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Chapter 1: Preparations
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The air in the staff hallway of the Cedar Glen Library held a specific scent at 6:45 a.m.: old paper, industrial carpet cleaner, and the faint, hopeful aroma of the coffees Sharon had picked up from a drive-thru on the way to work. She balanced the tray of coffees against her hip, the cardboard warmth a small comfort against the pervasive chill of the concrete building before the HVAC fully woke up. Her name badge, still shiny and unscratched after five months, read simply: Sharon – Public Services.

“Knock, knock,” she said softly, pushing open the door to the Staff Room with her shoulder.

The room was a monument to functional bureaucracy. Faded posters of past reading programs cheered from the walls, their enthusiasm dimmed by years of fluorescent light. In the centre, surrounded by towers of cardboard boxes marked SALE – FICTION A-L, was Anya, the head of circulation. At sixty, with a shock of silver hair cut in a no-nonsense bob and glasses on a chain, she was the library’s anchoring force.

“You’re an angel, Sharon,” Anya said, not looking up from her clipboard. “The divine bringer of caffeine. Just set mine on the tomb of unread romances, there.” She gestured with her pen to a box labelled P-Q.

Sharon handed her a coffee. “Long day ahead?”

“The longest. The beautiful, chaotic longest.” Anya finally smiled, her eyes crinkling. “Your first book sale. Baptism by bargain.”

From behind a teetering stack of children’s picture books emerged Marcus, the teen services librarian. He was in his late twenties, wearing a graphic t-shirt of a cat reading a book under the legend ‘I’m Kind of a Big Deal in the Dewey Decimal System.’ He accepted his coffee with a grateful groan. “I was here until ten last night pulling sci-fi. People get tribal about Asimov. It’s intense.”

“I believe it,” Sharon said, taking a sip of her own coffee. She settled her tote bag and a cardigan on a chair. The library was so quiet she could hear the hum of the beverage cooler in the corner. It was a different creature at this hour, stripped of its daytime bustle, just a vast, hushed repository of stories waiting. She loved this time, before the doors opened, when the potential of the day hung in the air like dust motes in a sunbeam.

“So, the drill,” Anya began, adopting her briefing tone. “The sale runs from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. in the community room. The early birds will start lurking by the windows at 9:30, pressing their noses to the glass. We let the Friends of the Library volunteers handle the cash boxes—they’re the ones in the green aprons. Our job is traffic flow, restocking, and... crowd calming.”

“Crowd calming?” Sharon asked, adjusting the neckline of her blouse. She’d dressed practically in dark trousers and a comfortable knit top, but as always, her figure made even the simplest clothes feel a statement.

Marcus smirked. “You’ll see. It’s like Black Friday, but with more sensible shoes and louder debates about the literary merit of John Grisham.”

“Marcus, don’t scare her,” Anya chided gently. “Sharon, you’ll be on the main floor this morning, directing people to the community room. Then, after the initial rush, you’ll float between the sale room and the regular stacks. The key thing to remember is that these books...” She patted a box beside her. “...have been weeded. They’re not losses; they’re being given a new opportunity. They get a new life, we get a little revenue for new purchases, and the cycle continues. No sentimentality.”

Sharon nodded, understanding the logic. The ‘weeding’ process had been ongoing for weeks. Books that hadn’t circulated in years, duplicate copies of bestsellers past their prime, slightly dated travel guides—all were gently removed from their shelves, their records deleted from the system. It was a necessary, if slightly melancholy, horticulture of knowledge.

“Right,” Anya said, clapping her hands once. “Let’s get the boxes on the carts. Marcus, you take non-fiction. Sharon, you’re with me on fiction. We need them all priced and on the tables by 9:30.”

For the next hour, the three of them worked in a comfortable, efficient rhythm. They wheeled heavy carts from the storage room down the wide, quiet corridors, their footsteps echoing. The community room, usually host to knitting circles and ESL classes, was transformed. Long tables, draped in blue plastic cloths, awaited their cargo.

As Sharon slit open boxes with a box cutter, the scent of released books—that sweet, dusty, slightly spicy smell—flooded the space. She began unloading, her hands moving over the covers: a pristine Michael Crichton thriller with a cracked spine, a volume of poetry that felt untouched, a historical romance with a fabulously lurid cover.

“Price stickers are on the inside front cover,” Anya instructed, handing her a sheet of green dots. “Hardcovers two dollars, paperbacks one. Anything that’s oversized or looks especially fancy, make it three.”

Sharon started sticking, her mind wandering as her hands worked. She’d moved to Cedar Glen for a fresh start after the divorce, and this job had been a lifeline. She loved the order of it, the quiet purpose, the way people’s faces lit up when they found exactly what they didn’t know they were looking for. She was still learning the rhythms, still memorizing where the holds shelf was, still getting used to the particular sigh of the printer behind the circulation desk. This sale felt like her first real initiation into the library’s deeper, more public heartbeat.

Marcus wheeled in a cart of science and nature books. “Found a field guide to birds from 1978. The illustrations are... deeply interpretive.”

“Price it at a dollar and let someone discover its psychedelic charms,” Anya said without looking up.

They worked in companionable silence for a while, broken only by the rip of tape and the soft thud of books being stacked.

“You know,” Marcus said, arranging a table of mysteries alphabetically by author, “the real treasure isn’t the books. It’s the people-watching. We get everyone. The serious collectors with their specific lists, the parents trying to buy an entire summer’s worth of reading for twenty bucks, the hipsters looking for vintage pulp covers to frame... and Gordon.”

Anya let out a long-suffering sigh. “Gordon.”

“Who’s Gordon?” Sharon asked.

“Gordon,” Marcus said, his voice dropping to a theatrical whisper, “is a sale... enthusiast. He’s here every time, at the front of the line. He brings his own reinforced shopping bags. He has a system. He’s harmless, but... intense. He really knows his genres.”

“He once corrected my pricing on a first edition Margaret Atwood that had slipped through,” Anya said, a hint of admiration in her irritation. “It was a later printing, but he was right. Sharp as a tack.”

As 9:15 approached, the tables were a riot of colourful spines, a landscape of potential. Fiction, non-fiction, children’s, and a small, sad table of outdated computer manuals. The Friends of the Library volunteers arrived, a cheerful brigade of retirees in green aprons, chattering as they set up the cash table with a float of coins and small bills.

Sharon felt a low thrum of anticipation in her stomach. She returned to the main circulation desk, looking out at the empty library. The morning sun was streaming through the high windows now, illuminating the floating dust. Through the glass doors, she could see them: a small crowd had gathered. A man with a canvas bag folded neatly in his hands—Gordon, she presumed—stood right at the centre of the doors, a serene, focused expression on his face. Behind him, a young mother bounced a toddler on her hip, and a few students with oversized backpacks loitered, looking expectant.

Anya came to stand beside her, following her gaze. “There they are. The book hunters.” She put a firm, warm hand on Sharon’s shoulder. “Ready?”

Sharon took a deep breath, the scent of coffee and old paper filling her lungs. This was it. The quiet, orderly world of the library was about to be joyfully, temporarily, invaded by the clamour of passion and commerce. She smoothed her cardigan and offered a nervous smile.

“Ready.”

The clock above the doors ticked to 9:59. Sharon walked to the main entrance, her heart beating a little faster. She saw Gordon lean forward, his hand twitching towards the door handle. She met his eyes through the glass—a quick, bird-like flicker of recognition that she was new—and then his gaze returned, laser-focused, to the space beyond her, to the corridor that led to the community room and the tables of dreams priced at a dollar.

With a soft click, Sharon turned the lock and pushed the door open.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice clear and warm in the crisp air. “The book sale is straight ahead and to your right. Welcome to the library.”

And like water released, they flowed past her—Gordon first with a polite, hurried nod, then the mother, the students, and a dozen more who seemed to materialize from the sidewalk—their steps quickening as they moved toward the bounty, their voices already rising in a hopeful, hungry murmur.

Sharon stepped back, letting the current pass, and watched the library come alive in this strange, new way. Her first-ever library sale was now underway, whether they were ready, or not.
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Chapter 2: It Begins
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The murmur that had begun as a trickle at 10 a.m. had swelled, by noon, into a steady, happy roar. The community room was a sea of bobbing heads and shuffling feet. The air grew warm, thick with the scent of paper and wool coats and a faint, collective excitement. Sharon was in constant motion, a friendly navigator in the current.

“Romances are on the far table by the windows,” she’d repeat, her voice beginning to soften from overuse. “Children’s books are on the stage, yes. Biographies are just behind you, sir, between Travel and Home Decor.”

She restocked tables, her arms growing tired from carrying boxes of depleted categories. The “Tomb of Unread Romances” was now a thriving marketplace. The sad table of computer manuals remained, for the most part, untouched. Gordon had been a blur of efficient motion in the first hour, his reinforced bags now bulging, and she’d seen him leave hours ago with a look of profound satisfaction.

The rhythm was relentless but invigorating. She witnessed a minor, polite skirmish over a copy of The Catcher in the Rye, mediated it with a smile and the promise to check the storage room for another (she knew there wasn’t one). She helped a little girl reach a picture book about a determined bear. She fielded a dozen questions about whether the library had any more books on local birdwatching.

By two o’clock, the tidal rush had receded. The room was still comfortably full, but the frantic edge was gone. People lingered, browsed more thoughtfully, stacks of books cradled in their arms like found treasure. The din lowered to a conversational hum. Sharon took a moment to lean against the doorjamb, catching her breath. Her feet ached pleasantly. She watched the scene—the quiet commerce, the joy of discovery—and felt a flush of pride. She’d survived the baptism.

That’s when she saw him.

He was over by the non-fiction shelves, his back to the sports biographies, tall enough that his head was above most others. He had the kind of deep, outdoor tan that seemed out of place in a Canadian spring, suggesting recent travel or a stubborn dedication to a sun lamp. His hair was a rich, warm brown, slightly tousled. He wasn’t browsing aimlessly; his gaze was scanning the room with a calm, amused curiosity. And then it landed on her.

The eye contact wasn’t accidental. It was a direct, deliberate hold. A second, then two. He didn’t smile, not yet. There was just an appraising calm in his look that made Sharon suddenly aware of the tendrils of hair escaping her ponytail, the slight flush on her cheeks from the heat of the room. She was the one who broke the glance, turning quickly to straighten a pile of already-straightened Margaret Atwoods on the table beside her, her heart doing a silly, unexpected flutter.

For the next ten minutes, she was hyper-aware of his position in the room as she moved to help resupply the cashiers with more green bags. He seemed to orbit, moving from history to art books, always on the periphery of her vision.

Finally, she was stationed near the checkout table, tidying a stack of discarded books people had decided against. The volunteer at the till, a sweet older woman named Gladys, was deeply engrossed in calculating a stack of two-dollar purchases for a customer.

“Excuse me?”

The voice was low, smooth, and close. She turned. It was him. Up close, he was even more handsome. He had laugh lines around his eyes, which were a hazel-green, and a confident, easy set to his mouth. He looked to be in his early thirties. In his hand, he held a single, weathered paperback: The Shipping News by E. Annie Proulx.

“Hi,” Sharon said, her professional smile automatically clicking into place. “Did you need help finding something?”

“I think I just found it,” he said, his eyes crinkling. The line was delivered with such a warm, unapologetic charm that it bypassed cliché. He held up the book. “Although this looks promising, too. Always meant to read it. You’d recommend it?”

“It’s a masterpiece,” Sharon said, feeling her cheeks warm. She gestured to the book. “But it’s also famously... full of maritime hardship. Not exactly a light, beachy read.”

“I like a little hardship in my fiction,” he said, his gaze steady on her. “Gives it texture. Unlike this sale, which is suspiciously light on hardship. These prices are a public service.”

“We aim to please,” she said, crossing her arms loosely, a self-conscious gesture.

“I’m Jake,” he said, shifting the book to his left hand and extending his right.

She took it. His grip was firm, warm. “Sharon.”

“I know,” he said, nodding slightly toward her chest. She glanced down, remembering her name badge. He laughed, a soft, pleasant sound. “Sorry, that sounded creepier than I intended. I just mean, it’s nice to officially meet the woman who’s been calmly holding this literary circus together all day.”

“It’s more of a... gently managed frenzy,” she corrected, relaxing a fraction.

“A frenzy you’ve managed beautifully.” He leaned a shoulder against the wall, settling in. “So, Sharon. Do you actually get to read any of these, or is that like a chef eating their own cooking?”

“Whenever I can. It’s the best job perk. You’re a reader, then?” She was falling into the rhythm of the chat, the flirtation like a warm current pulling at her ankles.

“Avidly. It’s my excuse for having a terrible social life. ‘Sorry, can’t go out, my book is getting good.’” He mimed an earnest, apologetic face. “You know how it is.”

“I do,” she laughed. “Although my excuse is usually ‘Sorry, can’t go out, I have to alphabetize the returns.’”

“A woman of substance and systems. I’m impressed.” He looked at her for a long moment, the playful glint softening into something more genuine. “This is probably against library policy, or sale etiquette, or some codex I’m not aware of... but would you let me buy you a coffee sometime? When you’re not surrounded by piles of outdated fiction, I mean.”

The question hung in the air. Gladys was busy counting out change. No one else was nearby. Anya was across the room, deep in discussion with a volunteer. Marcus was nowhere in sight. In this little bubble of relative quiet, it felt separate from the workday.

Sharon felt a rush of blood to her face, a full, hot blush. She was a forty-two-year-old divorcee being boldly, charmingly asked out by a stunningly attractive younger man in the middle of her workplace. Every sensible cell in her brain fired a warning. But the part of her that had felt invisible for years, the part that had wondered if that aspect of life was simply over, sang.

“A coffee,” she repeated, her voice quieter than she meant it to be.

“Just one,” he said, his tone gentle, as if not to spook her. “To discuss maritime hardship, or alphabetization strategies. Your choice.”

She glanced around one more time. The coast was clear. Making a decision that felt equal parts reckless and exhilarating, she plucked a pen from the cup on the checkout table. Finding a blank corner on a discarded scrap of newsprint used for wrapping fragile books, she quickly scribbled her number. She folded it once, and handed it to him, her fingers brushing his.

“Just... text me. So I have your number, too,” she said, the librarian in her insisting on a basic safeguard.

His fingers closed around the paper. A slow, triumphant smirk spread across his face, not arrogant, but genuinely pleased. “I will. Tonight.” He tucked the paper into the back of The Shipping News. “Thank you, Sharon. For the book recommendation.”

He gave her one last, lingering look, then turned and walked the few steps to Gladys at the till. He paid for his book, slid it into his jacket pocket, and made his way through the crowd towards the exit. He didn’t look back.

Sharon stood frozen, the sounds of the sale rushing back into her ears as the bubble popped. A cold wave of panic immediately washed over the warmth. What did I just do? I gave a patron my number. At work. Oh my god. She scanned the room for Anya’s stern face, for Marcus’s teasing grin. But no one was looking at her. Gladys was already chatting with the next customer. The moment had been utterly, privately, hers.

The worry churned in her stomach, a knot of professional regret. But beneath it, thrumming like a hidden engine, was a giddy, electrifying joy. He’d seen her. Not just the librarian in the sensible shoes and the cardigan. He’d looked, he’d liked what he’d seen, and he’d asked.

She turned back to the table of discarded books, her hands trembling slightly as she straightened them into a neater pile. She took a deep, shaky breath, trying to compose herself. A small, incredulous smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, no matter how hard she tried to press it away.

She still had it.
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Chapter 3: The Vibration


[image: ]


The apartment door clicked shut behind her, the final, beautiful sound in a day of noise. Sharon leaned back against it, eyes closed, and let out a long, slow sigh. Her feet throbbed with a deep, righteous ache. Every muscle in her calves and lower back seemed to hum in protest. The book sale’s cheerful chaos had been invigorating, but now, in the quiet of her own space, the exhaustion hit her like a physical weight.

She’d picked up Thai food on the way home, the paper bag still warm against her hip. She’d kicked off her sensible shoes with a groan of relief, not even bothering to line them up, and shuffled into the small kitchen. The routine of getting a plate, a fork, and a glass of water felt monumental. She forwent the plate, opting to eat straight from the container, and collapsed onto her sofa.

The first bite of pad thai was pure, savoury bliss. She let her head fall back against the cushions, staring at the ceiling, replaying the frantic dance of the day. The blur of faces, the weight of boxes, the polite arguments. And then, the sudden, quiet eye contact. The easy conversation. The slip of paper.

A flutter of anxiety—had that really been her?—was quickly smothered by the sheer, bone-deep tiredness. She was too spent to properly fret.

She was halfway through the container, mind pleasantly blank, when her phone, sitting on the coffee table, buzzed. Not a ring. A single, concise vibration.

She stared at it for a moment, fork suspended. Setting the food down, she wiped her hands on a napkin and reached for the device. An unknown number. Her breath hitched.

She tapped the screen.

Hey Sharon. It’s Jake. From the library book sale today. Just wanted to say I started my book. The hardship is already top-notch. Hope you didn’t work too hard out there on the frontline. Coffee still on the table?

A smile broke across her face, spontaneous and warm, cutting through the fatigue. She read it twice, her tired mind clinging to the phrases. ‘The hardship is already top-notch.’ ‘The frontline.’ He’d remembered. He was funny.

She took another bite, chewing slowly, the flavours somehow brighter now. She looked at the message, then around her quiet, empty apartment. The exhaustion was still there, but it had softened, edged with a new, buzzing anticipation.

She picked up the phone, her thumbs hovering over the screen. What to say back? The possibilities, simple as they were, felt suddenly vast and delicious.

She hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to say. Could she really ruin this?

But then, out of seemingly nowhere, she began to relax. Perhaps it was how tired she was. Or perhaps it was her realization.

Her realization that Jake wouldn’t have sent her that long text to ask her out again, if he wasn’t truly interested.

A smile of relief and bliss spread across Sharon’s face.

She had a feeling this was going to work out, somehow.
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Chapter 4: The Date
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They’d opted to switch from coffee to dinner.

A bold call, Sharon thought at first. But then again, perhaps not so bold.

It was Jake who’d requested dinner. She merely had to accept. The negotiation, conducted over a series of texts that stretched across two days, was a delicate dance of availability and suggestion. He’d proposed a new Italian place on the edge of the downtown core, a spot she’d heard was good but couldn’t afford on a librarian’s salary. She’d countered, half-joking, with the name of a reliable but unremarkable chain. His reply had been swift: Let me do this. A hardworking lady like yourself deserves a night off.

The phrase had disarmed her. It wasn’t pushy; it was charmingly insistent. She’d typed a hesitant Okay, then deleted it. Replaced it with: Alright. But I get to choose the wine.

Deal, he’d texted back, followed by a simple wine glass emoji.

Now, standing before her bedroom mirror on Friday night, Sharon was engaged in a different kind of negotiation. The professional cardigans and sensible trousers of her workweek were piled on the bed. Before her hung the contenders: a little black dress that felt like a declaration, a pair of elegant navy trousers with a silky blouse that whispered ‘casually chic’, and a wrap dress in a deep emerald green that she loved but hadn’t worn in years.

“The green,” she said aloud to her reflection. It wasn’t the safest choice, but it felt like her choice. It complemented her colouring, and the cut was forgiving yet flattering. It felt like armour made of soft fabric.

The restaurant, Bacco, was warmly lit and buzzing with a low, sophisticated energy. Exposed brick, shelves of wine bottles, the gentle clatter of cutlery. As the hostess led her through the room, Sharon spotted him immediately. He was already seated at a corner booth, studying the wine list. He looked up as she approached, and the smile that spread across his face was one of unfeigned appreciation. He stood.

“Sharon.” He said her name like it was the answer to a question. “You look incredible. The green is... wow.”

“Thank you,” she said, sliding into the booth opposite him, grateful for the dim light that might hide her blush. “You clean up pretty well yourself.” It was an understatement. He wore a dark, untucked button-down shirt over jeans, the casual elegance of it making her feel both overdressed and perfectly matched.

The first few minutes were a tender re-establishment of the connection from the sale. He asked about her week at the library, listened with genuine interest as she described the post-sale cleanup, the reshelving of the regular collection. He told her he’d finished The Shipping News, that the ending had left him in a thoughtful, quiet mood he’d quite enjoyed.

“See?” she said, sipping the Pinot Noir she’d selected. “I told you. Maritime hardship.”

“You were right,” he conceded. “But it was the good kind of hardship. The kind that makes you feel like you’ve earned the stillness afterwards.”

A waiter brought crusty bread and olive oil. The conversation, like the wine, began to flow more easily. He was thirty-one, it turned out. A project manager for a small architecture firm. He’d gotten the tan from a hiking trip in The Rockies the month before.

“So you build things?” she asked.

“I help coordinate the people who build things,” he corrected. “Mostly residential. Trying to make houses that are a little kinder to the planet. It’s satisfying work.”

“Sounds like it,” she said, truly meaning it. It was a far cry from the vague, corporate non-job her ex had always talked about.

He, in turn, asked about her. Not just the library, but before. She found herself telling him about moving to Cedar Glen, about the quiet pleasure of building a new life piece by piece, book by book. She mentioned the divorce in a single, careful sentence, a fact laid bare without bitterness. He nodded, his expression thoughtful, and didn’t pry. Instead, he asked what she’d read before Proulx, what she was saving space for on her bookshelf right now.

Over shared arancini and then mains—ricotta gnocchi for her, osso buco for him—the talk spiralled outward. Movies they thought were overrated. Their mutual, shameful love for terrible reality TV. The best place in town for a cheap breakfast (they had competing favourites, and agreed to a tiebreaker someday). He made her laugh with a story about a disastrous client who wanted a house made entirely of reclaimed barn wood and cork. She countered with the tale of a patron who’d tried to borrow a book using an expired Blockbuster card as ID.

It was easy. Alarmingly, wonderfully easy. The flirtation was still there, a warm undercurrent in every glance and smile, but it was underpinned by a growing sense of genuine rapport. He was a good listener. His eyes never glazed over; he asked follow-up questions. He didn’t just wait for his turn to talk.

As the plates were cleared and a second glass of wine was poured, the conversation drifted into more personal waters.

“So,” he said, tracing the stem of his glass. “The famous library book sale. Is it always that intense, or was I just lucky with my timing?”

Sharon smiled. “It’s always a bit of a frenzy. Or so I hear. This was my first one. But you were definitely... a new variable.”

“A good variable, I hope?”

“A surprising one,” she admitted. “I don’t usually... I mean, patrons don’t usually...”

“Ask the tired, beautiful librarian for her number?” he finished, his gaze direct but soft.

She felt the flush return, full force. “Something like that.”

“I’m glad I did,” he said, his voice lowering slightly. “I almost didn’t. I walked around that room three times trying to talk myself out of it. Thought it might be too forward, or you’d have a policy, or a husband lurking in the stacks.”

“No husband,” she said softly.

“I gathered. And the policy?”

“Vaguely discouraged,” she confessed with a small laugh. “But not explicitly forbidden. A grey area.”

“I like grey areas,” he said. “They’re where the interesting things happen.”

The dessert menu came and went, unopened. They were content with the last of the wine and the conversation. Sharon realized with a start that two hours had slipped by. She felt none of the tension or performance anxiety she’d feared. She was just... enjoying herself.

When the bill came, he intercepted it with a smooth motion. She protested, as social decorum demanded.

“I invited you,” he said firmly. “And I’m a man of my word. The coffee evolved, but the principle stands.” He paused, his expression turning playful. “You can get the next one. If you want there to be a next one.”

The statement hung there, more potent than his first one in the library. This wasn’t about a potential coffee date; it was a door held open.

“I think I’d like that,” Sharon said, the words feeling thrillingly honest.

Outside, the spring night had a chill to it. They stood on the sidewalk under the soft glow of a streetlamp, the sounds of the restaurant fading behind them.

“I had a really great time, Sharon,” he said, turning to face her.

“Me too, Jake. Really.”

He didn’t move in for a kiss. Instead, he reached for her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. It was an intimate, gentle gesture that sent a jolt straight to her core. He held it for a long moment, his thumb brushing over her knuckles.

“What if it didn’t have to end?” Jake asked, a hint of promise in his eyes.

“What do you mean?” Sharon replied, her voice barely above a whisper.

With a final, squeezing press of her hand, he released it. A grin spread across Jake’s face. “What if we hit up a second place? Maybe for some drinks?” 

She pondered for a moment, really thinking about it. But she couldn’t think of a good reason to say no. She didn’t want tonight to end yet, either.

“Let’s do it. Know any good spots nearby?” Sharon asked as she reached for Jake’s hand.

He took her hand in his and said, “Yeah, I think I do, actually,” as the two stepped into the darkening night.
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Chapter 5: A Second Location
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The night air was cool, but Sharon barely felt it. The warmth from the restaurant, the wine, and the simple thrill of Jake’s hand in hers created a blissful buffer against the chill. They walked in sync, their steps unhurried, the quiet of the side streets a stark contrast to the buzz of the restaurant patio they passed.

“It’s just up this way,” Jake said, his thumb stroking the back of her hand. “A place that does classic cocktails but doesn’t take itself too seriously. The kind of spot where you can order a martini and they won’t judge you for asking for it dirty.”

“A crucial distinction,” Sharon laughed, the sound lighter than she’d heard from herself in years. The nervous flutter from the start of the evening had completely dissolved, replaced by a giddy, buzzing comfort.

The Alibi Lounge was exactly as described: low lighting, a long, gleaming bar top, and shelves of bottles illuminated like stained glass. The music was a low, jazzy beat, audible but not intrusive. They found two stools at the end of the bar.

“Okay,” Jake said, sliding a cocktail menu towards her. “The wine was your domain. This is mine. What’s your pleasure? Sweet? Sour? Bitter? Strong enough to put hair on your chest?”

“Surprise me,” Sharon said, leaning her elbow on the bar. “But maybe skip the chest hair.”

His grin was swift. “One ‘Surprise Me’ for the lady. And I’ll have an Old Fashioned.”

The bartender, a woman with intricate tattoos snaking up her arms, nodded and set to work with a quiet focus. Jake’s surprise arrived in a coupe glass, a pale, frothy concoction garnished with a thin slice of cucumber and a sprig of lavender.

“A French 75 variation,” he said. “Gin, lemon, lavender syrup, champagne. It’s spring in a glass.”

Sharon took a sip. It was crisp, floral, and deceptively strong. “It’s perfect. You have a talent.”

“I have a hobby,” he corrected, clinking his heavy rocks glass gently against her delicate one. “To not-ending nights.”

The first cocktail disappeared amid easy laughter and a deepening of the conversation. They talked about their stupidest fears. His? Baby owls. 'They look weird,' he insisted. Hers was the sound of balloons popping. They debated the best movie soundtrack of all time. He told her about growing up with three older sisters, which he claimed gave him a lifelong respect for formidable women. She confessed her secret desire to write a children’s book one day.

When the bartender lifted a brow in their direction, Jake didn’t hesitate. “Another round, please.”

The second drink—a smoky mezcal concoction for him, a sparkling rosé cocktail for her—sealed the feeling. The world had narrowed to the glow of the bar, the melody in the background, and the man whose knee now casually brushed against hers. Sharon felt a looseness in her limbs, a freedom in her laughter. She was, undeniably, having fun. The kind of pure, unselfconscious fun that had been missing for what felt like an eternity.

As she finished the last, fizzy sip, a pang of disappointment hit her. The night was winding down. The logistics of cabs and goodbyes loomed. She wanted to suspend this moment, to live in the warm, golden bubble they’d created.

Jake settled the tab and helped her from her stool, his hand a steadying presence at the small of her back. Back on the sidewalk, the cool air was more noticeable. The street was quiet.

“I don’t want to say goodnight yet,” Sharon said softly, the words leaving her mouth before her internal censor could catch them.

Jake turned to face her, his expression softening. He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering for a heartbeat on her cheek. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He took a slow breath. “My place is about a ten-minute walk from here. I have a decent record collection and a bottle of amaro I’ve been saving. We could... keep the night going. No expectations,” he added, his gaze earnest. “Just more conversation. I’m not ready for this to end either.”

Her heart hammered against her ribs. This is it, the cautious voice inside her whispered. The moment where you decide. Images flashed: her quiet, empty apartment; the potential morning-after awkwardness; the judgement she might place on herself. She didn’t want to seem easy. She wasn’t this person... was she?

But then she looked at him—at the hopeful, open expression in his hazel-green eyes, the lack of pressure in his posture. She thought of the last four hours of effortless connection, of feeling seen and interesting and desired. This wasn’t about being easy. It was about being alive. It was about choosing joy, for once.

The hesitation must have been plain on her face, because he started to gently withdraw. “It’s okay if you’d rather call it a night. This was already more than I’d hoped for, Sharon.”

His use of her name, his willingness to step back, was what decided it. It proved he was the man he’d seemed to be all evening.

“No,” she said, her voice finding its strength. She reached out and took his hand again, lacing her fingers through his. “I’d love to see your place. And I’ve never had amaro.”

The smile that broke across his face was one of pure, unadulterated delight. He lifted their joined hands and kissed her knuckles, a gesture so unexpectedly chivalrous and sweet it made her breath catch.

“This way,” he said, and they turned down a tree-lined residential street, their footsteps echoing the quickened, hopeful beat of her heart. The night, wonderfully, was not over. A new adventure was just beginning.
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Chapter 6: Amaro
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Jake’s condo was in a low-rise brick building, nestled among mature maples. It felt established, quiet. He held the main door for her, his hand resting lightly on her lower back as they entered a small, tasteful lobby. The elevator ride to the third floor was short, filled with a new, charged silence. Sharon was hyper-aware of his proximity, the scent of his cologne mixed with the night air.

He unlocked a dark wood door and pushed it open. “Welcome.”

Sharon stepped inside, her librarian’s eye taking quick, appreciative inventory. It was a lovely space—open concept, with exposed concrete ceilings and warm hardwood floors. One wall was dominated by windows offering a view of the leafy street below, another by built-in shelves overflowing with books, records, and a few intriguing pieces of art. It was masculine but not sparse, lived-in but meticulously tidy. A sleek, mid-century sofa faced a record player on a low console, and a guitar stood on a stand in the corner.

“Wow, Jake,” she said, turning slowly. “This is... this is really you. I can see that.”

He smiled, looking pleased as he hung his jacket on a hook by the door. “Thanks. It’s my sanctuary. Can I take your coat?”

She shrugged out of it, and he hung it next to his. The simple domesticity of the gesture sent a fresh ripple of anticipation through her.

“So,” he said, turning to face her in the soft glow of a floor lamp. “The promised amaro. Do you still want that drink?”

Sharon nodded. “I’m curious. I’ve never been brave enough to order it.”

“Bravery isn’t required,” he said, moving to the kitchen, a galley-style area separated by a breakfast bar. “Just an open mind.” He pulled a tall, elegant bottle from a cabinet. The liquid inside was the colour of dark mahogany. He fetched two small, heavy glasses and poured a modest amber amount into each.

He handed her one, clinking his glass gently against hers. “To new tastes.”

She took a sip. The initial flavour was a complex, herbal bitterness, but it was immediately followed by a warming, spicy sweetness that bloomed on her tongue. It was unlike anything she’d ever had.

“Well?” he asked, watching her face intently.

“It’s... intense,” she said, taking another, more thoughtful sip. “But good. I taste... licorice? And orange peel. And something woody, like cinchona.”

His eyebrows shot up. “That’s incredibly precise. Most people just say ‘it tastes like cough syrup.’”

“I pay attention to flavours,” she said, a little shyly. “What do you taste?”

He took a slow drink, holding it on his palate. “For me... it’s the cola note first. Then the gentian root—that’s the bitter backbone. And finally, a hint of... distant campfire. A smokiness.”

They stood at the breakfast bar, dissecting the drink, the conversation a safe, fascinating conduit for the electricity arcing between them. He was close enough that she could see the different shades of green in his irises. The amaro was a slow, warming burn in her chest.

When their glasses were nearly empty, he reached out and took hers, setting both on the counter. The decisive click of glass on quartz broke the last pretense of casual conversation.

“Sharon,” he said, his voice low.

He didn’t need to say more. He leaned in, giving her just enough time to turn away if she wanted to. She didn’t. She met him halfway.

The first kiss was a question—soft, searching, a confirmation of the spark that had been building for hours. His lips were warm, tasting faintly of herbs and citrus. Her hand came up to rest on his chest, feeling the solid, rapid beat of his heart beneath his shirt. A sigh escaped her, a release of all the evening’s lovely tension.

It was all the answer he needed. The second kiss was an answer in itself—deeper, more assured, his arms circling her waist to pull her gently against him. She melted into the embrace, her fingers threading into the hair at the nape of his neck. The world narrowed to the points of contact: his mouth on hers, his hands spanning her back, the hard line of his body aligning with hers.

Kisses multiplied, each one stoking a low, gathering heat. They were no longer dissecting flavours; they were becoming a single, overwhelming one. Her rational mind, the one that worried about being easy or professional, was blissfully quiet, drowned out by the sheer physical sensation of being wanted, of wanting.

A shift in balance, a step, and her back was against the cool concrete of the kitchen pillar. He kissed a trail from her lips to her jaw, to the sensitive spot just below her ear, murmuring her name like a prayer. Her head fell back, a soft moan escaping her as her hands fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, desperate to feel his skin.

His own hands were under her sweater, warm palms skating up her ribs, his thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts through the lace of her bra. The touch was electric, making her arch into him.

“Jake,” she breathed, the word both a plea and a confirmation.

In a fluid motion, he scooped her up. She let out a small gasp of surprise, wrapping her arms around his neck as he carried her the short distance to the sofa, lowering her onto the soft, worn leather. He followed her down, his weight a delicious anchor.

The kisses became hungrier, more urgent. Her sweater was pushed up, then pulled over her head and discarded. His shirt followed, joining the growing pile on the floor. In the dim light, she traced the lines of his shoulders, the defined muscles of his chest and abdomen. He was beautiful.

His mouth found hers again as his fingers worked at the clasp of her bra. It gave way, and then his hands were on her, his touch reverent and greedy all at once. She cried out into his mouth, her hips rising off the couch to meet him, all hesitation, all thought, gloriously burnt away by the fire they’d lit together.

Clothes continued to fall, barriers dismantled in a hushed, frantic symphony of rustling fabric and hitched breaths. The night, the amaro, the conversation—it had all been a long, exquisite prelude to this.

And as the last of their garments joined the others on the floor, the last of their worries faded, too. It was only excitement and desire from here on out.
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Chapter 7: Exploration
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The air in the condo was no longer cool. It was charged, thick with heat and the scent of their skin, the amaro, and desire. Naked on the sofa, there was no more hesitation, no space for thought. There was only sensation, overwhelming and acute.

Jake’s mouth left hers, trailing a hot, wet path down her neck, over the frantic pulse at the base of her throat. He took one peaked nipple into his mouth, his tongue lashing it, his teeth grazing with just enough pressure to make her back bow off the leather with a sharp cry.

“Fuck, Jake,” she gasped, her hands fisting in his hair.

He answered with a low growl against her skin, his hand sliding down the flat plane of her stomach, through the thatch of dark curls, and finding her wet, swollen core. He didn’t tease. One long finger slid into her, then two, his palm pressing against her clit in a firm, perfect circle.

“Oh, god,” she choked out, her hips bucking helplessly against his hand. Sharon could feel the buildup of the entire night coalescing into a tight, screaming knot low in her belly. “That feels so good!”

“Good, I want you to enjoy it,” he muttered, his voice rough with need. He added a third finger, stretching her, the delicious burn making her see stars. His thumb worked her clit in relentless, expert circles. He watched her face, his hazel-green eyes dark with hunger, studying every flinch, every gasp, learning what she liked. “Come for me, Sharon. Come on my hand. I want to feel it.”

It was the command in his voice, the filthy, perfect words, that shattered her. The orgasm ripped through her with violent, stunning force. A raw, broken scream tore from her throat as she convulsed around his fingers, her vision whiting out, every muscle seizing in a wave of pure, mindless pleasure. It seemed to go on forever, wracking sobs of release shaking her body.

Before the last tremor had even subsided, he was moving. In one powerful motion, he flipped her onto her stomach. A surprised yelp escaped her. He pulled her hips back, up onto her knees, the leather cool against her flushed skin. He draped himself over her back, his mouth at her ear.

“Again,” he demanded, his breath hot. “You’re going to come again.”

She could only whimper in response, still spasming from the first. He positioned himself, the broad, blunt head of his cock nudging at her entrance. He didn’t ask. He pushed in, one slow, devastating inch at a time, filling her utterly, stretching her in a whole new way. A guttural moan was ripped from both of them.

“Fuck,” he snarled, burying himself to the hilt, his hips flush against her ass. “Jesus Christ, Sharon. You feel... fucking incredible.”

He gave her no time to adjust. He withdrew almost completely and slammed back in, setting a punishing, deep rhythm from the first stroke. Each thrust was a jolt of pure sensation, hitting a spot inside her that made her cry out every time. The rough texture of the leather beneath her, the slap of skin on skin, his groans in her ear—it was a raw, primal symphony.

“Is this what you wanted?” he grunted, one hand fisted in her hair, not pulling, just holding. His other hand snaked around her hip, his fingers finding her clit again, already sensitive and throbbing. “Huh? Tell me.”

“Yes!” she screamed, the word torn from her. “Fuck, yes! Just like that! Don’t fucking stop!”

He drove into her harder, faster. The coil was tightening again, impossibly fast, burning hotter and deeper than before. His fingers were relentless, his cock hitting that perfect spot with every piston-like thrust. She was babbling, a stream of obscene praise and pleas. “Right there, fuck, right there, Jake, I’m gonna come, I’m gonna fucking come!”

“Do it,” he commanded, his voice ragged. “Scream for me. Let go.”

The second orgasm detonated, even more powerful than the first. It wasn’t a wave; it was an explosion, fracturing her from the inside out. A shattered, continuous scream ripped from her lungs as she came, her internal muscles clamping down on him in violent, rhythmic pulses. The intensity was almost too much, a blinding, painful pleasure.

Her climax triggered his. With a final, brutal thrust, he buried himself deep and stilled. A raw, animalistic roar burst from his chest as he came, his body shuddering against hers, his release hot and pulsing within her. He collapsed over her back, his weight pinning her to the sofa, both of them slick with sweat, breathing in ragged, shattered gasps.

For long minutes, there was no sound but their heaving breaths and the frantic drum of their hearts slowing. The world slowly seeped back in: the feel of the cool leather on her cheek, the heavy, satiated weight of him on her, the profound, humming stillness in her limbs.

Slowly, carefully, he withdrew. He turned her gently onto her side, then gathered her against his chest, pulling a soft throw from the back of the sofa to cover them. He pressed a kiss, startlingly tender, to her sweat-damp temple.

“Holy fuck,” he breathed, the words vibrating through his chest into hers.

A weak, utterly spent laugh bubbled out of her. She couldn’t form words. She could only nod, nuzzling into the hollow of his shoulder, every nerve ending in her body humming with a deep, quiet satisfaction.

“How did you know I was on birth control?” Sharon asked him, looking back at him.

“I didn’t,” he replied with a smirk. It seemed he’d just hoped that to be the case.

Jake had been rough, demanding, and utterly in tune with her. He’d wrecked her in the best possible way. By being dominant. In charge. Intense. And by desiring her.

Sharon had not just enjoyed it. She had absolutely needed it.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 8: One More Time
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The throw blanket was a puddle of fabric on the floor. They had stumbled, limbs still loose and heavy, from the living room to the bedroom, a trail of discarded clothes marking their path. Jake’s room was simpler than the main living area—a king-sized bed with rumpled grey linen, another wall of windows looking out at the night, a dresser with a few framed photographs she didn’t yet have the focus to examine.

He pulled back the sheets and they fell into the cool cotton together, their bodies instinctively seeking the heat of the other. For a while, they just lay tangled, breathing in the quiet dark. Sharon traced idle patterns on his chest, the aftershocks of pleasure still humming gently in her veins. It had been explosive, cathartic, everything she hadn’t known she needed. But now, in the soft quiet, a different need surfaced.

She propped herself up on an elbow, looking down at him. In the faint light from the streetlamps below, his profile was sharp, his eyes closed, a look of profound peace on his face.

“Jake?”

“Hmm?” His eyes opened, soft and sated.

“Could we... would you mind if we did it again? But... differently?”

A flicker of concern crossed his features. He shifted onto his side to face her fully. “Did I... was I too rough before? I’m sorry if I—”

“No,” she interrupted, placing a finger gently on his lips. The apology warmed her even as she stopped it. “Don’t be sorry. Not at all. I liked that. A lot.” She felt a blush bloom on her cheeks, grateful for the dark. “I just... I want to be closer this time. I want to see you. I want more kissing.”

His expression softened into a smile of understanding. He captured her hand, kissing her fingertips. “Yeah,” he said, his voice low and tender. “Yeah, we can do that. We can do whatever you want.”

He drew her to him then, and this time the kiss was not a prelude to frenzy, but the main event itself. It was slow, deep, and endlessly explorative. He kissed her like he had all the time in the world, his mouth moving over hers with a reverence that made her heart ache. His hands, which had been demanding, were now gentle, mapping the slopes and curves of her body as if committing her to memory.

He rolled her onto her back, coming to settle between her thighs, his weight a familiar, welcome anchor. He supported himself on his forearms, his face hovering just above hers, so close she could see the individual lashes framing his eyes. They kissed, and kissed, and kissed, until she was dizzy with it. Every slow grind of his hips was an extension of the kiss, a slow, building promise.

“Is this okay?” he murmured against her lips, his cock nudging at her entrance, already slick from their earlier coupling.

“It’s perfect,” she breathed, wrapping her legs around his waist, urging him closer.

He slid into her with one long, smooth stroke, and they both sighed into the kiss. This was not a frantic race to the finish; it was a shared journey. The pace was slow, rhythmic, and deeply intimate. He kept his eyes open, locked on hers, as he moved within her. She could see every flicker of pleasure, every surge of feeling on his face. She ran her hands up the corded muscles of his back, over his shoulders, into his hair, pulling him down for another searing kiss.

The pleasure built not in a screaming crescendo, but in a warm, steady swell. It was in the slide of skin on skin, the whisper of the sheets, the soft, wet sounds of their mouths meeting. She felt connected to him in a way that transcended the physical, a meeting of spirits in the hushed dark.

As the tension in his body began to coil, his rhythm faltering, he broke the kiss, burying his face in the crook of her neck. “Sharon... I’m close. I’m gonna...”

“It’s okay,” she whispered, her own climax hovering just out of reach, a pleasant, building pressure. “Let go.”

With a low, shuddering groan, he drove into her one last time and held there, pulsing deep inside her. A moment later, he withdrew quickly. A hot stripe of release painted her lower belly and the swell of her breasts. He collapsed beside her, breathless.

For a few seconds, there was only the sound of their breathing. Then, without a word, he pushed himself up. He padded, naked, to the connected bathroom. She heard the sound of water running. He returned with a warm, damp face cloth, his movements filled with a quiet, focused care.

Gently, tenderly, he began to clean her stomach, wiping away the evidence of his climax. The gesture was so unexpectedly intimate, so domesticated and sweet, that it tightened her throat. He met her eyes, a question in his.

She answered by reaching down between her own legs, her fingers finding the swollen, sensitive nub. Her eyes never left his as she touched herself, the sight of him watching her, his expression one of rapt fascination, pushing her higher. It didn’t take long. With a soft cry, her back arching gently off the mattress, the orgasm washed over her—a warm, shimmering wave, less violent than before but no less profound, radiating out from her core and leaving her limbs loose and heavy.

He finished cleaning her, tossed the cloth toward the bathroom door, and gathered her back into his arms. He kissed her forehead, then her lips, soft and lingering.

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

“Different,” she murmured, snuggling against him, her head finding its perfect spot on his shoulder. “And perfect.”

In the darkness, wrapped in the scent of him and sex and clean cotton, Sharon felt a peace so deep it felt like a new country. She had been mastered, and then she had been cherished. She had taken what she needed, and then she had asked for what she wanted. And he had given it to her, without hesitation.

As sleep began to pull her under, one last, clear thought drifted through her mind: This is what it’s supposed to feel like.
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Chapter 9: Warm & Comfy
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Sharon woke to the unfamiliar, wonderful weight of an arm draped across her waist and the solid warmth of a body pressed along her back. For a disorienting second, she didn’t know where she was. Then the memories of the night before—the amaro, the frantic passion on the sofa, the slow, tender lovemaking in the dark—came flooding back in a warm, vivid wave.

She didn’t move. She lay perfectly still, listening to Jake’s deep, even breathing against her neck, feeling the slow rise and fall of his chest. Early morning light, pale and golden, filtered through the blinds, painting stripes across the rumpled grey sheets. The room was quiet, holding the hushed, sacred feeling of a brand-new day.

Carefully, she turned in his arms. He stirred, a soft murmur escaping his lips, but he didn’t wake. In the clear morning light, he looked younger. The confident, sometimes intense expressions from the night were gone, replaced by a vulnerable openness. She studied the sweep of his eyelashes, the faint stubble shading his jaw, the perfect curve of his lower lip. A fierce, protective fondness swelled in her chest.

She must have stared too long, or her smile was too palpable, because his eyes fluttered open. Hazel-green, sleep-soft and unfocused, they found hers. For a heartbeat, there was no recognition, just the blank peace of waking. Then awareness dawned, and his lips curved into a slow, sleepy smile that reached his eyes.

“Morning,” he rasped, his voice gravelly with sleep.

“Good morning,” she whispered back.

He didn’t ask if she regretted it. He didn’t make a joke to break the spell. He simply leaned in and kissed her, a soft, closed-mouth press of lips that tasted of sleep and shared night. It was the most innocent, intimate kiss they’d shared yet.

“I have to pee,” she confessed with a small, embarrassed laugh against his mouth.

He chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest into hers. “The romance is dead,” he sighed dramatically, kidding, but he released her with a final squeeze.

When she returned from the bathroom, he was sitting up against the headboard, the sheet pooled around his waist. He’d opened the blinds a crack, and the morning sun illuminated the dust motes dancing in the air around him. He looked like a painting.

“Coffee?” he asked. “I make a mean French press.”

“That sounds like heaven.”

She pulled on his discarded button-down shirt from the night before, swimming in the soft cotton, and followed him to the kitchen. They moved around each other with an easy, unspoken coordination—him grinding beans, her filling the kettle, him fetching two heavy mugs from a cabinet. It was a domestic ballet, simple and profound.

They took their coffee back to bed, sitting cross-legged facing each other amidst the tangle of sheets. They talked about nothing—the funny shape of a cloud out the window, the terrible mural in the lobby of his building, the merits of crispy versus chewy bacon. They talked about everything—her dream of visiting the Scottish Highlands, his fear of deep water, the album that had gotten him through a bad breakup years ago.

The night had been about revelation through touch. The morning was about revelation through words, spoken in the safe, sunlit space they’d created.

As the coffee was drained and the morning grew older, a small, inevitable knot of anxiety formed in Sharon’s stomach. The magical bubble would have to pop. Real life—with its library schedules and project deadlines—was waiting.

She traced the rim of her empty mug with a finger. “So,” she began, trying to sound casual. “Last night was... incredible. And this morning has been... perfect.”

He watched her, his expression gentle, waiting.

“I was wondering,” she continued, meeting his eyes, finding the courage to be vulnerable. “If... we might do it again sometime. Have another date, I mean. Not necessarily... all of this.” She gestured vaguely at the bedroom, a blush rising. “Just... you. Me. Somewhere.”

Jake’s smile was instant and breathtaking. He reached across the space between them and took her hand, lacing his fingers through hers. He brought her knuckles to his lips.

“Definitely,” he said, the word a firm, warm promise. He kissed each knuckle. “As long as you’ll go out with me.” He grinned, the playful, confident man from the book sale reappearing, now infinitely more dear.

The knot in her stomach dissolved, replaced by a buoyant, soaring joy. She squeezed his hand, her own grin matching his.

“Yeah,” she said, her voice full of a certainty that came from deep in her bones. “Definitely. For me, too.”

He pulled her then, coffee mug and all, into his lap. He kissed her, a proper, deep, morning kiss that tasted of coffee and hope and a future suddenly wide open. They stayed like that for a long time, wrapped in sunlight and each other, warm, comfy, and perfectly, wonderfully, on the same page.

––––––––
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-Ms Naughtee




    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Ms Naughtee publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    https://books2read.com/r/B-H-VGACB-TKFZI[image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-H-VGACB-TKFZI

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    





  	
	    
	      Did you love MILF: Books For Sale? Then you should read
              
                MILF: Taken By The Fire by Ms Naughtee!
              
          

	    

    
	    
            
                [image: MILF: Taken By The Fire]
            
	    

	  
        MILF: Taken By The Fire
She was supposed to spend the week alone.
Lauren's husband left her at their lakeside estate—six thousand square feet of silence and loneliness. At thirty-eight, she's become a beautiful ghost in her own gilded cage, perfecting her yoga poses for an audience of none.
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The fire isn't just in the hearth anymore.
Some flames leave you forever changed.
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