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  Chapter 1

Aaron

[image: image-placeholder]

Margaret, my Executive Director, is a lunatic.  The only reason why I keep her on staff, is because she’s willing to work ungodly hours for the same pay as everyone else.  As she sits next to me while we go over notes for a meeting tomorrow, my cell phone begins to ring.  Looking at the display, I see that it’s my wife, Amelia, and I’m irritated.  Pressing the top button, I put the call through to voicemail.  Amelia knows to send me a text message first before calling, and never to call me directly. 
The lunatic gives me a look that I’d like to swat off her face, and we continue with our agenda.  I’m the CEO for one of the largest packaging companies in the world.  One of my patents is responsible for more than half of the shipping cartons you can find around the globe.  We specialize in fragile and hazardous materials, and therefore we’re not exactly environmentally friendly.  I’ve had activists on my ass for over ten years; case and point: the motivation for this important meeting in the morning.  
After we go over some of the notes, I ask Margaret to get my directors in here, even though it’s after hours.  I’ve ordered them all to stay late tonight, in preparation for this meeting.  If I hadn’t just come back from Sri Lanka, on a conference, we might have had this discussion earlier.  So they can all suck it up.  Margaret rallies up the crew and we have a two-hour-long brainstorming session regarding how to nip this whole environmental issue in the bud.  Satisfied that we’re prepared to tackle these son’s-of-bitches, I dismiss my staff, including Margaret, and sit in my office with the door closed.
It’s after nine o’clock at night, so I know I’m the only one remaining in the office.  Pulling open the top drawer in my desk, I pick up the half-empty bottle of vodka, and down a healthy swig of it.  The liquid burns on the way down, but it’s such a recognizable comfort, that I almost don’t notice.  Once the magic juice makes its way down to my stomach, I start to feel like me again.  Reading through some of the material that my directors and I came up with, I lose track of time, and before I know it, the rest of the bottle is gone, and it’s nearly two o’clock in the morning.  Rising, I open the office door, and head down the hallway, to the back exit, where we keep our recycling bins.  After placing the empty bottle inside the plastic bin, I head back inside, where I find the rest of my stash, and I place a new bottle inside my desk.  I’ll definitely need this one for tomorrow.  
Picking up my car keys, I head outside, to my assigned parking space, and climb into my late model BMW.  My phone is dead, so I plug it in, and notice that Amelia has left me a voice message and two text messages.  Turning on the engine, I read her text message.  It says, ‘Honey, I’m sorry to bother you at work, but this is urgent.  Please call me when you have a chance’.
“Oh…goodie.  What does she want now.” I slur to myself in the darkness of my car.  
Scrolling down to the second text message, I read it.  ‘I’m getting worried.  It’s late and I still haven’t heard from you.  There is something I need to tell you.  Please call.’
Then I realize that I’d sent Margaret home early, and my phone is always on DND, so had Amelia tried to call me on my desk phone, it would have been in vain.  I never take direct calls at the office without the lunatic screening them first.  As I turn on my Bluetooth, I tap into my voicemail, and listen to Amelia’s message.  “Hi, honey.  I don’t want to leave a message like this, so please call me, okay?”
Her voice sounds odd.  She’s being too nice.  Too sweet.  She’s not usually rude or crass, but normally the sound of her voice makes my skin crawl.  That message did not.  As I begin driving, I contemplate whether or not to call or to wait until I get home.  Our house is less than a ten minute drive from the office, so it’s almost not even worthwhile to make the call.  Is she leaving me?  Is the first thing that comes to mind.  Strange how that happened.  Amelia and I don’t have the best marriage, admittedly.  Since my company took off five years ago, I noticed our marriage started turning to shit.  Late hours and bringing a lot of work home has contributed to that, I’m sure. But this company benefits her, too.  We have everything we want; a big, beautiful home in an affluent neighborhood, enough money to sink a ship, and a vacation home in France.  
But she doesn’t want any of that apparently. Oh, no.  Amelia wants a family.  Isn’t that what all women want?  A fucking family.  That’s the last thing I want or need.  I’ve told her that many times, but she keeps it in her head that I might change my mind one day.  Not in her fucking dreams.  Family sucks.  Well, mine does.  There was a time, many years ago, that I wanted a family.  But that ship has sailed.  Amelia knows that.  When we got married, she knew that about me, that the last thing I want is kids and a family.  But, like a fool, she took one look at me with my niece and nephew, and decided that I was a family man; I just didn’t know it yet…according to Amelia.
My niece and nephew are pretty cool kids though. Don’t know how they ended up like that seeing as my brother is such an asshole. Must be my sister-in-law that has moulded them. Thank Christ for that. My mom spends a lot of time with them, too, and she’s pretty decent. Mom and I are very close. Other than her need to have more grandchildren, she doesn’t suck the life out of me. The early spring rain is pelting on my roof, and I turn on my wipers. My phone rings, startling me.  It’s Amelia. 
“Hi, sorry it’s late. I’m just on my way home.” I answer 
“Oh. Okay, good. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
There’s that uncertain tone again. “Amelia, I know something is wrong. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?” I ask, figuring she might as well come out with it while we’re talking.
“Baby, I’d really rather not tell you over the phone. Especially while you’re driving.”
Amelia hasn’t called me baby for as long as I can remember.  Why would she call me baby if she was about to leave me? I’m getting a little freaked out and my buzz is starting to wear off. “Amelia, please tell me what’s wrong. I can handle it.”
As I drive over a bridge, I see the yellow ‘slippery when wet’ hazard warning sign just as the rain picks up, forcing me to lean forward and adjust the speed on my wiper blades. “Baby, your brother called earlier when he couldn’t get in touch with you.”
I lift a brow. “Uh huh.  What does he want now?” My voice is terse. My brother Michael is always asking us to babysit when my poor mom can’t, or he’s always asking us over for dinner and gatherings, which I don’t mind so much, since they have a new baby now, but then it gets Amelia started. 
“Honey, I’m sorry to have to tell you over the phone…but your mom died today.”
My heart skips a beat, and I feel my insides churn. “What?”
“I’m so sorry, baby.” I hear her sniffle. 
Suddenly my back tire spins a little as I drive up a curve. Grabbing the wheel, I try to steer out of the other lane.
“Hon, are you okay?  I heard a tire squeal.” Amelia says to me. 
As I’m about to respond, I see headlights coming from the opposite direction, in the other lane. The back tire doesn’t want to grip the road, so I’m fishtailing towards oncoming traffic. “Jesus…fuck.” I swear under my breath.  I hear the other driver’s horn honk and my heart races.  Swerving to avoid hitting the Ford F-350 pickup truck, or something else incredibly fucking huge that would crush my BMW in two, I grab the steering wheel, pulling to the right, as the rain comes crashing down on my windshield suddenly; so hard that I can’t see a thing.  The rain pellets are so thick and heavy, it sounds like hail.  Blinded by the precipitation, I scramble for my wiper blades, when I hit something, probably the guardrail, and I feel myself freefall into the air.  
The next five seconds will change my life forever.






  
  Chapter 2

Amelia

[image: image-placeholder]

Aaron and I were high school sweethearts.  I loved him since the moment I saw him, and he always says he felt the same. We married very young, against my parents’ wishes. But I wasn’t pregnant, so they warmed to the idea quickly enough. From the moment I met Aaron, I knew he was the one for me. He was motivated to be successful; so smart it sometimes made my head spin, and incredibly good-looking. He’s always been stop-traffic gorgeous. He’s always told me I have it backwards. While he seems tough, Aaron is a very caring, compassionate person. Lately, I’m the only one who gets to see that side of him. Success hasn’t come easy for him. He started with nothing after college and built his business from the ground up. It all started with a tin paint can. He had a vision and followed it.  
It wasn’t until about five years ago that we started making enough money that I didn’t have to work. Time and time again, the arguments started. He didn’t want me to work. But after taking a short sick leave when I broke my foot, I knew I couldn’t handle staying at home full time permanently. Besides, my job is noble. I’ve been working for a charity for so many years that my vacation accrual makes our payroll manager laugh. I love what I do. I don’t think I could ever leave it. Same with my husband. Many people think he’s a real asshole and they ask me how I’ve stayed with him for so long. But he has issues. And I know many have said that my marriage shouldn’t be treated like a project, but it’s hard for one to understand when he’s the only person outside of family that I’ve ever loved, and who has ever loved me. 
There are moments when he looks at me like he did when we were teenagers; that’s what I live for. They don’t come often, but when they do, they are worth the wait. Aaron’s work is very important to him, and I’ve always been okay with taking a backseat to his career. As long as he’s fine with me keeping my career I’m okay with that. There is only one thing we argue about; having a family. I know he wants one.  I know he thinks we’re too busy for one. And he may be right. But I’d love to hear the pitter patter of little feet before I’m too old to conceive. It’s not that far off.  At this point, an accidental pregnancy would be a blessing, but certain requirements need to be met for that to happen. 
Aaron loves his mother to death. That’s another reason why I love him. And I’m so lucky because she’s the sweetest woman ever.  Which is why I hesitated when I heard the news. As much as Michael, Aaron’s brother, is close to Vivian, Aaron and Vivian have an incredible bond. Being the respectful wife that I am, I tried to follow protocol, but this situation was outside the lines.  When I call him on his way home, I have a chill down my spine as I dial the number. With the rain, it’s hard to hear him, but I know that sound when I hear it. “Baby?  Aaron??” I hear metal on metal and scraping, then a crash. “Aaron?” I shout at the top of my voice. “Aaron?” One last time as the background goes silent. The line goes dead and I dial nine one one, not realizing that my mother was right: the most dangerous accidents always happen close to home. I know that bridge and guardrail well.  Many accidents have occurred there in the past, and I always cringe when I drive over it myself.  Aaron’s car went over a bridge less than two minutes from our house. Dialing emergency services, I run to my car and hop in. I know the route that Aaron takes. I explain that I think my husband has been involved in an accident and I tell them where. 
There is a large pickup truck pulled off to the side with his four ways flashing as I arrive. The man is bravely in the water, trying to help Aaron out of the car before he drowns.  Standing at the side, I clutch my hands together, angling my head back and forth, trying to see any sign of life.  The rain is beating down like nothing I’ve ever seen.  It’s so heavy, the drops feel like slaps as they fall on my back.  Finally, after a few more seconds, I see what looks thankfully like two heads floating up out of the water.  One is moving, the other is not.  The man treads closer to me, holding Aaron at his chest.  I grab hold of his hand, helping him out of the water.  The man is huge, which I’m grateful for.  Anyone smaller would not be able to swim with such weight and with the inclement weather.
Bending down, I help him by pulling Aaron up by his underarms, hearing someone behind me.  Another man grabs hold of Aaron, lifting him out of the water.  Then he helps the larger man out, since he’s exhausted himself.  The rain is so heavy, I can barely make out the second man’s face, but he sits next to me, speaking over the loud rain, asking if I know CPR.  I shake my head no.  
“I know it.” The first man answers breathlessly, and within seconds, he’s applying his hands to Aaron’s chest.  Myself and the second man hear the sirens approach swiftly.  Many sirens practically drown out the noise of the rain as they all come flying up the bridge like it’s on fire.  The second man rises as the paramedics trot over to Aaron.  I stand back with him and thank him for his help.  His brown hair is pasted to his scalp from the rain.  He’s at least a foot taller than me.  What stands out are his immensely blue eyes that I notice right away as soon as a flashlight hits them.  
“Hey, no problem.  I hope he’s okay.” The blue-eyed man says. “Do you want me to stay?  I don’t live far.” He asks, watching the paramedics work on Aaron.  I see them pushing on his chest, and my heart is racing a mile a minute.  I’m only half-listening to him.
“No, that’s fine.  You’ve helped a lot, thank you.” I say, feeling my voice crack and my chin quiver.  The first man, the one who dragged Aaron out of the water, is standing on the opposite side of the paramedics, with his hands at his sides.  He reminds me of the Hulk he’s so big.  
My hands go to my mouth as they slide Aaron’s face to the side, I’m guessing to help him aspirate the water out of his lungs.  With trembling hands, I hold my face. I can’t hear my voice, but I know I’m crying out loud, because the blue-eyed man grabs hold of me by my side.  He’s saying something to me, trying to soothe me, but I can’t hear.  His hand goes to my head, to make me rest it against his chest in a vain attempt to shield my eyes from what the paramedics are doing to my husband.  All I can see in the darkness is a white Escalade with the license plate ‘FORDBRO2’.  I assume that’s his vehicle.  
Traffic has backed up slightly behind us and in front of us, and a couple of police cruisers have blocked off both sides of traffic.  Flashing lights are seen from all directions, when another ambulance appears.  As paramedics apply an oxygen mask over Aaron’s mouth and nose, I feel slight relief; I doubt they would give a dead man oxygen.  The occupants from the second ambulance bring a gurney with them, and I watch as they oversee the first set of paramedics.  As they hover over my husband, I feel my body tremble.  My hands are steepled under my chin, almost in prayer, as I take in the warmth of this stranger.  
It’s almost unsettling how, as I’m watching paramedics resuscitate my husband, that I’m seeking comfort from this Adonis next to me.  His one hand is cradling my head, while the other remains at my low back.  We’re both soaked through from the pelting rain, and as the drops hit, it’s almost like a smack the moment the water hits the skin.  As they lift Aaron onto the gurney, the first man, the man who for all intents and purposes, saved Aaron’s life, is walking away.  I leave the blue-eyed Adonis, and trot over to the Hulk.  
“Thank you so much for what you did.  I don’t know how to repay you.” My voice quivers with emotion.
“That’s fine, ma’am.  I’m glad I could help.”
I ask him for his name, and he hands me a soggy business card from his back pocket.  As I thank him again, he gives me a slight wave goodbye and walks to his car. The paramedics are sliding Aaron into the back of the ambulance.
“Is he going to be okay?” I ask.
“You the woman who dialed nine one one?” he asks; I don’t think he intends for his voice to sound so crass, but he has to speak up over the rain.
“Yes, I’m his wife, Amelia.”
The paramedic nods, satisfied.  “We have him stabilized, but he needs to get to the hospital ASAP for assessment.  We’ll know more after that.  Do you want to ride in the ambulance with him?”
“No, that’s okay.” I gesture to my car.  “I can’t leave my car on the street.”
The paramedic shrugs and walks into the back of the ambulance.  
As I look back at my car, I notice the man with the blue eyes is gone, and so is his Escalade.  I didn’t even get a chance to thank him for his help. Feeling a pang of guilt, I walk over to my car and slide in.  My feet slosh in the rain and as I sit in my car, I realize I’m soaked through to my skin everywhere.  Shivering from cold, I turn the heat on full blast, and push my wiper blade wand to the highest speed.  As I drive off the bridge, the police cruiser lets me by, and the first thing I see is the hazard warning sign that reads ‘slippery when wet’. I slow, heeding the warning.  
Driving to the hospital, I wonder about my beloved husband, and whether he’s going to spend the rest of his life with me, or if he’s about to join his mother in heaven for eternity.






  
  Chapter 3

Dalton
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Three Months Later

My briefcase weighs a ton tonight.  Normally I don’t bring a bunch of paperwork home from the office, but I have to prepare over the weekend for a huge presentation on Monday, and I didn’t feel like spending all day Saturday at the office again.  My girlfriend Kathy has been laying into me about that lately.  She moved in with me a couple of months ago, and man, it’s like having a mother around again.  I work too hard, I’m a slob, I spend too much time on the computer…this is what I hear, day in and day out.  No matter how much time I spend at the office. 
Being the CEO of an airline, it kind of comes with the territory.  When my dad died about five years ago, he left his legacy behind, and me and my three brothers Colton, Jack and Garrett, took over the operations.  My little brother Wade, he’s the only one who has zero to do with the company; he’s a multi-platinum singer/songwriter.  Colton designs the planes, Garrett flies them, and Jack is the CFO; he oversees all the books.  Of course, we don’t do it all ourselves; we have a team.  My dad would be so goddamn proud if he were alive today.  
It’s dark outside; it’s after seven o’clock, and Kathy greets me at the door with a warm kiss.  “Are you hungry?” she asks.
“Starved.  Whatcha got?” I wink.
“Beef stew.  I saved you some.”
I kiss her again.  “Oh, you’re the best!” 
She sits with me while I eat, and we talk about our day.  Kathy is a dermatologist, recently divorced, and we met at the airport.  Strange how that happened…my older brother Garrett kind of met his wife that way, so here’s hoping.  
“Oh, you wouldn’t believe the things I saw today.  I’ll tell you when you’re done.” Kathy says, handing me another dinner roll.  She’s a fabulous cook; her and my brother Colton, another guru in the kitchen, compare notes a lot.  
“Are they gross?” I chuckle.  “’Cause if they are, I don’t really want to hear.” I scrunch my face good-naturedly.  
She smiles at me, and Dasher, the Labrador Retriever cross I bought for her, wags his tail, coming in from the backyard.  Dasher is only eight months old, and he’s as cute as a button.  I bought him for her for Christmas, hence the name ‘Dasher’.  He was only four months old at the time, and I put a set of antlers with bells on his head, just for the occasion.  
“Hi, baby!” she gushes, patting his head.  He sits down with his back end right on my foot.  “I think he wants some attention from his daddy.” She lifts a brow at me.
“He wants my stew.” 
Dasher doesn’t really like me, only when there’s food in my hand or on my plate.  Or when I fall asleep on the couch and he comes to ‘cuddle’ with me, and next thing I know, my snack has mysteriously disappeared.  “You want to go for a walk, buddy?”
He wags his tail.  Okay, so he also likes me when I take him for a walk. 
“I’ll clean up the dishes.” Kathy offers.  “Have you got a lot of work to do tonight, or are you up for a movie?”
“On the television or at a theatre?”
She shrugs.  “Television.”
I give her a thumbs up.  “I’m in.  Thanks for dinner.” I kiss her lips and place my bowl in the sink.
Dasher hasn’t moved an inch.  His leash is hanging on a hook by the door.  As I put my shoes on, I push the eyelet on his leash and attach the leash to his collar.  “I’ll be back in a bit.” I say as I push the door open.  The house is about two thousand square feet.  With two floors, a double car garage and a large backyard, the house is fit for a healthy sized family.  Some day I’ll have one.  Not sure if Kathy is on the same page, but we’re getting close to having that conversation.  My brothers think I’m an idiot for not having that convo prior to the moving in part, but Kathy broached the topic after her divorce.  Colton, being once divorced himself, accused Kathy of making this a relationship of convenience.  So far, I’ve proved him wrong.
Walking out of the house, I latch the door shut.  Dasher sees a lady walking by, and he immediately starts barking.  “Shhhh!” I say, apologizing to the lady.  She smiles and slows down her power-walk.  She’s got brown hair pulled up into kind of a messy bun.  She looks to be about my age, slim, athletic build, and she’s wearing jeans with a light jacket.
“Is he friendly?” she asks, approaching Dasher.
“Yeah, he’s just saying hello.” I explain.  I’ve never seen this lady before, but then again, we get a lot of power-walkers in this neighborhood.  In a neighborhood where the houses don’t serve people who make less than a million dollars a year, most people aren’t that sketchy.  “You can pet him.  His name’s Dasher.”
“Aww…how old is he?” she gushes.  What is it with women gushing around animals and babies?
“Eight months.” I say, noticing that she’s not only approached, but she’s on bended knee, placing her hand, palm-down, in front of Dasher’s nose.  He sniffs her briefly and starts wagging his tail.  
“You like dogs?”
“Love them.” She says, not paying much attention to me.  I notice that she doesn’t have a dog with her.  “His ears are so soft.” She comments.  “They’re like rose petals.”
“Yeah.  Too bad he doesn’t stick his ears on my cheeks at four o’clock in the morning when he wants to go outside.”
Giggling, she pets Dasher on the head again. “Well, I shouldn’t keep you.  It was nice meeting you, Dasher.” She says.
“See ya.” I say, and she smiles, walking away.  
When I return from our walk, Kathy has a movie in, and she’s got the popcorn at the ready, on her lap.  “Who was that girl?” she asks, curiously.
“Oh, just someone who wanted to pet the dog.”
Kathy lifts a brow.  “Are you sure about that?”
I guffaw.  “Sure, I’m sure.”
Rising, Kathy walks over to me.  I hang Dasher’s leash back on the hook, and he runs over to his bed, pooped out from his walk, ignoring the unsupervised popcorn on the coffee table.  He makes two turns on his bed and lays down, licking his lips, before closing his eyes.  “I don’t think you realize just how out of this world handsome you are, Dalton.” She says; her voice is sultry.  It gives me a semi right away.
“Oh yeah?  You think I’m that cute, huh?” I ask, running a finger down her jawline.  The darkness in the living room makes her eyes sparkle.  She’s changed into a silk nightie underneath a robe; I know the nightie, and I can see the lace on the top poking out.  I slide my fingers under the tie in the front, loosening it further, so I can place my hands on her sides.  The silk is so goddamn soft it makes me hard.  Glancing down at her breasts under the nightie, her nipples are already sticking up, responding to my hands at her sides.  “Are you sure you feel like watching a movie?”
“I thought we could.” She comments.
“We can…if I can make it through without ravaging you in that night gown.”
She chuckles teasingly.  “Behave.” And she kisses me chastely on the mouth.  “I’ve been dying to see this.  Bethany told me it’s so funny.”
“Is it a chick flick?” I ask, knowing that that’s all her friend Bethany watches.  And by the way, it’s only the wishy-washy shit she says is ‘so funny’.  
“Kind of.”
I look at the screen.  Oh yeah…it’s a chick flick.  Great.  I get to sit and watch a girlie movie with a hard-on, while my girlfriend sits next to me in a silk nightie.  Fun times. Thank God my phone starts to ring from my back pocket.  As I lift it to look at the display, Kathy snakes her head around and rolls her eyes when she sees that it’s Jack.  “I’ll start the movie while you take that.” She says with an edge to her voice.  
As I walk outside to sit on the front porch, I slide the answer button over.  “Jack, what’s up?”
He says something lewd.  “Yeah, besides that.” 
“Just wondered what you were up to.”
“I was just about to watch a movie with Kathy.”
He snickers.  “You’re welcome.”
I snort out a laugh.  “What do you want.”  I hear Dasher scratching at the front door.  Rising, I let him out and attach his outside leash to the collar.  He sniffs around the grass and sits on the lawn.  
“You up for going out for a beer?”
“Na.  I’ll pass.”
“What?  Why?”
“I just told you why.”
“You don’t wanna watch some chick flick.” He sneers good-naturedly.  “You’re just doing that because there’s a slight chance of sex after.”
“Like you wouldn’t do the same.” I’m being matter-of-fact.
“Probably.  But I don’t have a ball and chain so that point is moot.”
Dasher sees another dog walk by, and he starts to bark.  “Dasher!  Shhh!” I say, pulling the phone away from my mouth.  “Hang on a sec.” I say, putting my phone down on the Muskoka chair.  “Dasher!” I approach him and place my hand on his back, calming him.  The dog walks by without effort, and Dasher sits quietly, as his tail continues wagging.  The dog’s owner doesn’t bother to stop and let them get acquainted, which I think is kind of rude, but I let it go, because the power-walking lady walks by again.  
“Geez, you must have gone around a few times by now.” I comment to her.
“I sit in an office all day.  I could walk all night, especially in this weather.” She comments, letting Dasher sniff her hand.  “It’s a sin to be inside tonight, in my opinion.”
“I can’t argue with you there.” I let Dasher go and sit next to her.  He’s happily panting away as she strokes his back.
“He’s got a great temperament.  Very social.”
“He loves people.”
“I can tell.” She chuckles.  
“Do you live around here?” I ask, feeling slightly awkward.
“Yes, just around the corner.  I just moved in a couple of weeks ago.  How long have you been here?”
“About five years.  It’s a great neighborhood, aside from the barking dogs.” I joke.
“I’ve noticed there are lots.  I’m glad.”
“Looks like you need a dog.”
She smiles but doesn’t comment.  Dasher rolls over on his belly and lets her pet him.  
“Really, Dasher…such manners.” I say, and then I remember that I have Jack holding on the line.  “I’ll be right back.”
Walking over to the chair, I lift my phone.  “Jack, let me call you back, buddy.” She overhears and rises, and I feel a pang of guilt.  She doesn’t have to leave.
“What the hell are you doing, man?” 
“Nothing.  I’ll call you back in two minutes.” I see her lift a hand and her eyes slide over to the door, as I hang up the phone.  Kathy is standing in the doorway, glaring at this lady petting Dasher.  Fuck.
“Hey, how’s the movie?” I ask her.
“Fine. I thought you were talking to Jack.” She folds her arms over her chest.  I look over and the lady gives me a slight wave and walks away. I nod once.  
“I was.  I’m going to call him back in a second. Dasher was barking at another dog and I wanted to deal with that.” I feel like an errant child, having to explain myself.
Kathy tips her chin.  “What did she want?”
“Nothing.  She was just petting Dasher.”
“Again?”
“Yeah.” I chuckle, trying to veil my exasperation.  
“Fine.  I’m going up to bed to read.  The movie sucks.” Her tone says she’s irritated.  
“Do you mind if I meet up with Jack?  He asked if I wanted to go out for a beer.”
“Sure.  Do what you like.” She says, but that irritated tone is still there.
I bite my tongue.  There’s something I want to say to her, but I know I’ll live to regret it.






  
  Chapter 4

Amelia
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Two Months Before

The last of Vivian’s stuff is packed away in boxes.  Michael, Aaron’s brother, takes the box from me and walks it out to his car.  He had to remove the baby’s car seats so he could fit more than a few cartons in there.  “I’ll take these over to the Salvation Army.” He says as he returns.  The house is empty, and I’ve cleaned it from top to bottom.  It’s a large bungalow, much too large for just Vivian.  The sweet old woman outgrew this house twenty years ago, when Aaron and Michael moved out.  But she always said that there were far too many memories there, and she wanted her grandchildren to be able to know where their parents were raised.  Too bad only Michael’s children ever got to see it.   
In the last two years of her life, despite being wheelchair-ridden, she was adamant on looking after her grandchildren when she could.  The house was outfitted for her wheelchair, and that old lady zoomed around like it was a race.  She never let anything get in the way of her being independent.  With the ramps in the front and back, the oversized bathroom and shower stall fitted with benches and metal bars, that lady could do anything.  Many times, Michael would bring the kids over and stay with her, letting her pretend like he wasn’t even there, just so she could spend time with them.  
Aaron and Michael’s father passed away suddenly when the boys were in their teens. It was a freak accident.  The man was a commercial developer, making millions every year doing what he did, but it was poor timing and weak scaffolding that led to his demise.  When Benjamin died, Michael and Aaron were too young to keep the business going, so Vivian sold it, and put the money away.  It came in very handy when the house needed to be retrofitted so she could get around when her Diabetes worsened, and she could no longer walk on her own.  The town is very affluent now, but it was once just a small town with a few houses.  Benjamin built the house up to what it is, bit by bit, as his vision enabled him to.  
With the money that was left, Aaron started his business.  Since the boys followed in their father’s footsteps, it’s very ironic that Aaron followed in his mother’s footsteps, and is now wheelchair-bound.  
“You need me to do anything else?” Michael asks, giving me a swift hug. 
“No, thanks.  I hired a moving company.  The actions starts tomorrow morning.”
“I’ll be here.” 
“I know you will.  You always have.  Thanks.”
He leans in, kissing me on the cheek.  “Hey, what do you think brother-in-laws are for?”
“You’re the best brother-in-law a girl could ask for.” I hug him back.  
“I don’t know how you put up with him.  God bless you for it.” He sniffs.  “How is he holding up?”
“Fine.  He’ll be happier when we can move in.”
“I still don’t know why he didn’t just have your place retrofitted, instead of putting you through all this.”
“He didn’t want to see his childhood home sold.  And with the house already wheelchair-ready, it seemed like it was meant to be.”
Michael shrugs.  “You loved that house.”
“And I’ll love this one, too.” I say simply.  “Aaron needs to be happy.”
“What about you?” Michael’s voice is firm.
“I’m always happy.  You know that.” I chuck him playfully on the shoulder.
Michael and Aaron look so alike it’s uncanny.  They could pass for twins.  They’re only a year apart, which makes it almost impossible in pictures to distinguish between the two of them.  It’s easier to tell them apart now.  After Aaron’s car slid into the water two months ago, without a seatbelt, removing him from the vehicle, to save him from drowning, severed his spinal cord.  He’s paralyzed for life.  He will most certainly never walk again.  His blood alcohol level was three times the legal limit, so he’s lost his licence for a while.  It has not stopped him.  
Aaron has hired a driver, and purchased the most godawful looking vehicle that has been custom made to accommodate for his wheelchair.  He refuses to get a motorized scooter; he wants to stay fit, and he hired a physiotherapist to come to his office three times a week to exercise him.  He’s lucky to be alive.  Had I known his drinking was so bad, I would have kept closer tabs on him.  This was a wake-up call.  We’ve kept the loss of his licence very secret; even his brother doesn’t know.  Aaron would die if he found out.  Aaron puts so much pressure on himself to be very professional and never let anyone think that he can’t handle things himself.  In reality, he isn’t dealing very well with his success.  But I’m a fool if I try to believe for a second that he’ll listen to me.  A man doesn’t change unless he wants to.  
As I drive around my soon-to-be new neighborhood, I see the same houses I’ve seen over the years, since Aaron and I met.  Vivian often spoke about her neighbors, and some of them have been very shocked to hear that she’s passed.  Everyone knew that she hasn’t been well for a while, but she’s always been up and about in the neighborhood; a social butterfly.  Nobody expected this to happen so suddenly.  Lots of neighbors have been by the house as they’ve seen mine and Michael’s cars parked in the driveway while we readied the house for moving in.  
Cheryl, Michael’s wife, is a godsend as well.  She’s been at our house, while it was being sold, with the kids, taking care of things while Aaron and I worked.  I think Aaron missed all of two weeks from work before he lined up contacts to get him what he needed to get back to work.  It’s amazing what money can buy.  That and arrogance.  I suppose I shouldn’t complain though.  What would be worse is if he was a simpering, self-deprecating miserable invalid.  But he’s not.  He’s the same Aaron he always was, except that now he’s in a wheelchair.  
I admit our life has changed a lot.  Aside from the move, Aaron has had to adapt to life in a seated position.  Yes, he’s pretty bitter about it, and I have caught him sneaking drinks here and there, but I don’t say anything; it’s pretty hard to steer a wheelchair drunk.  I would never rub that in his face.  He’s asked me to do little for him.  Is he in denial?  Maybe.  He doesn’t like to talk about it.  The doctor suggested that he go to therapy to help him deal with things, but he waved it off.  Me?  I’m okay, I suppose.  Perhaps part of him is relieved that the little bone of contention in our marriage, better known as the ‘when the does the baby factory open for business?’ conversation, now has a nail in the casket.  Aaron cannot feel anything from the waist down.  We can’t ever make love again; not the way we used to once upon a time.  Our love life will be extremely limited going forward.  Not that it hasn’t already been that for years.
Sure, there are ways, but with a man who wasn’t even warmed to the idea of having kids before the accident, those ways are not to be discussed or even alluded to now.  I wouldn’t dare.  As I arrive home, I see the ‘SOLD’ sign on our front lawn, and I think back to Michael’s comment about me loving this house.  We made our start here.  There are a lot of memories here, and yes, I’ll miss it, but deep down, something nobody else knows, is that what I miss the most is the way things were.  The way Aaron and I used to be so in love with each other.  We haven’t laughed together in years.  Perhaps this is the way for us to have a new beginning.  
…but maybe it’s not.  






  
  Chapter 5

Dalton
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Present Day

“Oh, great.  So, she’s also the jealous type.” Jack sneers, taking a swig of beer.   
“She’s not jealous.  She’s just a little insecure.” I argue, drinking my beer.
“Same difference.  Shit, you can’t even talk to a woman who came to pet your dog, without her breathing down your throat?”
“I think she was more upset that you called and interrupted us, then she was about the power-walker.” I point out.
“Well, then you’re the idiot for answering your phone when you were in the middle of banging her.”
I bark out a laugh.  “That’s not what I meant.  We both had our clothes on.  Nothing was happening.  Well, something could have happened…”
Jack lifts a hand. “I don’t want to hear any of it.  That girl has issues.”
“Maybe so, but we’re happy.” I lift my beer to my lips again, hoping that lie will not be as transparent as it sounds.
“Are you?”
Maybe not.  But I’m not going to give him the satisfaction.  “Yeah,” 
I can’t tell if he’s buying the lie or not.  “Was the power-walker cute?” Jack asks.
I give him a look.  “She was talking to my dog, man. I wasn’t paying attention to her.”
Jack ignores my comment.  “Twenty bucks says in a month, Kathy’s going to walk out on you and leave you that mutt.”
“You’re such an inspiration, brother.” I lay down a ten on the bar.  “I’m outta here.”
I don’t know why the hell Jack’s so cranky, but I don’t want any more of it.  At least if I go home, I can smooth things over with Kathy and all will be well.  When I arrive home, I park my Escalade in the garage and close it for the night.  Dasher is sleeping in the crate in the living room.  All the lights are out, except for the lamp I can see on in the bedroom.  Approaching the room, I see Kathy leaning against the pillow, reading a book in bed.  
“Hey,” I say, tossing my wallet on the nightstand.
“Hey.  That was a quick beer.” She says.  I can’t tell if her voice has an edge to it or not.  She sounds tired.
“That’s all we needed.  He was in a mood, so I left.”  Are you also in a mood, or is home safe?
She says nothing, but turns the page in her book.  I strip down to my underwear and go into the bathroom to brush my teeth.  When I come back into the room, the lights are turned out and she’s laying on her side.  Spooning her from behind, I kiss her cheek.  “Goodnight.” I whisper in her ear.
“Goodnight.” She says, but she doesn’t turn over to kiss me back.
I tread carefully.  “Are you still mad at me?” I ask, giving her neck a chaste kiss. 
“No.” she sighs, unconvincingly.
“Sure?” I ask, giving her ear lobe a little nip.
She turns over towards me.  “Dalton, I just…I have problems with girls talking to you.  My husband cheated on me, and I still have trust issues because of that.  It wasn’t as obvious before I moved in with you, but now that we’re getting more serious, I guess…it’s just getting too real, and old ghosts are starting to rear their ugly heads. I’m sorry.  It’s not you.  I know you didn’t mean to do anything.”
There isn’t a lot I can do to console her.  What happened in her past has nothing to do with me.  “I’m with you, Kathy.  I don’t know if that helps or not, but I mean it.  I only want to be with you.” We haven’t said the notorious ‘I love you’ words to each other yet.  Truthfully, I’m not the type of guy who says that to anyone.  I asked her to go steady with me when her divorce was final, and then, six months later, I asked her to move in with me.  That’s it.  And for me, that’s a lot.  This is my first experience living with a girl, and therefore this is uncharted territory.
“I know you didn’t. I was being irrational.” She strokes the side of my head.  “So, why was Jack in a bad mood?”
I shrug.  “I don’t know.  Maybe he needs to get laid.” I chuckle.
“Ugh.” She grunts.  “That’s such a guy thing to say.”
“Well, it’s probably true.” I admit.  “He hasn’t been with a girl in a long time.”
“Did you try asking him what’s wrong?” she’s actually getting irritated, and it pisses me off.  What the hell is it of her business, anyway?
“No.” I lay on my back.  “Jack doesn’t work that way.  If he’s got something on his mind, he’ll spill it out.”  I change the subject.  “How’s the book?”
“Good.  I’m almost finished.  Goodnight, Dalton.” She turns over on her side.  
“Goodnight.” I say, tucking a hand under my head.  The next morning, Kathy is up early and leaves me a message that she’s going shopping with her sister.  I let Dasher out the front as I start pulling early spring weeds.  I should really be working right now, but the morning is so refreshing, I can’t help but be outside.  
I hear Dasher bark and I look up.  The power-walker is out again. “Good morning.” I say to her as she slows her pace.
“Good morning.”  She looks at Dasher.  “And how’s Dasher doing today?” she asks the dog, which looks kind of stupid, because we both know he can’t answer.
“He’s good.  He loves the morning sunshine.” I say, walking over to her.  Dasher’s tail is wagging so fast as she bends down to his level.  Her brown hair is in a ponytail, not in a bun like it was yesterday.  I think she’s wearing the same jeans, and definitely the same jacket as she was wearing yesterday.  
“I don’t blame him.  I’ve already been out twice this morning.” She says.
“I’m Dalton.” I stick my hand out for her to shake.
“Amelia.” She says, shaking my hand.  Her skin is soft and warm, and her shake is not too firm.
Something about her name strikes a chord.  “That’s a pretty name.”
“Thanks.  And yours is very…uncommon.”  She strokes Dasher’s ears and he licks her fingers.  “Awww…kisses.  So cute.” She gushes and then chuckles.  “I’m like the neighborhood dog petter.  I think people have coined me that now.  I’ve lived here for two weeks and everybody who has a dog knows me by name.”
“You should be a dog walker.” I suggest, rubbing Dasher’s back as she strokes his snout and he kisses her hands.  I’m not sure if that’s appropriate for him to be doing to her, but she doesn’t seem to mind.
“Na.  I’d do it if a neighbor needed me to.” Her smile is very honest.  She’s very calm and collected.  I notice she’s not wearing any makeup; that’s rare.  Hell, Kathy spends an hour in the bathroom every morning pasting it on her face.  Thank God we have more than one bathroom.  
She sees the dandelions growing on my lawn.  “Looks like you’ve got your work cut out.”
I sigh.  “Yeah.  I don’t mind.  Such a beautiful day.”
“Mine is a mess.  Worse than yours.”
“Yeah?  What do you use to clean it up?  I can’t use chemicals with Dasher.”
She shakes her head.  “No, you’re right.” She gives me a few suggestions and I thank her.  
“No problem.” She rises.  “Well, I should finish my walk.  I’ll see you later.” She looks down at the dog.  “See you later.” He wags his tail.
“See ya.” I say.  
Hours later, I’m working in my home office when I hear the front door open.  “Dalton?”  It’s Kathy coming home.
“Yeah.  In here.” I call out to her.
“Would you mind giving me a hand?  I’ve got some groceries here.”
“Yeah, sure.” I say, rising.  As I help her put the groceries away, she and I make silent work of getting all the food where it belongs.  Suddenly her phone rings, and she takes the call, leaving the room.  The groceries aren’t quite finished being put away, so I finish and go back into my office.  I see her walk by with her phone in her hand as she’s finished the call.  “Who was that?” I ask, reading an email.
“Just Peter.” She answers.  Peter is her ex-husband.
My tone is flat.  “What’s he want?” 
“Dalton, he’s my ex-husband.  There is a history there.  He’s allowed to talk to me.”
I lift my head from the screen.  “Why are you so defensive?  I just asked what he wanted?”
“Just to talk.” She shrugs, walking away.
“Then why did you leave the room?”
She stops dead in her tracks.  “Why did you leave the room when your brother called last night?” her tone is cutting.
“That was different.  You were about to watch a movie.  I didn’t want to interrupt.  I hardly think Peter interrupting us putting the groceries away would be taboo.”
“Well…I don’t know…I just…wanted to talk to him in private.”
Is this whole living together thing getting too real for her?  “Fair enough.  But the next time I take a call into another room, I don’t want your back getting up, okay?”
“Fine.”






  
  Chapter 6

Amelia
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Aaron seems very happy living here.  His driver is very punctual; getting him to and from work and to run errands, and this sits well with him.  On days when he’s still feeling pain, his associates have no problem coming to him.  His mother’s old sewing room has made for a great home office for him.  We hired someone to come in and create a pleasant work environment for him.  The office is perfect, and he’s said as much a few times.   
I’m so proud of my husband.  Many think that he’s a hard, cold, unfeeling person, but I’ve seen him come close to breaking a couple of times.  This isn’t easy for him.  He’s been brought down a peg or two, and I can see it in his eyes that he’s struggling.  As I sit at the dinner table with him, he’s eating happily, asking for a second helping, which I gladly get for him.  I’m full, so I take my plate up to the sink and start washing the dishes.  Vivian never had a dishwasher, and I’ve never been a fan, so the dishes have always gotten washed by hand under our roof.
“Amelia, can you give me a hand for a moment?” he asks.  I know that his diaper probably needs to be changed, and he’s slowly gaining some control over himself in that department.  The doctor says that he may or may not gain full control, but in the meantime, he can feel at least when it needs to be changed.  
“Sure, honey.  I’ll be right there.”
As I help him change, and we get his pants back on, he looks at me.  “Amelia, I know that you want a family, and I hope that you can accept the fact that I can’t give you one now.” He shocks me.  We haven’t discussed family plans in so long I can’t remember when the last time was.
“I know, Aaron.  No need to worry.” I say, patting his leg.  He wants to hire a nurse to take care of this part, but I won’t have it.  I won’t have someone else changing him when I can do it.  Or when we can do it together.  Aaron is very self-sufficient.
With a team effort, we get him back into his chair.  Once I’m finished the dishes, I put my running shoes on.  Walking is my favorite form of exercise.  I do yoga and strength training in the morning, but I love walking every night and throughout the weekends. I always have.  But Aaron looks at me as I rise out of the chair after tying my laces.  “You going for a walk?”
“I am.  Did you want to come with me?  I’m happy to take you.” I offer.
“No thank you.” He says with an edge in his voice.  “I’ve got a ton of work to do, and I’d rather not.  I was just asking in case you were going out somewhere else.”
“Do you need me to run an errand?” 
“No.  I’ll be here.” He says, wheeling himself to his office.
As I walk out of the house, I close and lock the door.  I’m feeling very energetic tonight, so my pace is quick.  There are plenty of dogs out on a night like tonight, and, of course, I have to stop and pet every one of them.  The lovely little Labrador mix named Dasher is outside tonight. I can see his golden yellow body laying on the grass as I approach the house.  The young man who lives there is very friendly, and he’s sitting on his porch.  Dasher sees me and lifts his head, starting to bark.
“Hey, it’s Dasher’s new friend.” The young man says.  His name is Dalton.  I’ve introduced myself.
“Amelia,” I remind him.  
“Yes, I know.  I was just testing you.” He jokes.  “How are you?”
“I’m good.  How are you?”
“I’m good.  I’m thinking about taking Dasher here for a walk shortly.” Dalton has big blue eyes and short, brown hair that he keeps a little longer on top.  He’s very muscular.  He’s wearing a pair of blue jeans and a t-shirt with some logo on it that I don’t recognize.  
“Exercise is good.” I say, patting his back.
“You would know.  Geez, how many rounds do you do each night?”
“At least two.”
“Rain or shine?”
“Definitely.  You sleep better when you walk at night.”
“Do you walk during the day?”
“Just on weekends. I work during the week.”
“I hear ya there.”
He has a sweet, warm tone in his voice.  He’s about ten years younger than me if I were to guess.  Last night, I saw who I’m guessing is his girlfriend, glaring at me from inside the house. I’m betting Dalton here has his hands full.  I probably shouldn’t stay for very long.  I don’t want to get him into trouble.  Dasher is rubbing his back into the grass, reveling in me rubbing his belly.  “Man, this dog doesn’t do any of these things for me or my girlfriend.  He must really like you.”
“Maybe.  I really like him, too.  But then again, I seem to have that effect on dogs.  I haven’t met one that hasn’t liked me yet.”
“You must have that touch.” He says.  There is no movement in the house from behind.  I’m thinking that maybe his girlfriend isn’t home.  There aren’t any cars parked in the driveway.  But then again, there usually aren’t.  I think they use their garage all the time.  “You want to give him a treat?” Dalton offers.
“Sure.”
“I’ll be right back.” Dalton rises, and Dasher doesn’t whine or move.  He’s quite content out here.  When he returns a minute later, he hands me a small morsel.  “Let’s see if we can teach him a trick or two.”
“Oh, that takes lots of practice, I’m afraid.”
“Well, we can start.” He says.  His blue eyes are twinkling at me, and suddenly he reminds me of someone, but I can’t put my finger on whom.  “You take this and make him sit first.”
Dasher is begging; whining, panting, his tail is wagging.  “Okay, boy. Sit!” Dalton says, pushing gently on the dog’s bottom, forcing him to plant his behind in the grass.  He does what he’s told, and I hand him the treat.  He eats it right out of my hand.
“Good boy!” I shout. I can’t help but smile.  The dog did exactly what he was supposed to do the first time.
“Now, for the real trick.” Dalton says, raising his brows.  “Can he do it again?”
“Ho, don’t count your chickens.” I chuckle.  “He’s still just a puppy.”
“Let’s try.” Dalton gives him the order, gently pushing on his bottom.  “Sit!” he commands, and Dasher sits on cue, like he’s been trained to do this a hundred times.  I hand him the treat and he eats it out of my hand again.
“Good boy!” I clap my hands.  This is so much fun.
“Well, a high five to you, Amelia.” Dalton raises his hand, and I slap it with mine.  “Now, if I can just get him to do all the other things, we’ll be set.”  He pauses.  “Have you ever had a dog before?  Do you have experience with them?”
“My grandmother had one, and my first job out of high school was as an assistant animal groomer in an animal hospital.  So yeah, I have a little bit of experience.  But I’ve never actually had my own dog.”
“Well, you’re a natural.” He compliments.  
“I think Dasher’s the natural.” I chuckle, rubbing his head.  He’s such a beautiful animal.  His one ear is floppy, while the other one stays straight up.  It’s so cute.  “I should go finish my walk.  I’ll see you later.”
“Maybe I’ll see you while I walk him in a bit.” Dalton winks.
“Maybe.”
Hours later, as I lay in bed, while Aaron is fast asleep next to me, I fall asleep, dreaming about someone familiar.
His hand rests on my head, and his other hand is on my side. I can feel the heat from his touch through my shirt.  My skin is cold and mottled from the rain, but it’s like the spots where he’s touching me are reverberating heat throughout my body.  It’s dark and wet outside, and we’re alone.  Nothing except us and the moonlight is here.  This handsome stranger kisses the top of my head, telling me everything is going to be okay.  No matter what happens, he’ll always be here, in my memory, in my dreams.
As I look up at him, the moonlight shines on his eyes, and they’re practically glowing they’re so big and blue.  His face is shadowed by the darkness; I can barely see it, but I know who it is, this tall, muscular stranger.  The hand that rests on my head, suddenly moves to my chin, as he gently lifts my face so we’re nose-to-nose.  In the moonlight, I can see his eyelashes sweeping his cheeks as he looks down at my lips.  He wants to kiss me.  God, I want to kiss him so badly my lips ache with need.  My whole body aches with need.
Lifting my chin, our lips make contact, and a blissful groan escapes my throat.  His lips are soft, warm and wet, as they take in mine in one fell swoop.  With a little suction, he pulls my tender lips to his, and lets them go, only to connect with them again, this time sweeping his tongue inside my mouth.  His tongue is soft and sensual, and I imagine what it would feel like to have this sensation all over my body; for him to kiss every inch of every part of me.  The thought is almost too much to handle.
My hands immediately find his wet hair, as I rake my fingers through it, bringing him closer to me.  It’s almost like we’re showering together.  Drinking in his mouth, I savor his lips and tongue, taking them in with mine, as we stand alone in the moonlight, kissing voraciously.  This gentle giant is making love to my mouth, making me moan it’s so good.  His hands find my waist as he pulls me to him, making me feel his hardness against my body.  It’s so enthralling I feel my thighs heat instantly.
His hands gently squeeze my rear before trailing up my body and around to my chest, as he brushes my breasts with his hands, making me beg for him to touch me.  Our lips break contact as he tilts his head to my neck, kissing and sucking the skin, making me whimper with need.  As he uses his lips and tongue to take my flesh into his mouth, every nerve ending is alive feeling his touch.  Between my legs is a pulsing need that I can’t ignore any longer.  It’s cold and dark and wet outside, and we’re in the middle of nowhere, alone.  The grass beneath us is soaked, but nothing would keep me from having him right here and now.
Grasping at the bottom of his shirt, I pull it off, peeling it away from his damp skin.  His wet hair slaps against his face as the shirt comes off.  He does the same to me, pulling my shirt off, revealing my soaked bra underneath.  My nipples are puckered from the cold and from his touch a moment ago.  His eyes go right to my breasts as he bends down in the rain, gently nipping them between his teeth, sheathed over his lips.  Even through the material of my bra, I can feel him, and I cry out it feels so amazing.  
Reaching back, he unclasps my bra, peeling it away from my skin, and I rear my head back, begging him to touch me.  My breasts are pert, and the rain hitting them is sensual and hot.  As he takes my nipple in his mouth, I can feel the heat throughout my body.  My hands rake his hair, begging him to come closer to me as he continues to lick and suck my nipples.  His hands find my jeans as he undoes them and pulls them down.  I’m standing naked, in just my underwear, and I can’t wait to remove his pants, too.  As I reach for his jeans, he stands back for a moment, letting me undo them and pull them off him, kissing every inch of his body on the way down.  He’s so beautiful and muscular, I can’t stand it.
His cock is so big and beautiful, I want to suck it and lick it, but I’m torn between doing this and having him inside me.  I want the latter right now.  Pulling my panties down, I wrap my arms around him, kissing him voraciously, as he lifts me, and then lowers me down to the grass.  His body is so warm above me, that I don’t even notice the rain anymore.  As he enters me, I feel so much it’s almost unbearable.  He fills me and enters me again, making it slow enough to savor, but fast enough to keep a steady pace.  I feel myself climbing already, as his thighs slap against mine.
His lips find my nipples, as he licks and sucks them, and it’s my undoing.  It feels so wonderful that I cry out, begging him not to stop.  He kisses and sucks, pumping into me hard, and before I know it, I’m feeling my release.  
As I cry out in sheer ecstasy, I bolt up in bed.  My body is vibrating and I’m soaking wet from head to toe.  My chest is heaving up and down.  Aaron is not in bed with me, and his chair is gone, too.  Did I actually come in my sleep?  It feels like I did.  I recognize the feeling; it’s happened to me many times.  Even before the accident, Aaron and I hadn’t been sexually active together in quite some time.  That part of our marriage seemed to fizzle once his business took off.  He has too many things on his mind to be thinking about sex.  Dreams like this happen for me more often than I care to admit.  But now, since meeting this mystery man on the night of Aaron’s accident, I find myself dreaming more.
It’s odd, because, I never really saw the man’s face.  Just his eyes.  They stood out like beacons.  They were beautiful.  The way he held me close that night…I’ll never forget it.  So protective.  So caring, yet we didn’t even know each other.  Humans are amazing.  This human will be in my heart for a long time.  I never got the chance to thank him for his help and support that night.  I suppose that is part of the reason why I continue to dream about him.  
Or is there another reason?






  
  Chapter 7

Dalton

[image: image-placeholder]

Kathy is still asleep when I get up.  It’s Sunday morning, and I didn’t get half the work done that I was supposed to get done last night.  The sun isn’t even up when I’m in my office, going through all the material I’m supposed to review and make notes on for this meeting tomorrow.  After making myself a coffee and some breakfast, I see the sun coming up, and decide I’d make a lot more progress if I was outside.  Dasher is sleeping in his bed in the living room, but when he sees me heading for the door, he’s up and following me.   
“You need to pee, buddy?” I ask, watching his tail wag at the sight of his leash.  He runs outside and lifts his leg the second he gets to the tree in the front yard.  The sunrise is beautiful.  I’m a sucker for it all the time.  I’ve been thinking about getting a boat so I can go out on the water and watch the sunrise at the skyline, but Kathy isn’t into boats, so I’ve put it off for now.  I’ll ease her into it at some point.  
As I sit on the porch, drinking my coffee and working, I see Amelia, Dasher’s new friend, walking by.  “Good morning.” I say to her.  Her hair is always in a bun or a ponytail, and she’s always wearing the same pants
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