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      I was alternately amused, then challenged, by Samantha’s question. Our flirty banter had turned unexpectedly solemn when we both examined our reasons to or not to blush.

      That was about when I thought that might be a good time to really clear the air between us. But right when I was about to start, a waiter appeared and asked if we wanted refills.

      “Sure,” Samantha told him.

      I pointed to the bar. “Can I get a beer? The house special.”

      The waiter nodded, filled our glasses, and left to get my order.

      “Ooh, must be serious if you need a beer,” she suddenly teased.

      “Well, a little extra fortitude goes a long way,” I told her.

      “Oh? You need some strengthening up?”

      She looked my arms up and down, and though I knew she meant to be playful, a slow flush spread across her neck as she checked me out. I fought the urge to flex my biceps and make her blush even more. I really needed to make my confession.

      Fortunately, the waiter was back almost instantly.

      “Will there be anything else?”

      “I’m good,” I replied.

      Samantha shook her head, and the waiter finally left us alone.

      “So, what were you gonna say?” she asked.

      “It’s not really a matter of what, but how.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her and she gave me a cheeky smile. I decided to just plunge right in.

      “Look, Samantha. I know I said I was sorry before, but I really want to apologize the right way.”

      She leaned back into the booth and crossed her arms. I kept my gaze firmly focused on her face, but I couldn’t help but notice how her breasts jutted out even further with the motion.

      “What do you mean?”

      I silently shook myself and dove into the speech I’d practiced saying to her in my head for the past five years.

      “Last time, I left things a mess. We connected and I ignored that because I was so focused on myself and what I thought I wanted. But over the past five years, I’ve changed. I wasn’t looking for commitment before, but now…I am. And I’ve never forgotten you. I wished over and over that there was some way I could find you again. And tonight, against all odds, I did.”

      At this, she finally smiled at me, with her entire body—just the way I remembered.

      “You did find me, even if I was beyond frustrated,” she told me.

      “Because of that ex of yours?”

      She grimaced. I couldn’t blame her. That guy looked like trouble.

      “That’s part of it, yes, but mostly because I had to be around him all day. Not sure how I’m going to handle the entire weekend.”

      “Can’t you just avoid him outside your meetings?”

      She rolled her eyes up to the ceiling.

      “Oh, wouldn’t that just be the easiest thing.” She looked back at me. “The hotel booked us into the same room.”

      “Are you kidding?” I asked incredulously.

      “I couldn’t make it up if I tried. Apparently, Alistair’s secretary booked a room together because we were dating, even though it wasn’t confirmed that either of us would actually go. When we broke up, Alistair never bothered to try and change it back.”

      “He wants to get back into your pants,” I deduced.

      “Yeah, I worked that out. It’s kind of awful, really.”

      I stretched my arms out across the back of the booth as I answered.

      “Well, with a name like that, there’s bound to be issues.”

      She giggled for a moment, then her expression grew serious again.

      “But that’s just this weekend. Honestly, I’ve been unhappy with my life in general.”

      “Why?”

      “Um, I guess I think the bigger issue is that I’m frustrated with work in general. I mean, yeah, I run a team, but I still just feel like another cog in the machine, and if I fail, I can be easily replaced. People are sometimes surprised at how young I am to be a senior executive, but it’s just a title. I’ve still got all kinds of bosses, and they don’t really see me. It’s like, I just don’t feel appreciated. In some ways, I’m jealous of you.”

      “Me?” I asked, surprised. “Because you want to fight fires?”

      She giggled and I fought the impulse to do the same. It was an infectious sound, I realized.

      “No, silly. It’s because you do something you love, and—like you said—it’s good for the soul.” Her expression sobered. “I want to make a difference, too.”

      “You still can, you know. How about volunteering somewhere?”

      “I go twice a week to walk shelter dogs waiting to get adopted. But…I can’t make a living off that.”

      “True, but you can’t let the fear of missing bills keep you from taking a chance.”

      She shook her head.

      “It’s easy for you. You dug right into your career and you’re set for life. But I’ve been working at mine ever since I got out of high school, and it feels like, if I quit now, I just wasted all that time, right? I don’t know if I have it in me to start over.”

      “Maybe you just need the right motivation,” I hinted.

      She smiled at the insinuation in my voice.

      “Maybe you’re right. But I’m not used to not knowing what direction to go in. I’ve always had a plan, ever since…well, for pretty much half my life.”

      “Okay, there’s nothing wrong with that. But do a little research. See what’s out there. Then, you can make a new plan. Or…”

      I trailed off to take a quick sip of my beer.

      “Or what?” she prompted.

      The impatience in her voice caused me to grin.

      “Or you can wing it.”

      “Wing it? What does that mean?”

      The shock in her voice made me want to laugh, but I held back, wanting her to understand what I meant. About her life. About us, maybe. We’d begun with me winging it, so to speak, which meant she might be open to that idea again.

      “It means take a chance. Dive in. Quit your job and see what happens.”

      She started shaking her head before I even finished.

      “I honestly have no idea if I have it in me to ever do anything like that.”

      “Like I said, you just need the right motivation.”

      This time, I downright smirked at her, wanting her to know that I could become a big part of said reason to change her life.

      “Maybe that’s part of the problem. Yeah, I’ve been dating on and off, but I’ve felt so alone for half of my life that I don’t know how to really let anyone in. I don’t know how to start healing.”

      That was an unexpected direction for her to take. My smile faded and I leaned in to study her face.

      “There’s something deeper going on, isn’t there? Something that happened to you.”

      She nodded and a glimmer of tears welled in her eyes.

      “You don’t have to say anything to me, okay? You know that, right?”

      “Yeah, I know that. But…I kind of want you to know.”

      I took both of her hands and squeezed them.

      “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Thank you.”

      She took a deep breath to compose herself. Then, she began.
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      After exchanging such personal stories, I felt like I could trust Dustin—I knew I definitely wanted to. So, I decided to let him in on the biggest secret in my life. Not that I’d meant to keep it a secret, but it wasn’t something I easily shared.

      “Listen, this thing I want to tell you. It’s something that I think might change how you see me, or at least, maybe understand some of my hesitation.”

      “It won’t change how I feel about you,” he replied immediately.

      “It’s something that would’ve come up if we’d kept seeing each other before.”

      He squeezed my hands a bit tighter.

      “Something I wish had happened, back then. But we’re here, now. And maybe that means something. Which is why you can tell me anything, Samantha, because I’m not planning to leave you again.”

      His speech bolstered me, and I took a deep breath before beginning.

      “Okay. Here it is. There was one thing that made me nervous when we met—that still makes me nervous now.” I bit my lip before continuing. “It’s…your job.”

      His eyebrows raised in surprise. “Firefighting?”

      “Yeah. It’s just…”

      I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat, surprised at how easily tears sprang into my eyes, even all these years later.

      “When I was fifteen, my parents…”

      I trailed off again, unable to continue. Dustin reached out and took my hand, squeezing it gently.

      “You told me your parents were gone.”

      “Yeah. You see, they died because one night, when I was fifteen, our house caught on fire,” I finished simply.

      His expression widened into shock.

      “A fire…killed your parents?” he breathed, completely taken off guard.

      But, despite his surprise, he didn’t make a single move away from me. That one detail allowed me to continue my story.

      I tilted my head to look into his face, but I wasn’t seeing Dustin. I was looking back, visualizing my past. The memories that clung so tightly, even so many years later.

      “I had gotten up to go to the bathroom, and that’s when it happened. I don’t know how it started or why it moved so fast—something to do with old wiring, I think. I never wanted to know. But I do remember there was smoke…so much smoke. I cried out, pounding at the door, but I couldn’t get out—the doorknob was too hot. I hid in the bathtub, and that’s how I survived. I was rescued, but my parents never even had a chance.”

      Tears dripped down my face.

      “The paramedics told me they found them still in bed, sleeping with their arms around each other.”

      Dustin slid out of the booth and came to sit next to me. He draped his arm carefully around my shoulders and leaned his head against mine. I hadn’t told the story in years, so I wasn’t that surprised
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