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Chapter 1 — The Regular

He was always the last one to leave.

It was a fact of my life as predictable as the jingle of the bell over the front door or the sticky feel of spilled beer on polished oak. The after-work crowd would thin by nine. The dinner-and-a-drink couples would vanish by ten. The dedicated few, nursing a long week or a longer sorrow, would linger until I flipped the main lights on at eleven fifty-five, the universal signal that their refuge was about to become just a closed shop again.

Sam Rourke would be the one who outlasted them all.

He’d arrive around eight-thirty, always alone, always wearing the faint scent of sawdust and soap. He’d take the same stool at the far end of the bar, the one that gave him a view of both the door and the taps, and order a bottle of the local craft lager. Not the pint. The bottle. He’d peel the label off slowly over the course of the evening, a quiet, methodical ritual, and leave the shredded paper in a neat pile beside his coaster.

For six weeks, this had been our dance.

I knew he was a carpenter. He’d mentioned it once, when I’d commented on the calluses on his hands as he passed over his credit card. He had dark hair that curled a little at the nape of his neck when it got too long, and brown eyes that watched the room with a patient, easy calm. He was thirty-four. I was twenty-nine. These were the bare facts, the scraps of a person you collect when you serve them drinks and make change.

The rest was just my own, useless speculation.

Tonight was a Thursday, slow and humid. The ceiling fan chopped through the thick air, doing little more than stirring it around. I was wiping down the already-clean bar for the third time, my back to the room, when I felt the shift in the atmosphere. The last two guys at the high-top slapped some cash down and headed out, the door sighing shut behind them.

It was just Sam and me.

I turned around. He was watching me, his bottle nearly empty, the label completely gone. The pile of paper shreds looked like a tiny, destroyed nest.

“Last call, Sam,” I said, my voice sounding louder than I intended in the empty room.

He nodded, that simple, unhurried gesture. “I know.”

He didn’t move to leave. He didn’t ask for another. He just sat there, his forearms resting on the bar, those work-roughened hands relaxed. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly. It was… charged. Like the humid air outside was pressing in on the windows, holding its breath.

I busied myself with the register, counting the cash drawer even though I’d already done it. The ching-ching of the coins was absurdly loud. I could feel his gaze on the back of my neck, a warm, physical weight.

“Long day?” I asked, not looking up.

“The usual. Cabinet install ran late. Client changed her mind about the hardware at the last minute.” His voice was a low rumble, pleasant. It fit him.

“Hence the late arrival.” I finally glanced at him. A smile touched his lips, just a faint curve.

“Hence the late arrival.”

I closed the register with a solid thunk. “Well, I’m glad we didn’t miss you.” The words were out before I could stop them, too personal, too revealing. I covered by grabbing a glass and submerging it in the sanitizer sink.

When I straightened, he was still watching me. His brown eyes were steady. “Are you?”

My heart did a stupid little stutter against my ribs. “A regular’s a regular. Keeps the lights on.”

“Is that all I am, Nora? A regular?”

The use of my name, spoken in that quiet, direct tone, felt like a touch. I dried my hands on a towel, taking my time. “What else would you be?”

“I don’t know,” he said. He pushed his empty bottle toward me. “That’s why I’m asking.”

I took the bottle, our fingers brushing. A simple, accidental contact. My skin tingled. I’d served him dozens of times. We’d brushed hands before. Tonight, it was different. The near-empty bar, the late hour, the six weeks of slow-burn glances across a crowded room—it all coalesced into this moment, into the point of contact between his forefinger and my thumb.

I pulled my hand back as if burned and dropped the bottle into the recycling bin with a clatter. “You’re the last one here every night, Sam. You know that.”

“I do.”

“Why?”

He leaned back on his stool, considering me. The dim, amber glow from the backbar lights caught the planes of his face, the strong line of his jaw shadowed with evening stubble. “I like the quiet. I like the way you wipe down the bar when you think no one’s watching. All focused. Like it’s the most important task in the world.”

Heat bloomed in my cheeks. “It’s just closing duties.”

“It’s not,” he said simply. “It’s you winding down. Letting the day go. I like seeing it.”

The honesty in his words was a battering ram against the carefully maintained wall I kept around myself and this place. The bar was mine. I’d bought it with every penny of my savings and three years of back-breaking work. It was my kingdom, my sanctuary, and my cage. Letting someone in, letting them see the gears turning… that was dangerous.

“You should go,” I said, but my voice lacked conviction. I started flipping chairs upside down onto the tables, the legs clattering on the wood. “I’ve got to lock up.”

I heard the soft scrape of his stool on the floor. Relief and a sharp, slicing disappointment warred in my gut. He was leaving. The dance was over for another night.

But then his footsteps came toward me, not toward the door. I froze, a chair in my hands, as he appeared beside me. He took the chair from my grip, his hands covering mine for a second, and placed it neatly on a table.

“Let me help,” he said.

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

He moved with a quiet efficiency, lifting chairs with an ease that spoke of his strength. I watched the muscles shift under his simple grey t-shirt, the way his jeans sat low on his hips. My mouth went dry. This was new. This was crossing a line. The customer didn’t help you close. The customer left.

We worked in silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the thump of chair legs and our breathing. The space between us felt alive, crackling. When the last chair was up, we stood in the middle of the empty room. The front door was five steps away. The back office, with its deadbolt and its silence, was ten steps in the other direction.

He was close enough that I could smell him—sawdust, soap, and the clean, malty scent of his beer. My pulse hammered in my throat.

“Nora,” he began, his voice even lower now.

I looked up at him. His eyes were dark, intent. He was going to kiss me. I knew it with a certainty that stole my breath. And I wanted him to. God, I wanted it. Six weeks of watching him walk out that door, of wondering what it would feel like to have those hands on me instead of a beer bottle, came rushing to the surface.

I tilted my chin up, an involuntary invitation.

He saw it. His gaze dropped to my lips. He leaned in, just an inch, and the world narrowed to the space between our mouths.

Then the phone rang.

The sharp, jangling sound from the landline behind the bar was like a bucket of ice water. I flinched back, my professional persona slamming back into place like a shield.

“I— I have to get that. It’s probably my supplier about the weekend delivery.” The lie fell clumsily from my lips.

Sam straightened. The moment shattered, scattering into the awkward, too-bright air. He nodded, taking a full step back. “Right.”

The phone kept ringing. I hurried behind the bar and snatched up the receiver. “Hello?”

It was a wrong number. Some guy asking for a Mike. I mumbled a correction and hung up, my face flaming.

When I turned back, Sam was at the door, his hand on the handle. He looked over his shoulder at me. “Goodnight, Nora.”

“Goodnight, Sam.”

He left. The bell jingled softly, then silenced as the door clicked shut. I stood there, alone in the sudden, crushing quiet of my bar, my body humming with unmet want. I could still feel the ghost of his nearness, the almost-kiss hanging in the air like a promise broken before it was made.

I locked the door behind him, my movements automatic. I killed the main lights, leaving only the blue safety bulbs glowing over the backbar. I went through the closing checklist, my mind a thousand miles away, replaying those last seconds before the phone rang.

In the back office, I slumped into my desk chair. The security monitor showed four different angles of the empty bar. It was just a room. Just wood and glass and neon. But for a moment tonight, with him in it, helping me, watching me, it had felt like something else entirely. A stage set for a scene we kept almost starting but never could.

I rested my forehead on the cool wood of the desk. He’d be back tomorrow. He always came back. The thought should have been comforting—the reliable regular, the steady income. Instead, it felt like a countdown. A slow, sweet torture of almosts and not-yets.

And I didn’t know how much longer I could stand it, or if I even wanted to. The wall I’d built around myself had a crack in it now, and his name was Sam Rourke. Tomorrow night, he’d walk in at eight-thirty, take his stool, and order his bottle. And I would have to decide: was I going to keep wiping down the bar, pretending I didn’t feel his eyes on me, or was I going to finally meet his gaze and hold it?

The question followed me upstairs to my apartment above the bar, into my shower, into my bed. It lingered in the dark, a silent companion to the memory of his hands covering mine, and the devastating simplicity of his words: I like seeing it.

The storm was brewing long before the clouds rolled in. It was brewing right here, in the charged space between last call and locking up, in the unasked questions and the almost-kisses. It was only a matter of time before it broke.

I didn’t sleep well. The phantom pressure of his hands over mine, the heat of his nearness, played on a loop behind my eyelids. When my alarm blared at ten the next morning, I dragged myself out of bed feeling like I’d run a marathon in my dreams.

Fridays were prep days. The delivery truck came at noon, and I had inventory to do before that. The bar in the harsh light of day was a different beast—stripped of its amber glow and the low murmur of voices, it was just a space full of chores. I hauled kegs, counted bottles, and scrubbed down coolers, the physical labor a welcome distraction from the memory of Sam’s voice saying my name.

By the time eight-thirty rolled around that night, I was a ball of nerves. I’d changed my shirt three times, finally settling on a simple black v-neck that I told myself was professional, not an attempt to look good. The Friday crowd was livelier, a mix of weekender couples and office workers blowing off steam. Sam’s usual stool was occupied by a group of women celebrating a birthday, their laughter sharp and bright.

I kept glancing at the door, my stomach tightening with each new arrival who wasn’t him. Maybe he wouldn’t come. Maybe last night had spooked him, pushed him over some invisible line he hadn’t meant to cross. The thought sent a cold splash of disappointment through my veins.

Then, at quarter to nine, the bell jingled. He walked in, still in his work clothes—a different grey t-shirt, jeans dusted with a fine pale powder. Drywall dust, I guessed. He scanned the room, saw his stool was taken, and didn’t seem bothered. He found an empty spot at the center of the bar and leaned against it, waiting for me to finish pulling a pint for someone else.

Our eyes met. There was no awkwardness in his gaze, no apology, no smirking reminder of our almost-moment. It was just Sam, steady as ever. He gave me a small, easy nod.

I delivered the pint, took a payment, and made my way to him. “Drywall day?”

He looked down at his shirt as if noticing the dust for the first time. “Demo. It’s messy.”

“The usual?”

“Please.”

I pulled a bottle of the craft lager from the cooler, popped the cap, and set it in front of him on a fresh coaster. Our fingers didn’t brush this time. I’d made sure of it.

“Busier tonight,” he observed, taking a slow sip.

“Friday.” I wiped a non-existent spill next to his bottle. “You’re late.”

“Job ran over. Had to secure a load of lumber before the rain they’re predicting.” He studied me. “You look tired.”

I barked a laugh, surprised by his bluntness. “Gee, thanks.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.” A hint of a smile touched his lips. “You just look like you worked hard today. It’s a good look.”

The compliment, so casually delivered, warmed me more than it should have. “Well, the kegs don’t move themselves.”

We fell into a familiar pattern then, but the undercurrent was different. It wasn’t just bartender and regular anymore. It was two people who had almost kissed, who had acknowledged a pull between them. Every glance held more weight. Every mundane exchange—a comment on the humidity, a question about a new beer on tap—felt like a layer over something deeper, hotter.

He didn’t move back to his usual spot when it freed up. He stayed right in front of me, a constant, quiet presence in my peripheral vision as I worked. I was hyper-aware of him—the way he rolled his bottle between his palms, the way he’d look at me when he thought I wasn’t looking, the solid, still way he occupied the space.

The crowd peaked around ten-thirty and then began its slow decline. By eleven, it was down to a handful. By eleven-thirty, it was just Sam and a couple canoodling in a corner booth. I started my closing routine early, refilling napkin dispensers and salt shakers, anything to keep moving.

At eleven-forty-five, the couple finally left, giggling and tangled up in each other. The door closed behind them with a final-sounding thud.

Silence descended, thick and expectant.

Sam’s bottle was empty, the label peeled and shredded into his usual neat pile. He hadn’t asked for another.

I flipped the main lights. The sudden brightness was a shock, bleaching the warmth from the room. Sam didn’t flinch. He just watched me walk from behind the bar to lock the front door, my footsteps echoing in the now-too-quiet space.

I turned the deadbolt. The click was loud and definitive. When I turned around, he was still on his stool, watching me. He hadn’t offered to help with the chairs tonight. He was just… waiting.

“Last call,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

“I heard you the first time,” he said, but there was no edge to it. Just a quiet acknowledgment.

I walked back behind the bar, my pulse beginning to drum a frantic rhythm. This was the dangerous part. The part where it was just us, and the rules of customer and proprietor dissolved into something far more personal and perilous.

I started wiping down the bar, starting at the far end, working my way toward him. The sanitizer smell of the rag was sharp in my nostrils. I could feel his eyes on my hands, on the movement of my arms, on my face when I glanced up.

When I reached his section, I swiped the cloth over the polished oak in front of him. He didn’t move his arms. I had to lean closer, reaching across him to get the spot where his elbows had been. My body was inches from his. The scent of drywall dust and his clean, male sweat filled my senses.

“Nora.” His voice was a low vibration in the quiet room.

I froze, the rag still pressed to the wood. I didn’t look up. “Yeah?”

“Look at me.”

I made myself lift my head. His brown eyes were dark, serious. The patient calm was still there, but beneath it ran a current of pure, unmistakable heat.

“What happened last night…” he began.

“The phone rang,” I finished for him, my throat tight.

“It did. And you answered it.” He paused. “If it hadn’t rung… what would you have done?”

The question hung between us, honest and terrifying. I could lie. I could give him a flippant answer, rebuild the wall, send him home. I could feel the words forming on my tongue, the safe, professional deflection.

But I was so tired of safe.

“I think you know what I would have done,” I whispered.

A slow breath left his lungs. He nodded, just once. “I hoped.”

He reached out then, not for me, but for the rag in my hand. He took it from my limp fingers and dropped it on the bar. Then his hand, rough and warm, closed around mine. The contact was electric. It was a direct line from my palm up my arm, straight to my core, which clenched with a sudden, aching need.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” he said, his thumb stroking over my knuckles. “About you. For weeks.”

“Me too,” I admitted, the confession leaving me feeling exposed and exhilarated.

He stood up from the stool, our joined hands the only point of contact. He was taller than I realized, his broad shoulders blocking my view of the room. He used his free hand to cup my cheek, his calloused palm incredibly gentle against my skin.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured, his eyes searching mine. “Tell me to leave, and I’ll walk out that door right now. I won’t like it, but I’ll do it.”

This was it. The line. The one I’d drawn in my head a hundred times. The professional boundary that kept my life orderly, that kept me from getting hurt, from wanting too much.

I looked at him—at the quiet intensity in his face, at the honest desire there, uncomplicated by games or pretension. I thought of six weeks of slow burns and almosts. I thought of the empty apartment upstairs and the even emptier feeling that sometimes waited for me there.

“Don’t stop,” I said.

The words were barely out of my mouth before his lips were on mine.

The kiss wasn’t tentative. It wasn’t a question. It was an answer. His mouth was warm and firm, moving against mine with a confidence that made my knees weak. He tasted of beer and something uniquely him, clean and male. A soft sound escaped my throat, and I leaned into him, my free hand coming up to clutch at his shirt, the drywall dust powdery under my fingers.

He released my hand only to wrap both arms around me, pulling me tight against his body. I was pinned between the hard edge of the bar and the solid wall of his chest. One of his hands slid into my hair, cradling the back of my head, angling me to deepen the kiss. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I met it with my own, the heat between us igniting into a full-blown blaze.

This was nothing like the chaste, almost-kiss of the night before. This was claiming. This was hunger. This was six weeks of pent-up want exploding into a single, searing point of contact.

My body came alive under his hands. My breasts felt heavy, my nipples tightening into hard points against the lace of my bra. A deep, throbbing ache settled between my legs. I rocked my hips against him, seeking friction, and felt the hard ridge of his erection press against my stomach through our clothes. A jolt of pure lust shot through me.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged, his forehead resting against mine. “Jesus, Nora.”

“I know,” I breathed, just as wrecked.

His hands were everywhere, mapping the curves of my back, my waist, my hips, as if memorizing me. He kissed me again, softer this time, a slow, drugging exploration that made my head swim. When he pulled back, his eyes were blazing.

“Where?” he asked, the single word loaded with meaning. Where can I take you? Where can this happen?

My mind raced. Not the bar floor. Not the back office with its security monitors. Upstairs. My apartment. My private space, my sanctuary. Letting him in there felt like the final surrender, but I was past caring.

“Upstairs,” I said, my voice husky. “I live above the bar.”

He didn’t hesitate. He just nodded, his hands sliding down to grip my hips. “Lead the way.”

I took his hand—the feeling of his fingers lacing through mine was shockingly intimate—and led him around the bar, past the empty tables, to the unmarked door beside the restrooms that led to the private staircase. My hands were trembling as I fumbled with my keys. He stood close behind me, his heat a constant presence against my back, his breath stirring the hair at my nape.

The lock clicked. I pushed the door open onto the narrow, dimly lit stairs. “It’s not fancy,” I said, a sudden wave of self-consciousness hitting me.

“I don’t care,” he said, and followed me up.

My apartment was a reflection of me—functional, a little messy, with deep, comfortable furniture and books piled on every surface. The single large window looked out over the quiet side street. I flicked on a lamp, casting the room in a soft, golden light.

We stood in the middle of my living room, facing each other. The reality of what was happening crashed over me. Sam Rourke was in my home. The quiet regular from my bar. And I’d just kissed him like my life depended on it.

He looked around, taking in the space, then his eyes returned to me. “This is you,” he said softly.

“This is me,” I confirmed, my heart hammering.

He closed the distance between us in two strides. This time, his kiss was slower, deeper, more deliberate. It was a kiss that said we have time now. His hands came up to frame my face, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones. I melted into him, my arms winding around his neck, pulling him closer.

The passion from downstairs was still there, a live wire under my skin, but it was tempered now by a sweetness that was almost worse. It made me feel vulnerable, seen in a way that was terrifying.

His mouth left mine to trail kisses along my jaw, down the column of my throat. I tipped my head back, a moan escaping my lips as he found a sensitive spot just below my ear. His hands slid down my shoulders, over my arms, then to the hem of my shirt.

“Can I?” he asked against my skin.

“Yes.” The word was a gasp.

He pulled the shirt up and over my head, dropping it to the floor. His gaze swept over me, taking in my plain black bra, the swell of my breasts above the lace. His eyes darkened with appreciation. “You’re beautiful.”

Before I could reply, he bent his head and captured one nipple through the fabric with his mouth. The heat, the wetness, the gentle suction made my knees buckle. I cried out, my fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to me. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, until the lace was damp and my nipples were painfully hard.

His own shirt followed mine, tossed aside. My breath caught. He was all lean muscle and smooth skin, a dusting of dark hair across his chest that trailed down his taut stomach. The drywall dust was a faint smear on his shoulders. I reached out, my palms flattening against the hard planes of his pecs, feeling the steady, strong beat of his heart. He was real. This was happening.

He made quick work of my jeans, unbuttoning and unzipping them before sliding them and my panties down my legs in one smooth motion. I stepped out of them, suddenly naked except for my bra. The cool air of the apartment brushed my skin, but I was burning up from the inside.

He knelt before me, his hands sliding up my thighs. His eyes, looking up at me from that position, were pure sin. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties, long since discarded with my jeans, but the visual was clear. He was claiming every part of me.

Then he leaned forward and pressed a soft, open-mouthed kiss to the juncture of my thigh. “So perfect,” he murmured, his breath hot against my sensitive skin.

He didn’t go further. Instead, he rose to his feet, his own jeans looking painfully tight. “Bedroom?” he asked, his voice rough with restraint.

I nodded, taking his hand again. I led him the few steps to my bedroom, a room dominated by a large, unmade bed. We didn’t make it that far. As soon as we crossed the threshold, he turned me to face him and backed me against the nearest wall.

The kiss was incendiary. All the slow, tender exploration was gone, replaced by a raw, desperate need. His hands were on my breasts, kneading, his thumbs rubbing over my nipples. I arched into his touch, my own hands fumbling with the button of his jeans.

I got them open, pushed them and his boxer briefs down over his hips. His cock sprang free, thick and hard, the head flushed a deep red. I wrapped my hand around him, and he groaned into my mouth, his hips bucking forward. He was hot and velvety smooth in my grasp, pulsing with life.

“Nora,” he gritted out, breaking the kiss to rest his forehead against the wall beside my head. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

“Yes,” I urged, spreading my legs wider, guiding him to me. “Now, Sam. Please.”

He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against my wetness. My pussy was throbbing, clenching around nothing, desperate to be filled. I was so ready for him it was almost painful.

He looked into my eyes, his own hazy with lust but still holding a question. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” I hooked my leg around his hip, pulling him closer. “I want you. All of you.”

With a low groan, he pushed forward, sinking into me in one slow, relentless stroke.

The feeling was overwhelming. The stretch, the fullness, the shocking intimacy of him being inside me, here, in my home. I cried out, a sharp, ragged sound, my nails digging into his shoulders. He was big, and it had been a long time for me, but the burn quickly melted into a deep, radiating pleasure.

“God, you’re tight,” he breathed, holding himself still, buried to the hilt. He was trembling with the effort. “Okay?”

“More than okay,” I gasped, rolling my hips, taking him even deeper.

That broke his control. He withdrew almost completely, then drove back in, setting a deep, steady rhythm that had me seeing stars. The wall was cool against my back, his body was hot and hard against my front, and the place where we were joined was a furnace of sensation.

He kissed me again, swallowing my moans. One of his hands slid between our bodies, his thumb finding my clit. The direct, circular pressure was exquisite. My orgasm began to coil, low and tight in my belly, with shocking speed.

“Sam,” I panted against his mouth. “I’m… I’m going to…”

“Come for me,” he growled, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. “Let me feel you.”

It was the command in his voice, mixed with the relentless friction of his cock and the perfect pressure of his thumb, that sent me over the edge. My climax crashed through me, wave after wave of pure, blinding pleasure. My inner muscles clamped down on him, milking his length, and I screamed his name into the quiet room, my body shuddering violently against his.

My climax triggered his. With a ragged shout, he buried himself deep and stilled, his own release pulsing into me, hot and endless. He held me tightly, his face buried in my neck, as we both rode out the aftershocks, gasping for air.

For a long moment, we didn’t move. We were a sweaty, tangled mess against my bedroom wall, his weight a welcome anchor. His softening cock was still inside me, a final, intimate connection.

Slowly, he lifted his head. He looked dazed, his hair mussed, his lips swollen from kissing. He brushed a damp strand of hair from my forehead. “Okay?” he asked again, his voice soft.

I nodded, unable to form words. I was more than okay. I was shattered and remade.

He carefully pulled out, making me wince at the sudden emptiness. He disposed of the condom—I hadn’t even registered him putting it on—and then, instead of heading to the bathroom or for his clothes, he scooped me up into his arms.

I yelped in surprise, clinging to his neck. “What are you doing?”

“Taking you to bed,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “The wall’s had its turn.”

He carried me the three steps to the bed and laid me down gently on the rumpled sheets. Then he crawled in beside me, pulling the comforter over us both. He drew me into his arms, my back to his front, and wrapped himself around me. His breath was warm against the back of my neck.

We lay there in the dark, the only sound our gradually slowing breathing. The storm that had been brewing for weeks had finally broken, and in its wake was a calm so profound it felt sacred.

His hand splayed possessively over my stomach. “Stay?” I whispered into the darkness, the word feeling huge.

His arms tightened around me. “As long as you want me to.”

Outside, the first few drops of rain began to patter against my window. The predicted storm was arriving. But here, in the warm cocoon of my bed with Sam’s body curved around mine, I felt safe. I felt wanted.

And for the first time in a very long time, I felt like I wasn’t alone. The crack in my wall wasn’t just a crack anymore. Sam Rourke had walked right through it. And as I drifted towards sleep, lulled by the sound of the rain and the steady beat of his heart against my back, I knew with a certainty that both thrilled and terrified me: he wasn’t planning on leaving.


Chapter 2 — The Storm

Waking up with Sam in my bed was a surreal kind of peace. The storm had raged through the night, a drumroll on the roof that eventually faded into a soft, gray dawn. I’d stirred once, disoriented, and his arm had tightened around my waist, pulling me back against the solid warmth of him. A soft, sleepy grumble in my ear—“’s okay, Nora. Sleep.”—and I had.

When I woke again, the room was filled with the muted light of a rain-washed morning. Sam was still there, a warm, breathing weight behind me. I lay perfectly still, cataloging the sensations: the scratch of his morning stubble against the back of my neck, the heavy weight of his arm draped over my ribs, the smell of him—clean sweat and cedar and man—mixed with the stale scent of my own sheets. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic, trapped bird. He wasn’t supposed to stay. He’d never stayed before. The crack in my wall felt more like a gaping hole now, and Sam Rourke was sprawled comfortably in the middle of my life.

I must have tensed, because he stirred. His hand slid up from my stomach to my ribcage, his thumb stroking a slow, absent circle just below my breast.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.” My own voice sounded small.

“Rain stopped.”

“Looks like.”

He was quiet for a long moment, his thumb still moving. “You regret it?”

The question was so direct it stole my breath. I didn’t know how to answer. I regretted the vulnerability. I craved the closeness. The two feelings were a knot in my chest I couldn’t untangle.

“I don’t know,” I said finally, honestly.

He pressed a kiss to my shoulder blade, a soft, dry touch that sent a shiver straight down my spine. “Fair enough.”

He didn’t move to get up. He just held me, letting the quiet of the morning settle around us. It was unnervingly patient. I was used to men who bolted at dawn, or who got greedy with the daylight, their hands and demands multiplying. Sam just… stayed.

Eventually, the practicalities intruded. My bladder was screaming. The bar downstairs needed its morning reset. The world, which had narrowed to this room and this man last night, was waiting.

“I have to pee,” I said, awkwardly.

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through his chest into my back. His arm loosened. “Then pee.”

I slipped out from under his arm and the comforter, the cool air hitting my skin, making me acutely aware I was naked. I kept my back to him, fumbling for my robe on the floor. I wrapped it around myself, cinching the belt tight, before I dared to glance at him.

He’d rolled onto his back, hands behind his head, watching me. The sheet was pooled low on his hips, revealing the cut of his abdomen, the trail of dark hair that disappeared beneath the fabric. He looked utterly at home in my rumpled bed, a fact that made my stomach clench.

“What?” I asked, defensive.

“Nothing.” A slow, easy smile spread across his face. “Just looking.”

I fled to the bathroom.

When I came out, washed and feeling slightly more human, he was up. He’d pulled on his jeans from last night, but they were still unbuttoned, hanging low on his hips. He was standing by my small kitchenette, filling the coffee maker with water from the tap.

“I figured you’d want this,” he said, not looking at me as he scooped grounds from the canister.

I leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “You know your way around a coffee maker.”

“It’s a gift.” He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes warm. “You take yours black, right?”

He remembered. Of course he did. He was a man who noticed things. That was the whole problem. “Yeah. Black.”

He nodded, turning back to his task. I watched the muscles shift in his bare back, the play of light across his skin. The memory of last night—his mouth on my neck, his hands on my thighs, the hot, desperate friction against the wall—flooded back with embarrassing clarity. My face heated.

The coffee began to drip, its rich scent filling the small apartment. Sam turned and leaned against the counter, mirroring my posture, arms crossed over his chest. “So. Today.”

“Today,” I echoed.

“Bar open?”

“Not till five. But I’ve got inventory and deliveries. The storm probably delayed the keg truck.” I was babbling, retreating into work. It was my safest territory.

“Need a hand?”

The offer was simple, genuine. It undid me a little. “I can manage.”

“I know you can.” He pushed off the counter and took two steps toward me, stopping just inside my personal space. He didn’t touch me. “But I’m offering anyway.”

I looked up at him, at the quiet intensity in his brown eyes. “Why?”

He reached out then, his fingers brushing a strand of hair from my cheek, tucking it behind my ear. His touch was devastatingly gentle. “Because I like being where you are, Nora. Even if it’s hauling kegs.”

My throat tightened. I had no defense against that. Against him. I just nodded, a quick, jerky motion.

He smiled, his thumb stroking my cheekbone once before he dropped his hand. “Coffee’s almost ready.”

The day unfolded in a strange, new rhythm. We drank coffee in a silence that was no longer awkward, just… full. He pulled on his t-shirt and boots, and followed me downstairs into the bar.

The place smelled of last night’s beer and damp wood. Rainlight filtered through the front windows, casting the empty stools and tables in a soft, melancholy glow. It was my domain, but today it felt different with him in it. He didn’t wait for instructions. He started righting chairs, collecting empty glassware from the tables where the few other regulars had sat before the storm chased them out.

I busied myself behind the bar, wiping down surfaces, my mind racing. Last night had been a breach of protocol. A wonderful, electric, world-shifting breach, but a breach nonetheless. Sam Rourke was my customer. My quiet, nightly ritual. Letting him into my bed—and now, into my morning routine—was a line I’d sworn I’d never cross. Yet here I was, watching him lift a heavy high-top table with one hand to sweep underneath it, the muscles in his arm corded with the effort.

“So,” I said, too loudly in the quiet room. “What’s on your docket today? Big carpentry project?”

He straightened, dustpan in hand. “Finished a deck yesterday, before the rain. Today’s clear. Client rescheduled the kitchen install till Monday.” He dumped the dust into a trash bin. “So I’m all yours.”

All yours. The words landed with a physical weight.

The delivery truck arrived an hour later, the driver grumbling about downed branches. Sam went out with me to the alley, and together we muscled the new kegs into the walk-in cooler. His strength was effortless, a fact he didn’t show off. He just did the work, his shoulder brushing mine, his fingers briefly overlapping mine on the metal handle of a keg. Every casual touch was a live wire.

Back inside, the physical labor had broken the last of the morning’s fragile tension. We were both sweating slightly. I pulled two glasses of ice water from the tap and slid one down the bar to him.

He caught it, took a long drink, his Adam’s apple working. He set the glass down with a satisfied sigh. “Thanks.”

I leaned on my elbows on the bar, watching him. “You’re handy to have around.”

“I aim to please.”

The banter was back, but it was different now. Charged with the memory of what we’d done, what we’d almost done. The air between us thickened again.

He came around the bar, into my space. He didn’t touch me, just stood close enough that I could feel the heat coming off his body. “You’ve got a smudge,” he said, his voice low. “Right here.” He gestured to his own temple.

“Oh.” I went to wipe it with my hand.

He caught my wrist. “Let me.”

Using his thumb, he gently rubbed at the spot on my forehead. His touch was warm, slightly rough. His eyes were fixed on mine, intense and unreadable. My breath hitched. He was so close I could see the darker ring of brown around his irises, the faint scar through his eyebrow.

His thumb stilled. He wasn’t wiping anything anymore. He was just holding my face, his gaze dropping to my mouth.

“Sam,” I whispered, a warning or an invitation, I wasn’t sure.

He answered by closing the distance. His lips met mine, and this kiss was nothing like the frantic, storm-driven one from last night. This was slow. Deliberate. A deep, thorough exploration that made my knees weak. He tasted of coffee and cool water. One hand cradled the back of my head, the other settled on my hip, his fingers digging in just enough to claim.

I melted into him, my hands coming up to fist in the soft cotton of his t-shirt. A low sound of approval vibrated in his chest. He walked me backward until my lower back met the edge of the bar. He broke the kiss, both of us breathing heavily.

“I’ve been thinking about doing that again since the second I woke up,” he confessed, his forehead resting against mine.

“Me too,” I admitted, the truth torn from me.

He kissed me again, harder this time, his tongue sweeping into my mouth. My robe, already loose, fell open. He broke the kiss with a sharp intake of breath, his eyes darkening as they raked down my body, taking in the sight of me naked beneath the flimsy fabric.

“Christ, Nora,” he breathed.

His hands went to the belt of my robe, untied it with a quick tug, and pushed the fabric off my shoulders. It puddled on the floor at my feet. I stood there, exposed in the gray daylight of my empty bar, a shiver running through me that had nothing to do with cold.

He looked his fill, his gaze hot and appreciative. “You’re so damn beautiful.”

Then his hands were on me, sliding up my ribs to cup my breasts, his thumbs brushing over my nipples, making them peak into tight, aching points. I gasped, my head falling back. He dipped his head, taking one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue laving the sensitive tip.

I cried out, my fingers tangling in his dark hair, holding him to me. The sensation was exquisite, a direct line of pleasure straight to my core. I was already wet, throbbing for him. The bar’s edge dug into my backside, a sharp counterpoint to the soft, insistent pull of his mouth.

He switched to my other breast, giving it the same devoted attention, while his hand slid down my stomach, over the curve of my hip, and into the heat between my thighs. He didn’t tease. His fingers found my clit, slick with my arousal, and began to circle it with a firm, knowing pressure.

“Sam… oh, god…” I was panting, writhing against his hand, against the unyielding wood of the bar.

“You’re so wet for me,” he groaned against my skin. “Every night, watching you from my stool, I’d wonder. I’d drive myself crazy wondering what you tasted like.”

Before I could process that, he was sinking to his knees in front of me. He hooked his hands behind my thighs and pulled me forward, off balance, until I was perched on the very edge of the bar. Then he put his mouth on me.

The first hot, flat stroke of his tongue over my clit made me jerk and cry out. He held me steady, his hands firm on my thighs, and dove in. He ate me like a man starved, licking and sucking, his tongue probing my entrance before returning to circle my clit with relentless focus. It was obscene, glorious. The wet, slick sounds of his mouth on my pussy filled the quiet bar. I looked down, saw his dark head between my thighs, his shoulders straining his t-shirt, and the sight undid me.

My orgasm built fast, a tight, coiling pressure in my belly. “Sam, I’m gonna…”

He responded by sliding two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that made me see stars. His mouth never left my clit. The dual sensation was too much. The coil snapped. Pleasure exploded through me, white-hot and shattering. I screamed, my body bowing, my hands gripping the bar behind me for dear life as I convulsed around his fingers, against his mouth.

He worked me through it, gentling his touch until the last aftershock faded. Then he rose, his lips glistening with me, his eyes blazing with triumph and desire. He kissed me, letting me taste myself on his tongue, a carnal intimacy that made my still-thrumming body clench anew.

He was hard, the thick line of his cock straining against his jeans. I reached for the button.

“Wait,” he said, his voice gravelly. He caught my hands. “Not here.”

I blinked, disoriented. “What?”

He kissed my shoulder, my neck. “Not like this. Not bent over a bar.” He said it with such conviction it stole my protest. “Upstairs. In your bed. Where I can take my time with you.”

The promise in his words sent a fresh wave of heat through me. He was giving me a choice, a chance to catch my breath, even as his own need was evident in the tightness of his jaw, the rigid set of his shoulders.

He bent and picked up my robe, holding it open for me. I slipped my arms in, my body humming, feeling loose and boneless. He tied the belt slowly, his knuckles brushing my stomach. Then he took my hand.

“Come on,” he said, his thumb stroking my palm.

He led me from behind the bar, past the silent tables, toward the door that led to the stairs up to my apartment. The bar, my sanctuary, my fortress, felt like a different place. It smelled of sex and promise now. The neon signs were off, the stools empty, but the space felt alive with what had just happened.

At the foot of the stairs, he paused and turned to me. He framed my face with his hands, his touch reverent.

“Tell me this is what you want, Nora.” His eyes searched mine, dead serious. “Out loud. I need to hear you say it.”

This was it. The line. The point of no return. I looked at him—Sam, my quiet regular, the man who’d just brought me to a screaming orgasm on my own bar top, who was looking at me now like I was the only thing that mattered in his world. The fear was there, a cold knot in my stomach. But it was drowned out by a want so profound it was an ache in my bones.

“Yes,” I said, the word clear and sure in the empty, rain-washed silence of my bar. “This is what I want.”

A slow, devastating smile broke across his face. It was a smile of pure male satisfaction, of heat, of a hunt concluded. He leaned in, kissed me once, hard and possessive.

“Then let’s go.”

He led me up the stairs, his hand warm and sure around mine. My heart was pounding, a frantic rhythm that had nothing to do with the climb. The bar’s ambient light faded behind us, replaced by the gray daylight filtering through my apartment windows. It felt like crossing a threshold into a new world, one where the rules I’d written for myself no longer applied.

He didn’t stop in the living area. He went straight to the bedroom, the room where we’d slept tangled together just hours before. He turned to face me just inside the doorway, his back to the bed.

“Last chance to change your mind,” he said, his voice low.

“I don’t want to change my mind.” The words were truer than anything I’d said in years.

He nodded, a solemn acceptance. Then he reached for the belt of my robe again. This time, he untied it slowly, letting the silk slide through his fingers. He pushed the fabric back, letting it fall from my shoulders to the floor. I stood naked before him, the cool air raising goosebumps on my skin, my nipples tightening. His gaze was a physical caress, roaming over every inch of me with a heat that burned away any last shred of self-consciousness.

“My turn,” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

I stepped into his space, my fingers going to the hem of his t-shirt. He lifted his arms, and I pulled it up and over his head, tossing it aside. His chest was broad, defined with muscle earned from real work, dusted with dark hair. I traced the lines of his abdomen, feeling the muscles clench under my touch. My fingers found the button of his jeans, then the zipper. I worked them open, my knuckles brushing against the hard, hot length of him straining against his boxer briefs.

He toed off his boots, kicked his jeans away. He stood before me in just his briefs, and the sheer size of him, the intent in his eyes, made my breath catch. I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and drew them down. His cock sprang free, thick and erect, the head already flushed dark. I wrapped my hand around him, feeling the smooth, hot skin over the rigid core. He hissed in a breath, his hips jerking forward slightly.

“Nora,” he warned, his voice strained.

I looked up at him. “I want to see you. All of you.”

He stepped out of his briefs, now completely naked. He was magnificent. All hard planes and powerful lines, a body built for strength, for leverage. And his cock, jutting proudly from a thatch of dark curls, was a promise of everything to come.

He closed the distance between us, his hands coming up to cup my face. “You’re shaking.”

“I’m not cold.”

He knew what I meant. The tremble was anticipation, fear, desire—all of it mixed into a potent cocktail. He kissed me, deep and slow, his tongue tangling with mine. His hands slid down my back, over the curve of my ass, pulling me flush against him. The feel of his hard cock against my stomach sent a jolt of pure need straight to my core.

He walked me backward toward the bed until my knees hit the mattress. He broke the kiss, his eyes searching mine. “How do you want me?”

The question, the offering of control, undid me. “I want you inside me,” I said, the words raw and honest. “I want to feel all of you.”

A groan ripped from his throat. He laid me back on the sheets, following me down, covering my body with his. The weight of him was exquisite, anchoring me to the moment. He kissed my neck, my collarbone, while his hand stroked down my side, over my hip, and between my thighs. He found me wet and ready, his fingers sliding through my folds, circling my clit until I was arching against his hand.

“So ready,” he murmured, kissing his way down my sternum. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, while his fingers continued their maddening play. The dual sensations had me panting, my hands clutching at his shoulders, his back.

He moved lower, his mouth leaving a trail of fire down my stomach. He hooked my legs over his shoulders, his breath hot against my inner thighs. “I need to taste you again.”

And then his mouth was on me, his tongue delving deep, lapping at my essence before zeroing in on my clit. I cried out, my fingers fisting in the sheets. This was different from downstairs—slower, more luxurious. He took his time, learning the rhythms of my body, what made me gasp, what made me moan. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, stroking that spot deep inside that made my vision blur.

“Sam, please… I can’t… I need you,” I begged, thrashing beneath him.

He lifted his head, his lips slick, his eyes dark with lust. “What do you need?”

“You. Inside me. Now.”

He moved up my body, his weight settling between my thighs. He reached for his cock, guiding the broad head to my entrance. He paused, his eyes locked on mine, waiting until I gave the smallest nod.

I saw the intensity in his face, the hunger, the care underneath it. He pushed forward, just an inch, stretching me. A sharp, sweet burn made me gasp.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice tight with restraint.

“More,” I breathed.

He sank deeper, filling me slowly, inexorably, until he was fully seated inside me. The feeling was overwhelming—the fullness, the rightness, the sheer intimacy of it. I was stretched around him, my body accommodating his. He went still, letting me adjust, his forehead pressed to mine, our breaths mingling.

“God, Nora,” he choked out. “You feel… incredible.”

He began to move, a slow, deep withdrawal followed by an even deeper thrust. Each stroke was a revelation, a friction that lit up every nerve ending. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, meeting his rhythm. The sounds we made were raw and unfiltered—skin slapping against skin, my ragged moans, his guttural groans.

He shifted, angling his hips, and on the next thrust, he hit a spot that made me see stars. I cried out, my nails digging into his back.

“There?” he gritted out, doing it again.

“Yes! Oh, god, right there.”

He established a relentless pace, pounding into that spot with unerring accuracy. His thrusts grew harder, faster, driven by a need that mirrored my own. One of his hands slid between us, his thumb finding my clit, rubbing in tight circles.

It was too much. The coil inside me, wound tight since he’d first kissed me downstairs, snapped. My orgasm ripped through me with a violence that stole my breath. I screamed, my back bowing off the bed, my inner muscles clamping around him in rhythmic pulses. The pleasure was blinding, all-consuming.

A heartbeat later he followed, a rough, wrecked sound tearing out of him as he went rigid over me, hips flush against mine, riding out his release in long, shuddering pulses. I felt every one of them, and the intimacy of it brought a wave of emotion so strong my eyes stung. He came down over me slowly, careful even now, his face buried in the crook of my neck.

We lay like that for long minutes, our hearts hammering against each other, our skin slick with sweat. Slowly, his breathing evened out. He pressed a soft kiss to my shoulder and rolled to the side, taking me with him so I was curled against his chest.

We didn’t speak. There were no words big enough. His hand stroked up and down my back, a slow, soothing rhythm.

Eventually, the reality of the mess brought a practical end to the moment. He kissed my temple. “Be right back.”

He slipped out of bed and padded to the bathroom. I heard the water run. He returned with a warm, damp washcloth and gently cleaned me between my thighs. The tender care of the gesture, after the raw passion, made my throat tighten. He tossed the cloth toward the bathroom and got back into bed, pulling the comforter over us.

He gathered me back into his arms, my head on his chest. I listened to the steady beat of his heart, felt the rise and fall of his breath.

“So,” he said into the quiet, his voice rumbling under my ear. “That happened.”

A surprised laugh bubbled out of me. “Yeah. It did.”

He squeezed me. “Regrets?”

I thought about it. The fear was still there, a quiet hum in the background. But lying here, sated and safe in his arms, it was drowned out by a profound sense of rightness. “No. No regrets.”

“Good.” He sounded satisfied.

We lay in silence for a while longer. The gray light in the room had softened into the golden hue of late afternoon. My bar, my responsibilities, waited downstairs. But for now, this was my world.

“I should probably get up,” I murmured, not moving an inch. “Inventory sheets won’t fill themselves.”

“Five more minutes,” he said, his arms tightening.

It wasn’t five minutes. It was closer to an hour of dozing, of lazy touches, of his lips brushing my forehead. When we finally stirred, the day had shifted. He helped me in the shower, washing my back with a slow, careful reverence that felt more intimate than anything that had come before. We dressed in silence, the domesticity of it strange and new.

Downstairs, the bar was just as we’d left it. The empty glasses, the chairs on the tables. The scent of us still lingered in the air behind the bar. We worked side-by-side to finish the opening tasks, a new, unspoken understanding flowing between us.

As five o’clock approached, a tension returned. The world was about to intrude. The bar would open. He would be a customer again. I was wiping down the same spot on the bar for the third time when his hand covered mine, stilling it.

“Nora.”

I looked up at him.

“Tonight,” he said, his thumb stroking my knuckles. “I’ll be here. At my usual time. In my usual seat.”

My heart clenched. “And then?”

“And then,” he said, leaning in to brush a kiss against my lips, “we’ll see.”

He left through the front door just as the first customer of the evening pushed it open. I watched him walk away, as I had a hundred times before. But this time, he turned at the door and gave me a slow, secret smile that promised everything.

The crack in my wall was gone. Sam Rourke hadn’t just walked through it. He’d taken a sledgehammer to the foundations.

That night, he came in at his usual time. He took his usual seat. He ordered his usual beer. We exchanged our usual nods.

But everything was different. Every time our fingers brushed as I handed him his drink, every time I caught him watching me, I felt it—the echo of his touch, the memory of his weight, the ghost of his mouth between my thighs. The slow burn had erupted into a fire, and now we were both standing in the ashes, waiting to see what would grow.

He was the last one to leave, as always. At last call, I locked the door behind the final customer and turned to find him standing right there. He didn’t say a word. He just took my hand and led me upstairs.

And that became our new ritual.


Chapter 3 — After Hours

The stairs to my apartment were narrow and dark, lit only by the faint emergency bulb I kept forgetting to replace. His hand was warm and solid around mine, his grip sure as he led the way. He knew these stairs by now, knew the sticking third step and the shape of the dark. He moved like he belonged here — and after the nights we’d already spent tangled together upstairs, maybe he did. That thought should have scared me. It did scare me. But the fear was a distant, buzzing thing, drowned out by the roaring in my blood.

He pushed the door open and flicked on the light. My place was exactly as I’d left it that morning—a sweater draped over the arm of the sofa, a coffee mug on the side table, the air smelling faintly of vanilla from a spent candle. It was suddenly, painfully intimate. This was my sanctuary. No customers, no last calls, no performance. Just me.

Sam let go of my hand and turned to face me. He didn’t touch me. He just looked, his brown eyes taking in the room, then settling back on my face. The silence was thick, charged.

“This okay?” he asked, his voice low.

It was the first time he’d spoken since taking my hand downstairs. The question was simple, but it held everything. Is this okay? Are you okay? Do you want this?

I nodded, my throat tight. “Yes.”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “You sure? You look like you’re about to bolt.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “I’m sure. I just… I don’t usually let myself have this.”

“What? Bring strapping carpenters up to your lair after hours?”

A laugh escaped me, sharp and surprised. “Yeah. That.”

He stepped closer, closing the distance between us in the small entryway. He cupped my face, his thumb stroking my cheekbone. His touch was devastatingly gentle. “Nora. Look at me.”

I did.

“I’m not going anywhere you don’t want me to go,” he said, each word deliberate. “Not tonight. Not ever. You set the pace. You say stop, I stop. You say go, I go. Clear?”

The words were a balm and a stimulant. Consent, laid out plain and simple, not assumed or rushed. It gave me back a sense of control I hadn’t realized I’d surrendered the moment he took my hand.

“Clear,” I whispered.

“Say it.”

“I want you to stay,” I said, the words gaining strength. “I want this. With you. Tonight.”

His eyes darkened. “Good.”

Then his mouth was on mine, and the careful tension snapped. This kiss wasn’t like the tentative ones in the bar, softened by rain and uncertainty. This was hungry, claiming. He walked me backward until my shoulders met the wall beside the door, his body a solid, warm line pressing into me. I could feel the hard ridge of his cock through his jeans, and a shock of pure, liquid heat went straight to my core.

I kissed him back with everything I had, my hands fisting in the soft cotton of his t-shirt. He tasted like the last sip of his beer and something uniquely Sam—clean, warm, male. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I met it with my own, a low moan vibrating in my throat.

His hands slid down my sides, over the curve of my hips, and then he gripped my thighs, lifting me. I wrapped my legs around his waist instinctively, and he carried me the few steps to the sofa, lowering us both onto the cushions without breaking the kiss. He settled between my legs, the weight of him perfect, anchoring. The rough denim of his jeans rubbed against the thin cotton of my leggings, and I rocked against him, seeking friction.

He broke the kiss, his breath coming fast. “Off,” he growled against my lips, his fingers tugging at the hem of my shirt.

I sat up enough to pull it over my head, tossing it aside. His gaze dropped to my plain black bra, and the heat in his eyes was like a physical touch. He made a rough, approving sound in the back of his throat before leaning down to kiss the swell of my breast above the lace.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he murmured, the words muffled against my skin.

His hands went to the button of my leggings. He popped it, pulled the zipper down, and then, with my help, stripped them and my underwear down my legs in one swift motion. Cool air hit my bare skin, followed immediately by the searing heat of his hands on my thighs, pushing them apart.

He sat back on his heels, looking at me sprawled naked on my own sofa. The intensity of his stare was almost too much. I felt exposed, vulnerable, but also powerful. I saw the desire in his face, the raw appreciation, and it fed something deep and hungry in me.

“Your turn,” I said, my voice husky.

He didn’t hesitate. He pulled his shirt over his head, revealing a torso that was pure, solid muscle earned by a life of physical work. A dusting of dark hair trailed from his chest down his stomach, disappearing into his waistband. My fingers itched to touch. I reached out and traced the lines of his abdomen, feeling the muscles jump under my touch.

He stood long enough to shuck his jeans and boxer briefs, kicking them aside. And then he was naked, fully erect, and more breathtaking than I’d even imagined. His cock was thick and hard, curving slightly upward. I stared, my mouth going dry.

He knelt on the floor between my spread legs, his hands sliding up my calves. “You keep looking at me like that,” he said, his voice a low rumble, “and this is going to be over before it starts.”

“I’ve looked at you like this for weeks,” I confessed, the admission pulled from somewhere deep and secret.

He groaned, bending his head to press a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the inside of my thigh. His stubble scraped my sensitive skin, making me shudder. He worked his way upward, his lips and tongue tracing a maddening path, until he was there, his breath ghosting over my pussy.

“Sam,” I breathed, my hips lifting off the couch.

“I’ve wanted to taste you,” he said, his voice thick with want, “since the first night I saw you laugh behind the bar.”

And then his mouth was on me.

The first swipe of his tongue was electric, a direct line of pure sensation from my clit to the base of my spine. I cried out, my hands flying to his hair, tangling in the dark strands. He didn’t tease. He feasted. He licked into me with a focused, relentless intensity, his tongue circling my clit before flattening against it, then dipping lower to taste me where I was wet and aching for him.

The world narrowed to the feel of his mouth, the sound of my own ragged breaths, the coarse texture of his hair under my fingers. He slid one hand under my ass, tilting me up to give him better access, and slid a finger inside me. I was so ready, so slick, that he met no resistance. He added a second finger, crooking them just right, and I shattered.

The orgasm ripped through me, sudden and violent. My back arched off the sofa, a wordless shout tearing from my throat. He rode it out with me, his tongue never stopping its relentless rhythm, his fingers pumping slowly until the last tremor subsided.

I went boneless, sinking into the cushions, my chest heaving. He rose above me, his lips glistening, his eyes black with desire. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, never breaking eye contact.

“You,” I panted, “are not playing fair.”

He smiled, a slow, wicked thing. “All’s fair, Nora.” He leaned down to kiss me, letting me taste myself on his tongue. It was deeply, primally erotic.

I reached between us, wrapping my hand around his cock. He was hot and smooth like velvet over steel. He hissed, his hips jerking into my touch. I stroked him, learning his rhythm, the places that made his breath catch.

“Condom,” I managed to say.

He nodded, reaching for his discarded jeans. He pulled a foil packet from his wallet, his hands surprisingly steady as he tore it open. I took it from him, rolling the latex down his length, my touch firm. When I was done, I looked up at him.

“Now,” I said. It wasn’t a request.

He needed no further invitation. He positioned himself at my entrance, the blunt head of his cock nudging against me. He held himself there, his arms braced on either side of my head, his body trembling with the effort of his control.

“Eyes on me,” he whispered.

I held his gaze, steady, unwilling to look away.

Slowly, inexorably, he pushed inside.

The stretch was exquisite, a perfect, burning fullness. I gasped, my nails digging into his shoulders. He went still with his hips flush against mine, breathing hard, giving me a moment to take the size of him.

“Okay?” he asked, the word strained.

“More than okay,” I breathed. “Move. Please.”

He withdrew almost all the way, then sank back in with a deep, rolling thrust that stole the air from my lungs. He set a rhythm that was slow and deep, each stroke hitting a spot inside me that made me see stars. The friction was incredible, the weight of him crushing me into the cushions in the best possible way.

The sounds we made were obscene—skin slapping against skin, my ragged pleas, his guttural groans. He shifted, angling his hips, and the next thrust brushed directly over my clit. I cried out, my legs locking around his waist.

“Right there,” I chanted. “Oh God, Sam, right there.”

He obeyed, hammering into that spot with relentless precision. The tension inside me, which had never fully unwound from my first climax, wound tighter, hotter, faster. I was hurtling toward the edge, and I wanted him with me.

“Touch me,” I begged. “Please.”

He slid a hand between our bodies, his thumb finding my clit and circling it in time with his thrusts. It was too much, too perfect. My second orgasm broke over me in one long, rolling crest, convulsing around his cock, wringing a sound out of me I barely recognized as my own. My vision went white at the edges, my screams muffled against his shoulder.

He followed me over almost before I’d finished falling, his rhythm breaking apart into something ragged and urgent. He pressed impossibly deep and held there, a low, cracked sound tearing loose from his chest as he came, his whole body locked hard against mine.

For a long moment neither of us moved, his chest heaving against my back, his damp forehead resting between my shoulder blades. We lay there, tangled together on the narrow sofa, the only other sounds our ragged breathing and the distant hum of the refrigerator.

Slowly, the world came back. The feel of the fabric under my back. The smell of sex and sweat in the air. The rapid thud of his heart against mine.

He shifted, withdrawing from me carefully before rolling to the side, taking me with him so I was nestled against his chest. He reached down, snagging a throw blanket from the floor and draping it over us.

Neither of us spoke. What was there to say? Everything had been said with our bodies. The silence wasn’t awkward; it was saturated, full.

He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. I traced idle patterns on his chest, over the smooth planes and the scars from old cuts and nicks.

The afterglow was a warm, golden haze. But creeping in at the edges, cold and insistent, was the reality of the morning. This was my home. He was in my bed—well, on my sofa. What happened when the sun came up? Would he leave like he always did after last call? Or would he stay?

The questions must have tightened my muscles, because his arms around me tightened in response.

“Penny for your thoughts,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep and satisfaction.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I tilted my head back to look at him. His eyes were half-lidded, his expression softer than I’d ever seen it. He looked… at home.

“Hungry?” I asked, deflecting.

A slow smile spread across his face. “Starving.”

“I have eggs. And bacon. Possibly bread that’s not entirely stale.”

“Sounds like a feast.” He didn’t move to let me up. He just held me tighter. “In a minute.”

We lay there for a long while, listening to the city sounds outside my window. The spell of the night was still upon us, but I could feel it thinning, preparing to break with the dawn.

Finally, he sighed and loosened his hold. “Come on, bartender. Show me your kitchen.”

We untangled ourselves. I felt exposed again, standing naked in the middle of my living room. He didn’t seem to share my shyness. He stood and stretched, a glorious, unselfconscious display of muscle and skin, before picking up his boxers and pulling them on. I grabbed my shirt from the floor and slipped it on. It hung to my mid-thigh.

The kitchen was a small galley off the living area. I pulled out the eggs and bacon, my movements automatic. He found a pan and set it on the stove, his familiarity with my space both unsettling and thrilling.

“So,” he said, as he cracked eggs into a bowl with a practiced hand. “This new ritual.”

I leaned against the counter, watching him. “Yeah?”

“I like it.” He glanced at me over his shoulder, his eyes warm. “Beats the hell out of going home to an empty apartment.”

My heart did a stupid, hopeful flip. I busied myself getting plates down. “It’s just for tonight,” I said, the words coming out sharper than I intended. A defense mechanism. Build the wall before he could.

He was quiet for a moment, the only sound the sizzle of bacon in the pan. Then he said, very quietly, “Is that what you want? For it to be just tonight?”

I didn’t know how to answer. I wanted him to stay. I wanted him to leave. I wanted this fragile, perfect thing we’d built in the dark to survive the harsh light of day. I wanted to run before he could be the one to run.

He turned off the burner and faced me. He didn’t touch me. He just looked at me, seeing all my conflicting fears laid bare. “Nora,” he said, his voice gentle. “I’m not him. Whoever made you think you had to guard the fucking cutlery when someone stays over.”

The accuracy of it was a physical blow. My ex, Mark, had always made me feel like an imposition. Like my needs were too much. Like my space was a hotel he was gracing with his presence until something better came along.

Sam took a step closer. “I want to see you tomorrow. And the day after that. I want to sit at your bar and watch you work, knowing I get to take you upstairs when you close. I want this.” He gestured between us, to the eggs cooling in the pan, to our half-dressed states. “For as long as you’ll have me.”

Tears pricked my eyes, hot and embarrassing. I blinked them away. “It’s a lot.”

“It doesn’t have to be.” He closed the final distance, his hands coming to rest on my hips. “One night at a time. One last call at a time. That’s all we have to promise.”

It was a line. A beautiful, tempting line in the sand. Step over it, and everything changed. Stay behind it, and I could keep my safe, solitary world intact.

I looked into his steady, patient brown eyes and saw the man who had waited six weeks for me to look back. The man who had asked for permission before he kissed me. The man who had just wrecked me on my own sofa and was now cooking me breakfast.

I took a shaky breath. “Okay,” I whispered.

“Okay?”

“One last call at a time.”

The smile he gave me then was like the sun coming out. He pulled me into a hug, my face burying in his chest. He smelled of sex and soap and now, faintly, of bacon. It was the best smell in the world.

We ate at my small breakfast nook, perched on stools, wearing hardly anything. It was the most domestic and the most erotic thing I’d ever done. His foot hooked around my ankle under the table, a constant point of contact.

After we cleaned up, he took my hand. “Bed,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Actual bed. You’re falling asleep on your feet.”

He was right. The adrenaline crash was hitting me like a truck. He led me to my bedroom, pulled back the covers, and guided me in. Then he climbed in beside me, pulling me back against his chest, his body spooning mine.

I expected the unfamiliar weight of another person to keep me awake. Instead, it lulled me. His breath was warm on the back of my neck, his arm a heavy, comforting weight across my waist.

I was on the precipice of sleep when his voice, rough and soft, reached me in the dark.

“Tomorrow night,” he said. “I’ll be at the bar. My usual seat.”

I smiled into my pillow. “And then?”

His arm tightened around me. “And then we’ll see.”

I drifted off with those words in my ears, a promise and a threat all wrapped into one.



The morning light was unforgiving. It striped across the bed, highlighting the dust motes in the air and the stark reality of a man in my space.

Sam was still asleep, one arm thrown over his face. In the clear daylight, I could see the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the dark stubble shadowing his jaw. He looked younger in sleep, and yet more solid. More real.

The panic set in quietly, a cold trickle in my veins. What had I done? This was my bed, my sanctuary. He was a customer. A regular. This was messy. Complicated. The bar was my business, my life. Mixing this with that was a recipe for disaster.

As if sensing my turmoil, he stirred. His arm lowered, and his brown eyes blinked open, focusing on me immediately. A slow, sleepy smile spread across his face. “Morning.”

“Morning,” I echoed, my voice tight.

The smile faded. He studied my face, reading the tension there. He didn’t ask if I was okay. He just reached out and brushed a strand of hair from my cheek. “I should get going. I’ve got an early job across town.”

Relief warred with a sharp, unexpected pang of disappointment. “Oh. Okay.”

He sat up, the sheets pooling around his waist. He stretched, the muscles in his back and shoulders rippling. He climbed out of bed, unabashedly naked, and started gathering his clothes from the floor.

I watched him dress, a silent, efficient process. He pulled on his jeans, stepped into his boots, shrugged into his t-shirt. He looked like Sam again. The carpenter. The regular. Not the man who had held me through the night.

He came around to my side of the bed and sat on the edge. He leaned down and kissed me, a soft, lingering press of lips that tasted of sleep and regret. “I’ll see you tonight,” he said against my mouth.

It wasn’t a question.

He stood, gave me one last, unreadable look, and walked out of my bedroom. A moment later, I heard the soft click of my apartment door closing.

The silence that followed was deafening. The room still smelled like him. The indentation of his body was still on the pillow next to mine.

I got up, my body sore in the best ways. I walked to the window and peered down into the street just in time to see him climb into his work truck. He didn’t look up. He just started the engine and pulled away from the curb, merging into the morning traffic.

The bar was mine again. The apartment was mine again. My life was mine again.

So why did it feel so empty?

The day passed in a blur of chores and inventory. I cleaned the apartment with a frantic energy, stripping the sheets, airing out the rooms. As if I could erase his presence. As if I wanted to.

By the time I unlocked the bar for the evening, my nerves were stretched taut. Every sound of the door opening made my heart leap. But it was never him.

The hours dragged. I served drinks, made small talk, wiped down the bar. My eyes kept drifting to the empty stool at the far end. His stool.

What if he didn’t come? What if last night was a one-time thing, a storm-induced lapse in judgment for both of us? What if I’d scared him off with my morning-after panic?

The doubt was a corrosive acid in my gut.

Finally, as the clock edged past nine, the door opened. He walked in, wearing clean jeans and a dark henley, his hair still damp from a shower. He met my eyes across the room and gave me a small, private nod.

He walked to his stool, sat down, and waited.

My hands were trembling as I poured his usual draft. I set it in front of him, our fingers brushing. The contact was electric, a jolt that went straight to my core.

“Hey,” he said, his voice low.

“Hey,” I managed.

He took a long pull of his beer, his eyes never leaving mine. The noise of the bar faded into a distant hum. It was just him and me, separated by a slab of polished wood, connected by a thread of tension that felt as strong as steel.

He leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping to a murmur only I could hear. “My place tonight.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. It was a statement. A new line in the sand.

I stared at him, the glass I was polishing forgotten in my hand. His place. Not mine. A new territory. A new level of… something.

I swallowed. My mouth was dry. The whole bar was watching, waiting for my response. But all I saw was Sam.

“Okay,” I whispered back.

A slow, satisfied smile touched his lips. He leaned back, taking his beer with him, the picture of a relaxed regular. But his eyes held a promise that burned through me.

The rest of my shift was agony. Every minute felt like an hour. I caught him watching me, a dark, knowing look in his eyes that promised everything I’d felt the night before and more.

When last call finally came, I moved through the motions like an automaton. Clearing glasses, calling for tabs, herding the last few stragglers toward the door. Sam sat patiently, sipping his water now, his gaze a constant, warm pressure on my back.

The final customer left. I locked the door, flipped the sign to ‘Closed,’ and let out a long, shaky breath.

I turned around.

He was already off his stool, standing in the middle of the empty bar. He held out his hand.

No words this time. Just an offer. An invitation to cross another threshold.

I walked toward him, my heart hammering against my ribs. I placed my hand in his. His fingers closed around mine, warm and sure.

He didn’t lead me upstairs.

He led me out the front door, into the cool night air, toward his truck parked down the street. He opened the passenger door for me, his hand on the small of my back as I climbed in.

He got in the driver’s side, started the engine, and pulled away from the curb. He drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on my thigh, a possessive, comforting weight.

We didn’t speak. The city lights streamed past the windows. I had no idea where he lived. I’d never asked. This was a leap into the unknown, trusting him to catch me.

After about fifteen minutes, he turned into a quiet residential street lined with old brick row houses. He parked in front of one with a neat, small front yard. He killed the engine and turned to look at me.

“Ready?” he asked, his thumb stroking my leg through my jeans.

I looked at the house, then back at him. His face was half in shadow, but his eyes were clear and steady.

This was it. His world. His space.

I unbuckled my seatbelt. “Ready.”

His house was a revelation.

It smelled like sawdust and clean linen and him. The living room was spacious, dominated by a large, comfortable-looking sofa and a wall of built-in bookshelves filled with a mix of paperbacks and hardcover guides on woodworking and architecture. The floors were gleaming hardwood, and the furniture was a mix of solid, well-made pieces—clearly his own work—and a few worn, comfortable-looking items that spoke of a life lived in.

It wasn’t messy, but it was lived-in. A pair of work boots sat by the door. A coffee mug rested on the side table. It was a home.

“It’s… you,” I said, turning in a slow circle.

He leaned against the doorframe, watching me take it in. “Is that good?”

“It’s real.” I met his gaze. “It’s good.”

He pushed off the frame and walked to me. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He didn’t kiss me. He just stopped close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body, could smell the faint scent of soap on his skin. “Can I get you a drink? Something other than what I serve you?”

“Water’s fine.”

He nodded and went to the kitchen, which was open to the living room. I followed, leaning against the counter as he filled a glass from a filter pitcher. He handed it to me, his fingers brushing mine. The simple domesticity of it was more intimate than anything we’d done last night.

I took a sip, my eyes never leaving his. He watched me drink, his gaze dropping to my throat. The air between us thickened, the unspoken promise from the bar coiling tight in the space.

He took the glass from my hand and set it on the counter. Then he cupped my face, his calloused thumbs stroking my cheekbones. “I’ve been thinking about this all day,” he murmured. “About having you here. In my space.”

“What were you thinking?” My voice was barely a whisper.

“I was thinking,” he said, leaning in until his lips were a breath from mine, “about how I didn’t get to take my time last night. How I want to learn every sound you make. Every place you like to be touched.”

A shiver ran through me. “Show me.”

That was all the permission he needed. His mouth crashed down on mine, a kiss that was all possession and pent-up desire. It was different from the kisses in my apartment—less tentative, more claiming. He was on his own turf, and the confidence of it seeped into every movement.

His hands slid down my back, over the curve of my ass, and he lifted me effortlessly onto the kitchen counter. I gasped into his mouth as my ass hit the cool granite. He stepped between my legs, spreading them wide, and the hard ridge of his cock pressed against the seam of my jeans, right where I ached for him.

He broke the kiss, his breath hot on my skin as he trailed his mouth down my neck. His hands went to the buttons of my shirt, working them open with a focused efficiency. He pushed the fabric off my shoulders, baring my simple black bra. He made a low, appreciative sound, his mouth finding the swell of my breast above the lace.

“You’re wearing too many clothes,” he growled against my skin.

“So are you.”

He stepped back just enough to pull his henley over his head and toss it aside. His chest was magnificent in the low light of the kitchen, all hard planes and taut muscle. I reached for him, my palms smoothing over the warm skin, feeling his heart pound under my touch.

He made quick work of my bra, unfastening it and letting it fall. His hands came up to cup my breasts, his thumbs brushing over my nipples, which tightened instantly into hard peaks. He bent his head and took one into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue flicking over the sensitive bud.

I cried out, my head falling back, my fingers tangling in his hair. The sensation was sharp and sweet, sending bolts of pure pleasure straight to my core. He switched to the other breast, giving it the same devoted attention, while his hand slid down my stomach to the button of my jeans.

He popped it open, tugged the zipper down. “Lift up,” he commanded, his voice rough.

I arched my hips, and he peeled my jeans and underwear down my legs in one swift motion, dropping them to the floor. I was completely naked, perched on his kitchen counter, exposed and utterly vulnerable. The cool air kissed my skin, raising goosebumps. His heated gaze followed, taking in every inch of me.

“Fucking perfect,” he breathed. He didn’t touch me again right away. He just looked, his eyes dark with a reverence that stole my breath.

Then his hands were on my thighs, pushing them wider. He stepped close again, his cock, still confined in his jeans, pressing against my inner thigh. He leaned in, his mouth finding mine in a deep, searching kiss as one hand slid up my inner thigh, his fingers tracing through my wetness.

I gasped into his mouth. I was already soaked for him, aching.

He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against mine. “You’re so wet,” he murmured, his fingers stroking through my folds, circling my clit with a teasing pressure. “All day, thinking about this.”

“Yes,” I panted, my hips rocking against his hand, seeking more.

He gave it to me. He slid two fingers inside me, deep and sure. I cried out, my walls clenching around him. He added a third, stretching me, preparing me, his thumb keeping up a relentless rhythm on my clit.

“Sam, please,” I begged, my hands gripping his shoulders for support.

“Please what?” He was watching my face, his own a mask of intense concentration. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you. Inside me. Now.”

A slow, predatory smile spread across his face. He withdrew his fingers, bringing them to his mouth and sucking them clean, his eyes locked on mine. The sight was so blatantly erotic I nearly came right there.

He unbuttoned his jeans, pushed them and his boxer briefs down just enough to free his cock. He was fully erect, thick and flushed. He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a condom, and sheathed himself with quick, practiced movements.

Then his hands were on my hips, pulling me to the very edge of the counter. He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against me.

“Stay with me, Nora. Right here.”

I dragged my gaze from where we were about to join, up the hard lines of his stomach and chest, to his eyes. They were burning.

He pushed forward, slowly, giving me every inch.

The stretch was even more intense than last night, more profound. Maybe it was the unfamiliar setting, the vulnerability of my position, the raw ownership in his eyes. He filled me completely, a perfect, aching fullness that stole the air from my lungs.

He didn’t move at first, fully seated inside me, his jaw clenched, a muscle ticking in his cheek. I could feel him fighting for control, feel it in the faint tremor running through his arms.

“Okay?” he gritted out.

I nodded, my voice gone. I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles at the small of his back, pulling him even deeper.

A groan ripped from his throat. He withdrew slowly, then thrust back in, setting a deep, rolling rhythm that made the counter rattle softly against the wall. Each stroke dragged against a spot inside me that made my vision blur.

He leaned forward, bracing his hands on the counter on either side of my hips, changing the angle. The next thrust hit directly on my clit, and I saw stars.

“Oh God, right there,” I moaned, my head falling back. “Don’t stop.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” he growled.

He picked up the pace, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. The sounds were filthy—the wet slap of skin on skin, my helpless cries, his guttural grunts with each drive of his hips. My breasts bounced with the force of his movements, and he bent his head to capture a nipple in his mouth again, sucking hard.

The dual sensations were too much. The coil of pleasure in my belly wound tighter and tighter, a spring about to snap. I was hurtling toward the edge, my cries becoming wordless, my fingers digging into the hard muscles of his back.

“Come for me, Nora,” he commanded against my breast, his voice raw. “Let me feel you.”

It was the permission I didn’t know I needed. The orgasm crashed over me, a tidal wave of pure, mindless ecstasy. My back arched off the counter, a scream tearing from my throat as I convulsed around him, my inner muscles milking his cock in relentless waves.

He came apart right behind me, half my name and half a curse tearing out of him as his hips stuttered, then locked hard against mine, his release pulsing into me in long, hot spasms. I felt every one of them, and each pulse drew another small aftershock out of my spent body.

He slumped forward, his forehead resting on my shoulder, his breath coming in ragged gasps against my neck. We stayed like that for long moments, connected, sweaty, trembling.

Gradually, the world filtered back in. The hum of the refrigerator. The feel of the cool granite beneath my thighs. The heavy, satisfied weight of him between my legs.

He straightened slowly, his movements tender as he withdrew from me. He disposed of the condom, then turned back to me. His eyes were soft, his face relaxed in a way I hadn’t seen before. He didn’t say anything. He just reached for me, his hands gentle on my waist, and lifted me off the counter.

My legs were like jelly. I stumbled, and he caught me, holding me against his solid frame. “I’ve got you,” he murmured into my hair.

He guided me through the living room, down a short hallway, and into his bedroom. It was simple, masculine—a large bed with a dark wood frame, plain navy sheets, a dresser. A single lamp on the nightstand cast a warm, low glow.

He led me to the bed and pulled back the covers. “Lie down.”

I did, sinking into the soft mattress. He left the room for a moment, returning with a warm, damp washcloth. He knelt beside the bed and cleaned me with a tenderness that made my throat tight. Then he stripped off his jeans and climbed in beside me, pulling the covers over us both.

He gathered me into his arms, my back to his front, just like last night. But this felt different. Deeper. We were in his territory now. This was his bed, his sanctuary, and he’d brought me into it.

“Okay?” he whispered, his lips against my shoulder.

I nodded, my body melting into his. “More than okay.”

We lay in silence for a while, just breathing together. My mind, usually so busy, was quiet. Sated. For the first time in maybe forever, I was completely present in my own body, in this moment.

“I want to ask you something,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the dark. “And I don’t want you to overthink it.”

A flicker of anxiety sparked in my gut. “Okay.”

“Tomorrow’s Sunday. The bar’s closed.” He paused. “Stay. Stay here with me. Let me make you breakfast in the morning. Let me take you to that shitty diner on the corner for lunch. Let me just… have you for a whole day.”

The request was so simple, and yet it felt monumental. A whole day. Not just the stolen hours after last call. A day in the light.

The old fears reared their heads. It was too fast. It was complicating things. It was giving him a piece of my life outside the bar, and what if he decided he didn’t want it? What if I decided I couldn’t share it?

But his arms were around me, his breath was warm on my skin, and my body still hummed with the memory of his touch. The fear was there, but it was quieter now. Drowned out by a stronger, newer feeling: want.

“One day,” I said softly.

I felt him smile against my shoulder. “One day,” he agreed.

We fell asleep like that, tangled together. And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t dream of an empty bar or a silent apartment. I dreamed of warm hands and a deep voice and the smell of sawdust.



Sunlight poured into the room, brighter and harsher than in my apartment. I woke slowly, disoriented for a moment by the unfamiliar walls, the scent of a different laundry detergent. Then I felt the solid warmth at my back, the arm slung possessively over my waist, and memory flooded back.

Sam.

I was in Sam’s bed.

I lay still, listening to his steady breathing, feeling the rise and fall of his chest against my spine. This was what I’d been afraid of. This intimacy. This quiet morning-after reality. It was one thing to fuck a man senseless in the dark. It was another to wake up with him in the clear light of day.

As if sensing my wakefulness, his arm tightened around me. “Morning,” he mumbled, his voice thick with sleep. He nuzzled the back of my neck, his stubble scraping gently. “Don’t overthink it yet. It’s too early.”

I let out a shaky laugh. “How do you know I’m overthinking?”

“I can hear the gears turning from here.” He kissed my shoulder. “Just breathe. It’s just Sunday.”

Just Sunday. Right.

He shifted, rolling onto his back and stretching. I turned to look at him. In the morning light, he was even more beautiful. The sheets pooled around his hips, revealing the cut of his abdomen, the trail of dark hair leading down. He caught me looking and smiled, a slow, lazy, satisfied thing.

“See something you like?”

“Maybe,” I said, feeling a blush creep up my neck.

He leaned over and kissed me, a soft, thorough kiss that tasted of sleep and him. “Good. Because I definitely like what I see.” He threw back the covers. “I’m making coffee. You want coffee?”

“Desperately.”

He climbed out of bed, gloriously naked and unselfconscious, and padded out of the room. I watched him go, a strange warmth spreading through my chest. This was domestic. This was… couple-y. It should have sent me running for the hills.

Instead, I found myself getting up, wrapping the sheet around me, and following him.

He was in the kitchen, filling a coffee maker. He’d pulled on a pair of low-slung sweatpants, and the sight of his bare back, the muscles shifting under his skin as he moved, was almost as arresting as his full nudity.

He heard me and glanced over his shoulder. “There’s a robe on the back of the bathroom door if you’re cold.”

I shook my head, tightening the sheet around me. “I’m okay.”

The coffee began to drip, filling the room with its rich, promising scent. He leaned against the counter, arms crossed, watching me. “You’re beautiful in the morning,” he said, his voice quiet.

I looked down, suddenly shy. “I’m a mess.”

“You’re my mess.”

The words shouldn’t have felt so good. They did.

We drank our coffee on his sofa, me curled into the corner with my legs tucked under me, him sitting close enough that his thigh pressed against mine. We didn’t talk much. We just were. He turned on some soft music, something instrumental and mellow, and we watched the sunlight move across his floor.

It was peaceful. It was terrifying.

After coffee, he made good on his promise of breakfast. He cooked eggs and toast, moving around his kitchen with an easy familiarity. I offered to help, but he shooed me back to the sofa. “Guest of honor doesn’t lift a finger,” he said.

When the food was ready, we ate at his small dining table. It was quiet, but not awkward. It was a comfortable silence, punctuated by the clink of cutlery and his occasional, soft questions about nothing in particular.

After we cleaned up, he took my hand. “Come on. Diner time.”

We walked the two blocks to the corner diner he’d mentioned. It was a classic, greasy-spoon kind of place with cracked vinyl booths and a smell of coffee and fried food. We slid into a booth by the window, and he ordered for both of us without asking—pancakes for me, a cheeseburger for him.

“Confident,” I remarked, raising an eyebrow.

He grinned. “I pay attention. You always pick the sweet option off the late-night menu when you finally eat.”

The fact that he knew that, that he’d noticed, sent a little thrill through me.

The food came, and we ate, and we talked. Really talked. Not the easy, flirtatious banter of the bar, but deeper things. He told me about growing up with his grandfather, a cabinetmaker, who taught him everything he knew. About how he’d started his own business, the failures and the slow, hard-won successes. I told him about buying the bar, about the terror and the pride of being my own boss, about the loneliness that came with it sometimes.

It was easy. It was shockingly easy.

We walked back to his house hand-in-hand, the afternoon sun warm on our faces. Back inside, the domesticity continued. He showed me his workshop in the garage, his hands lingering over the tools, his voice full of passion as he explained different projects. I listened, fascinated by this side of him I’d never seen.

Later, we ended up back on his sofa, a movie playing unnoticed on the TV. I was curled against his side, his arm around me, my head on his shoulder. His fingers traced idle patterns on my arm.

The day was slipping away. The light was fading, casting long shadows across the room. My bar would be opening soon. The real world was waiting.

“I have to go,” I said softly, not moving.

His hand stilled. “I know.”

Neither of us moved for another few minutes. Then, with a sigh, he pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “I’ll drive you.”

We gathered our things in a silence that felt heavier than before. The magic of the day was thinning, about to be punctured by the reality of last call.

He drove me back to the bar in his truck, his hand resting on my knee the whole way. When he pulled up out front, he turned off the engine but didn’t make a move to get out.

I looked at the familiar facade of my bar. My kingdom. My prison.

“Tonight,” Sam said, his voice firm. “I’ll be there. My usual seat.”

I looked at him. His profile was stern in the dim light of the truck’s cab. “And then?” I asked, repeating our old call-and-response.

He turned to me, his eyes serious. “And then you’ll let me take you home. My home. Or yours. I don’t care. But not just for a few hours after closing.” He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I want the whole night, Nora. I want to fall asleep with you and wake up with you. I want more than last call.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. It was what I wanted, too. So much it scared me.

“One night at a time,” I whispered, repeating his line back to him, my safety net.

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “One night at a time,” he agreed, but his tone said he was done with lines in the sand. He was ready to cross them all.

He leaned over and kissed me, a kiss that was both a promise and a goodbye. “Go open your bar. I’ll see you soon.”

I got out of the truck and walked to the door on shaky legs. I didn’t look back as I unlocked it and stepped inside. But I felt his gaze on me until the door closed behind me.

The bar was quiet, empty, waiting. I went through my opening routine on autopilot: lights on, music low, till counted. But my mind was back in Sam’s sunlit living room, on his worn sofa, in his warm bed.

When the first customers trickled in, I pasted on my professional smile and got to work. But my eyes kept drifting to the empty stool at the end of the bar.

The hours ticked by. Nine o’clock came and went.

He wasn’t here.

A cold knot of dread formed in my stomach. Had I pushed him away with my hesitation? Had the whole day been too much?

Then, at 9:17, the door opened. He walked in, his eyes finding mine immediately. He didn’t smile. He just gave me that same, solemn nod and walked to his stool.

Relief flooded me, so intense it felt like weakness. I poured his beer with steady hands and set it in front of him.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

He took a long drink, then set the glass down. He leaned forward, his voice low. “My bed’s too big without you in it.”

The simple statement undid me a little. One more brick worked loose from the wall I still kept between us.

I leaned forward too, closing the distance between us over the bar. “After last call,” I said, my voice barely audible, “you’re taking me home. And you’re staying the night.”

His eyes darkened, a fire lighting in their depths. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

A slow, real smile spread across his face. It was a smile of victory, of possession, of pure, unadulterated joy. “Then I guess I’d better drink up,” he said, lifting his glass. “I’ve got a long night ahead of me.”

He winked, and I felt a laugh bubble up in my chest, bright and hopeful. The night stretched ahead, full of promise. And for the first time, I wasn’t afraid of the morning.


Chapter 4 — House Rules

He did drink up. He nursed that beer for another hour, the tension between us coiling tighter with each passing minute. Every time I glanced his way, he was watching me, that slow smile playing on his lips. When the last customer finally stumbled out into the night and I turned the lock with a definitive click, the silence that settled over the bar was thick and electric.

I didn’t even bother wiping down the bar. I just turned, leaned my back against the cool wood, and looked at him.

He slid off his stool. “Orders, boss?”

“Take me home,” I said, echoing my own command, but my voice was softer now.

He crossed the space between us in three long strides. He didn’t kiss me. He just hooked a finger under my chin, tilted my face up, and studied me. His eyes were dark, searching. “You sure?”

It was the same question from the morning after the storm, but the context had shifted. This wasn’t about a single night. This was about setting a precedent. “Yes,” I said, and I meant it. “I’m sure.”

He nodded once, then his hand slid down to take mine. We left the lights on, the chairs up on the tables, the cash register open. It didn’t matter. My world had narrowed to the feel of his calloused palm against mine and the heavy tread of our footsteps on the stairs to my apartment above the bar.

Inside, the familiar space felt different. It still smelled like coffee and the lemon cleaner I used on the floors, but now it also held the memory of him—his scent on my pillows, the ghost of his weight on my mattress. He let go of my hand to shrug out of his jacket, hanging it neatly on the back of a chair like he belonged here.

I stood by the kitchen island, suddenly nervous. “Do you… want a drink? Water? Something stronger?”

He turned and leaned against the chair, crossing his arms. “Nora.”

“Yeah?”

“Come here.”

It wasn’t a request. It was a quiet, undeniable pull. I walked to him, stopping just out of reach. He didn’t close the gap. He just looked at me, letting the silence stretch. I could hear the hum of the refrigerator, the distant sound of a car passing on the wet street below.

“Last night,” he began, his voice low. “This morning. That was… a lot.”

My heart stuttered. Was this the gentle let-down? “It was.”

“I don’t want you to think it was just a thing that happened because of the storm.”

I blinked. “I don’t.”

“Good.” He unfolded his arms and reached for me then, his hands settling on my hips. “Because I’ve been thinking about it. About you. All day. While I was sanding a goddamn cabinet door, I was thinking about the sound you made when I had my mouth on you.”

A shiver raced straight down my spine, pooling low in my belly. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” His thumbs stroked circles over my jeans. “I was thinking about how you taste. How you feel.” He leaned in, his breath warm against my ear. “I was thinking about how I want to do it again. Slower this time. I want to learn all the ways you like to be touched.”

My breath hitched. “That sounds like a comprehensive study.”

“I’m a thorough man.” He finally closed the last inch between us, his body aligning with mine. The hard plane of his chest pressed against my breasts, the ridge of his erection already firm against my stomach. “Consent, Nora. Out loud. Can I take you to bed?”

The formal words, so at odds with the heat in his eyes, undid me. “Yes,” I whispered, then stronger, “Yes, Sam. Please.”

He kissed me then, deep and consuming. It wasn’t the frantic, storm-fueled kiss from the night before. This was deliberate. This was a man laying claim. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I met it with my own, my hands fisting in the soft cotton of his shirt. He tasted of hops and mint and pure, unadulterated Sam.

He walked me backward toward the bedroom, our mouths never parting. My calves hit the edge of the mattress, and I sat, pulling him down with me. He braced himself over me, kissing a hot trail down my throat to the collar of my shirt. His fingers made quick work of the buttons, pushing the fabric aside to reveal my simple black bra.

“Pretty,” he murmured, his lips skimming the lace edge. He unhooked the front clasp with a deftness that surprised me, and my breasts spilled free. He didn’t rush. He took his time, lowering his head to draw one nipple into his mouth while his thumb circled the other. The sensation was sharp and sweet, a direct line to my core. I arched into him, a soft moan escaping my lips.

“You’re so responsive,” he said against my skin, his voice rough with appreciation. “Every little touch.”

He moved to the other breast, lavishing it with the same attention. His free hand slid down my stomach, popping the button on my jeans, easing the zipper down. He pushed the denim and my panties over my hips, and I kicked them off. Then he was kneeling between my legs, pushing them apart.

The cool air of the room hit my wet skin, and I flushed. He didn’t touch me there, not yet. He just looked, his eyes drinking me in. “Fuck, Nora,” he breathed. “You’re gorgeous.”

He leaned down and pressed a soft, closed-mouth kiss to my inner thigh. Then another, higher. My muscles trembled with anticipation. His breath ghosted over my pussy, and I whimpered.

“Tell me what you want,” he said, his voice a low vibration against my skin.

“You,” I gasped. “Your mouth. Please.”

“Good girl.”

He didn’t need more encouragement. His tongue licked a slow, flat stripe from my entrance to my clit. I cried out, my hands flying to his hair, tangling in the dark strands. He hummed against me, the sensation making my hips jerk.

He was a man of his word. He was thorough. He explored me with his tongue and lips, finding a rhythm that had me panting. He circled my clit, then sucked it gently into his mouth. He dipped his tongue inside me, tasting me deeply. He used his fingers too, one, then two, sliding into me with ease, curling in a way that made me see stars.

“Sam… I’m close,” I warned, my thighs tightening around his head.

He lifted his mouth just enough to speak, his lips shining with my wetness. “Come for me. Let me feel it.”

That was all it took. The permission, the dark command in his voice. The orgasm took me under fast, a hot undertow that didn’t let go. I shook with it, my back bowing off the bed, a long, ragged cry tearing from my throat.

He rode it out with me, gentling his touch until I was a boneless, trembling heap on the sheets. Then he crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, my sternum, the hollow of my throat, before finally reclaiming my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and intimate.

He was still fully dressed, his jeans looking painfully tight. I reached for his belt buckle. “My turn.”

He caught my hand, kissing my palm. “Let me.”

He stood long enough to strip off his shirt and jeans and boxer briefs. His cock sprang free, thick and erect, the head flushed a deep red. My mouth watered. He saw me looking and gave a slow, cocky grin.

“Later,” he promised, climbing back onto the bed. He came down over me, and I felt the solid, familiar weight of him settle against my whole body. He reached for the nightstand drawer, fumbling for a condom. I took it from him, ripping the foil with my teeth. I rolled it onto him, my strokes slow and deliberate, watching his eyes glaze with pleasure.

He guided himself to my entrance, the blunt head nudging against my slick folds. He paused, his forehead dropping to mine. “Stay with me,” he whispered.

I kept my eyes open, meeting his deep brown gaze.

“This okay?”

“More than okay.”

He pushed inside, inch by devastating inch, filling me completely. We both groaned, a duet of sheer relief. He was big, stretching me perfectly, reaching places that made my toes curl. For a moment he simply stopped there, fully seated, letting me feel every inch of him before either of us moved.

“You feel…” he started, then shook his head, as if words failed him.

“I know,” I breathed. “You too.”

He began to move, a slow, deep roll of his hips. It was nothing like the frantic pace of our first time. This was a languid exploration, a savoring. Every drag of his cock inside me was a promise, every push a question answered. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper.

The room filled with the sounds of us: skin sliding against skin, wet, rhythmic slaps, his ragged breaths in my ear, my own desperate whimpers. He kissed me, deep and drugging, swallowing my moans. One of his hands slid between us, his thumb finding my clit again, applying just the right pressure.

“Again,” he growled against my lips. “Come for me again.”

It was building too fast, another climax coiling tight in my belly. “Sam, I can’t… it’s too much…”

“You can. You will.” His thrusts became more urgent, his rhythm fracturing. “Let go, Nora. I’ve got you.”

His words, his touch, the feel of him pounding into me with such focused intensity—it broke me. The second orgasm ripped through me, sharper than the first, a convulsive, body-seizing shock of pleasure. I screamed his name, my vision whiting out.

I felt him go rigid above me a beat later, a raw sound tearing out of his chest as his hips jerked once, twice, and stopped hard against mine, buried as deep as he could go. He collapsed on top of me, his weight crushing and perfect. We lay like that for long minutes, hearts hammering against each other, sweat cooling on our skin.

He was the one to move first, carefully pulling out and disposing of the condom before returning to bed. He didn’t go to the other side. He pulled me into his arms, my back to his chest, his nose buried in my hair.

“Stay,” I murmured, already half-asleep.

His arms tightened around me. “Nowhere else to go.”



That became our new rhythm.

He’d come in around eight-thirty, take his stool, drink his beer. We’d exchange looks that held entire conversations. At last call, I’d lock the door, and we’d go upstairs. Sometimes we’d talk for hours first, about his work, my plans for the bar, nothing and everything. Sometimes we wouldn’t make it past the living room couch.

It was during the third night of this new ritual that things shifted again.

We were in my bed, the sheets tangled around our ankles. The sex had been slow and deep, leaving us both sated and sleepy. He was tracing idle patterns on my bare shoulder.

“You know,” he said, his voice a rumble in the dark, “I keep thinking about you in my shower. That water pressure’s wasted on just me.”

I smiled against his chest. “Is that so?”

“Mmm. And a king-sized bed. No squeaky springs.”

“Are you criticizing my bed, Rourke?”

“Never.” He kissed the top of my head. “Just saying my place misses you. And I still owe you a real omelet.”

A little knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach. He was talking about making his place a habit, about me coming to him and not just hosting him here after close. This was the part where things usually got complicated. Where the real world intruded.

“Sounds lovely,” I said, keeping my tone light.

He was quiet for a moment. “Come back tomorrow. After you close. I’ll have that omelet waiting.”

The invitation hung in the air, simple and devastating. It was a step. A huge one. Making his place a regular thing — a given, a habit — meant letting this spill past the edges of ‘last call,’ past the walls of the one world I controlled.

I wanted to say yes. God, I wanted to. But the fear was a cold, familiar companion. “I… I have an early delivery. The liquor order comes at seven.”

I felt him go still. The hand on my shoulder stopped its tracing. “Right,” he said after a beat. His voice was careful, neutral. “Another time.”

The rejection was unspoken but palpable. He rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling. The warmth between us cooled by several degrees.

“Sam…”

“It’s okay, Nora.”

But it wasn’t. I’d put up a wall, and he’d respectfully taken a step back. The easy comfort was gone. After a few minutes of stiff silence, he got up, gathered his clothes, and dressed. I watched him from the bed, feeling like a coward.

He came over and kissed my forehead. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, his tone final.

“Yeah. Tomorrow.”

He let himself out, and I listened to his footsteps fade down the stairs. The apartment felt cavernous and cold. I pulled the covers up to my chin, but I couldn’t get warm. I’d done exactly what I’d sworn I wouldn’t do. I’d pushed him away.



The next night, the air was strained.

He came in at his usual time, but instead of his easy smile, he gave me a tight nod. He drank his beer in silence, reading something on his phone. The few times I tried to make conversation, he answered in monosyllables.

The cold knot of dread was back, permanent residence secured in my gut. I’d broken the spell. I’d reminded us both that this was just a series of nights, that it existed in a bubble. Last call was just last call.

As closing time neared, the bar empty except for him, I couldn’t take it anymore. I walked to his end and started wiping the already-clean bar top with a fury.

“You’re mad,” I stated, not looking at him.

“I’m not mad.”

“You’re something.”

He set his phone down and finally looked at me. There was no fire in his eyes tonight, just a weary resignation that hurt worse than anger. “I’m respecting a boundary, Nora. You made one crystal clear last night. I’m on the other side of it.”

“I didn’t make a boundary! I just said I had an early delivery!”

“And I heard what you didn’t say.” He pushed his empty glass toward me. “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”

It wasn’t fine. Nothing was fine. The thought of him leaving tonight, of this being the new normal—the quiet regular who drank his beer and left without a word—made me feel physically ill.

The last customer paid his tab and left. I locked the door, my back to Sam. I took a deep, steadying breath, then turned around.

He was standing by his stool, pulling on his jacket.

“Don’t go,” I said.

He froze. “What?”

My heart was pounding against my ribs. “Don’t go. Stay.”

His eyes searched my face. “Why?”

“Because I was scared. Because I’m an idiot. Because I want that omelet.” The words tumbled out. “Because I don’t want this to just be about last call.”

He didn’t move for a long moment. Then, slowly, he shrugged his jacket back off and draped it over the stool. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah.” He walked toward me, stopping a few feet away. “But Nora… I need you to be in this. All the way in. I can’t do the hot-and-cold thing. It’ll wreck me.”

“I know.” I took a step closer. “I’m in. I’m sorry.”

He closed the remaining distance, his hands coming up to frame my face. His thumbs brushed my cheekbones. “Then show me.”

He kissed me, and it wasn’t like any kiss we’d shared before. It wasn’t storm-fueled or tender or possessive. It was raw. It was an apology and a demand all at once. I kissed him back with everything I had, my hands clutching at his shoulders.

When we broke apart, we were both breathing heavily. “Not here,” I said, my voice husky. “Upstairs. Now.”

We didn’t make it to the bedroom. We barely made it past my apartment door. As soon as it shut behind us, he pushed me up against it, his body pinning mine. His mouth was on my neck, his hands rough as they pulled my shirt over my head.

“I need you,” I panted, fumbling with his belt. “Right now. Like this.”

He undid his own jeans, pushing them and his briefs down just enough to free his cock. He hooked his hands under my thighs, lifting me effortlessly. I wrapped my legs around his waist, my back against the cool wood of the door.

“Condom,” I gasped.

“Fuck,” he groaned, but he didn’t put me down. He carried me to the kitchen island, setting me on the edge. He grabbed his wallet from his back pocket, pulled out a foil packet, and sheathed himself in one hurried motion.

He stepped between my legs, his hands on my hips, pulling me to the very edge of the counter. I was already soaked, aching for him. He guided himself to my entrance and pushed in with one relentless thrust.

I cried out, my head falling back. It was too fast, too rough, but it was exactly what I needed. What we both needed. This wasn’t about slow exploration. This was about reclaiming. About erasing the distance I’d put between us.

He set a punishing pace, driving into me, the island creaking with the force of it. My nails dug into his shoulders. His mouth found mine again, the kiss messy and desperate.

“Tell me,” he growled against my lips, his hips slamming into mine. “Tell me you’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” I moaned, the words torn from me. “Sam, I’m yours.”

It was like throwing gasoline on a fire. His rhythm became frantic, his breath coming in ragged pants. The tension inside me snapped fast and hard, a brutal, shocking orgasm that ripped through me with a force that made me see stars. I screamed, my body convulsing around him.

He didn’t last a breath longer. His hands clamped down on my hips, holding me still as he found his own release, a low, wrecked sound breaking out of him into the curve of my throat.

We stayed like that, slumped together, for a long time, our foreheads pressed together, our breath mingling. The kitchen was a wreck around us, but the distance I’d put between us was gone.

Eventually, he softened and slipped out of me. He disposed of the condom, then came back and just held me, my face pressed into his sweat-damp shirt.

“My place,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “Tomorrow night. After close. No excuses.”

I looked up at him, at the certainty in his eyes, and I knew there was no going back. “Okay,” I said. “Your place tomorrow.”

He nodded, a slow smile finally touching his lips. It wasn’t the easy smile from before. It was something harder won, something more real. “Good.” He kissed me, soft and sweet. “Now, let’s get you to bed. You’ve got an early delivery.”

I laughed, the sound watery and relieved. He scooped me up in his arms and carried me to the bedroom. As he laid me down and curled his body around mine, I knew the real test was coming. The bar was my sanctuary, my controlled environment. Tomorrow, I’d go back to his — and this time I’d stop keeping one foot out the door.

The thought of going back to his place — of choosing it this time, instead of hiding behind an excuse — sent a fresh wave of nervous energy through me the next day. The bar felt different, charged. It was no longer just my domain; it was the antechamber to his. Every time the door opened, my heart leapt, even though I knew he wouldn’t be in until after eight.

When he finally walked in, the air shifted. He didn’t go to his stool. He walked right up to the service side of the bar, leaned over, and kissed me. It was a quick, firm press of his lips against mine, right there in front of a pair of regulars who raised their eyebrows but wisely said nothing.

“Hi,” he said, his eyes smiling.

“Hi yourself,” I managed, my cheeks warming.

He took his usual seat, and the night proceeded with a new, buzzing undercurrent. The conversation was easy, but every glance held the weight of our plans. When last call came, I moved through the closing routine with efficient speed. He helped, putting chairs up without being asked.

We stepped out into the cool night air together, and he took my hand, leading me not toward my upstairs door, but toward his truck parked a block down. “Ready?” he asked, opening the passenger door for me.

“As I’ll ever be.”

The drive to his place was quiet, our hands linked over the center console. He turned onto the familiar residential street, the row of old brick houses, and parked in front of his — the neat little front yard washed pale under the streetlight. Even knowing the way now, my pulse kicked as he killed the engine.

He unlocked the door and pushed it open. “Welcome back.”

I stepped inside, and the place settled around me like something I was starting to know by heart—the gleaming hardwood, the wall of built-in bookshelves, the solid, well-made furniture he’d built with his own hands. The sofa I’d curled up on. The dining table where he’d fed me breakfast. It was undeniably his, and undeniably warm. A home. A lived-in, loved space that was, little by little, letting me in.

“It still gets me,” I said softly. “This place. You.”

He looked pleased, a hint of shyness in his smile. “Thanks. It’s a work in progress. Beer? Wine?”

“Just water, please.”

He fetched two glasses of water while I drifted through the room, my fingers trailing the smooth wood of the table, the framed blueprint of some old building on the wall. It was so him. Solid, creative, thoughtful. Familiar, now, in a way that both steadied and scared me.

“So this is the famous shower,” I said, glancing into the spacious bathroom tiled in slate gray.

“The very one.” He came up behind me, sliding his arms around my waist, his chin resting on my shoulder. “And the famous bed is through there.”

I turned in his arms, linking my hands behind his neck. “You weren’t exaggerating. About any of it.”

“I try not to.” He searched my face. “You okay? Not too overwhelming?”

“A little,” I admitted. “But in a good way. It’s just… very real. This is your life.”

“It is,” he said softly. “So keep coming back to it. Don’t make me something you only allow after dark.”

The directness stole my breath. I hadn’t expected him to lay it out so plainly. The fear whispered, but tonight it was quieter than the want. “I’m here, aren’t I?” I said — and let that be answer enough, for now.

He kissed me then, a slow, deep kiss that tasted of promise. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark. “Good. Now, I believe I promised you a comprehensive study.”

A shiver of anticipation ran through me. “Is that what this is?”

“Part one.” He took my hand and led me to the bedroom. The bed was king-sized, with a simple, dark wooden frame and plain navy sheets. A single lamp on the nightstand cast a warm, low glow.

He turned to face me, his hands coming up to cradle my jaw. “Tonight,” he said, his voice a low, intimate rumble, “we do this my way. Slow. No doors, no counters, no rushed condoms in the kitchen. Just us, in my bed. Okay?”

The care in his words melted the last of my tension. “Okay.”

He began undressing me with a reverence that made my throat tight. He unbuttoned my flannel shirt, kissing each new inch of skin he revealed. He knelt to pull off my boots and socks, pressing a kiss to the arch of my foot that made me giggle. He peeled my jeans down my legs, his hands smoothing over my calves, my thighs. When I stood before him in just my bra and panties, he simply looked, his gaze hot and appreciative.

“Your turn,” I whispered.

He stood and let me undress him. I took my time, relearning the landscape of his body—the defined planes of his chest, the trail of dark hair leading down from his navel, the powerful line of his thighs. When he was finally naked, his cock standing proud and thick, I reached out and wrapped my hand around him, giving one long, slow stroke.

He sucked in a breath, his eyes fluttering closed for a second. “Later,” he repeated, his voice strained. He gently moved my hand away. “Bed.”

I climbed onto the cool sheets, and he followed, covering my body with his. The kiss was endless, deep and exploring. His hands were everywhere, mapping me with a patient thoroughness that left me trembling. He kissed my neck, my collarbones, the swell of my breasts through my bra. He unhooked it with one hand and took my nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue until I was arching off the bed.

He moved lower, his lips and tongue tracing a path down my stomach. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and dragged them down my legs, tossing them aside. Then he settled between my thighs, spreading me open with his hands.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, and the word vibrated against my skin.

He didn’t dive in. He teased. He kissed my inner thighs, licked a slow, torturous path along my crease. He blew a cool breath over my soaked flesh, and I whimpered, my hips lifting in a silent plea.

“Please, Sam.”

“Please what?” he asked, his voice a dark caress.

“Your mouth. I need your mouth on me.”

He gave a low, satisfied hum and finally licked a long, flat stripe from my entrance to my clit. I cried out, my hands fisting in the sheets. He did it again, and again, building a rhythm that had me panting. Then he focused on my clit, sucking it gently, then flicking it with the tip of his tongue.

“Oh, god,” I moaned, my back bowing. The pleasure was intense, a tight coil winding deep inside me.

He slid one finger inside me, then two, curling them in that perfect, knowing way. His mouth worked my clit in tandem, and I was lost, adrift on a sea of sensation. The orgasm built slowly, a rising tide rather than a sudden crash. He felt it, his pace never faltering, his fingers pumping, his tongue relentless.

“Let go,” he whispered against me. “Come for me, Nora.”

His command, the vibration of his voice, sent me over the edge. Pleasure radiated out from my core in long, rolling pulses, my body shaking uncontrollably around a cry I couldn’t hold back. He stayed with me, gentling his touch until the last tremor passed.

Before I could even catch my breath, he was moving up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, a musky, intimate flavor. He was heavy and hard against my thigh.

“Condom,” I panted, reaching for the nightstand.

He beat me to it, retrieving one and sheathing himself. He positioned himself over me, bracing on his forearms. The head of his cock nudged at my entrance, slick with my wetness and his.

“Don’t close your eyes on me tonight,” he said.

I kept them open, meeting his intense gaze.

“This is me,” he said, his voice thick. “All of me. And I’m yours.”

He pushed inside, inch by excruciatingly slow inch, filling me completely. The stretch was exquisite, the feeling of fullness overwhelming. He stopped once he was seated fully, his forehead pressed to mine, and simply breathed there with me for a moment.

“You feel like heaven,” he breathed.

He began to move, a deep, rolling rhythm that was pure, unadulterated connection. There was no frantic need, just a profound joining. Each thrust was a conversation, a promise. I wrapped my legs high around his waist, meeting him stroke for stroke.

The room was silent except for the sound of our skin sliding together, our ragged breaths, the soft, wet sounds of our joining. He kissed me, his tongue tangling with mine. One of his hands slid between us, his thumb finding my clit again, already sensitive and swelling anew.

“Again,” he whispered against my lips. “I want to feel you come around me again.”

“I don’t know if I can…”

“You can.” His thrusts became more deliberate, hitting a spot deep inside me that made my vision blur. “I’ve got you. Let go.”

His words, the look in his eyes, the perfect, deep friction of his cock—it broke me. A second, even more powerful orgasm tore through me, a convulsive, mind-blanking surge of pleasure. I screamed his name, my nails digging into his back, my body clamping around his in rhythmic pulses.

My climax pulled his right behind it. He pressed as deep as he could go and stayed there, a guttural groan breaking loose as his release shuddered through him in long, helpless waves. I felt the pulse of him inside me, and the intimacy of it, even through the barrier, brought a sudden, unexpected prick of tears to my eyes.

He came down over me slowly, his face buried in my neck, his heart slamming as hard against mine as my own. We lay there, tangled and spent, our breathing the only sound in the room.

Long minutes passed before he carefully rolled off, disposed of the condom, and returned to gather me into his arms. He pulled the comforter over us, tucking me against his side. My head rested on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice rough with sleep and satisfaction.

“More than okay.” I traced a circle on his skin. “That was… different.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Deeper.” It was the only word that fit. It hadn’t just been physical. It had felt like a merging.

He kissed the top of my head. “It was.”

We lay in comfortable silence for a while. The city lights painted soft patterns on the ceiling.

“The omelet promise still stand?” I asked eventually.

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through his chest. “In the morning. I’m a man of my word.”

I smiled, snuggling closer. The fear was gone, replaced by a drowsy, contented warmth. This was his space, his bed, his life. And he’d let me in. Really let me in.

I must have drifted off, because the next thing I knew, gray morning light was filtering through the windows. Sam was gone from the bed. I heard the faint sizzle of butter from the kitchen and smelled coffee.

I pulled on his t-shirt from the floor, which hung to my mid-thigh, and padded out to the kitchen. He stood at the stove, shirtless and in a pair of sweatpants low on his hips, expertly maneuvering a pan. He looked over his shoulder and smiled, a real, easy, morning smile.

“Hey. Coffee’s ready.”

“You’re a man of many talents, Rourke.”

He flipped an omelet with a confident flick of his wrist. “I have my moments.”

I poured myself a mug of coffee and leaned against the counter, watching him. This felt dangerously domestic. Dangerously real. And I loved it.

We ate at his table, the omelets perfect, the coffee hot. We talked about nothing important—the weird dream he’d had, a funny customer story from the bar. It was easy. It was normal.

After breakfast, I showered in his famous, glorious-pressure shower. He joined me, washing my back with slow, circular motions that turned into something more. We made love again under the steaming water, slow and slippery, him lifting me against the tile as I wrapped my legs around him. It was tender and fierce all at once, a silent affirmation of the night before.

He drove me back to the bar so I could change for the day. As I got out of the truck, he reached for my hand. “Tonight?”

I leaned back in and kissed him. “Tonight.”



The pattern changed again. Some nights, he’d come to the bar and we’d go upstairs to my place. Other nights, after close, I’d drive to his place. We’d sleep tangled together in his big, quiet bed, and I’d leave in the early morning light, a secret smile on my face.

It was during the third week of this new, expanded rhythm that I saw the crack in my own armor.

It was a Tuesday, slow at the bar. He was at his stool, sketching ideas for a built-in bookshelf on a napkin. I was restocking glassware. A couple sat in a corner, holding hands and whispering. They looked happy. In love.

A sharp, sudden ache bloomed in my chest. It wasn’t jealousy. It was fear, pure and cold. This thing with Sam felt so good, so right. It was slipping beyond an affair, beyond last call. I was starting to rely on the sound of his key in my door, the smell of his skin on my sheets. I was starting to need it.

And needing someone was the fastest way to get hurt.

Later, at his place, the fear morphed into a desperate, clawing thing. We were in bed, him tracing patterns on my back after another slow, intense round of sex. He was talking about a job he’d bid on, his voice low and warm in the dark.

I closed my eyes, and all I could see was him walking away. Him realizing I was just a bartender with trust issues, that my life was a dusty apartment over a bar, that I wasn’t worth the complication.

Without thinking, I stiffened.

He felt it instantly. His hand stilled. “Nora? You okay?”

“Fine,” I said, too quickly. “Just tired.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, softly, “You’re a terrible liar.”

The kindness in his voice was my undoing. A hot tear escaped, sliding down my temple into the pillow. I tried to stifle a sob, but it was too late.

“Hey.” He turned me onto my back, his face full of concern in the dim light. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

I shook my head, wiping angrily at my eyes. “Nothing. It’s stupid.”

“It’s not stupid if it’s making you cry.” He brushed my hair back from my face. “Talk to me.”

The words tumbled out, raw and ugly. “This is too much. You’re too much. I can’t… I don’t know how to do this. How to just… have this.” I gestured weakly between us. “It’s going to end. It always does. And it’s going to wreck me.”

He listened, his expression unreadable. When I finished, he didn’t offer empty platitudes. He didn’t tell me I was being silly. He just pulled me into his arms, holding me tightly against his chest.

“I’m not going anywhere, Nora,” he said into my hair. His voice was firm, absolute. “You don’t have to know how to do this. We’ll figure it out. Together.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“Yes,” he said, pulling back to look me in the eyes. “I can. And I am.”

I wanted to believe him. God, I wanted to. But the fear was a living thing in my chest. I saw the doubt flicker in his eyes, the hurt that I couldn’t just trust him, just trust this.

He kissed my forehead. “Get some sleep.”

We lay back down, but the space between us felt wide and cold. The easy comfort was gone, replaced by the chilling specter of my own insecurities. I’d shown him the broken part of me, and in the silence that followed, I wondered if it was a crack he couldn’t mend.

He fell asleep eventually, his breathing deep and even. I lay awake, staring at the shadows on the ceiling, the fear now a hard, cold stone in my gut. I’d let him all the way in, and now the only thing left to do was wait for him to realize it was a mistake and leave.

The thought was a physical pain. It was no longer a question of if I’d get hurt. It was a question of when. And as the first hint of dawn lightened the sky, I knew I had a choice: I could let the fear win and push him away for good, or I could fight for this, for him, for us.

But fighting felt like the hardest thing I’d ever have to do.


Chapter 5 — Last One Standing

The dawn I’d watched creep in turned into a day that felt like walking through wet sand. Sam woke up quiet, his movements careful, his eyes searching mine for a sign I couldn’t give him. The stone of fear was still lodged behind my ribs. He made coffee in my small kitchen, the domesticity of it now feeling like a performance. We drank it in silence at my tiny table, the space between us humming with everything I’d said in the dark.

“I should get going,” he said finally, his voice soft. “I’ve got a job site to check on.”

“Okay,” I said, my own voice sounding hollow.

He stood, rinsed his mug, and came to stand beside my chair. He didn’t try to kiss me goodbye. He just rested a hand on my shoulder, his thumb brushing the line of my collarbone. “I’ll see you tonight, Nora.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. And the part of me that was already bracing for the fall wanted to scream, Don’t come! But I just nodded, looking down at the dregs in my mug.

He left. The sound of the door clicking shut echoed in the empty apartment.

The day at the bar was a blur of routine. I wiped down bottles that were already clean, rearranged the back stock for no reason, checked invoices I’d already approved. My body was there, moving through the familiar motions, but my mind was a static-filled room. Every time the bell over the door jingled, my heart leapt, then sank when it wasn’t him. And then, around eight, it was.

Sam came in like he always did, smelling of sawdust and cool evening air. He took his usual stool at the end of the bar. He didn’t smile, but his eyes held mine for a long, steady moment. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said, already pouring his usual IPA. I slid it to him. “Rough day?”

“Long,” he said, taking a slow sip. “Thought about you all day.”

The words were a direct hit to the center of my chest. I busied myself wiping the already-gleaming bar top. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” He didn’t elaborate. He just drank his beer and watched the game on the silent TV above the backbar. The easy banter was gone, replaced by a heavy, waiting silence. He was giving me space, but it felt like distance, and the distance fed the fear.

This went on for three nights.

He’d come in. We’d exchange quiet pleasantries that felt like landmines. He’d stay until last call, always the last one, a ghost of our old ritual. But instead of leading to my apartment, he’d simply say goodnight, his hand brushing mine on the bar top, and walk out into the dark. The absence of him in my bed was a physical ache, a cold spot I curled around every night, drowning in my own stupid, stubborn terror.

On the fourth night, I cracked.

It was a slow Tuesday. He was the only customer for the last hour. The silence had become a third presence in the room, throbbing and unbearable. I was polishing a highball glass so hard I thought it might shatter.

“Why do you keep coming?” The question burst out of me, harsh and raw.

Sam looked up from his phone, his brown eyes calm. “Because this is where I want to be.”

“It’s a bar, Sam. You drink your beer and you go home. That’s the transaction.”

“That was never the transaction, and you know it.” He put his phone down, folding his hands on the bar. “This is where you are.”

“And what if I don’t want you here?” I said, the words a weapon I aimed directly at him, wanting to see him flinch, to give me a reason to make this hurt less.

He didn’t flinch. He just looked at me, a deep sadness settling into the lines of his face. “Do you? Do you not want me here, Nora?”

The truth stuck in my throat. I couldn’t force it out. Instead, I vomited the fear. “I can’t do this. This… thing. Where you pretend this is more than it is. Where I start relying on you being here, in my bed, in my life, and then one day you just… stop. Because it gets hard, or boring, or real. You’ll realize I’m just a bartender with trust issues and a weird work schedule, and you’ll find someone easier. Someone whole.”

My voice broke on the last word. I turned away, furiously blinking back the heat in my eyes.

I heard the stool scrape back. Heard his footsteps. He didn’t come around the bar; he stopped right at the service edge, his presence a solid wall of warmth at my back.

“Look at me,” he said, his voice low but unwavering.

I shook my head, staring at the sink full of dirty glasses.

“Nora. Look at me.”

I turned. His face was close, his expression fierce, stripped of all its usual patience. “You listen to me. I’m a carpenter. I work with my hands. I see broken things, and I fix them. But you,” he said, his gaze holding mine captive, “you are not broken. You are the most whole, real, infuriatingly beautiful thing I have ever seen. And I am not pretending.”

He reached across the bar, his calloused hand cupping my cheek. His thumb swept away a tear I hadn’t even felt fall. “You want to know what I see when I look at you? I see strength. I see a woman who built her own life from the ground up. I see humor in the face of long nights and difficult customers. I see a heart so big you’re terrified to let anyone near it, because you know how much it can feel.” He took a breath, his own eyes shining. “I see my future. And I am not walking away from that because you’re scared. I’m scared too. The thought of fucking this up? It terrifies me. But the thought of not trying? That’s fucking unbearable.”

His words dismantled me. They didn’t soothe the fear; they marched right through it, leaving it exposed and defenseless. A sob escaped my throat, and I leaned into his hand, my own coming up to cover his.

“I don’t know how to stop being afraid,” I whispered, the admission costing me everything.

“Then don’t stop,” he said simply. “Be afraid. And do it anyway. With me.”

He leaned over the bar then, and he kissed me. It wasn’t the hungry, storm-fueled kiss of our first night. It was deep, slow, and devastatingly sure. A promise sealed. When he pulled back, my lips were trembling.

“Close up,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I’m not leaving tonight.”

A shiver ran through me, part fear, part pure, unadulterated need. The kind of need that burns away everything else. I nodded, a shaky, helpless motion.

He stepped back, giving me space to move. My hands trembled as I locked the front door, flipped the sign to ‘Closed,’ killed the main lights leaving only the soft glow of the backbar neon. The familiar routine was charged with a new, seismic energy. He waited, a dark, patient silhouette against the amber light.

When the last task was done, I walked out from behind the bar. He met me in the middle of the empty room. No words now. He just took my face in both his hands and kissed me again, deeper, his tongue sliding against mine, claiming, reassuring. My hands fisted in his flannel shirt, pulling him closer. The taste of him—beer and Sam and home—unlocked something desperate inside me.

I broke the kiss, breathing hard. “Upstairs.”

We didn’t run. We walked, a deliberate procession, his arm tight around my waist, my head leaning against his shoulder. The staircase felt endless. By the time we reached my apartment door, my blood was singing, a high-pitched hum of want and relief.

Inside, he kicked the door shut with his boot and pushed me back against it. His body pressed against mine, solid and real. I could feel the hard line of his erection through our jeans, a blunt demand that made my pussy clench in immediate, wet response.

“I need to hear you say it,” he murmured against my lips, his hands sliding under my shirt to splay across my bare back. “I need to know you’re here with me. All of you.”

“I’m here,” I breathed, arching into his touch. “Sam, I’m right here.”

“Tell me what you want.”

It was the ultimate consent, the final dismantling of the wall. I looked into his eyes, dark with desire and something deeper, and I gave him the truth. “I want you. I want your hands on me. I want your cock inside me. I want to feel you come. I want… I want you to stay.”

A groan rumbled in his chest. “Fuck, Nora.” He captured my mouth in a searing kiss, his hands tugging my shirt over my head. My bra followed, and then his mouth was on my breast, his tongue lashing my nipple, his teeth grazing the sensitive peak. I cried out, my head thudding back against the door.

He dropped to his knees, his hands hooking in the waistband of my jeans and panties, dragging them down my legs in one rough movement. The cool air of the apartment hit my naked skin, followed by the blistering heat of his mouth as he pressed a kiss to the inside of my thigh.

“So perfect,” he muttered, his breath ghosting over my soaked folds. “Always so fucking perfect for me.”

And then his tongue was on me, a broad, flat stroke from my entrance to my clit. I gasped, my hands flying to his hair, gripping the dark strands. He didn’t tease. He feasted. His mouth was hot and relentless, his tongue circling my clit, dipping inside me, learning the rhythm that made my legs shake. He slid two fingers into my pussy, curling them, finding a spot that made me see white behind my eyelids.

“Sam… oh god, right there…”

He hummed against me, the vibration shooting through my core. He was wrecking me, pulling apart the last of my resistance with his mouth and his hands. The orgasm built fast, a coiling, urgent pressure. My hips bucked against his face, seeking more, seeking everything.

“Come for me,” he growled, his mouth locked on my clit, sucking hard.

The command, the sensation, the sheer overwhelming rightness of it shattered me. I came with a choked scream, my body convulsing around his fingers, pleasure tearing through me in electric waves. He held me through it, his tongue gentling, lapping at me as I shuddered.

Before I could even come down, he was standing, stripping his own clothes with frantic haste. His cock sprang free, thick and hard, the head glistening. He fumbled in his discarded jeans pocket, pulled out a condom, sheathed himself with practiced urgency.

He lifted me then, my back still against the door, my legs wrapping around his waist. The head of his cock pressed against my entrance, which was still fluttering from my climax.

“Look at me,” he said, his voice strained.

I opened my eyes, meeting his burning gaze.

“This is me choosing you,” he said, every word a vow. “Every damn day.”

And he pushed inside.

The stretch was exquisite, a fullness that was more than physical. It was a claiming, a homecoming. I moaned, long and low, my forehead dropping to his shoulder. He held still, buried to the hilt, letting me feel every inch of him.

Then he began to move.

It was nothing like before. There was no tentative exploration, no slow discovery. This was a furious, desperate joining. He drove into me, my back sliding against the door with each powerful thrust. The sounds were obscene, wet and slapping, our ragged breaths, my broken whimpers. He gripped my ass, holding me open for him, angling his hips to hit a spot deep inside that made me sob with pleasure.

“You feel that?” he gritted out, his pace relentless. “That’s me. That’s mine. You’re mine, Nora. This is ours.”

I could only nod, my nails digging into the hard muscles of his shoulders. The friction was building again, a new, deeper climax coiling in my belly. The emotional storm of the night, the fear, the relief, all fused into the physical act, intensifying it beyond anything I’d ever felt.

“I’m gonna… Sam, I can’t…”

“Come,” he ordered, his breath hot against my neck. “Come on my cock. Let me feel you.”

It was the permission I needed. My release tore through me a second time, my inner muscles clamping around him in rhythmic pulses, my cry muffled against his skin. He held out only a few strokes longer before his whole frame went taut, a low, broken groan rasping out of him as he emptied himself into the condom, hips still flush against mine.

We stayed like that, joined, panting, a sweaty, trembling mess against my front door. Slowly, he softened inside me, but he didn’t pull out. He just held me tighter, his face buried in the crook of my neck.

After a long moment, he carefully eased out and lowered my legs, which felt like jelly. He disposed of the condom, then came back to me, gathering me into his arms and carrying me to the bed. He didn’t speak. He just laid us down, pulling the covers over us, tucking my body against his.

In the dark, with his heartbeat steady against my back, the stone of fear was gone. In its place was a warm, aching hollow, filled now with a fragile, terrifying hope. I’d shown him the worst of me, and he’d kissed it and called it beautiful. He’d chosen me. The choice was made.

And as I drifted toward sleep, I knew my choice was made, too. I had to fight. Not against him, but for him. For this. The thought was no longer the hardest thing. It was the only thing.

His arm tightened around me in his sleep. I pressed a kiss to his forearm, closed my eyes, and let the quiet certainty wash over me. Tomorrow, I would let tomorrow come. For tonight, I was exactly where I was meant to be.



The morning didn’t feel like walking through wet sand. It felt crisp, clear, the sunlight cutting sharp lines across the floorboards. Sam was still asleep, his arm a heavy, welcome weight across my waist. I watched the dust motes dance in the light, feeling a strange, settled calm. The fight wasn’t over, I knew that. The fear was a shadow I’d always know, but for the first time, I believed I didn’t have to face it alone.

He stirred, his hand tightening on my hip before his eyes fluttered open. Brown, warm, sleep-softened. He saw me watching him and a slow smile spread across his face. “Morning.”

“Morning,” I said, my voice scratchy.

He leaned in and kissed me, a soft, closed-mouth press of lips that felt more intimate than anything we’d done against the door last night. “You okay?”

I nodded. “I am.”

He searched my face, and whatever he saw there made his smile deepen. “Good.”

We got up. We made coffee together, our movements falling into a seamless rhythm. He told me about the custom built-in bookshelf he was starting for a client that day; I complained about a beer delivery that was late. It was normal. It was breathtaking.

He left for work with a kiss that promised a return. “I’ll be here at eight,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“I know,” I said. And I did.

The pattern that established itself over the next week wasn’t a grand, dramatic change. It was a quiet revolution. Sam came to the bar every night. Sometimes he stayed for one drink, sometimes for three. He helped me restock, he fixed a wobbly barstool leg without being asked, he listened to my rants about the distributor. And every night, after last call, he followed me upstairs.

The sex was different. Not less intense, but… integrated. It was laughter in the shower, his soapy hands sliding over my breasts. It was waking up to his mouth between my thighs in the grey pre-dawn light. It was slow, lazy Sunday morning lovemaking, his cock moving inside me with a deep, rocking cadence as we shared a single pillow, our faces inches apart. It was raw and tender and filthy and sweet, often all in the same hour. And every time, he made me say what I wanted. Every time, I did.

But the bar remained the bar. Our public stage. And I realized, with a creeping dread, that I was treating him exactly like I always had: as my last call. The final customer of the night, the one who got the special, secret version of me after hours. The division was still there, a line drawn down the center of my life. He was in the after, but not fully in the during.

The realization crystallized on a Friday night. The bar was packed, buzzing with the energy of a week ended. Sam was at his usual stool, nursing a beer, chatting easily with Mrs. Gable from the antique shop two doors down. I was in constant motion—pouring, joking, ringing tabs. Our eyes met across the room, and he gave me a small, private smile that made my stomach flip. A regular, Mike, slapped Sam on the back, gesturing to the baseball game on TV. Sam laughed, turning his attention to the screen.

And it hit me, a cold splash right in the chest: He was just another face in the crowd here. My favorite face, but still. He was playing the part of the regular perfectly because I’d never given him permission to be anything else. I’d never said, This is my boyfriend. This is Sam.

The thought—boyfriend—sent a jolt of pure terror through me. It was so official. So exposed.

I must have stared too long, because Sam’s eyes found mine again, the smile fading into a look of quiet concern. I shook my head slightly and turned away, busying myself with the espresso machine.

Later, after close, as we climbed the stairs, the noise of the bar still ringing in my ears, I felt the old walls going up. He took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. “You were quiet tonight.”

“It was busy,” I deflected.

In the apartment, he didn’t let it go. He turned me to face him, his hands on my shoulders. “It’s more than that. Talk to me.”

I looked at our joined hands, then up at him. “When Mike was talking to you… it just struck me. You’re just ‘Sam, the guy at the end of the bar’ to them.”

He frowned. “And what am I to you, Nora?”

The question hung in the air, loaded and dangerous. I could give him the easy answer, the true-in-the-darkness answer. But the bar was downstairs, and its rules still felt like laws. “You know what you are.”

“I want to hear you say it.” His voice was gentle but firm. “Not up here. Down there.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “That’s your stool. You’re my last call. That’s… that’s the deal.”

“The deal,” he repeated, the word flat. He dropped his hands from my shoulders. “Is that all this is? A deal? You get me after hours, and I get to be your secret?”

“No! That’s not—”

“Then what is it?” He wasn’t angry. He was hurt, and that was infinitely worse. “I told you I’m not walking away. I meant it. But Nora, I can’t live in two separate halves of your life. I’m either in it, or I’m not.”

The ultimatum was unspoken, but it vibrated between us. I felt the panic rising, the old, familiar urge to push him away before he could leave. I crossed my arms over my chest, a defensive barrier. “So what, you want a proclamation? You want me to introduce you to the Tuesday night trivia crowd as my boyfriend?” I made the word sound childish, silly.

His jaw tightened. “I want to not feel like a dirty secret you’re ashamed of.”

“I’m not ashamed!”

“Then act like it!” The force in his voice startled me. He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident in every line of his body. “God, Nora. I’m trying to build something with you. You can’t build on a foundation that only exists after midnight.”

Tears pricked my eyes, hot and furious. “You don’t understand. This bar… it’s mine. It’s the one thing no one can take. If I let you in here, if I make you part of it, and then you leave… you take a piece of it with you. You take a piece of me I can’t get back.”

He was silent for a long moment, just looking at me. The anger seemed to drain out of him, replaced by a profound sadness. “You think I don’t know that?” he said softly. “You think I’m not risking the exact same thing? My heart is on the line here, too. Every damn day I walk in here, it is. The difference is, I’m willing to risk it. Because what we have… it’s worth the risk.”

He stepped closer, cupping my face. His thumbs brushed away the tears that had escaped. “I’m not asking you to give me your bar. I’m asking you to let me stand beside you in it. Just once. Let me be the man who loves you, not just the customer who waits for you.”

Loves you.

The words didn’t come as a shock. They felt inevitable, like the final piece of a puzzle clicking into place. He’d never said them before, but he’d shown me, in a thousand ways, every day and every night. Saying them out loud, here in the light, was the bravest thing he could have done.

I broke. A sob racked my body, and I fell against him, my face buried in his chest. He held me, his arms strong and sure around me. “I’m sorry,” I choked out. “I’m so scared.”

“I know,” he murmured into my hair. “It’s okay. Just don’t shut me out.”

We stood like that for a long time, until my tears subsided. When I pulled back, my eyes felt swollen, but my chest felt lighter, as if a huge, crushing weight had been lifted.

“I don’t know how to do this,” I whispered.

“We’ll figure it out,” he said, echoing his words from weeks ago. “Together.”

He kissed me then, a kiss that tasted of salt and promise. It was gentle, a balm. But the gentleness quickly ignited into something hotter, needier. The emotional storm had stripped me bare, and the only thing left was a raw, aching want for him, for this connection, to seal the fragile new understanding with our bodies.

I pulled at his shirt, needing to feel his skin against mine. He responded in kind, his hands pushing my tank top up and over my head. His mouth found my neck, sucking a mark that would be hard to hide tomorrow, and the possessiveness of it sent a thrill straight to my core. This wasn’t a secret. This was a claim.

We stumbled toward the bed, shedding clothes as we went. There was no finesse, just a frantic, mutual hunger. When we fell onto the mattress, I was on top, straddling his hips. His cock lay hard and heavy against his stomach. I looked down at him, at the love and desire plain on his face, and felt a power I’d never known.

“Tell me,” he said, his voice rough. His hands settled on my thighs, stroking. “Tell me what you want, Nora.”

I leaned forward, bracing my hands on his chest. “I want you,” I said, the words clear and sure. “I want everyone to know you’re mine. I want to ride you until you forget your own name.”

A sharp, hungry sound escaped him. “Fuck. Yes.”

I reached between us, guiding him to my entrance. I was already soaked, aching for him. I sank down slowly, taking every inch, watching his eyes roll back in his head as sheathed myself fully on his cock. The fullness was a perfect, stretching relief.

For a moment, I just stayed there, seated deeply, letting us both feel the connection. Then I began to move.

I set a slow, grinding rhythm, using my thighs to lift and lower myself, circling my hips to drag his length against every sensitive spot inside me. My hands slid up his chest to his shoulders, holding on as the pace built. His hands gripped my hips, not guiding, just feeling, his thumbs digging into the flesh.

“Look at you,” he breathed, his gaze dark with awe. “You’re incredible.”

The praise, the raw adoration in his eyes, fueled me. I moved faster, riding him with a growing desperation. One of his hands slipped between us, his fingers finding my clit. The dual sensation—his cock filling me, his thumb circling that swollen, sensitive nub—was too much. A high, keening sound tore from my throat.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, his own breathing becoming ragged. “Come for me. Let go.”

His words, his touch, the sheer rightness of him inside me—it all coalesced into a peak that crashed over me without warning. My body clenched around him, waves of pleasure radiating out from my core, so intense I saw stars. I cried out, my back arching, my head thrown back.

As my climax subsided, he flipped us suddenly, pinning me to the mattress. He withdrew almost completely, then drove back into me with a deep, powerful thrust that knocked the air from my lungs. He set a brutal, punishing pace, each stroke hitting that deep, perfect spot. The overstimulation was a sweet, sharp agony.

“You’re mine,” he growled, his forehead against mine, our breath mingling. “Say it.”

“I’m yours,” I gasped, meeting his thrusts. “Sam, I’m yours.”

“And I’m yours,” he vowed, his rhythm faltering. “Always.”

His control finally gave out. He drove up into me one last time and held there, a guttural groan ripped from his throat as his whole body shuddered above me. Then he came down against me, spent, his heartbeat slamming as hard as mine.

We lay tangled together, sweat-slick and spent, the only sound our slowing breaths. The room smelled of sex and us, a scent that was becoming as familiar as my own. He shifted to the side, pulling me against him, my back to his chest. His arm curled around me, his hand splayed possessively over my stomach.

In the quiet dark, the truth settled into my bones, quiet and absolute. He was right. I couldn’t keep him in a separate box, a pleasure reserved for after hours. He had woven himself into the fabric of my days, my thoughts, my life. The bar was my sanctuary, but it couldn’t be my hiding place anymore. Not from him.

“Sam?” I whispered.

“Hmm?”

“Tomorrow… come by earlier. Before the evening rush. Help me with that keg delivery.”

He went still behind me. Then his arm tightened, pulling me closer. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I said, the word feeling like a key turning in a long-locked door. “And… maybe stay for dinner. Up here. Before you go back down to your stool.”

He was silent for so long I thought he might have fallen asleep. Then he pressed a kiss to the nape of my neck, his lips soft and warm. “I’d like that.”

A smile spread across my face, unseen in the dark. It wasn’t a grand proclamation. It wasn’t introducing him to the whole bar as my boyfriend. But it was a start. It was letting him into the in-between hours, the mundane, unglamorous part of my world. It was a crack in the wall, and this time, I wasn’t afraid of what would come through.

The fear was still there, a faint whisper in the back of my mind. But it was drowned out by the steady, strong beat of his heart against my back, by the feel of his breath in my hair, by the simple, terrifying, beautiful truth: I was in love with him. And for the first time, I wasn’t just waiting for last call. I was waiting for the rest of my life, with him, to begin.

I closed my eyes, and for the first time in a very long time, I fell asleep without dreading the dawn.


Chapter 6 — Open

The next evening, Sam showed up before the sun had fully committed to setting, his truck idling in the alley so he could carry kegs in through the back door instead of parading them past the early dinner crowd. He didn’t kiss me hello in front of the delivery driver, but he caught my eye over a hand truck loaded with a half-barrel of the seasonal lager, and the look he gave me was worth more than any kiss would have been.

“Told you I’d come early,” he said, sliding the keg into place in the walk-in with the same offhand ease he’d shown a lifetime of Fridays ago, back when this arrangement between us was still new enough to feel like trespassing.

“I wasn’t sure you’d remember the delivery part. Figured you’d just remember the dinner.”

“I remember everything you tell me, Nora. That’s kind of the problem.” He wiped his palms on his jeans and looked at me a second too long, like there was something else sitting behind his teeth, and then didn’t say it.

We ate at my little table upstairs before the doors opened downstairs — reheated pasta, nothing fancy, his knee pressed against mine the whole time. It wasn’t the omelet he still owed me. It wasn’t his loft with the good shower or his grandfather’s dining table. It was just dinner, on a Tuesday, before I had to go be somebody else for six hours. But when he carried the dishes to the sink for me and dried his hands on the towel that hung, permanently now, on my oven door handle — a towel that used to live folded in a drawer until it found somewhere better to be — I understood what I’d actually done by asking him here. I’d let him into a part of the day that had nothing to do with last call. An ordinary hour. My favorite one yet.

At five, I unlocked the front door and flipped the sign, and Sam went down ahead of me to take his usual seat, because some rituals I wasn’t ready to give up. Or so I told myself.

The Tuesday crowd was the same as it always was — a handful of after-work stragglers, two guys arguing about a trade in the corner booth, and, an hour in, Mrs. Gable from the antique shop, who settled into her usual spot near the taps and ordered her usual glass of house red like she’d been doing three nights a week since before I owned the place. She’d always had opinions about Sam. Tonight, apparently, she meant to share one.

“You know,” she said, watching me pour, her eyes flicking down the bar to where Sam sat peeling the label off his bottle in that same slow, methodical way he’d been doing for two months now, “I’ve been drinking in this bar for six years, and in all that time, I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you say that man’s full name out loud to anyone but him.”

“His name’s Sam,” I said, aiming for light. “Everyone knows his name.”

“Everyone knows his name the way you know a stray cat’s name. That’s not the same as claiming him.” She sipped her wine, entirely unbothered by the fact that she’d just landed a direct hit. “So which is it, Nora? Is he your regular, or is he your boyfriend? Because from where I sit, it’s been two months of you two mooning at each other like teenagers, and it’s starting to feel a little like watching a play where nobody says their lines.”

A week ago — hell, a night ago — I would have laughed it off. Wiped down a spot that didn’t need wiping and let the answer live only upstairs, in the dark, where it was safe. I had a whole practiced arsenal of deflections built exactly for this question, and my mouth even opened around the first one.

But I thought about the omelet. About his famous shower, and his key that already turned in my lock most nights of the week. About the dish towel on my oven door. About a man who’d waited six weeks for me to look up from a bar top and then gone right on waiting, patiently, every single night since, for me to stop treating him like something I only did after the lights went down.

I set the bottle in my hand down on the mat. I came around the end of the bar — something I never did mid-shift, not for anybody — and walked the length of the room to where Sam sat with his half-peeled label and his eyebrows already climbing, like he could feel something shifting before I said a word.

“Mrs. Gable wants to know if you’re my boyfriend,” I told him, loud enough that the guys arguing about the trade both looked over.

Sam went very still. “And what did you tell her?”

“I didn’t tell her anything yet.” I reached out and took his hand off the bar, laced my fingers through his the way he always did to mine — upstairs, in the dark, in private. Down here, in the amber light, with half the room now watching, it felt like standing at the top of a ladder I’d built myself, finally letting go of the rung. “I wanted to tell you first. In case you’d rather I didn’t.”

“Nora.” His thumb moved once over my knuckles. “I have wanted you to say it in this room since the second week.”

“Then I’m saying it.” I looked past him, at Mrs. Gable, at Mike hunched over his phone by the taps, at the two guys who’d stopped pretending not to listen. “He’s my boyfriend. Sam Rourke. Not my regular. Not my last call. My boyfriend, and I’m the idiot who took two months to say so out loud in my own bar.”

For a second nobody moved. Then Mrs. Gable let out a laugh that filled the whole room and lifted her wine glass an inch off the bar top. “Well, it’s about damn time. Somebody buy this man a round — the bartender’s finally caught up with the rest of us.” One of the trade-argument guys actually clapped, more amused than ceremonial, and somebody near the door called out something about buying Sam a beer, and the ordinary Tuesday-night noise of the bar swallowed the moment back up almost as fast as it had cracked open. Which was, I realized, exactly how I wanted it. Not a spotlight. Just a fact, finally sitting where everyone could see it.

Sam stood up off his stool — his stool, the one at the end that had his name on it in nothing but two months of habit — and he didn’t wait for last call. He kissed me right there at quarter to nine on a Tuesday, in front of God and Mrs. Gable and the whole trade-arguing corner booth, slow and sure and entirely unhidden. When he pulled back he was smiling the way he’d smiled the morning after the storm, like something enormous had just clicked into place.

“Boyfriend,” he said, testing the word, clearly enjoying the taste of it. “I could get used to that.”

“Get used to it. It’s not going anywhere.”

He went back to his stool because the bar still had hours left to run, and I went back to work, and if my hands shook a little every time I looked up and caught him watching me with that new, unguarded grin, nobody but me seemed to notice. By ten o’clock I’d been informally congratulated by no fewer than three regulars and one extremely smug antique dealer, and none of it had cost me anything. The bar hadn’t burned down. My kingdom hadn’t cracked in half. It just had one more person openly in it now, and it turned out there had always been room.

At last call, I did the thing I did every night — flipped the main lights, walked the room, locked the front door. But when I reached for the switch that killed the neon OPEN sign in the window, the one I flipped to CLOSED out of habit before I’d so much as counted the drawer, I stopped with my hand on it.

“What?” Sam asked from his stool, watching me.

“Nothing.” I left the sign burning — OPEN, orange and buzzing, spilling out over the wet sidewalk same as always — and went to count the drawer with it still lit behind me. It didn’t mean anything, not really. Nobody was walking in after last call, sign or no sign. But I liked looking up from the register and seeing that word glowing there instead of its usual dark, shuttered twin. I thought I might leave it that way, some nights. My bar. My rules, and I was finally the one rewriting them.

I didn’t explain any of that to him, and he didn’t ask. He just watched me finish the count with something soft and pleased tugging at the corner of his mouth, like he already understood.

Upstairs, after, we didn’t rush. There was no storm forcing the issue tonight, no fear crackling underneath everything, no wall left standing between us to break through. Just the two of us, alone in the lamplight, peeling each other out of our clothes slow enough that I felt every second of it.

He undressed me the way he did everything — with his full attention, like there was nowhere else in the world he’d rather be looking. When I reached for his shirt buttons, my fingers weren’t steady, and he let me take my time anyway, watching my face instead of his own chest the whole way down. By the time we were skin to skin on my bed, tangled in the same sheets that had held six weeks of almosts and two months of yeses, neither of us was in any hurry to get anywhere else.

He laid me back against the pillows and settled over me, and instead of asking permission with his eyes the way he had every night before this one, he just looked at me — really looked, the way he’d been looking at me since that first ordinary Thursday when I didn’t yet know his name was a promise — and said the thing he’d almost said a week ago, standing in my kitchen with his hands cupping my face.

“I love you.” No hedging this time, no folding it into a longer sentence to soften the landing. Just that, plain and unafraid, his forehead resting against mine. “I’ve loved you probably since the third week, if I’m honest. I just didn’t think you were ready to hear it.”

Six weeks of watching him walk out my door. Two months of last calls and almost-kisses and a wall I’d built brick by brick out of every reason a bartender shouldn’t fall for a regular. And here it finally was, the thing I’d wanted since that very first charged, ordinary Thursday, handed to me plainly, with nothing held back.

“I love you too,” I said, and it came out steadier than I expected, steadier than anything I’d said in this bed in weeks. “I have for a while. I think I was scared saying it out loud would use it up.”

“It doesn’t work that way.” He kissed me, slow and unhurried, and I felt him smile against my mouth. “I’ve got plenty. I’ll say it as many times as you need.”

Then he moved, and there was nothing left between us to hide behind — no bar, no stool, no rule about last call. Just his body over mine, unhurried, deliberate, worshipful in a way that had nothing frantic left in it. He took his time in a way he never quite had before, like he had all night, and every night after this one too, like the urgency that had always driven us — the fear that this might be the only chance, the last call before the door shut for good — had finally, completely let go.

He kissed a slow path from my mouth to my throat to the swell of my breasts, taking each nipple into his mouth in turn with unhurried patience, his tongue circling, teasing, until I was arching and aching beneath him. His hand slid lower, over my ribs, my stomach, finding me slick and ready, and he stroked through my folds with a lazy, thorough attention that had my hips lifting into his palm before I could stop them.

“Sam,” I breathed, threading my fingers through his hair. “Please.”

“I’ve got you.” He kissed the space between my breasts. “I’m not going anywhere. Not tonight. Not after.”

When he finally settled between my thighs and pressed inside me, it wasn’t a claiming or a reclaiming, wasn’t a question or an apology. It was simply the two of us, joined, exactly where we’d been building toward for two months without either of us saying it plainly until tonight. He filled me slowly, and I felt every devastating inch of the slide, my whole body opening around him like it had been made to.

We found a rhythm that was unhurried and deep, his hips rolling into mine in long, deliberate waves, his mouth finding mine between breaths. There was no race to the edge tonight. He drew it out, pulling almost free and then filling me again, again, until the pleasure built not like a storm but like a tide — slow, inevitable, impossible to outrun.

“Look at me while I love you,” he murmured against my lips, and I did, I kept my eyes open on his the whole time, watching the same open, unguarded want on his face that I knew was written across mine.

“I love you,” I said again, because I could, because it was true, because saying it out loud hadn’t used it up at all — if anything, saying it had only made more of it. “I love you, Sam.”

“I love you, Nora.” His rhythm quickened, just slightly, an answer more than a demand. His hand slid between us, his thumb finding my clit, and the slow tide inside me finally began to crest. “Let me feel you go.”

I did. It rose up through me unhurried and enormous, less an explosion than a long, rolling release that seemed to start in my chest and work its way outward, every muscle in my body loosening around him in soft, insistent waves. I said his name, not as a scream this time but as something closer to a prayer, and he watched my face the whole way through it like he intended to remember every second.

He followed a breath later, his rhythm finally breaking, his composure finally slipping. He pressed his forehead hard to mine and groaned out something that might have been my name and might have just been relief, his whole body going tight and then loose over mine as he found his own release, unhurried even now, like he had nowhere else on earth he needed to be.

Afterward, we lay tangled in the lamplight, his fingers tracing slow, absent circles on my back, my ear against his chest, listening to his heartbeat find its ordinary rhythm again. Down below, through the old floorboards, I could just make out the faint orange wash of the OPEN sign still burning in the dark window, a small, stubborn light I’d chosen to leave on for no one and nothing except the plain fact of wanting it lit.

“You left the sign on,” he said sleepily, like he’d felt me thinking about it.

“I did.”

“Why?”

I smiled against his chest, because it was my own question, the one I’d thrown at him across the bar on the very first night that mattered, come back around to find me instead. This time I was the one who owed an answer. “Because I’m done closing up on you, Sam. I’m done treating you like the last thing before the lights go out. You’re not last call anymore.”

He was quiet for a long moment, his hand going still on my back. “What am I, then?”

I thought about the six weeks of watching him leave, and the two months since of watching him stay, and the whole rest of my life stretching out ahead of us, unwritten and, for the first time, not the least bit frightening.

“You’re the first thing I think about when I wake up,” I said, “and the only thing I want to lock the door on at night. You’re not the end of my evening anymore, Sam. You’re the start of everything else.”

He laughed, low and warm, and pulled me tighter against him. “Good answer, bartender.”

“I have my moments.”

Outside, the street was quiet, and the rain that had started the whole thing two months ago had long since dried off the windows. But the sign still glowed in the dark downstairs, open, when it had never once needed to be. I closed my eyes, Sam’s heartbeat steady under my cheek, and for the first time since I’d bought this bar and built a wall around my life to protect it, I understood that the last call didn’t have to be an ending. Sometimes it was just the moment right before everything finally opened up.
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