherry Pie wanted more …

      I raise my gaze to hers and she holds it captive for a charged second, the moment balanced exquisitely on the edge of a thundering heartbeat. Speaking might ruin it. Silence might screw it up spectacularly. I’m usually more decisive—my job demands it—but it’s hard to translate that to your personal life, especially when your life lacks personality.

      Slowly, she turns her phone over and it’s all I can do not to stand and cheer. Yes, fucking, yes.

      “Sure,” she says to the server.

      “Hit me.” I nudge my cup a smidge before taking a slightly larger forkful of pie and pushing the rest to her. “All yours.”

      There’s that subtle blush again. All yours. It certainly feels like I’d give her anything.
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      We’ve spent the last hour talking about pie, TV shows, my sister’s desperation to get me “out there,” my mother’s favorite catchphrase, God rest her soul—“Copernicus called. You’re not the center of the universe”—and now we’re talking about free climbing because apparently she likes it. For fun.

      “You go on vacations to climb?”

      “It’s the rush. I love it.”

      “So you have some sort of Tom Cruise in Mission Impossible death wish?”

      She grasps my arm and my entire body goes on high alert, as if I haven’t been touched by a woman in years. “I love that movie. Well, all the movies. But that one is awesome. Tom, just hanging there off a rock like the coolest guy on earth!”

      Sure. I can’t imagine enjoying that because I’m often forced to climb in my job. I certainly wouldn’t be choosing to do it for fun.

      But I could see how it might be fun if I was with this girl.

      “We all have ways to get our kicks.” She runs a finger over the edge of her coffee cup. “How about you? What gets you pumped?”

      There’s a silken tease to her voice, an invitation, for sure. I could step right in and take the baton, run with it and a whole flurry of innuendo, guide this night to where I’d like it to go.

      What’s stopping me? Performance jitters, maybe. Not my dick—that wouldn’t be a problem around Cherry Pie. All that lush red hair and natural sweetness. But I might be too rough, too desperate after going so long without. I’m already imagining pushing that dainty strap off her shoulder and going to town on her neck, barely managing to hold myself back from the main event: those gorgeous, perfect, full breasts I need in my mouth soon followed by driving deep inside her to the hilt.

      I would be a beast and then I’d feel like a jerk afterward.

      “My kid.”

      “Your—oh, you have a kid?”

      Not what she expected at all. Not even what I expected. But the truth is, my daughter fires me up and makes me think I can be a better person every day. She’s the only person I can trust to love me unconditionally. Even my sister has her limits.

      “Yeah, a daughter. She’s eleven going on eighty.” When she dips her gaze to my left hand, I murmur, “Divorced.”

      “How long?”

      “Almost a year.” And what a year it’s been, with the move to Chicago and the wrench from my old New York life, like a limb from a socket. I’d tried to shove it, dislocated as it was, back into place but the clean break was necessary.

      My revelation has shifted the energy between us. “Kind of ruined the moment there.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “You’re talking about daredevil feats and what gets your adrenaline spiked. I call your hand with my kid. Real smooth.”

      Something sparks in her eyes. “Yeah, real smooth.”

      Am I trying to scare her off? Maybe. Or perhaps I’m trying to deflect from the lust that must be so obvious it’s a wonder the diner hasn’t incinerated by now.

      “But kids are their own adrenaline rush, right?” she asks. “You’d do anything to protect her. That’s kind of … hot.” She waves a casual hand. “If you like that sort of thing.”

      Her half-crooked, almost secretive smile says she might indeed like that sort of thing.
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      “You don’t need to walk me home.”

      He stops and tilts his head. “Is that your way of saying you’d rather I didn’t know where you lived?”

      We left the diner together a couple of minutes ago to the soundtrack of Tessa snapping pics of us with her phone. So they can track down your killer if necessary, she added. Not the comfort she thinks it is.

      Pie Guy is definitely giving off vibes of normal, but how can you tell these days? I’m sure plenty of women have gone on seemingly normal dates and regretted the reveal of a home address.

      Not that this is a date.

      Yet I’m thinking of the ways good dates end. The steamy ways.

      “You said you were just a couple of blocks away …” he prompts.

      “Right, so too short for an Uber but now we’re in this problem gray area where I don’t want you to know my exact address because, stalker. But you’re probably a complete gentleman walking me home, which means you might get offended that I’d even think that.”

      He leans against the corner of the diner, a casual yet soothing pose. “You think my ego can’t handle a woman being careful?”

      “I don’t know. Can it?”

      “It can.”

      He has a straight-talking, laconic way about him that’s incredibly sexy.

      “Still doesn’t solve our problem,” he adds.

      “Unless …” I touch a finger to my lips. “You act as if you never met me and we haven’t been talking for two hours.”

      “More like three.”

      Really? That’s … I don’t even know what that is. “For all you know, I could be heading home right now, a total stranger, pie in my belly, keys at the ready, poised to jump into action if anyone tries anything.” Little does he know I could probably kick the ass of any guy who crosses me. Some people don’t think it very feminine and plenty of dates have upended on the reveal of my trainee firefighter status. “If you hadn’t come in here tonight, you would never have been presented with this dilemma.”

      “Yet I did. And I was.” His hazel eyes flash, and with the illumination of a nearby streetlamp, I spot a ring of green around them. Framed by those inky lashes, they’re possibly the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen. “I enjoyed the pie,” he adds.

      It sounds like a non sequitur, except that pie is likely a catch-all for the whole experience. He’s enjoyed the conversation, the pie, the sparks igniting between us.

      “I enjoyed it, too.”

      We walk a few steps, comfortingly in sync.

      “This is my street,” I say as we arrive at the corner. It’s not, but we’re close enough. “I live about halfway down the block.”

      He puts his hands in his pockets. I hope it’s because he’s having a hard time stopping himself from touching me.

      He says, “Do you think you might want to—”

      “Yes.” God, I’m embarrassing. “I mean—it depends on what you were going to ask.”

      “What question were you answering?”

      “I’d like to get pie with you again sometime.”

      He smiles and Christ on a fire truck, I’m gone. For the last hour he’s come close—a half grin here, a slight curve there—but this is the real deal. Mega wattage, governments falling, worlds destroyed and rising from the ashes through Star Trek terraforming.

      “How about I give you my number?”

      I hand off my phone. He enters his digits with his even better digits. When he hands it back, I check to make sure it isn’t something fake with a triple five like the movies.

      “Diner Dude?” That’s what he entered in the name field, and it makes me laugh. He has a 212 number, so my hunch about his New York origins is correct. “We’re not on real names?”

      “Not sure I want to jinx it. Put your number in there.”

      I take his phone, enter my number, and hand it back.

      “No self-selection of a cute nickname?”

      “Curious to see how imaginative you can get.”

      His eyes haze over. “Where you’re concerned, very.” He taps on the screen.

      “What did you call me?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “I would, actually.”

      He licks his lips. “Cherry Pie. Does that work?”

      I don’t want to say I love it because I might love it too much.

      Instead I respond with, “So now, we have numbers.”

      “And the potential for more pie.”

      The night is over, or it should be, yet I’m not ready to leave. There’s an energy in the air, a dance of molecules that prohibits me from stepping away. Neither does he look like he wants to go. If anything, he appears to have moved closer.

      My pulse goes wild. I put my phone in my purse, then immediately regret it because now I have nothing to occupy my hands.

      I have ideas, though. I want to squeeze those biceps, the ones straining the bounds of his button-down shirt. Suspecting he isn’t a regular shirt guy, I wonder how he acquired all those muscles and how soon I can take advantage.

      “You okay?” he asks, and now I know he’s closer.

      “Not sure. I feel like something else should happen here yet—”

      “It’s too soon?”

      My heart kicks up, thrumming at his response. He feels it, too. “Yes. I really should go because if I don’t …”

      I stay still, waiting impatiently, my breath on hold, my pulse drumming to an erratic beat. He reaches for me, and at the last moment, turns his hand so his knuckles brush my arm. My body goes haywire, electric sparks shiver-shocking across my skin.

      “Do that again,” I whisper. My voice sounds raw. Desperate.

      He does, only this time he punctuates it with a curl of his hand around my hip and a step into my space. His chest brushes mine, tantalizing, sending my nipples into painful points. I’m tall, but he has four inches on me.

      Then two.

      Then one.

      A heartbeat away from my lips, and his hand grips possessively and angles me closer. “Tell me to stop, Cherry Pie.”

      “Not a chance, Diner Dude.”

      Stopping is no longer an option. He stamps his mouth on mine, claiming it as his and ruining me for all others. That’s what they say, right? I’ve never experienced it so it’s always sounded like hyperbole. But now I understand. Oceans of newfound knowledge hit me.

      Kisses aren’t supposed to be the main event, but this kiss rages through me and sets every part of me ablaze. He still maintains a hand on my hip while the other cups my jaw and holds me in place for a thorough, professional invasion. The scrape of his facial hair adds a deliciously rough element to the kiss, sending my entire body into sensual oblivion.

      After seconds, minutes, eons, he leaves my lips, and with them a shattered shell of the woman who existed before.

      His voice is husky when he speaks. “You’d better go before I take you against this wall.”

      Wall? I look behind me and sure enough the building has a wall as buildings usually do. Bonus: I’m backed up against this wall, like an Abby Sandwich with Diner Dude on one side and the wall on the other. The weight of him feels so damn good and I have to rewind to what he said.

      You’d better go.

      But I don’t want to. I want to drag him to my bedroom and fulfill the promise of that kiss.

      “Maybe we could …” I flick a glance down the block, which isn’t even my block, hopefully leaving it obvious about where the could in that sentence might lead.

      He leans his forehead against mine and closes his eyes. “Don’t tempt me.”

      “Not good with temptation?”

      “You’ve seen me with pie. What do you think?”

      “I think maybe you should kiss me again and then say if you still want me to—”

      His mouth is on mine before I can finish. Hot, wet, hungry. His hip hand slips so now it’s a butt hand, meaning my butt, and the long, slow squeeze of my ass cheek is about the filthiest, sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced. I want that hand all over my body, between my thighs, rubbing and stroking me to a screaming, shaking mess.

      He pulls away, blows out a breath, and brushes his lips softly over mine.

      “I’d like to get to know you a little first.”

      My heart catches hard. He’s turning down a sure thing and though it’s enough to make me swoon, I wonder if this is the end of the road for us. If I’ve got it all wrong.

      “Best be gone now,” he whispers, as much to himself as to me.

      It’s hard to pull away but I manage. Just.

      Yet in this strange, in-between moment, I feel I need to be as honest with him as he was with me. “So, this isn’t actually my block. I’m a couple more away but I didn’t want to offend you.”

      “Not offended. How about I wait here and you text me when you get home to say you made it okay?”

      That seems like a reasonable compromise, considering I’m feeling anything but reasonable. My blood is humming, my body is alive with crazy, hot need.

      But I rein in my worst impulses and nod my agreement to this plan. If I text, then it’s like we’re continuing our conversation. The night won’t be over.

      I walk away, and just before turning onto the street where I actually live, I look behind to see him still standing at the corner, hands in his pockets, the streetlight shining on his blue-black hair, making him look like a fallen angel.

      I give a small wave.

      He nods back.

      And I know: this is only the beginning.
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      I turn the key in the door quietly, conscious that it’s later than my usual. Of course if the date had gone well, I would probably be on some slinky slither of shame right about now because there’s no way I could get away with staying out all night, not as a responsible dad. But the date had not gone well.

      It had gone spectacularly.

      That’s probably a strange reaction to getting stood up and not getting laid, but I can’t help the vibrations rocking and rolling through my body. That kiss … it’s been a long time since anything excited me that much. Which says plenty about my sex life.

      I might be divorced for all of eleven months, but my sex life had withered on the vine long before that. Sure, there’d been sporadic bursts of hate sex with Tori, my ex. No affection, little comfort, just release. After every encounter I’d wondered how I’d screwed up so much with my choices, how I had failed to see that this woman—the mom of my beautiful kid—wasn’t cut out for that life. Stability, motherhood, wife.

      Or wife to me.

      She used to laugh at other married couples, saying how dumb they were, while we were married. Like the institution was a big joke and we were the butt of it. Never mind that a family life was everything I’d ever dreamed of, especially as I’d lost both my parents young.

      Now I’m here in Chicago, trying to craft a different version of that life. Not with Cherry Pie—no, that’s just physical, visceral, something that proves I’m still fucking alive. The life I’m rebuilding is for me and Lena.

      “There he is!”

      My tip toe move past the living room doesn’t quite pan out. With the raise of the dimmer light, I find myself face to face with Chiara, sitting on the couch. Sure, who needs a mom when I’ve got a nosey sister?

      “What are you still doing up?” I sound like a surly teen.

      “It’s only 12:30, old man.” Chiara places her wine glass on the table and pats the seat beside her. “Let’s chat.”

      I groan. “Listen, I’m kind of tired. Just tell me how Lena is and we can do the post-mortem of my night in the morning.”

      “Nope. I want all the details while they’re fresh.”

      I know when I’m beat, so I take a seat and pick up her wine glass. More to stall, though I’m not sure I want to remove the taste of my sweet redhead so soon. I put it down without taking a sip.

      “Date was a no show.”

      Her dark brows pull together. “What? Then where the hell have you been all night?”

      “I went to get pie.”

      “Which is code for …”

      “Pie. It’s code for pie.” But I would never think of pie again without remembering the flood of sensation produced by that kiss.

      Chiara is watching me closely so I need to be careful about showing my cards. She’s my twin, five minutes older, but acts like it’s ten years. It’s always been that way. She’s a caregiver to the core and when I told her Lena and I needed a fresh start, she moved heaven and earth to make it happen. I like to think she needed me as much as I needed her, given that she’d been going through a rough patch with her wife, Devi, who is working with a tech start-up in Europe. It’s putting a significant strain on their relationship.

      I thought it would be a pain living in the top floor apartment with my sister on the first floor, but it gives us both a chance to employ our hero complexes. Free child care, too, though I don’t let Lena hear that. Eleven-year-olds balk at the child label.

      “Yeah, but something happened,” Chiara says thoughtfully. “You’re … wired.”

      I shake my head, trying to throw her off the scent, but realize I can’t lie completely. “I got talking to someone at the diner, that’s all.”

      “That’s all? But you’ve been gone for hours! What did you talk about?”

      “Nothing much. This and that. And I walked her home. Well, almost home.”

      My sister’s eyes, hazel like mine, go wide. “Almost home? That’s not how I raised you.”

      “You didn’t raise me. She was leery—rightfully so—of me seeing where she lives. So I … it doesn’t matter. I know the street she lives on and I made sure she got home all right.” I followed at a safe distance, then waited with a weird desperation for her confirming text. It came in within sixty seconds of her entering a three-flat brownstone, no more than four blocks from where I live.

      Home safe and sound! I had fun :)

      To which I’d replied, Glad to hear it. Good night. Not exactly the most sparkling of repartee, but an adequate answer for both statements. Glad she was safe and glad she had fun. Then I’d quit while I was ahead.

      Chiara, detecting weakness as only a sibling can, leans in and sniffs. “Jesus Christmas, you kissed her!”

      “You can’t possibly tell, you witch.”

      “Sure I can. A faint hint of”—sniff—“gardenia and …”—sniff—“essence of …”—more sniffing that’s starting to piss me off—“frustrated male.”

      “Shut up.”

      “I’m so proud of you. You didn’t let this chick standing you up throw you off your stride. Back up on that horse!”

      “Diner stool.”

      A movement catches the corner of my eye and I look up at the light of my world. “What are you doing up?” Really I’m thrilled to see her. I scoot on the sofa to make room and my daughter slots in between us. She’s wearing PJ bottoms and a long sleeved tee that’s two sizes too big for her. It says “Can’t Hear You, I’m Gaming.”

      “I heard voices.”

      “From all the way up there?”

      “Aunt Chiara has a high pitch.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      Lena curls her dark head into my shoulder. “So did you meet my new mommy tonight?”

      If I’d been drinking, I would have done a spit take. My daughter peeks up at me, a mischievous grin on her face. She’s taking this dating thing remarkably well. Most kids want their parents to reconcile, but not Lena. She knows that Tori and I don’t work.

      “No, I did not. I had a nice evening talking to … someone.” Someone I’d like to have sex with at some point despite my hints that I was interested in more. Why had I said that? She clearly would have let me take things further tonight yet I’d shut it down.

      Harder to get back on that diner stool than I thought.

      “Aunt Chiara says you’re lonely and that you need someone to listen to your emo grunting.”

      “Did she now.” I make a face at my sister who sticks out her tongue. “How could I be lonely when I have you two occupying every minute of my precious free time? And are you saying you don’t like listening to my emo grunting?” Not sure I even know what that means.

      Lena giggles, liking being part of the grown-up talk. “I don’t think you grunt in emo, Dad. That’s what Chiara thinks.”

      “Oh, well, she’d know.”

      “I would.” Chiara works with troubled LGBTQ+ teens, so she’s well-equipped to recognize the symptoms of teen moodiness, even if they’re manifested by a thirty-two-year-old man. “But we’ll put up with your moods while we wait for this sainted woman to take you on.”

      She smiles at me over Lena’s head, and I’m filled with a great fondness for her. I know I’m not the easiest person to live with, especially as I’ve gone sex-free for over a year now and apparently my emo grunting proves it.

      “Okay, kiddo,” she says, “you’ve got school tomorrow.”

      “But I haven’t heard about Dad’s date.”

      “She stood him up.”

      Lena goes “aww” but she doesn’t look too cut up about it. She might be taking her parents’ divorce remarkably well but neither is she ready for me to get serious with someone else. One of the reasons I’ve been reluctant to dive back into the dating pool is because my girl needs to know she’s my number one. Dating has the potential to send mixed signals about her importance in my life.

      She’s at a tricky age and has a strained relationship with her mom, which is completely Tori’s fault as she never fails to hide her disappointment that Lena isn’t
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