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  GET YOUR FREE COPY of "FROM FRIENDS TO HIS."

Travel delays. A fake fiancé. And trying to muffle my screams of passion…while we share a hotel room… 
A high school reunion couldn’t have come at a worse time. Showing up flying solo was out of the question. So, I did the next best thing and asked my best friend to accompany me as my fake fiancé—bad idea.
Bryce Howard is that bad-boy billionaire, chiseled muscle type. We have been friends since college and he is always there for me in a pinch.
Travel delays have us stuck in a city with little hotel occupancy. We have to share a room and my mind is saying, cool it, he is your best friend. But the moisture building between my thighs wants so much more.
Get a free copy of the prequel, From Friends to His: https://hello.rachelkstone.com/welcome









  
  Chapter 1
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Selena
“You should have been with me last night. I had some hot rugby player balls deep in me for most of the night,” Jane said with a huge smile. 
The waiter who had just arrived cleared his throat. It was hard to say who was more red-faced, him or me. He hurriedly took our order and made a hasty retreat. I looked back at Selena with my lips pursed.
“I swear, Jane. You are so foul. And why would I have wanted to be there for your sexcapades?”
“Not for that, but for before. He was visiting over from the UK with some of his teammates. You could have lost your virginity with a hot British stud with an ass so tight you could—”
Her words were cut off as the waiter reappeared with our drinks and quickly disappeared again, obviously wanting to avoid overhearing any more of the conversation. She started to finish, but I held up a finger to shush her.
“Just stop. You spend more time worrying about my virginity than I do,” I chastised.
“Well, someone has to worry about it. You’re twenty-three fucking years old and still haven’t gotten laid! You must be the oldest virgin in Florida. Everyone else got their cherry popped by some college dude on spring break. Shit. I can’t even remember the guy’s name that did me on the beach.”
“I do. It was Torrence Parker. He was a freshman at UNT.”
“How the fuck do you know all that?”
“Because I was there before you ran off from the party with him. You told me all his details in case he was really a serial killer and drowned you in the ocean after you did the deed. Plus, he was extremely proud of his UNT cup because it had a green handle and looked like it said ‘cunt’ from a certain angle. Real winner, that guy,” I replied, taking a drink of my sparkling water.
“Right,” she said, laughing at the memory. “Seriously, though, you need to let loose and get some.”
“I’ll have sex when it feels proper and with the right person. Besides, I have other things on my mind. I start a new assignment tomorrow with Warrior Care. I’ll be helping a wounded veteran around his house while he recovers.”
“Honestly, Selena, why won’t you just go and get a real job?” Jane said between sips of the wine she’d ordered.
“I enjoy what I do. Getting paid isn’t everything,” I replied.
“Getting paid is everything if it helps you move out of your grandparent’s basement,” Jane groaned.
“They don’t have a basement,” I snapped.
“You know what I mean.”
I did know what she meant, and it wasn’t an uncommon discussion between us. I still lived with the grandparents who’d raised me. They lived on the lower level, where it was easier for them to get around, and I had most of the second floor to myself.
A couple of rooms and the attic were used for storage, but I had a large bedroom and bathroom to myself. The bedroom beside mine had been converted to a workshop and office area, where I used to run a small online crafting business. It provided enough income for my day-to-day needs but not much more.
Jane pointed out, “You spend all your time in your room or your shop like a sulking teenager.”
“I like my room. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to spend time alone, and when I’m in my shop, I’m working. So, actually, I do have a real job,” I told her defensively.
“You spend too much time alone, and you spend more of it in your room than you do working or playing,” Jane replied.
“I don’t. I’m out with you right now, aren’t I?”
“Yes. Do your grandparents know? I bet they wouldn’t approve,” she said with a smirk.
“Of course, they know. What’s not to approve of? You’re my oldest friend.””
“That’s exactly the problem. They think I’m a troublemaker and a bad influence,” she told me.
I watched as she fervently stabbed a plum tomato with her fork and bit it with a vengeance. Jane was no fan of my grandparents, and she was completely correct in her statements; still, I protested her claims.
“It’s not as bad as all that.”
“If you say so,” she replied, moving lettuce around her plate as she spoke.
“My grandparents need me there, Jane. They aren’t as young as they used to be, and they could fall or have some sort of episode. What if something happened to one of them, and I wasn’t there to help?” I said, taking a bite of my own salad.
“That could happen right now while you are having lunch with me, Selena. It could happen while you’re asleep. One of them could stroke out while you were standing there talking to them,” she pointed out.
“What an awful thought!” I gasped.
“It is, but I’m just saying that you can’t prevent things from happening to them. If they’re going to have a problem, they’ll have one. There’s nothing you or anyone else can do to stop it.”
“That’s true, but I can be there to make sure they get whatever help they need right away.”
“Look, I understand that, but you can’t babysit them all the time, Selena. You need to have a life of your own, too, and if they weren’t so afraid you might get one and not come back, they’d encourage you to do so, too. Just because they’re a couple of bible beaters doesn’t mean you have to be one.”
“They aren’t that bad,” I scoffed.
“They are that bad. You’ve never even had a boyfriend because you’re terrified ’’they’ll be disappointed in you for sinning. I’m not even talking about sleeping around. I’m talking about just dating, for fuck’s sake. I still remember them almost coming unglued when you suggested you might go to the school dance with Timothy Sanders. My God! Like anyone would be worried about you doing the nasty with the likes of him,” she ranted.
“I thought he was sweet,” I said, a fond smile on my face.
“He was sweet. He was also six foot six in eighth grade and had red hair and freckles. Oh, and buck teeth!”
“Don’t be so shallow. He was really nice, and I liked him. He liked me too.”
“My point is not that he was unattractive. My point is, who would possibly look at him and think they couldn’t trust him with their granddaughter at a chaperoned dance? He was awkward and scared of his own shadow.”
“You know, Timothy Sanders is a doctor now. He got braces in college and keeps his red hair carefully cropped instead of in those wild curls he used to have. I wouldn’t exactly describe him as a stud, but he’s not so bad anymore. He kind of has a Conan O’Brien sort of thing going on.”
“Is he still single?” she asked, sounding hopeful for me.
“No. He’s married and has six kids.”
“Six fucking kids! Damn. He made up for all those years he couldn’t get laid. That’s too much childbearing for my taste, though. It sounds like you dodged a bullet.”
“Maybe my grandparents knew what they were doing, after all,” I suggested with a grin.
“I wouldn’t go that far. I’m sure they’d love to be swimming in great-grandchildren, but they’d have to let you loose to do that.”
“You act like they’re holding me captive.”
“Aren’t they? Emotionally, at least?” she asked, looking me directly in the eye.
“You just don’t understand. I don’t expect you to, but I don’t want to discuss it any further. Let’s change the subject.”
“You want to hear more about me sexing up hot British men then?”
“No. I think we can be done with that conversation, too,” I groaned.
I knew that Jane would never see my point of view on this. She and I had grown up in exactly the same kind of household. We were raised by families who attended our Southern Baptist churches every Wednesday evening and twice on Sundays. I’d toed the line, rarely dipping my toes in potentially dangerous waters. Jane had rebelled. She snuck out at night to meet boys or lied about where she was to go to parties.
As we’d grown older, my grandparents had grown wary of me spending time with her. By the time we were juniors in high school, I was forbidden to see her outside of school. The handful of times I’d gotten in hot water with my grandparents were when I’d disobeyed them to spend time with her. I believed I wouldn’t be caught, but we always seemed to run into someone from our church who would then mention seeing us, and I’d end up grounded.
Unlike Jane, who didn’t seem to care if her parents were angry with her or what punishments they doled out, I cared how my grandparents felt. Perhaps it was because they were all I had and because of my fear of becoming my mother. She’d disobeyed them and ended up pregnant. She gave birth to a child she didn’t want and then ran away, leaving me in the care of her parents. With no idea who had fathered me or if my mother would return, they’d simply raised me. They might have been strict, but they were just trying to protect me from repeating the mistakes my mother had made.
“Look, I don’t mean to bust your chops. I just worry that you aren’t doing what makes you happy. Your whole life has revolved around you tiptoeing around your grandparents. At some point, you have to stop being that scared little girl they created and become a woman in your own right. You want to be a virgin forever? So be it. You can become a nun if that suits you. I just want you to get out of that house and live whatever life is suited to you—not just the one your grandparents expect from you.”
“I appreciate that, Jane. I know you love me and are just trying to watch out for me, but I am happy. I don’t expect you to understand. You’re more daring. I admire the way you grab life by the horns. We just don’t think about things the same way.”
“Okay. Fair enough. I’ll lay off about it,” Jane said.
“Thank you,” I said, relieved to have the discussion over and done with.
“Did I tell you that I’m moving?”
“Moving? To where?” I asked, feeling alarmed that she might not be around soon.
“Not far. I’ve had my eye on that old Victorian over on Sands Hill Lane, and they accepted my offer.”
“Wow. That’s huge!” I gasped, feeling a mixture of relief and just a bit of envy.
“It’s going to be a lot of work. It’s really run down. When the Mancombs died, it just sat derelict for years. I know a guy who owns a contracting business, and he looked through it with me. He says it doesn’t have any serious defaults other than the plumbing and electric, which will need to be upgraded.”
“That still sounds like a lot of work and money,” I observed.
“It is, but I got it for a really lowball offer, and I’m going to move in as soon as the electric and plumbing are done. My rental agreement ends next month, so I won’t renew it. I can live in my rough-looking new house and work on it during my spare time.”
“You sound really excited about it, though,” I told her.
“I am. You’re welcome to come over and help,” she laughed.
“You know I will,” I replied.
“Perhaps you can even stay over sometimes and have a breather from the old folks home,” she teased.
I smiled at her and raised my bottle of sparkling water to toast her wine glass. “Here’s to us, besties, till the end.”
“Always,” she said, tapping her glass against my bottle.






  
  Chapter 2
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Selena
The house wasn’t what I expected. Most of the houses in this part of Pensacola were a bit basic. It was heavenly populated with members of the Navy who were only here for a short period as they transferred from one base to the next. They didn’t have the time or inclination to tend the yard or plants, and most landlords weren’t keen on paying for a service. This was the next step up for those who opted out of base housing. 
This one stood out. It was situated between where the rentals ended and the dwellings of the more permanent homeowners began. It was a two-story brick that contrasted heavily with the white and gray siding that flanked it on either side. The lawn was perfectly manicured, and a pristine-looking Dodge Charger was visible through the open garage. However, it didn’t look to be the newest model. I checked my text messages to see if I was at the correct address and saw that it was. A young woman not much older than myself greeted me at the door.
“Hi, I’m Selena Torrence. I’m supposed to be meeting with Michael McNeil today,” I said, feeling a bit confused. “Am I at the right place?”
“You are,” she said, stepping outside and closing the door behind her.
“Okay. Um, is Mr. McNeil home?” I asked.
She looked at me like it was a silly question. I was, after all, here to help tend to a disabled vet. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d arrived to find someone had forgotten and was off to a doctor’s appointment or something.
“Yes, but he gets annoyed when we discuss him like he’s not there. I just want to go over some things out here first, and then we’ll go meet him.”
“I see. Okay,” I replied.
I listened while she told me what Mr. McNeil’s ailments were and what treatments he needed. None of those would be my responsibility, but knowing his limitations was helpful. When she was done, we went inside, and she led me to the study, where I was surprised to find a ruggedly handsome man standing by the window. He turned when I entered, a scowl on his face. I was used to that, too.
“Hello, Mr. McNeil. I’m Selena Torrence. I’m with Warrior Care, and I’ve been sent to help you with the house. I’ll be cleaning, cooking, running errands, and doing whatever else you need that I can help with during the day.”
I didn’t put out my hand in greeting as I’d already been warned against it. Mr. McNeil had limited use of his arms, and his speech was barely a whisper unless he used the amplifying voice box, which I was told he hated. Instead, I’d been told to grow accustomed to having things pushed to the floor to get my attention, though sometimes he might use the small buzzer by his bed.
He looked me up and down with a notable lack of interest. I could tell he was annoyed that I was even there, and I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to take that. After standing there awkwardly for a bit, I finally told him that I would look around for whatever needed to be done, and he could let me know if he needed anything in particular accomplished. He remained expressionless, turning back to the window to gaze out.
I found myself staring at his back for a moment. The thing about him was that he didn’t look disabled at all. I knew that looks could be deceiving, but he was tall, well over six feet tall, and muscular. You could see the bulge of his muscles against his shirt and the way his pants clung to his well-toned backside. I blushed a little at this thought. I shouldn’t be looking at him like that at all. Still, it was hard to even think he needed my help when he seemed in such great shape.
I made my way around the house, looking for work I’d need to do. I found some dishes in the sink and washed them. There was a dishwasher, but I saw no need to run it for a handful of things. I started a load of towels and then went to work on sweeping and mopping the floors not in use. Across the house, I could hear grunts of pain from Mr. McNeil, who was getting ready to start his daily therapy when I arrived.
I continued to work around the house until Mr. McNeil’s physical therapist, Mindy, arrived in the doorway to tell me she was done. She’d been the one to meet me at the door when I arrived.
“Selena, I’m done here. You’ll be alone with Michael until the home health aide arrives to help him bathe and change into his pajamas for the evening. If you leave before then, that’s fine, too. I don’t know what hours you’re supposed to work or anything.”
“What time do they come?” I asked.
“Usually around seven,” she told me.
“Yeah. I’ll be long gone by then unless he asks me to stay for something.”
“Don’t count on it,” she said with a soft smile. “And don’t let him get under your skin. He can be quite the grump.”
“I can’t say I blame him, considering it all.”
“True enough. I’ll be back on Thursday, so I’ll see you then if you’re here.”
“I’ll see you then,” I told her, ignoring the possible hidden meaning behind her words.
This wasn’t my first rodeo. I’d dealt with dozens of disabled vets who needed help but didn’t want it. I must say that none of them was as striking as Michael McNeil, though. I went about my work and tried not to bother him until I heard a large crash from the dining room.
I hurried in to find him sitting at the table, looking impossibly annoyed. I wasn’t sure what the problem was other than a silver bowl that had made its way to the wooden floor below with a loud clanging noise. I picked it up and put it on the table.
“What’s wrong?” I asked nervously.
“Lunch,” he replied, his voice raspy and little more than a whisper.
“Oh!” I gasped, glancing down at my watch. “I’m so sorry. I was cleaning and didn’t realize it had gotten so late.”
He merely glared at me and waited. I got the message and rushed out to look at the list of lunch foods one of the other staff members left for me. I settled for a ham and cheese sandwich. It would be quick and easy to help him eat. I busied myself preparing it and cutting it into small bites as the instructions said. I poured some juice into a cup and snapped the leakproof lid with a straw into place. Finally, I placed a handful of the already cut-up vegetables from the fridge on the side and hurried back to the dining room.
He was gone. I looked down at the plate and went to look for him, finally finding him in the den on the sofa. He was just sitting there looking at a blank TV. As I entered the room, he looked toward me, a scowl still on his face. “Bring here,” he whispered.
“Right. Okay,” I said, hurrying back to the dining room and retrieving the food. I walked back to the living room and looked awkwardly around for a place to put it. He sighed loudly and nodded toward a rolling sofa tray nearby. I retrieved it and saw that it was impossibly high. I started to let it down, but he began kicking the front of the sofa.
“No,” he managed. “Leave it.”
I brought the tray over like it was and parked it in front of him. I noted that it was very much near his mouth at the top. Oh, how stupid of me, I thought. I parked the table, put the food and the juice near the edge toward him, and stood back. He just looked at me blankly.
“Remote,” he hissed.
I looked around until I saw a TV remote and offered it to him. He grunted unpleasantly, and I realized what I had done. I laid it down on the tray beside the juice, understanding that the height of the tray allowed him to use his hands and arms in the small amount they could move so he could eat without aid. I’m sure that wasn’t manageable with all foods, but it was easy enough with the finger foods on his plate.
“Go,” he told me.
“Okay,” I replied, making a hasty exit from the room to finish my cleaning.
If he was like this all the time, it was going to be a long assignment. I took a deep breath and resumed making up his bed, trying my best to make it up exactly as it had been when I’d stripped it down. Whoever had made it up had done so in military fashion with very tight corners, but I was sure he couldn’t have done it; it must have been someone else on staff.
I was sure I was doing it wrong and quickly grew frustrated. I had to stop and try to recenter myself before continuing. Finally, I finished and returned to the living room. The tray had been shoved away, and the television was tuned to the world news. I eased over toward the tray and examined it. Maybe one bite of the sandwich was eaten, but all the chips were gone.
“You weren’t hungry?” I asked.
“Mayo,” he grunted, his nose turned up distastefully.
I looked down at the sandwich, peeling back a piece of bread to see that it did, in fact, have mayonnaise. I’d been in such a hurry to make it; I must have missed that he didn’t like it. Had that been on the list? I wasn’t sure.
“I’m so sorry. I’ll make you another one,” I told him.
“No. Leave. Fuck up,” he said. “Go!”
I was shocked for a moment. Did he just call me a fuck up? How was I supposed to know everything all in one day? I shook my head at him.
“Listen, Mr. McNeil. I’m sorry. I just made a mistake. I’ll make you another sandwich.”
“No. Get out,” he said, his voice still barely audible but full of venom.
“I can’t leave you here hungry,” I protested.
He glared at me, inhaling his breath sharply and slowly exhaling. “Get the fuck out of my house,” he croaked.
Tears began rolling down my face as I turned to leave. I grabbed the bag I’d left on the hook inside the front door and made a hasty exit, crying even harder as I got into my car to drive home. On the way, I called my volunteer sponsor to tell her what had happened.
“It’s okay, Selena. It was just a bad start. I’ll send someone he’s used to over to appease him and calm him down. Don’t take it personally. He’s just a deeply unhappy man. I suppose we all would be if we were in his shoes. You know how some of these guys are. They go from being heroes to being incapacitated in ways they don’t know how to handle. You’ll go back tomorrow, and he’ll be fine.”
“Go back tomorrow? No, I can’t. He doesn’t like me, and he doesn’t want me there.”
“He doesn’t like anyone. You just have to get past that and learn how to help him in ways that suit his physical and emotional needs. He doesn’t dislike you, Selena. He dislikes that he needs you.”
I thought about this for a moment and agreed to return the next day. However, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I was terribly apprehensive about it.






  
  Chapter 3
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Selena
It took every ounce of courage I had to get out of bed, dress, and return to Michael McNeil’s home the following morning. I fully expected to be sent away again, but when I arrived, he said nothing. Instead, he focused on his exercises with his personal trainer. He pulled me aside and told me to call Mr. McNeil by his first name, or he’d never like me for making him feel old. 
Today, instead of jumping into cleaning and meal prep, I took the time to read the instructions I’d been supplied more completely. There it was on the list of things he didn’t like: mayonnaise. That’s where I’d made my mistake. I hadn’t taken the time to learn about the man I’d be helping. I wasn’t sure why. I was usually good about that, but something about Michael left me a little off my game from the start.
I learned that a lot of Michael’s food choices were selected with the aim of him not having to be fed. His arm movements were extremely limited. He was capable of only limited grip with his hands and couldn’t fully rotate his wrists. Every soup was creamed so it could be taken through a straw. Every sandwich was cut into bite-sized pieces so he could place his hand on the table, raise it to chin level, and move it to his lips. Several contraptions around the house helped accommodate his special needs, but he avoided using most of them.
I learned his schedule. The physical therapist I’d met yesterday came on Monday and Thursday. On her off days, a personal trainer worked on other muscles so that Michael could stay in shape. There were two home health aides. One came in the morning to help Michael get out of bed, showered, and dressed. The other came at night to help him change into his bedclothes. There was also a caretaker who managed the yard and the house plants.
Unlike many veterans I worked with, Michael seemed to have the means to hire these extra caretakers. Though my services were free and some were covered by insurance, the personal trainer and plant care were out-of-pocket expenses. I was surprised that someone as particular as Michael seemed wouldn’t just hire permanent staff if he had the means. Still, I could only assume I was missing some information and that it was likely none of my business anyway.
Armed with the information I’d gleaned from the notebook left for new staff, I was determined not to be deterred by Michael’s cold demeanor today. I could recognize the layers of pain that must be buried under his hardened exterior. I settled on a gentle yet persistent approach, engaging him in conversation, even though much of it was one-sided. I was determined to tend to his needs with meticulous care, keeping my patience no matter how irritable he might be.
Today’s lunch was hot roast beef and cheddar with a side of sliced apples and a glass of sweet tea. I prepared it and took it to the living room, where he was already watching television. He barely acknowledged my existence as I set up the table and stepped away.
“Anything else you want or need?” I asked in my kindest voice.
He looked at the table and shook his head from side to side. I moved to the adjoining dining room to fold the towels I’d been unable to finish yesterday due to being sent away. I could see him from the corner of my eye as he ate his food. Each movement was excruciatingly slow as he moved each bite to his mouth. Though it seemed he could bend his elbows, it looked like it must be very painful.
I looked away, unable to stand how vulnerable he seemed. How could he not be angry with everyone and everything? Some horrible incident he’d endured but survived had taken his livelihood away from him. I gave him plenty of time to finish, noting when he pushed the table away with the side of his lower arm. It was only then that I returned to take away his things.
“Was everything okay?” I asked, hoping I hadn’t screwed up again.
He’d eaten a little more than half the sandwich and a few of the apple slices. I wasn’t sure if he was still displeased, wasn’t hungry, or if it was just too painful. Much to my surprise, he nodded and gave me a faint smile before standing up and disappearing down the hallway. I couldn’t be sure, but it almost seemed like I’d seen a hint of gratitude in his incredible hazel eyes. Perhaps this would be okay after all.
No sooner had the thought occurred to me than I heard a loud thud and a metallic crash come from the direction of his room. I abandoned my lunch cleanup and rushed down the hallways to check on him. There, sprawled beside the bedside tray that held some of his meds and such, lay Michael. His face was etched with pain and distress as he struggled to rise to his feet from the awkward position in which he’d landed.
Without hesitation, I set about helping him up. He resisted at first but gave in and let me help pull him to his feet enough that he could stand on his own. I quickly checked him over, looking for any injuries.
“Michael, are you hurt?” I said.
“All the time,” he said so very quietly.
I stopped looking him over and looked up at him. There was no sign of the irritation I usually saw when I looked at him. Instead, there was a certain vulnerability that melted me. His eyes were no longer clouded with resistance. Instead, I saw an unspoken plea for understanding. I felt a deep sense of his fear and discomfort at that moment. Rather than speaking, I merely let my hand remain on his arm as he finished righting himself and sat on the bed, looking incredibly weary.
“Laying down,” he mumbled, standing back up again.
I understood at once, wordlessly pulling back the covers so he could slip beneath them. He was still fully clothed, but I didn’t think he wanted help getting undressed. As I pulled the covers back over him, his eyes met mine. It was as if the barriers he’d erected around himself shattered, replaced by an unspoken trust that I was at least doing my best and would provide him with the help he needed. I smiled and left him to sleep, only returning to quietly slip in and put some water on his bedside table in one of the small cups he used with straws.
With his morning aide and personal trainer gone, I was alone with Michael for the rest of the day. I didn’t know how long he would nap. It was probably just as much an emotional reaction to having fallen as any physical damage. I would call it into his home health agency so they could send a nurse to double-check later when he was awake.
I busied myself by dusting around the house in the areas I’d missed yesterday. I wasn’t sure if the person before me had been absent for a bit or just wasn’t a very good housekeeper, but the house had been much dirtier than it appeared on its neat and orderly surface. I’d made a good dent in it yesterday before being sent home and was determined to get it truly clean today, but some of it would have to wait until after Michael’s nap.
Luckily, that wasn’t very long. Whether he’d actually slept or not wasn’t clear. He looked just as tired when I saw him walking back down the hallway as he had when he’d laid down. Even worse, a visible bruise was now at the corner of his brow. I fetched a small ice bag from the freezer and met him as he sat on the sofa.
“Let me get some ice on that,” I said.
He looked at me, appearing confused for a moment, and then took note of the ice bag in my hand. “No,” he muttered, but I didn’t listen this time.
“Yes. Let’s get the swelling down a little, at least,” I told him, sitting beside him and applying the ice to his face. He grimaced but didn’t fight me over it. Instead, he just sat there, trying to look at anything but me while I subjected him to my care. I almost smiled at how stubborn he was.
“Thank you,” he said finally, the words sounding like they hurt more than just physically.
“You’re welcome. I’m here to help you, Michael. Let me.”
He merely grunted, but I noticed he was looking me over now, taking in my face and hands as I continued to hold the ice. Ordinarily, I’d feel self-conscious, but today I didn’t. It was nice to be looked at by a man, especially such a handsome one.
I’d never really considered myself attractive. I was what some would call voluptuous, and some would call overweight. The truth was that I wasn’t overweight at all, and I knew that. I had a small waist, large breasts, and a bubble butt. In the early days, I would have been the epitome of perfection. In today’s world, where everyone is a size zero, I was viewed differently.
Still, I had naturally blonde wavy hair that most girls envied, though I mostly kept it pulled away from my face in a ponytail or a clip. At five foot six, I was a good height, and I wasn’t too tall for most guys, but I could jack myself up on heels to be taller for someone much taller than me. My hazel eyes gave me a sort of country milkmaid appearance that appealed to a certain kind.
All in all, I was keenly aware that I wasn’t most men’s cup of tea but that some appreciated a girl like me—not that I had any real experience other than being ogled by them. That was just as much a reason for me being still a virgin as anything my grandparents might think or say. I wanted true love, not just a roll in the hay.
As I shook my thoughts off, I looked at Michael. He was looking off into the void again. I pulled the ice away and looked at the bruise. The swelling had gone down a bit, but it was already turning an ugly purple color. Still, he seemed no worse for wear. As I moved away, I became keenly aware that my breast had been brushing against his arm the entire time and wondered if he’d felt it. I blushed and looked away.
“Well, it looks a little better. I’ll let the nurse look at it to make sure you don’t have a brain injury from it,” I quipped.
I was surprised to hear what sounded like a little chuckle and turned to see him smiling at me. I smiled back and took the ice to the kitchen to dump it, that smile still in my head. He might be grumpy most of the time, but he was pretty easy on the eyes. I called the nurse and finished my chores before starting dinner. Michael sat in the living room listening to an audiobook on his headphones until she came and gave him the once-over.
“Looks like you’re in good shape, handsome,” she announced, and I was surprised to feel a slight pang of jealousy when Michael smiled back at her broadly. “Maybe put some ice on it again later,” she said, redirecting her comments to me as I stood nearby.
“Will do,” I replied.
Michael looked up at me, the smile still on his face. She left, and the smile faded while I prepared his table for him to eat dinner. Afterward, I cleared the dishes and prepared to leave.
“Home health should be here in a bit,” I said as I grabbed my bag. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Yes,” he replied with an accompanying nod.
I left, feeling much better about things than when I’d been kicked out the day before.
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Michael
No matter how hard I tried, sleep just wouldn’t come. The knot on my head from the fall earlier throbbed, but I knew it was the least of my worries. The young woman who’d been sent to help me, Selena, had been kind, but I hated having to be nursed like that. I couldn’t complain about her having to sit so close to me to apply ice that her breast brushed softly against my arm, though. It damned near gave me an erection, and I had to look away from her rather perfect face and think about something else. 
The rest of the day had been a struggle not to look at her in ways that might be thought inappropriate. It was yet another thorn in my side. Before my injuries, I would have had a woman like her eating out of my hands, not pitying me. Now, I had little to offer. I was broken, damaged beyond repair, and it seemed that no matter how hard I worked at it, I wasn’t going to improve much beyond where I was now.
Speaking was stilted and painful. I’d learned to make only a few words count, even though I knew that I must come across as if I also had some sort of brain damage. I guess it would be accurate to say that I was a bit neurologically challenged, as much of the damage in my arms was the result of nerve damage stemming from the motor impulses that originated there.
Somewhere in the house was a voice box that could be pressed against my vocal cords to amplify and improve my speaking ability. It made me sound like some Sci-Fi supervillain, and I hated using it. My arms and hands were so limited that I could barely write to sign my name. That made communication difficult without added appliances I knew I wouldn’t use, like computer interfaces and electronic devices.
I’d been trying desperately for the last five years to overcome this, and while I’d made some progress, it hadn’t been enough. I wasn’t sure it would ever be enough unless I somehow miraculously woke up whole again. That was certainly not going to happen, so that only left me coping with what I’d become instead of who I used to be.
Pushing the thoughts about what I no longer was or wasn’t aside, I returned to this afternoon with Selena. She was much younger than me. I’d guess at least more than a decade or so. I still remember being that young, and it really didn’t seem like that long ago. I remember joining the Navy and joining the SEAL team. I was hot shit back then, or so I thought. Women like Selena hung all over me, and I welcomed them to do so.
I closed my eyes and imagined what I would have done with a woman like her. Those large, firm breasts would have been a great place to start. I’d have buried my face in them, caressing them in my hands as I licked at sucked at her nipples. She had a really soft voice. I imagined what she would sound like as I touched her so intimately, getting her wet as she purred in my arms.
I hadn’t missed her ass, either. I’d noticed it several times as she’d walked away. Selena wasn’t a small, dainty woman but compacted in all the right places. Her ass was round and tight. I’d bet I could bounce a quarter off it, which was more than I could say for the sheets when she made my bed. I’d had to get the home health aide to remake it for me the next morning. He was a former Army Ranger and usually did it for me anyway.
I realized I’d gotten hard thinking about her and groaned. Blue balls again. Among the many things that sucked about having lost much of the use of my arms and hands was the fact that I couldn’t even masturbate. I’d tried some alternate gadgets here and there, which are very much the equivalent of nothing more than a home-based glory hole. At one point, I’d even begun hiring a local call girl to help me out, but both times left me feeling disgusted with myself for my shortcomings.
It wasn’t that I had any problems getting it up and keeping it up. There were no issues there, which could be unfortunate at times, like when you were trying not to get a hard-on because of a breast brushing against your arm. The problem was purely psychological. I hated having to let someone else do all the work and not being able to really fuck like I wanted. I’d been reduced to blow jobs, hand jobs, and being ridden like a stud horse overdue to be pastured.
I was thirty-seven years old and completely fucked—not in a good way.
I gave up thinking dirty thoughts about my new caretaker and tried to fall asleep. After some tossing and turning, I finally began to feel tiredness set in. I managed to drop off into the darkness and the beginning of a recurring dream I’d been having for years.
“McNeil, your team is tasked with getting this thing on the car,” the mission leader told me.
“What are the plans for that?” I asked.
“The cargo ship carrying the Rolls Royce will be docking at zero five hundred hours. It will have slowed to a point where your team can board it and place the tracking device on the car before it’s delivered to Kim Jong Un.”
“I’m assuming that a car being delivered to the Supreme Leader of North Korea is heavily guarded and will be swept,” I replied.
“You assume correctly. That’s not your issue. The CIA team will deal with that. Your job is to take the intelligence we supply, sneak on board, and plant the device at our signal.”
“I don’t mean I’m not on board with fucking Kim up, but I don’t see the reason for risking myself and four other SEALs to plant a device that’s only going to be detected and discarded.”
“It won’t be. It’s new tech that can turn itself on and off as needed. I can’t go into how it works, but trust me when I say it’s undetectable.”
“Good enough then. We’ll be ready to go on your signal,” I told him.
The next few weeks were filled with training exercises and running possible scenarios based on intelligence provided to us by the CIA. By the time the mission rolled around, we were all ready for it. No one was under the impression that it wasn’t dangerous, but most of our missions were.
I would stay on the quick attack boat we used to get to the container ship. The four younger SEALs under my command would slip into the water and make their way to the ship to complete the mission before returning to another nearby destroyer. We had it all planned out. We were ready for whatever came at us.
Except we weren’t ready.
As violence erupted in my dream, I awoke with a start. I was sweaty, and my heart was racing. Though it felt like a dream, it wasn’t. It was a memory. It was the same one that haunted me constantly about the events leading up to the night I’d been injured. I knew it could have been worse. It was for the ones who didn’t make it back. That would always haunt me.
I tried to focus my thoughts on Selena. Though there was little hope of a sweet little thing like her being interested in a broken old man, it never hurt to think about. I wondered what she would look like, naked and lying beneath me. What sounds she made when she was being fucked. God, how I’d love to know the answer to that. I’d adore hearing her cry out my name and beg me for more.
It wasn’t so much that I was interested in her as it was that there weren’t a whole lot of women in my life. Of the ones who came to the house, one of the home health aides was a squatty woman with bad skin who was probably a little older than me. Both the usual nurse and the physical therapist were okay-looking and pleasant enough, but neither did anything for me in the sexual sense.
Selena, however, was different. I’d noticed her from the first moment she arrived. Perhaps my instant attraction was the reason I’d been so rough on her and sent her away. I really didn’t need a reminder of how worthless I am as a man, and she’s sex on a stick. She’s beautiful and well-built, and she smelled faintly of some sweet-smelling soap or shower gel that took me back to the days when I could have pursued someone like her.
Those days were over. I was old and useless to a woman. Hell, I was barely useful to myself. I was mostly trapped in this house where I didn’t have to explain my ailments to anyone. In the words of one of my old British counterparts in the service, “It’s all fucked, mate.”
I climbed out of bed and went to the kitchen for water. Opening the refrigerator myself was exhausting, but I felt as parched as if I’d just marched across a desert. Wrapping the middle three fingers of my right hand, which still had a little motor control around the handle, I thrust my body backward to pull the door open. On the lower shelf, where I could reach them without moving my arm, sat a row of sealed cups holding juices and water.
I was relieved to see that Selena had properly refilled and labeled them, as the girl she replaced had been horrible and sometimes forgot. I nudged forward and grasped the handle of one with my three fingers, pulling it out of the fridge before nudging the door shut. I took it to the table in the living room and pushed a small button on the side to lower it so I could place the cup on it, then raised it again. Rather than sitting, I stood slightly bent over and sipped from the straw.
It was a delicate balance. Too little, and I’d be thirsty again soon. Too much, and I’d have to go pee, which was another undertaking all its own. You don’t realize just how much you take simple things like pulling out your dick to take a piss for granted until it becomes more difficult to do. Like everything else, I’d made some progress there. When I’d first woken up after my injuries, I’d had to use a bedpan brought by a nurse, which was humiliating.
Now, I could manage to get my junk out of my pajama pants and underwear to take a piss. Getting them pulled down to take a shit was a bit more of a struggle and took some time. I’d had a bidet installed to clean my ass, but it still took a while to maneuver my pants down and back up again. The frustrations with being disabled seem never-ending, not to mention humiliating.
I left the rest of the water on the table and returned to bed, turning on the television for company. Besides the people who came and went from my house to attend to my needs, the TV was the closest thing I had to a companion. It kept me informed and entertained during nights like this when I couldn’t find peaceful sleep. Tonight, I watched old Gunsmoke reruns. Eventually, I would fall asleep; hopefully, the dream wouldn’t return. Sometimes, it didn’t, and I was thankful for such small favors.
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Selena
“He was a Navy SEAL,” Mindy told me as we watched Michael leave in the large white van that came to pick him up at the beginning of my second week with him. 
She had mistakenly arrived for his physical therapy, forgetting he was scheduled for a doctor’s appointment that morning. The veteran’s administration provided the van service to get him to the clinic, where he’d receive a checkup from their doctors.
“He doesn’t talk much about it,” I said. “Well, he hardly talks at all.”
“Yes. He was on some sort of mission that went badly. He was pretty bad, from what I hear. He had some brain trauma that affected his nervous system and motor skills, plus some physical damage to his shoulders. The nerve damage is what weakens his grip. The physical damage keeps him from being able to move his shoulders very much. His elbows work, but a lot of pain radiates down to them when he bends them.”
“And his voice?” I asked.
“Physical damage. He’ll probably never speak properly again,” she told me.
I thought about this as we went back inside the house and sat for a minute. I poured us each a coffee and we chatted a bit more. It felt a bit wrong to discuss Michael like this, but I was very curious about him and might not have known his situation otherwise.
“His house is nice. Most of the veteran’s houses or apartments I get sent to are pretty depressing,” I admitted.
“Yes. Michael was lucky in that sense. From what I understand, he’d been saving for his retirement. He was high-ranking and got paid a bit more than some of the vets we deal with. Plus, he has some investments that bring in extra cash. I don’t think he’s minted or anything. Still, he has enough to care for himself between his Navy benefits and personal assets.”
“How do you know all this?” I asked.
“I don’t. It’s just hearsay from people who have cared for him along the way. Take it with a grain of salt. The only things I can tell you with certainty are about his physical limitations. Those are in my records.”
“Should you even be telling me about them?” I asked.
“Not usually, but he signed a waiver that allows us to discuss his medical details with anyone who needs to know. As his caretaker, I’d say that includes you.”
“Thank you for sharing it with me then. I was curious but didn’t want to ask him. Plus, I imagine he’d have a hard time explaining it even if I did.”
“True. You’ll be happy to know that his speech has improved, though. When I first started, he couldn’t make a sound beyond a low grunt. He can at least manage a few words now.”
“But you don’t do the therapy for that, do you?”
“No. There’s a speech therapist who comes in twice a month. I don’t think she’s been yet this month, but you’ll meet her. He doesn’t seem to like her much.”
“Does he like anyone?” I said with a little chuckle.
“Not usually. He tolerates some of us, but he really likes you.”
“Me? Not really. He got angry and sent me home on the first day. Since then, he’s just accepted that he’s stuck needing someone to help him, and it might as well be me.”
“If you say so, but I’ve seen him watching you work. He doesn’t do that with anyone else. I’ve been coming here for the last four years, and he’s never shown any interest in what anyone around him was doing. His eyes are on you every chance he gets.”
“That’s just silly. I’m his caretaker. Nothing else.”
“Maybe that’s true, but it doesn’t mean he doesn’t like looking at you. The man has some issues, but not everything is broken, if you get my drift. And don’t let the way he speaks in broken English fool you; his brain is perfectly fine. He’s as sharp as a tack.”
“I’m not sure what you’re saying,” I said.
“I’m saying he fancies you a bit, and if you can get past his injuries, you might find that you fancy him too,” she told me with a wink.
“That’s nonsense. He’s probably just watching me to make sure I’m not messing up.”
“If that’s what you think,” she said, shrugging as she stood up from her chair. “Thanks for the coffee, but I’m going to head out to my next stop. I’ll see you again tomorrow. Don’t let him forget that I rescheduled since I forgot he had an appointment today.”
“I’ll see you then,” I told her. I walked her to the door and saw her out before returning to the kitchen to wash and dry our coffee cups and put them away.
I thought about what she’d said and laughed. Michael was angry and grumpy. Though things between us had greatly improved since he’d kicked me out on day one, there was no doubt that he merely tolerated my presence. Still, I did want him to feel more comfortable with me here. I wasn’t looking for romance with him, but I’d at least like to get to know him better and inspire him to do more than just listen to audiobooks or watch TV.
While he was gone, I took the time to look around more thoroughly at his collections. He had a large bookcase along one living room wall full of DVDs, books, and assorted keepsakes. I took them all in, trying to find some common ground. There were a lot of war movies, and I wondered if he still liked them after what had happened to him. I’d not seen him watch any of them since I’d been there, and they’d been covered with dust when I arrived.
There were also a lot of historically-based DVDs and books. I wasn’t a huge history buff, but I was interested in it. I resolved to kill two birds with one stone. Perhaps I could offer to read some to him, which would also immerse me in them. I’d broach it with him when he came home if he was in a good mood.
I pulled one down and thumbed through it. It was a history of the Egyptian pyramids, which I knew little about but not as much as it seemed this book might have. I felt like it was a good choice as it wouldn’t have a lot of graphic war details in it that he might not want to hear. Rather than putting it back in place, I intentionally left it on a nearby coffee table for him to see.
When he returned that afternoon, I didn’t mention it. He looked like he was in a good mood, but it was time to prepare his lunch, so I did that and took it to this table in the living room. He immediately made mention of the book.
“The book,” Michael said, nodding toward it with an eyebrow raised.
“Oh, yes. I hope you don’t mind. I found it interesting and thumbed through it a bit. Would you mind if maybe I read some of it? Perhaps I could read it to you if you haven’t already gotten to it.”
I saw a brief flicker in his eyes, and then he smiled and nodded. “Yes. After lunch.”
“That sounds perfect. I’ll leave you to your food,” I told him.
I’d already learned that he didn’t care much for someone hovering over him while he ate. He could be messy, dropping things or sometimes just shoveling it into his mouth with his fingers. I could only imagine how much more awkward that must be with someone watching you do it, so I gave him plenty of room to eat and waited until he walked away before I came back and cleaned up.
Today, he surprised me by using the buzzer to ask me to return. It seemed that I had finally landed on something he was interested in doing. I quickly cleaned his plate and took it to the kitchen sink before returning to wipe the table and put it away. Michael remained on the sofa the entire time, quietly watching me work. I found myself wondering if Mindy had been right about his interest in me and quickly dismissed it.
Taking a seat beside him on the sofa, I opened the book and flipped to the first chapter. Before I knew it, I’d blown through three chapters. As I stopped, I slowly realized the intimacy of huddling together on the sofa. Our bodies leaned into each other, the bare skin of our arms pressed in a soft caress. I looked at Michael and realized he was looking at me thoughtfully.
We were both silent for a moment, and then he spoke. “More tomorrow?” he asked.
“Yes. After lunch again?” I replied.
He nodded in the affirmative and smiled. “Thanks.”
His smile mesmerized me for a moment, but I quickly broke free, standing and closing the book. I didn’t have a bookmark, but I knew where we stopped. I put it back on the shelf and excused myself to finish cleaning the kitchen. When I returned, Michael was gone. I thought he may have gone to nap, but then I saw that the sliding door to the patio was slightly ajar. I looked out to see Michael sitting in a lawn chair, taking in the fresh spring air.
I was surprised, but it was good to see him getting out of the house, even if it was only to go to the doctor and sit on his back patio. We weren’t too far from the beach and the smell of the ocean wafting through the trees might do him some good. I went back to my housework and finished up for the day before returning to tell him I was leaving.
He’d returned from the patio and sat on the sofa listening to music. I closed the patio doors he’d left open and retrieved my bag before stepping back into the living room to tell him I was going. He smiled and nodded, his eyes closed as he listened to Mozart’s Requiem in D Minor. A mass didn’t seem like something he’d be listening to in what seemed like good spirits today, but perhaps he just liked it despite its dark origins.
As I approached the front door, I heard the faint sound of his voice say, “Goodnight, Selena.”
I smiled at hearing him say my name, knowing the struggle such a small thing must be for him. “Goodnight, Michael,” I replied, stepping out the front door and making my way to my car with a huge grin still on my face. Why did I suddenly feel so giddy?
I considered what was happening between Michael and me all the way home. Was something happening, or was it just my vivid imagination playing tricks on me? I couldn’t help but feel like something was there, but it was just that, a feeling. Nothing had happened, and nothing likely would. Not only would it be inappropriate, but I wasn’t sure Michael was even willing to pursue anything more than friendship with all he was dealing with.
In the end, I convinced myself that I was making too much of things. Michael was having a rare decent day, and I’d only been feeling the effects of him not being quite so cranky. To think anything else would lead to nothing good.
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Michael
I found myself watching Selena more and more. I didn’t mean to, but it was as if I was somehow pulled to her. It would be easy to dismiss it as just loneliness or being lecherous, but it felt like something more than that. Don’t get me wrong, there was plenty to look at. She was one of those wholesome-looking girls with a bit of padding in all the right places. 
As she leaned over to put my food on the table, I could smell the faint scent of perfume or perhaps some body wash. Whatever it was, it had the light, clean smell of citrus and flowers. It made me think of summer picnics and lying on the beach.
“Oh, I forgot your drink,” she said, “I’ll be right back.”
I looked down at my plate as she left. There was a grilled cheese sandwich cut into bites, a nice helping of skinny fries, and slices of pickle. It was one of my favorite meals that she made for me. She made sure it was prepared just how I liked it and made it easy for me to eat. I slowly moved my hand into place by the plate while she was gone.
That was the hardest part of eating. I always used my right hand because it was slightly stronger than the left. It took a lot of effort to move it up, place it on the table, and then move pieces of food to my mouth, but I refused to be fed like an invalid. There were so many foods that I’d had to give up simply because I couldn’t eat them without assistance. I’d been forced to do so while I was healing, but once I’d come home, I’d be damned if I’d suffer any further indignities than I had to. I’d made a lot of changes to the house to prevent that.
“Here you go,” she said, returning with a drink in one hand and a box in the other.
The box was partly balanced on her hip as she sat my drink near my hand. The way it was pulling against her blouse had shifted her shirt a bit downward, affording me an ample view of her breasts. The bra she wore was sheer, not leaving much to the imagination. I could feel myself getting hard and quickly averted my eyes as she looked toward me. Eager to draw attention away from the fact that I’d been ogling her, I attempted to make what conversation I could muster, focusing on the box that had afforded me such a nice view in the first place.
“What’s in the box?” I asked, refocusing my energy on completing a full sentence. I’d been working harder at that lately. I was tired of sounding like a grunting caveman uttering half-sentences. My voice was stilted and faint, but I was doing my best to manage at least a simple conversation.
Selena smiled and looked down at it as she sat it on the larger coffee table behind her, pulled out a portable turntable, and tilted it toward me. I looked at it, a bit puzzled, not quite understanding why she’d brought it to work with her.
“It’s a turntable,” she said.
“Yes,” I replied.
“I’ve noticed you love music. I thought you might like to listen to some of the vinyl you have on your shelf.”
I glanced toward the shelf and back at her. It was the first time I’d even thought about the vinyl collection on my bookcase in years. I’d never listened to them. Well, at least not as an adult. They’d been my mother’s collection. One she continued to accumulate well into her seventies when she passed away. It was an eclectic assortment I’d inherited but never touched because her record player had been damaged while moving her stuff. It was sitting somewhere in the attic, awaiting a repair I intended to make after retirement.
“Yes,” I replied, smiling. “Your choice.”
She smiled and nodded, setting up the small turntable on the coffee table and plugging it into an extension cord she retrieved from the box. Why it had never occurred to me to buy just a simple solution to listen to the records was beyond me, but I suppose I’d never really had a chance. I’d been deployed most of the time since my early twenties. Then she’d died, and I’d merely tucked her things away, trying hard not to think about how much I missed her while I was worlds away on dangerous missions that required I keep my wits about me.
I set about eating my food while she poured over the records and albums stored on my bookcase, finally pulling an album free. I continued to eat as she carefully placed the album on the player and gently placed the needle on its surface. The room suddenly came alive with what sounded like a Chipmunks rendition of the Eagles.
“Oops, I guess the speed got moved while I was shifting it about,” she laughed, reaching down to flip a small lever.
I chuckled and took another bite of my sandwich as Hotel California slowed to its normal pace, filling the room with the slightly rough musical sounds only vinyl produces. I was instantly in love with it and nodded toward her appreciatively.
“I’ll leave it on while I go finish some work,” she said, almost a question more than a statement.
I nodded, not because I didn’t want to say something but because I had a mouth full of sandwich and felt a little emotional. Part of it was undoubtedly sentimentality at hearing the music my mother used to play while she worked around the house, but it was more than that. I was also moved that Selena had picked up on the fact that I had vinyl but no player and surprised me by resolving the issue. It wasn’t as if I’d been thinking about it, but now that she’d done it, I was surprised by how touching it was.
I finished eating my lunch as the music played and then leaned back and closed my eyes, letting it wash over me. When Selena returned to take my plates and move the tray, I was half-asleep, lulled by the sound of New Kid in Town. I opened my eyes, and she smiled down at me. At that moment, there was nothing I wanted to do more than stand and kiss her. I wanted to kiss her with all the longing of a man who’d not touched anyone special in more than five years.
Instead, I merely said, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Would you like to hear something else?”
“I’ll choose.”
“Fair enough,” she replied, not asking if I needed help. I knew she wasn’t being inconsiderate but allowed me to do it myself if I could. She’d help only if I asked. I appreciated that she had such an instinct for what I needed.
She didn’t hover. Instead, she disappeared toward the kitchen and began cleaning up after lunch. I stood and made my way toward the shelf of albums, looking along the wider seams for titles and using my right hand to pull some of the bottom edges out enough to determine their contents. I pushed them back in with the back of my hand before moving to the next one. Finally, I found what I was looking for and painstakingly removed it from the shelf.
It was unbelievable how much concentration it took me to hold something in my hand these days, but I was determined to accomplish this. I walked over to the turntable and knelt a bit closer, grateful that the muscles in my leg were strong. Laying the album beside the player, I very carefully lifted the needle and moved it back onto its perch. It was a bit of a struggle to get the album off, but I managed to do so, laying it aside on its cover.
I bit my lip as I focused on removing the other album from its cover and getting it on the record player without scratching it. I had to stop as soon as I had it down as my hand began to cramp. Eating lunch and undertaking this little endeavor was already exceeding its limited functionality. I frowned and let the pain subside for a moment before moving the needle onto the album quickly before a secondary cramp could take place.
I sighed as I managed this small feat, my frustration with my disabilities subsiding as the incredible guitar sounds of Jimi Hendrix filled the house. I bought this album with my allowance when I was fourteen. It was Mom’s birthday gift, and we’d had some good times dancing like a couple of wild hippies in the living room when my father wasn’t home. He wouldn’t have approved. Our secret dance parties with Jimi and other friends lasted nearly a decade until I joined the Navy. Dad was so proud that I’d become a Navy man like him, but Mom was left to dance alone.
“Excellent choice,” Selena said as she reentered the room.
I wondered how long she’d remained in the kitchen, waiting to see if I could manage without her, but then I dismissed the thought as Purple Haze kicked off, filling the room around us.
“Thank you again for this,” I said.
“No problem. You can keep it if you like. I don’t have any vinyl at home. It was my mother’s that she left behind.”
“But no records?” I said, ignoring the more obvious question of where her mother went and when.
“None that I care to listen to,” she said, a frown on her face.
“Why?”
“Just not my taste,” she told me with a shrug.
“Country?” I asked, knowing how much I hated the genre. A small part of me hoped she did, too, though it wasn’t any of my business. I guess I perceived it as another common bond.
“Oh, no. Country is almost as sinful as rock music, according to my grandparents. They only allow gospel music in the house—the old kind that they play in primitive Baptist churches,” she replied, looking almost embarrassed by her admission to having what I assumed were deeply religious grandparents.
“Satan’s music,” I mused aloud before realizing that my gentle poking at her grandparents might come across as offensive.
“Exactly. Especially Hendrix,” she laughed.
“But you don’t agree,” I managed.
“I don’t agree, but I do still live with my grandparents, so I have to abide by their rules,” she said, looking down at her feet for a moment before meeting my gaze again. “You must think I’m immature, being twenty-three and still living with the people who raised me. You’ve been all over the world, I’m guessing. I’ve barely left the South, and most of those trips were to Baptist conventions.”
“I think you’re wonderful,” I found myself saying.
Her eyes widened, and a deep flush spread up her face. Much to my surprise, my face felt quite warm, and I quickly sought a diversion from the awkwardness we now found ourselves in.
“More of the Devil’s music?” I said.
“Sure,” she replied, seeming equally grateful for the reprieve.
“Your choice. I think one album retrieval might be all I have in me today.”
“Fair enough,” she replied.
I watched as she put the Eagles album back in its cover and took it to the shelf, letting Hendrix continue while she picked out another album. As she turned back, I averted my eyes, reminding myself to stop staring at her. She was beautiful, but to do more than just notice that fact was hopeless, and I didn’t want to wallow on what was becoming an otherwise decent day.
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Selena
“Sit with me for a bit,” Michael said as I finished putting the  Hendrix album away, replacing it with a more mellow selection from Simon and Garfunkel. I’d be leaving soon and thought he might enjoy some music to help him wind down. The invitation to sit with him was out of character, but I didn’t mind. In fact, I’d been happy coming here lately with him warming up to me a bit more.
I sat down in the chair near the bookcase. It sat sideways to the sofa, allowing me to look toward him, but it didn’t have me facing him square on, which would have made me a bit nervous. I smoothed down my blouse and took a seat, uncertain what we were going to talk about. He didn’t like talking too much, as it was a struggle. Perhaps he just wanted company to listen to music together.
Much to my surprise, he seemed determined to have a conversation. I sat and listened, careful not to interrupt, as he appeared to have something to get off his chest. I wondered if he’d ever had a chance to do so with anyone other than military personnel or perhaps a professional treating PTSD, which I knew was part of his diagnosis based on the brief I was given before I came to volunteer here.
“Thank you for helping me,” he said.
“Oh, it’s no problem. Everyone loves music, don’t they?”
“Except gospel,” he replied.
I laughed. “Yes, except gospel.”
“My mother’s music brings back memories,” he said, his eyes focused on some faraway place I couldn’t see.
“I’m sure it does,” I replied.
I couldn’t help but be a little jealous. I didn’t have any memories of my mother. I’d been so small when she abandoned me with her parents that I only knew her face from the photos they had of her. I looked very much like her, one of the reasons my grandparents had always been so strict with me. Of course, they’d been strict with her, too, and failed to realize that their overbearing nature had probably driven her away.
“She loved to dance around the house,” he said, his voice faltering just a bit.
“Did your father dance with her?” I asked.
“No. He was in the military.”
It was a simple explanation that imparted a lot. His father was probably gone quite a bit, so Michael was left to dance with his mother instead. It might also mean he was stern, but I didn’t want to ask too many questions, knowing Michael struggled so much with his voice. Instead, I tried to guide the conversation in a way that wouldn’t require him to do all the work.
“So, you must have had a lot of time to dance with your mother growing up,” I offered.
“I did,” he said, looking back toward me with a slow smile. “She was beautiful.”
I glanced around toward the mantle on the other side of the room, where a silver-framed photo of a woman smiling happily from a front porch swing was displayed. “Is that her over the fireplace?”
“Yes. She was my age there—thirty-seven.”
“Wow. She doesn’t look that old,” I remarked. “Young genes must run in your family. You don’t look thirty-seven either.”
“I feel four hundred and seven,” he replied.
I smiled at this, not sure of what I should say. There was no doubt that his disabilities took a toll on both his mental and physical health, making him feel much older than his years. “You’ve come a long way, though; at least, that’s what Molly told me.”
I immediately regretted saying that. Not only should Molly not be discussing his health with me, but he likely didn’t appreciate us chattering behind his back. However, he didn’t seem bothered by it.
“Molly helps a lot,” he said. “When she came, I couldn’t do much.”
“You seem to be improving every day, though,” I told him.
“I am. Little by little.”
“That’s all that matters then, that you are moving forward.”
“It’s just hard,” he said, pursing his lips. “I used to be strong.”
“I’d say you still are. You’re more muscular than a lot of folks I know who have full use of their limbs.”
He shook his head from side to side. “My trainer moves my muscles—keeps me in shape, at least my upper body. I can work my lower half. He does the rest.”
“I don’t want to be too intrusive, so I’ll let you tell me what you want about that,” I admitted.
“Thanks. I don’t remember a lot, only the aftermath.”
“I think that’s pretty common with some major injuries. The mind just sort of blocks it out.”
“No. Well, maybe some of it,” Michael said, his voice already growing scratchy.
“I’ll get you some water,” I offered, not waiting for an answer.
I hurried to the kitchen and prepared one of the special water bottles he used to drink. I brought it back and affixed it to the strap on his chest, which allowed him to drink without using his hands. He took a sip and nodded slightly.
“Thanks. That helps. Will you get that voice thing for me?”
I tried not to show my surprise. Michael hadn’t used his voice modulator since I’d been there. I was told that he hated it and refused. I’d seen it lying in its box while cleaning and knew exactly where it was. I retrieved it and brought it to him, but I was unsure how it worked.
“Goes around the neck like on the box,” he said.
I glanced down at it and followed the instructions, only dimly aware that my breasts were practically in his face as I did so. I made quick work of it, noting his bemused expression as I pulled back. He nodded slightly and looked down at the cell phone in his hand, pushing some buttons before speaking again.
“Test, test,” he said so quietly I almost couldn’t hear it. He frowned and fiddled with the phone some more. This time, I heard “test, test” come through the phone speakers loud and clear, drowning out his faint voice. “That’s much better,” the AI voice said.
“So, how does that work?” I asked.
“I can speak just fine, but the damage to my vocal cords prevents me from achieving any volume. When I try to speak louder, it hurts. It’s like when you go somewhere that’s really loud and have to yell at your friends—you end up hoarse the next day. That’s why I usually limit what I say.”
“So, that merely increases the volume of your speech?”
“Not exactly. It takes the vibrations and translates them to speech through the app on my phone. I just don’t like that it changes my voice. I don’t like sounding like Stephen Hawking.”
“You don’t, though. The artificial voice sounds mostly natural.”
“Yes, mostly. It just relies on what’s been fed it for translation. When it is a foreign word, it mangles it. For instance, if I say, Selena…”
“Sell in uh,” I repeated, replicating how the voice box sounded out my name.
He laughed. I had to admit that it felt odd hearing him say words or laugh through his phone. Still, if it made speaking so much easier, I was surprised he didn’t use it a lot more. I saw nothing at all wrong with it.
“See what I mean?” he said.
“I do, but this is great. You can talk freely without straining your vocal cords.”
“Sure, as long as I wear this BDSM collar,” he quipped.
I blushed and found myself wishing I didn’t get so easily embarrassed. The album skipped as if stepping in to give me a diversion. I went to adjust the needle, noting the scratch on the album. Had my old record player done that? I frowned down at it.
“It was already scratched,” Michael said as if reading my mind.
“Oh, I was afraid this old machine had done it.”
“No. My mother dropped it back in the eighties. It was the only time I ever heard her curse.”
“Your mother sounds like a very special woman.”
“She was. Losing her was hard for both me and my father, but in different ways. I was hurt because we were so close, and he was hurt because they never got a chance to truly be together.”
“What do you mean?”
“My father was career military. He joined right out of high school and did a tour of Vietnam. He was haunted by what he’d seen over there, but he came home and tried to resume a normal life. He married my mother, I was born, and then he joined again, this time to the Navy instead of the Army. He’s the reason I joined. I thought it would make him proud,” he said, stopping for a moment and looking down.
“I’m sure he would be,” I replied.
“I doubt it. My father retired with medals for valor and service. I was forced out.”
“I’d hardly call getting wounded in the line of duty getting forced out.”
“I was eligible for retirement. I was on my last mission with the SEAL team when I got hurt. The rest of my time would have been stateside, pushing a pencil or training while I waited for my papers to come through. Instead, I ended up with most of my team dead, a medical discharge, and like this,” he told me.
“They gave you a medical discharge instead of retirement? That’s horrible.”
I’d been around enough vets to know that getting medically discharged meant you lost the full benefits of retirement. To force someone to accept that after so many years of service was a cruel move by the government.
“They tried. I fought it, and I had some important people in my corner. I got my full retirement, but it was an uphill battle in addition to the one I already had to fight. I don’t know how they justify just casting out a man who literally died for his country.”
“Died?”
“Yes. I got shot up pretty badly and lost a lot of blood. I died before they could get me the help I needed. It was only for a few minutes.”
Despite rebelling against most of my grandparents’ force-fed religious zealotry, I still considered myself a Christian, and the fact that he’d died for a short time fascinated me. “What did you see?”
“You mean on the other side?” he asked.
It was hard to tell his tone from the AI voice on his phone, but I could see from his expression that he discarded the notion of an afterlife. He began shaking his head.
“I didn’t see anything at all. It was just blackness, but if it makes you feel any better, that’s all I saw before I died. The only difference was that I could hear the voices around me before it all faded into nothingness.”
“Interesting. I grew up in the Baptist Church, and you hear about the bright light and all that,” I admitted.
“I’m afraid to disappoint you. I didn’t grow up in the church and don’t believe in any deities, but I can tell you that while I was dead, there was nothing there. There was no light welcoming me into heaven or purgatory, which I guess is to be expected with me being an atheist. I didn’t feel myself getting warmer either, if you get my drift.”
“I do,” I said with a light-hearted chuckle.
We chatted for a while longer, and then I got up to make dinner, taking off the voice collar before serving his food. Before I left, I stopped the latest album and put it away. I left the player for him in case he wanted to listen to something later, but I moved it to a nearby credenza to make it easier for him to maneuver. I left feeling much better about my work than I had since I’d first arrived, and now there was something more. Michael and I seemed to be getting closer.
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Michael
Once Selena left for the day, I found myself lost in the memories I’d let creep back in. I spent so much time trying not to relive those moments and regretted opening the door. Much of what happened only came to me in patches. Even some aspects of what happened before I was shot were a blur. Of course, there were military records to fill in the gaps. I’d not been allowed to read them, but I was fortunate to have certain friends with clearance who shared the contents with me. 
I remember sitting on the quick attack boat, moving silently through the water until we were in close enough range to drop our crew for their mission. They were to move onto the container ship, slip aboard, and make their way to the designated container. It was dangerous as this was no ordinary container ship. The items being transported on this one were traveling to North Korea and were heavily guarded.
One container, in particular, was closely watched but only from a perimeter. It had a cargo that was more precious than anything else on the ship, at least as far as the North Koreans were concerned. A black Rolls Royce was being transported to Kim Jon Un, who was onboard this ship. Once it arrived, it would be beyond our reach, but we had a chance to access it right now.
The plan was to get on board and slip a tracking device on the car before it reached North Korea. The device was undetectable by normal means as it remained switched off unless turned on by a remote operator in short bursts designed to pinpoint a location before turning off again. The CIA would use this tracking data to coordinate a plan for one of their operatives to assassinate him.
Once the device was in place, the young SEALs would slip back into the water and return to the attack boat with me. We would all return to an American destroyer stationed roughly fifty nautical miles away. There was plenty of cover to get in and complete our mission as long as all went according to plan. As we neared the cargo ship, I killed our motors and used specialty propulsion to silently slip closer to the access ladder leading up one side.
Everything was going so smoothly and quietly that the sudden appearance of a North Korean Coast Guard ship escorting the container caught me completely off guard. Just like me, they’d been inching their way silently through the water. At what point they’d spotted us was uncertain, but they hadn’t graced us with any warning. Instead, they opened fire. I could feel the warmth of blood as bullets ripped through my shoulder and side.
Still, I did my best to get us out of there, firing up the motors in an effort to outrun the Coast Guard ship. It was older and slower, but they’d caught us with our proverbial pants down. There was no way they could have expected us there. We were outside North Korean waters, and our intelligence led us to believe this was the optimal location for the mission. It was my guess that they were running silent because they didn’t want even the cargo ship to know it had a shadow in international waters.
We were both somewhere we weren’t supposed to be, so they’d seized the opportunity to take us out, something they would later deny. My memory of what happened after that is murky. I was already losing a lot of blood, but somehow, I managed to get the attack boat back to the destroyer only moments before I collapsed from my injuries, and death overtook me.
People like Selena are always fascinated by something like dying. They’ve heard stories about those of us who experience such a rare thing and manage to return from it. They expect some tale of light and beauty, the promise of a better place. I wish I could give her that, but I’d be lying. I suspected that anyone who said otherwise was also not accepting other possibilities. Perhaps they died in a place where there was a lot of light, like a hospital, and they mistook those last flashes for something more. I died on a dark night in a dark place, and that’s all there was for me: more darkness.
I’ve never believed there was some all-knowing, all-seeing God directing our lives. I’m of the belief that when we’re here, we’re alive. When we die, we’re dead. There’s nothing more to either part of our being. When our hearts no longer beat, we cease to exist in this world and any others people might envision. I don’t want to wait for the next world where I’ll be whole again. That’s not going to happen. Instead, I have to fight to get what I can out of the life I’ve been left with now.
The familiar sound of someone knocking at the door jarred me from my thoughts. I glanced at the clock and saw it was time for my evening help to arrive. Of course, this visitor was much different from the various health specialists who came in to tend to my needs and the help Selena provided. The night helper was a home health aide who was usually only here for about an hour to help me get a shower and change into my night clothes.
Sometimes, the guys down at the VA joked about these “night nurses,” as they called them, suggesting they were some sort of fantasy come to life. My usual aide was named Tammy, and she was anything but sexy. It was really a bit of a relief as I didn’t want to get a hard-on like some of them did when a woman touched them.
Tammy usually showed up looking exhausted from her day job—which was also why she was rarely on time. She wore a plastic shower cap to keep her hair dry while she helped me shower. She left me to rinse under the hot water before toweling me off and helping me into my pajamas. Sometimes, if I didn’t feel like showering or she showed up too late, it was a much shorter interaction with her, helping me change into pajamas and leaving.
I’d considered asking for a replacement since she rarely showed up on time. Still, a part of me was afraid they’d send someone attractive, and I’d be even more embarrassed by this process than I already was. I couldn’t stand the thought of some hottie seeing just how helpless I was when it came to getting clean and putting on my clothes.
Today, she was very late, and I was in no mood to shower after reminiscing. Instead, I had her help me get into my pajamas and sent her on her way. At that moment, I decided I no longer wanted to deal with her and showers at night. I would discuss it with Darren, who came in the mornings, to see if he’d mind just taking over that portion of my routine.
He was a nice man, a retired combat nurse from the Vietnam days like my father. Hopefully, he’d be willing to accommodate me, and I certainly wouldn’t have to worry about being turned on by his touch.
As for Tammy, I was still on the fence about her. Taking the shower out of the loop would mean the “night nurse” wasn’t touching me as intimately. Still, I’d started getting a boner just from looking at Selena’s breasts today. That was a warning not to have too many hot women in charge of my care.
Mindy wasn’t hard on the eyes, but she had a grating way of speaking that was a turn-off, so I was safe there, too. The bottom line was that I wanted to keep it that way, and I didn’t want to have to train a new person. Tammy was safe, for now, but if she kept getting later, I might be forced to rethink the whole matter. I groaned aloud, frustrated that I was still dependent on so many people just to make it through each day.
I thought about Selena and how she encouraged me to pick an album earlier today. It was a small thing. I hadn’t even realized what she was doing until I put the album on the spindle and dropped the needle on it. It had been a long time since I’d done that, long before I’d even been in the military. Thinking back to those times with my mother touched me deeply and moved me to do something out of the norm.
I don’t think I’d realized how few chances I took anymore. I used to be a well-trained warrior, prepared for any battle. After my final battle had left me with so many issues, I’d forgotten how to step out and take a chance. Today, I’d done that. I’m sure that putting an album on to play or using the voice modulator I’ve been avoiding for years might not seem like leaps and bounds to some folks, but for me, it felt like I’d really put myself out there.
I’d even opened up to her a bit about my childhood and my career. Of course, there was a lot I couldn’t tell her about the latter. There was also a lot that I wouldn’t tell her even if I could. I’d seen horrible things that the civilian population wouldn’t understand. Hell, I’d even done some things in the line of duty that might be difficult for some to reconcile with my usually genial nature. I’d done my job, and I’d done it well until that very last chance I had to shine.
In a moment, my light had gone out, and I’d lost so much in the aftermath. I’d been to specialist after specialist with no significant progress or suggestion of advanced treatment. Unlike a lot of vets, I had the means to go outside the government system and pursue new approaches to my injuries. The problem was that there didn’t seem to be a lot of treatments out there with any promises of making a difference.
I wanted my life back, plain and simple. I didn’t want to have someone shower me and change my clothes. I didn’t want someone to come in and clean my house or cook my meals. Well, maybe I could stand to keep that part of things, especially if it was Selena. I guess I didn’t want to need those things. I wanted my day-to-day life to be my choice instead of being dictated to me by my injuries.
I couldn’t deny that I’d come a long way since I first woke up in a hospital, unable to speak, move my arms, and barely able to wiggle my fingers. I’d be okay if it were just slow going, and I was looking at a few more years of therapy. What I couldn’t tolerate knowing was that things might be like this forever. I’d hit a brick wall in my recovery and couldn’t climb over it to get to the other side. That was unacceptable to me. The real question was whether I could make it to the next milestone.
I could learn to cope with the voice box if I had to live with it. Things hadn’t been as bad today talking to Selena as I’d felt when I’d used it before. I couldn’t abide having to walk around unable to raise my upper arms and struggling to raise the lower part. I couldn’t stand always dropping things because I had no real grip left in either of my hands.
In the beginning, I wondered why being shot in the side and the shoulder had affected both my arms because those were the only two shots I remembered feeling. Then, I’d learned the full scope of the damage and almost lost hope. I didn’t want to lose hope like that again. I looked at myself in the mirror and sighed as an idea hit me. I sat down and opened my cell phone, using the voice commands to navigate my way to a little surprise for the lovely Selena.
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Selena
I arrived at Michael’s house several days after we began listening to his albums to find a surprise. He’d ordered a new turntable with much better sound quality than the old phonograph my mother had left behind from her childhood. This one would let us listen to the albums and records and record them so that he wouldn’t lose them in the event of damage or theft. I was appalled to find that some of the people who’d tended to him in his early recovery had stolen what they thought wouldn’t be noticed. 
He’d also purchased new surround sound speakers, so the music seemed to come from around us as we sat in the living room listening. Though he’d still have to physically put media on the turntable, there was a remote to start and stop the system or adjust the volume. Even Mindy seemed enthralled by the new addition, especially since a bemused Michael seemed intent on doing his physical therapy while playing the Rocky soundtrack.
“I don’t know what you’re doing, but keep it up,” she told me later in the kitchen.
“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.
“I’ve been coming here since the very beginning, and I’ve watched him progress in his physical therapy. What I haven’t seen was any improvement in his demeanor—until lately. He’s different with you around. I’d even venture to say he’s happier.”
“Oh, I don’t think that has anything to do with me,” I replied, not seeing how I could have made any difference.
“Trust me. I think you’ve made a huge difference. You seem to inspire him to try to do more, not just improve his abilities, but to improve his life as a whole. Give yourself some of the credit.”
“I honestly don’t think it has anything to do with me, but I’m glad you’re seeing an improvement. Michael deserves to find a bit of happiness after all this anguish he’s suffered.”
“He certainly does. I’ll see you next time,” Mindy said, grabbing the equipment bag she’d dropped on the floor and heading toward the front door. I heard it open and close before I finished up the lunch tray. Michael was already seated, waiting for his food. He had the voice collar in place, but I hadn’t put it there.
“Mindy helped me,” he said, apparently noting my confusion.
“Oh, great. I hope you were able to chat a bit more during your therapy.”
“We did. I think we made some real progress,” Michael said, his voice seeming to come from around me.
“Is your phone connected to the new blue-tooth system?” I asked.
He laughed. “I’m sorry. I forgot. Mindy didn’t say anything about it. She must have been bewildered.”
I laughed, too. She hadn’t mentioned it to me either. Perhaps she just thought it was supposed to sound like that since he hadn’t used it in so long. I nodded and began setting out his food. His voice moved from the surround sound to his phone as he pushed a few buttons.
“It’s a good party trick, though,” I told him.
“I haven’t had a party in years. If I decide it's time to give one, I might just see how well it goes over,” Michael remarked, looking down at the food on his plate.
“Roast beef and cheddar, carrots, celery, and a homemade brownie.”
“Homemade? You baked for me?” he said, seeming touched by it.
“Not exactly. My grandmother baked brownies, and I brought you a couple of them. One for now and one for dinner, if you want it.”
“Trying to fatten me up?”
“I wouldn’t dream of damaging such utter perfection,” I replied, immediately blushing as I realized what I’d said aloud.
“Perfection, huh? Well, maybe a couple of brownies will make me sweeter on top of that,” he said, retrieving a bit of sandwich first.
“I’m going to go get my work done,” I said, still embarrassed.
He nodded with a sheepish grin as he chewed his food. I left it at that and went to take care of my other chores, still appalled at having called him perfect. To me, he definitely seemed perfect in so many ways beyond his disabilities. Still, I was a caretaker, and it was never a good idea to make more of a relationship with a client than what was meant to be.
Because I felt like I’d stepped over some invisible line I shouldn’t have crossed, I spent the rest of the day working about the house and keeping my interactions with Michael to a minimum. He seemed a bit bothered by this but didn’t say anything about it. Perhaps he also realized that we shouldn’t get too close.
Still, I felt like I’d left something undone when I left for the day. It seemed as if I’d stepped right to the edge of a precipice and then declined to jump. Whether right or wrong, it felt like I’d made a bad decision somehow. I arrived home and slipped quietly inside the front door, hurrying to my room before my grandmother could corner me. I felt inexplicably tired as I lay across my bed.
Before I knew it, I’d settled into a daydream about today that unfolded vastly differently than it had actually gone. I imagined Michael and I dancing in the living room. He had an album by Anita Baker that I’d heard him playing while I worked around the house. In my mind, he’d put this album on, and we danced, his hands resting lightly on my backside and mine wrapped tightly around his waist. Our bodies moved slowly back and forth to the music, our passion building until he leaned down to kiss me.
“You are so beautiful. I want you,” he said.
“I want you too, but I’ve never done this before,” I admitted.
“It’s okay. I’ll take it slow. We’ll take our time.”
I imagined his hands and lips roaming across my heated skin as I slipped my hands down to the zipper of my jeans and slid them downward, pushing them open as my hand slid farther inside to where I felt moist and ached to be touched. I slipped my fingers along my slippery folds, exploring them with a feathery touch.
My other hand moved up to cup my right breast, kneading it in my hand as I imagined Michael touching me like this instead of me just touching myself. I increased my strokes, letting my thumb rub against my clit until it was nice and hard. My pussy throbbed with need. I longed for someone to touch me. I wondered what it would feel like for Michael to touch me like this.
I ignored the fact that he likely couldn’t touch me like this. I could fantasize about it anyway. In my mind, his fingers worked just fine as they deftly fingered my dripping center, getting me ready for what was to come next.
“I’m ready,” I said.
“Not yet. Soon. I love watching the ecstasy on your face. I want you to enjoy this as much as I plan to.”
Michael’s fingers continued to slip in and out of my pussy, his thumb creating delicious friction across my clit as he brought me to a climax that caused my entire body to tense into a tight knot and then explode. He slid his hand free of my pants and cupped my breasts, massaging them with his large, powerful hands.
“Please, Michael, I want you inside me. Please,” I begged.
He ignored me, bringing his mouth down to my nipple and suckling at it. I gasped, my need for him building even more as he teased me with his mouth. My panties were soaked with my climax, but I wasn’t satisfied. I wanted him. I wanted to feel every hard inch of him inside of me, plunging to my very depths. I needed it.
Soon, he undressed me, exposing inch after inch of my untouched skin. He would be my first, and I was ready for him. I closed my eyes and let the sensation of his mouth and hands transport me into a state of desire beyond anything I’d ever imagined it could be.
I was jarred from my fantasy by the sound of my grandfather’s voice calling up the stairs. I quickly adjusted my clothing and checked myself in the mirror to make sure I didn’t appear too disheveled before stepping out into the hallway. Leaning over the banister, I answered him.
“What’s going on, Grandpa?”
“What are you doing up there? Come down and help your grandmother with dinner.”
“Okay,” I replied.
“Okay? Is that how you talk to me now?”
“I mean, yes, sir,” I replied, making my way along the landing and down the stairs.
When I entered the kitchen, my grandmother said, “I didn’t know you were home. Why did you sneak in?”
“I didn’t sneak in. I came in like I always do,” I told her.
“If you say so. Peel those vegetables,” she replied, pointing toward some potatoes and carrots on the countertop.
“Yes, ma’am,” I said, grabbing the peeler and going to work.
“Are you coming to church with us tomorrow night?”
“I don’t know if I’ll be able to get off work in time.”
“It’s a volunteer job, Selena. You shouldn’t be trading it for your immortal soul.”
“I don’t think Jesus will mind me missing a sermon because I’m helping a disabled vet.”
“I’ll not hear such blasphemy in my house!” my grandfather shouted from the other room.
I groaned a bit under my breath but didn’t say anything further. I’d hardly call what I said blasphemy, but my grandparents were fundamentalists. They didn’t believe in even the slightest bit of fun when it came to the Lord. They’d be furious if they knew I had bigger doubts about our faith. In their eyes, there could be no questioning of God’s ways or will.
“I honestly don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, Selena. Is it this man you’re taking care of? He’s not making any advances on you, is he?” my grandmother asked, her brow furrowed.
“Good grief! No, Grandma.”
“I just want to make sure you’re safe in that house alone with him all day. Some of those types have anger issues or blackout spells where they do terrible things without even knowing it.”
“He doesn’t, and most of them don’t. I don’t know who’s telling you stuff like that.”
“Pastor Smyth is telling me that stuff, and he knows what he is talking about. He councils many young disabled vets who come home all mixed up from wars.”
Before I could respond, my grandfather stepped into the room with a scowl. “Perhaps you should stop going there.”
“I’ve already told Grandma that Michael isn’t like that.” I sighed.
“As far as you know. I know you’ve been more disagreeable than usual since you started seeing him.”
“I’m not seeing him. I’m his caretaker. I cook. I clean. I scrub his toilet.” I gasped, completely exasperated.
“That doesn’t sound like anything you’d mind leaving behind. If you want to do all that, you can do it here,” my grandmother said.
“I do,” I replied flatly.
“I think you need to talk to Pastor Smyth. Make sure you’re home in time for church services tomorrow night. Tell your patient or whatever you call him that you have somewhere to be,” my grandfather said before leaving the room again.
I looked at my grandmother, and she pursed her lips and shrugged. I finished chopping the vegetables in a silent rage but knew I’d never say anything about it.
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Michael
The change in Selena has been noticeable for the past few days. I hadn’t commented on it, but I felt it to my core. She was now distant and all business. There was no more record playing together, something I’d begun to enjoy immensely. I still played them but by myself. Listening to the music alone was infinitely less uplifting.’ I’d started to pick the most solemn music choices possible to match my spiraling mood. 
Part of me was glad for the change. It showed me that she might be a bit fickle in her emotions. I didn’t think we were on the verge of some historic romance or anything like that. Friends would be the more appropriate description of our relationship. At least, I thought we were becoming friends until she turned cold toward me. Cold probably still wasn’t the right word. It was more like distant. Perhaps other things were going on in her life, and I was misinterpreting her behavior.
Ultimately, I decided it didn’t really matter. If Selena wanted to keep our relationship more professional, that was just how it was. She was certainly entitled to do so. There was a part of me that wanted to ask and another part that felt like it would just make things more awkward for me to do so. Without her charm and enthusiasm, though, I found myself sinking back into my old ways where I spent far too much time in my head.
As she went about her daily chores, I tried not to watch her like some lech salivating over her. I settled into the armchair beside my bedroom window, looking over the rows of dilapidated houses around me. This used to be a nice neighborhood. It was filled with vibrant young seaman and Marines stationed or training at NAS Pensacola, some just beginning their training and others well into their careers. Before I was a SEAL, I’d trained there as a pilot and returned a number of times for further training. Flying remained a useful skill I’d sometimes employed in our operations before what the CIA had called Operation Unsung.
Though I spent a great deal of my time stationed in Virginia Beach, Virginia, in my career as a SEAL, I’d always loved Pensacola. I’d bought this house before my injuries and spent my time here when I wasn’t on active duty or deployed. It was sad to see how the neighborhood had declined over the years, mostly turned over to slumlords intent on making a dollar off the men and women who floated through their rental properties for short periods. Most had minimal inside maintenance, and the exteriors reflected what I would term low-maintenance landscaping.
The result was a long row of old houses with layers of white paint and lawns without trees or flowers. Occasionally, a young couple would move into one of them and plant something in a pot to brighten the place, but the flowers went with them when they left. The houses always returned to their plain state.
When I bought my house, the property value in this neighborhood was relatively low, which was good. Unfortunately, the improvements to my home were in vain, as the surrounding homes kept my property value just as low as it always had been. I was merely breaking even, and it was only a matter of time before that changed.
I sighed and thought about what I should do about this place. I could sell it, but a lot of it had been specially kitted to accommodate my disabilities, and I didn’t relish having to redo any of that. I had to get better so that when, and if, I did sell this place, I could move to a normal place and live like an average human again. That was my goal, but on days like this, it was easy to lose sight of it as melancholy crept in.
I quickly found myself engulfed in the memory of Operation Unsung. I remembered everything up until a certain point. I remembered the North Korean Coast Guard coming up fast and opening fire. There was no query into what we were doing there or any warning to cease. They could have taken us hostage and interrogated us. Instead, they chose to eliminate us, and they did a damned good job.
I remember feeling the bullets hit my body and the bodies of my teammates falling back from the edge of the boat where they were perched to begin the mission. I was in survival mode when I fired the motors and hit the dark water alongside the cargo ship, putting as much distance between us as possible before disappearing into the night. When I was sure they weren’t pursuing us any longer, I veered toward the destroyer we’d launched from.
That’s the last thing I remember until I woke up in a hospital bed with all manner of tubes sticking out of me. I couldn’t move anything then, and when I tried to speak, it felt like fire in my throat. The days that followed were just a series of brief waking moments and pain. It was only when a doctor finally came in and spoke to me at length that I learned the extent of my injuries.
I remember thinking it wasn’t so bad. I thought it was just something to overcome. I never considered that I might not be able to recover from the injuries I’d sustained. I’d been unwilling to consider that possibility for a very long time afterward, too. Even now, I try to fight the reality of my situation. In the moments I tried to find acceptance, it brought the darkest of moods. It felt like resignation.
I had to fight though, didn’t I? I lost almost everyone who went out on that mission in my care. I’d racked my head, trying to figure out what I’d missed and what I could have done differently to avoid the ambush. There was nothing. The North Koreans had come out of nowhere as if their boat had surfaced from the depths of the ocean. It remained a mystery how they knew we were there or if they had any idea what we were doing. They likely never would. They’d just spotted us before we spotted them, and they’d gone on the attack.
I’d seen the men falling into the boat and did my best to get them out of harm’s way. I had failed. Only myself and one other SEAL had arrived back at the destroyer alive, and I’d died within moments of my arrival. I learned later that as I began to drift into the darkness that took me, Kyle had managed to take over and pull the attack boat alongside the destroyer, hauling me to safety across his back. Later, he’d tell me that I saved him, but from my viewpoint, it was the other way around. Had he left me in the boat among my fallen brothers, I’d have been gone before I could be retrieved.
We’d gotten medals. Our brothers had gotten graves. I’d still not visited them. I waited because I wanted to be able to salute each and every one of them, but right now, I didn’t know if that day would ever come. Plus, travel was difficult and unassisted, and it seemed like something I should do alone. Even the people who loved these guys didn’t know the actual circumstances of their deaths, and they never would. That mission and what went wrong would remain classified longer than they would be alive, perhaps forever.
As I gazed out the window, I watched a young couple step out of one of the houses. They looked so happy together. He bore the trademark haircut and clean-shaven face of the younger military. She might just be a local girl, but the way she looked at him told me it was more than that. She was a steady girlfriend or a wife. The fact that he’d brought her here with him and his appearance told me he was young military. This was probably his first duty station. Cynically, I wondered how long it would be before he moved and then moved again and again. How long before she tired of being dragged around the country?
The military was a relationship killer, especially if you made a lifelong career of it. Only the most steadfast of women were willing to make the sacrifice of spending weeks or even months alone, sometimes wondering if you were even alive. I’d never been married for this very reason. Early relationships had failed due to the long distance, and I quickly realized I was in no position to be serious with anyone. My life had been filled with one-night stands and short-term flings. I’d hoped to change that when I retired.
A little laugh escaped me and filtered out into the confines of my room. Look at me. I wasn’t fit to be a husband to anyone. I couldn’t touch a woman like I wanted. I couldn’t be a proper father to a child and hold them in my arms. Why would I ever ask a woman to sign up for living with my failings? My life was much the same as my career. I still had nothing to offer a woman. I held on to this daydream that one day I might, but every day that passed only eroded that dream further. Who was I kidding with that shit?
“Michael, lunch is ready,” Selena called from outside the bedroom.
I sighed and stood up to make my way to the living room. Then, not really knowing why, I decided to eat at the kitchen table instead. She looked at me with a puzzled expression as I passed the tray she’d already set up and continued to the kitchen, taking a seat there instead, but she didn’t say a word. Instead, she moved my food to the modified kitchen table and stood back.
“Do you need anything else?” she asked politely.
“No,” I replied, annoyed at her indifference toward me.
“I’ll let you eat in peace then,” she said.
As she turned to walk out, I completely lost the plot, no doubt a reaction to all the emotional shit I was feeling right now. I kicked a table leg and stood up, my half-limp arm accidentally dragging my plate sideways. I looked at it angrily as it shattered on the floor, sending the small bites of sandwiches flying everywhere. I stared down at the mess for a moment and then looked up at her, my eyes filled with tears. They quickly stopped as I saw the stricken look on her face.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “God, I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. It was an accident,” she replied, already busy with the cleanup. I’ll make you another plate.”
“What did I do?” I managed in my barely there scratchy voice.
“You just had an accident. It’s no big deal,” Selena replied as she stood back up.
“No. To you. You’re… different,” I said, looking directly into her eyes.
I saw a flicker of understanding cross her face as she looked back at me and what seemed like a bit of emotion she was trying to hold back. Then, a waterfall of words spilled from her mouth. Most of them weren’t her words but those of her grandparents, and I finally realized that none of this was about me or my disabilities. This was about Selena and her disabilities, except hers were in the form of overly strict and controlling grandparents hellbent on saving her immortal soul without realizing the depth of the harm they were doing.
I listened while she unloaded her woes, wishing I could hold her. Then, I decided I was going to do the best I could. I moved toward her and slowly moved my hands to touch hers, inviting her to lean against me until she felt calmer. She lingered there for a few moments, a piece of broken plate still in her hand, and then she pulled away, wiping at her eyes and nodding.
“Thank you. Let me get this cleared up. Okay?”
“Okay,” I replied.
I knew she was looking for a moment alone to regroup, and I wanted her to have that. I returned to the living room to take my usual seat, pulling the voice collar off a nearby shelf as I passed so we could talk if she wanted. When she came in, she saw it lying on the table and put it on me before I began to eat. Then, she sat on the adjacent chair as she’d done before the last few days. I felt an overwhelming sense of relief as I began my meal, and we began to chat between bites.
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Selena
“I’m living a completely different life,” Michael said as we sat on his sofa listening to  Led Zeppelin. “You don’t plan on this. You can’t. You just go out there and do what you do, expecting things to turn out okay because you’re doing your duty. You’re doing what your father did. One day, you’ll have a son, and he’ll do the same.”
“Do you still think you’d want your son to join the service?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think I’d want him to because I’d worry sick about him just as my mother worried about my father and then me. If he said he wanted to sign up, though, I wouldn’t stop him. I wouldn’t try to tell him what to do. I don’t know if that makes me a bad person.”
“A bad person? No. It just makes you honest. What about your father? Did he want you to join?”
“No. He did not. He’d seen horrible things in Vietnam, and it was the last thing he wanted me to do. I think he only accepted it because I joined the Navy, originally as a pilot. He thought I’d be in the air or on the water, away from the direct combat he saw.”
“You don’t say much about your father. Is he still…” I let the sentence float away, not sure how to word it.
“Alive? No. He came back from Vietnam affected by Agent Orange. His exposure to it eventually resulted in bowel cancer. They gave Mom enough money to live halfway decently, but they never truly apologized for what they’d done. She detested them for that. As much as I miss her, I’m glad she passed before she could see me like this.”
“She couldn’t have been that old when she passed,” I said, curious about what had happened to her.
“She was in her late seventies. Mom was in her early forties when she had me. And no, it’s not that old. It was a stroke. She was at a friend’s birthday party and just went down. I was thankfully on shore leave at the time and able to get to the hospital but lost her within hours.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. I hate that you’ve suffered so much grief in your life,” I told him.
“We all have grief. Mine’s been no worse than anyone else’s, I don’t think. I’m older than you, and as you get older, you see more people leave you, either by choice or not. I’ve seen more than my fair share, but I’ve had a lot of joy in my life before, too.”
“Were you ever married?” I asked.
I already knew that Michael was thirty-seven from his files and from a previous comment he’d made about his mother’s photos. The information there was limited, though. I knew very little about his history beyond current information and his injuries.
“I was close once, but she wasn’t the right one,” he told me.
“What was wrong about her?” I asked, curious about what made a woman the right one in his eyes.
“It wasn’t her. I thought she was pretty amazing, but she got tired of waiting to see if I’d come home or not. She took up with someone else. He was an accountant,” he said, smiling as he did so.
“That’s terrible.”
“It felt terrible at the time, but after a while, I realized it was better to know before things went any further. I was young and lovestruck by a beautiful woman who possessed no substance. Between that and joining the SEAL team, I pretty much decided it wasn’t meant for me to settle down with one woman for the rest of my life. I’d hoped to revisit that once I retired, but then this happened,” he said, nodding down toward his arms.
“There’s nothing wrong with how you are. Everyone has flaws. The right woman will see what’s inside you, not focus on your injuries.”
“I appreciate that, but it just sounds more like a fairy tale to me. I’ve accepted that this is likely the way I’ll always be. I’ve tried everything to reverse it and failed. After I recovered enough to be released from the Navy, they tried to give me a medical discharge. I had to fight them for my full pension. I think that was the first time I realized how useless I’d become.”
“That’s horrible. You served your country and were injured in the process. You might be different now, but you’re certainly not useless.”
He shook his head dismissively, “I’ve done everything to change the outcome. I’ve spent five years working with a speech therapist to regain my voice. Anything more than a few whispered words feels like fire in my throat. It’s a lot better with this voice thing I’m wearing because I don’t have to work to make the sounds come out at an audible level. It does that work for me.”
“I know you don’t like it, but it is nice to talk to you, even if it’s not your normal voice.”
He nodded but didn’t say anything about my observation. Instead, he moved on to talk about his personal trainer.
“He’s a real bastard. I mean, he’s doing exactly what I pay him to do, but he doesn’t let up. He makes me work, and it hurts like hell. In the beginning, it hurt everywhere. I’d been laid up, and my muscles had damn near atrophied. It took a lot to get me back in shape. My arms are a different story, though. I can’t move them, so he has to work them for me, and it isn’t a good time at all,” he said with a bitter little laugh.
“I would imagine not,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.
Mindy had long ago instructed me to stay away from Michael’s therapy sessions because he was sensitive to being seen as vulnerable. It hadn’t taken long to notice that he felt the same way about other things that painted him as less than whole. He was just unwilling to accept that he wasn’t some indestructible warrior.
“Mindy isn’t much better,” he laughed.
“How is she different? I mean, why do you have two people working out your limbs?” I asked, having always felt confused by this.
“The VA provides Mindy on their dime and she focuses solely on the range of motion in my arms. Nothing else. I don’t want to get out of shape in other areas just because I can’t do a full workout by myself. I can work my legs and core to a certain extent, but I’m limited when it comes to certain exercises. I want a full workout, so I pay someone to work the areas that aren’t in Mindy’s medical instructions.”
“That makes sense,” I said.
“Anyway. Enough complaining. It is what it is, huh?
“I didn’t take it as complaining. It’s what’s on your mind, and you should have someone to talk to about it with. I don’t mind listening. What about your voice? How did the gunshots cause that to happen?” I asked curiously.
“Shrapnel. I couldn’t say exactly from where. There were so many bullets flying at me and others that it could have been from any one of them. It’s a wonder I could even breathe after it struck me, but luckily, it was small bits that didn’t completely cut off my air. I suppose it was the least of my worries at the time. It was the heavy loss of blood that nearly did me in.”
“And the shot was to one shoulder, but it affected both arms?” I asked.
“It wasn’t really the shoulder. It was more toward the center of my back, affecting nerves and muscles that go to both sides. You want to see the scar?”
“What? No. That would be weird,” I said, knowing full well that I did want to see the scar. I wanted to see all of them. “Wouldn’t it be weird? It would be weird. Yeah.”
I knew I was babbling a bit, and shut up. Michael smiled. “I don’t mind. Chicks dig scars, don’t they?”
I shrugged bashfully, and he nodded toward his shirt. Today, he was wearing a blue cotton button-down. I bit my lip and told myself to just do it. We stood up, and I approached him, slowly unbuttoning his shirt. He watched my face with an unfamiliar expression. It seemed like some mix between bemusement and seduction. Surely, I was wrong about the latter, though. No way was he trying to seduce me. I slowly unbuttoned his shirt, willing my hands not to shake as I did so.
I drew in my breath much sharper than I intended as his shirt fell open to reveal the swell of his muscular chest and tight, rippled abs. I’d never been this close to a man before, and certainly not one so completely ripped. My heart was pounding with anticipation. You’d think I was up to a lot more than just looking at some scars.
His eyes met mine as I moved my hands up toward his shoulders. I slowly slipped the shirt down his arms, my hands touching his bare skin as I moved it down. I could feel myself getting wet like crazy just from touching his skin and almost stopped, but I couldn’t leave him in a state of half undress and run off like a panicked little girl. I slowly moved around him, slipping the shirt halfway down his back.
In a moment, the longing I’d suddenly begun to feel vanished, replaced by horror. I gasped aloud. Michael said nothing in response. I continued looking over the large, deep scar that covered a good portion of his upper back and spread upward across his left shoulder blade. Even after all these years of healing, it was ragged and red. I wasn’t disgusted by it, but I was horrified to know what he must have endured.
“You can touch it,” he said quietly.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Yes. It doesn’t hurt, not the scar anyway.”
I reached up and ran my fingers softly along the edges of the scar, feeling the hard edges that had formed where it had healed and the softer spots where it was obvious that skin grafts had to be used. It was like finding my way down a crooked road on one of those raised maps we made with flour, salt, and water as kids.
“There’s another on my side, but it’s not as bad—two different guns. The one there is smaller and made a clean hole in and out. The real damage comes from the one you’re looking at.”
“It must have been so painful,” I said, forgetting to feel awkward and lifting the side of his shirt to look at the other scar. It was a circular hole on the front and back side of his abdomen, maybe about a quarter inch wide if that large.
“I don’t think I even felt that one. They hit my back first. I felt that, and then it was like I had just driven it out of my head. I was on pure adrenaline trying to get us all out of there.”
“What a horrible memory to have,” I said, already putting his shirt back into place and wishing I hadn’t been so curious about his scars. I felt ashamed that I was looking at him as if he were some sort of circus freak. I didn’t see him or his injuries that way at all.
I moved around him and made hasty work of getting his shirt buttoned back up and smoothed out. I couldn’t look at him for a moment, but then he said my name, and I finally looked up at him.
“It’s okay. You’re allowed to be curious. You’ve seen them, and now you won’t wonder anymore,” Michael said.
I nodded, still ashamed but glad he’d picked up on my feelings and tried to make it okay. The moment passed, and we continued our day, but later, at home, I returned to it and found tears rolling down my face as I thought of his pain.
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Michael
I watched Selena clean the living room shelves, her lovely young body moving back and forth as she wiped down each one thoroughly. Her large breasts pressed heavily against the wood as she moved about in different directions, leaving me mesmerized by her form. She was about as perfect as a woman could get with her long golden hair pulled up in a ponytail that swayed across her back and doe-like hazel eyes full of innocence. 
It was easy to imagine that she’d never been touched by a man, but I found that nearly impossible to believe. It was clear that she was inexperienced from a sexual standpoint, though, from the way she reacted to any innuendo or suggestive comments. She was adorable when she blushed. The more I watched her, the more I knew I shouldn’t, but I was drawn to her. I closed my eyes for a moment and imagined what she might look like cleaning my shelves in the buff and felt my cock twitch to life.
I quickly pushed the thought aside rather than winding up sitting here with a noticeable erection when she finally turned around. Instead, I began thinking about how I wanted to spend the afternoon. I felt like watching a movie, something I hadn’t wanted to do in a long time. I hardly left the house except for doctor’s appointments and only those who wouldn’t come to me. Perhaps today, I might settle down and watch a movie at home.
“I’m done with everything today, so I’m going to take off a bit early and let you have some peace,” she told me.
“Why would you think I want you to go and give me any peace?”
“Everyone likes their alone time,” she said with a smile.
“Perhaps it’s you who needs the alone time,” I teased.
“Not at all. I’ll just be going back to my grandparents to listen to them talk about God’s plan for me and how I’m not living up to my promises to him.”
“They do that a lot?” I asked.
“More than I’d like, but it’s okay. I’m used to it. They gave me a home, and I’m grateful for that.”
“Sure. I understand that. But what if you didn’t go home and listen to your failings?”
“Huh? What do you mean?”
“What if you called the grandparents and told them you’d be late because you had to help me with something.”
“I could, but I don’t like to lie to them. Besides, what would I do instead?”
“You wouldn’t be lying. I want to watch a movie, and I don’t want to watch it alone.”
The honesty of my statement caught me off guard. I hadn’t meant to blurt it out quite like that. I’d meant to casually invite her to stay and watch a movie, not come across like some needy schoolboy looking for a friend.
“Well, when you put it like that, I guess I can be convinced to stay behind. Let me just give them a call so they don’t hold supper for me.”
“Oh, you haven’t eaten. I’m sorry. I didn’t think about you not eating when you’re here.”
“It’ll be fine. I can grab a sandwich and eat popcorn. Do you like popcorn?”
“Love it, but it’s a bit too much to eat,” I said.
“I’ll help. Popcorn and a movie it is, then. What are we watching?”
“I don’t know. What sort of movies do you like to watch? Please don’t say rom-coms.”
“Seriously? What sort of woman doesn’t love a good rom-com? But I’ll spare you, and I’ll let you pick. I’ll watch pretty much anything except graphic violence.”
“Fair enough,” I told her, noting that she took her phone and went to another room to call her grandparents. Based on what little I knew about them, I had a feeling that it wouldn’t go over very well that she wasn’t reporting home as expected.
After a bit of thought, I used the Alexa app to open the movie Triangle of Sadness on the television. It was a bit of a black comedy that might suit us both. I left it on the start screen while I waited for her return, thinking it was taking an awfully long time for her to talk to her grandparents. It was only when I began to smell popcorn that I realized she’d made some for us, though I still wasn’t sure how I was supposed to eat any of it.
“Butter? Salt?” she asked, appearing in the doorway with a huge smile.
“However you like it. I like both or neither,” I said, believing she’d be the only one eating it anyway. “Have you seen Triangle of Sadness?” I asked.
“No. I haven’t seen most things,” she admitted, not waiting for any questions before darting back into the kitchen.
She returned only moments later with a big bowl of popcorn and drinks. Hers was in a regular glass, and mine was in the cup mounted to the strap across my chest so I could sip it through the long straw. Soon, we were all set up and ready to start the movie. Selena sat close to me on the sofa, offering me small handfuls of popcorn each time she took a bite. So, I guessed that was how she intended me to eat it. It might have been the first time in a long while that I hadn’t objected to someone feeding me. Somehow, it seemed more personal and less necessary that it was just a movie snack.
I didn’t tell her I’d seen the movie before, but it was just as funny the second time. We both laughed our way through it, though Selena gasped at a few more over-the-top parts. All through it, she fed me popcorn, half snuggled by my side, and I was surprised that it didn’t feel weird. It felt perfectly natural, like I was just with a date who playfully popped some kernels in my mouth occasionally.
Obviously, I knew it wasn’t a date, but I couldn’t deny how much I was enjoying the company. I didn’t want it to end. When the movie was over, I suggested another, but she glanced at her watch and shook her head.
“I really should get home soon, and shouldn’t your night caretaker be here by now?” she asked.
“Yes, she doesn’t seem to have a sense of time,” I complained.
“Can’t you get someone new?” she replied, frowning.
“I could. I’ve been thinking about it, but I hate having to train someone new.”
“Yeah, I remember,” she teased.
“Oh. I guess you do. I’m so sorry for how I treated you when you first came. I have trouble being in my own skin a lot of the time.”
“It’s okay. We all have our days.”
“It’s been more like years, but yes.”
She smiled and nodded, looking at me softly. “I can stay until the night nurse comes if you want.”
“No. I’m fine. She’ll turn up before it gets too late. Go on home and take care of whatever you need to do.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. I’m good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“I’ll be on time,” she replied.
“You always are, and hey, if you want to make movie night a usual thing, we can. It was really nice to have someone to watch with.”
“I’d love that. I usually only get to watch rom-coms. Don’t get me wrong, I love them, but I usually go with my friend, Jane. It’s all she ever wants to watch. She dates a lot, and guys are always taking her to see everything else, so I get stuck with just the sappy stuff on girls’ night.”
“So, you do go out sometimes. I was afraid you were a prisoner at home outside of your volunteer work.”
“My grandparents mean well. They aren’t quite that bad,” she said with a grin. “Hey, what about reading? We made it through the one on Egypt but haven’t read any more. You have a lot of books. Maybe we could spend some time reading a few days a week while you wait on the night nurse.”
“Oh, I don’t know. That’s a lot for my voice. Plus, I have to hold the book so low that I can barely see the words unless I buy those oversized print books for older people. I appreciated you reading the one with me, but I couldn’t ask you to do that again.”
“Of course you can. I love to read,” she said.
“Well, if that suits you, I’d really like it. What should we read next?” I asked.
“I don’t know. We’ll pick something out when I come tomorrow.”
“I’ll see you then,” I replied.
“That sounds like a plan,” Selena told me, then focused on my chest for a moment. Here, let me get that strap and cup off your chest before I go. There's no need for you to wear it around the house until the night person gets here.”
“Thanks.” I waited while she removed the cup and pulled the strap apart where the Velcro met. The harness fell partly away, down to my hands, and she finished removing it from there. Her hands were soft as they brushed against mine, her breasts lightly touching my shirt as she moved. It was all I could do not to kiss her once she was done.
“All right. Do you need anything else before I go?” she said, her voice dripping with a sweetness that seemed to come so naturally.
“I think I’m good.”
“Great. I’ll see you in the morning, then,” she told me.
It walked her to the door, waiting until she was settled in her car and pulling away from the curb. I pushed the door shut with my foot and heard the lock click into place. The fact that my place even had a lock on it was almost laughable because I couldn’t open it, and numerous people had keys to get into it.
Another hour came and went without a sign of the night nurse. I grumbled and went to the living room to watch the tube some more. I was annoyed. Of all the days for her to be late, it had to be today when I was not only stuck in my clothes but also in the voice collar. Selena usually took it off before she left, but I think we’d both been a little distracted today. It would have to wait for Tammy. I was really going to have to rethink my reluctance to have her replaced. This was getting ridiculous.
Just when I was about to give up, I heard a knock at the door and the keys jingle in the lock. She came hurrying in, looking like she’d been run through the wringer and ready to get on with things. At least there was that. She wasn’t one for a lot of small talk. She came in and did what needed to be done, then disappeared into the night again.
“Tammy, can you help me with this thing on my neck too?” I asked as she began unbuttoning my shirt.
Her hands flew off my buttons in surprise. I realized it might be the first time I had spoken more than a word or two at a time in my raspy voice to her.
“You can talk,” she said in her syrupy Southern drawl.
“I always could,” I replied.
“I know, but I mean, really talk,” she said.
“Yes.”
“It’s nice. You should do it more,” she told me before resuming the removal of my shirt. “I’ve got a husband and four kids. I never get to talk. I work during the day at a factory. They don’t want us to talk. I come here. You can’t talk. Well, I thought you couldn’t. I’m just saying it’s nice to talk to you more than we normally do.”
I smiled and nodded. “So, what do you want to talk about, Tammy?”
“Not a thing, Michael. I’m just too damned tired,” she said with a bitter laugh.
“Fair enough,” I replied.






  
  Chapter 13
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Selena
Today, we’d been reading  Leaves of Grass. It was a bit different for both of us. I’d never read it. My grandparents deemed Walt Whitman filth for reasons I couldn’t understand. Now, having read through some of the verses this collection contains, I understand their disdain for it. His words illustrated a life filled with love without boundaries and not in the Christian sense they upheld. It would seem Mr. Whitman had a healthy sexual appetite and embraced self-love, as well as same-sex love, in addition to the traditional relationships between man and woman.
I felt a bit scandalous even reading his words, but I also loved them. It was a world I knew nothing about beyond the clinical sense. Seeing it described so lovingly on the pages made it seem beautiful and magical—nothing like the chore my grandmother described and nothing like the meaningless liaisons Jane sometimes joked about. I wanted that for myself. I think my grandmother would be surprised to learn that reading how Whitman spoke about love only made me want to wait for the right person even more. It didn’t make me want to run and jump into bed with just anyone.
“That was amazing,” I said as I finished reading. There was still plenty more to get through, but it was getting late, and I’d need to get going soon. I was here very late today as it was, but I’d been enjoying sitting so close to Michael and reading.
In recent weeks, since we’d started watching movies together and I’d been reading to him, I’d found that being snuggled up to him was what I enjoyed most about our time. As much as I knew I shouldn’t and didn’t want to admit it, I was developing a thing for Michael. He was much older than me, and it was inappropriate as his caretaker, so I tried not to cross any lines.
“It was amazing. I haven’t heard Whitman read in quite a while. I’d forgotten how much I enjoy his poetry. I’m glad you selected it,” Michael said.
“Me too. We’ll read some more in a couple of days,” I said, standing up to put the book back in its place.
“Not tomorrow?” he said with a hopeful smile.
“No. I have to leave after lunch tomorrow, and someone else will bring your dinner in from outside. Remember?”
“Oh, it’s almost Thursday already? Your grandmother is having surgery, right?”
“Yes.”
“Yes, of course. I remember. I’ve just lost track of the days lately. We’ve been having such a great time together that it’s easy to forget what day it is.”
“I think that’s a compliment,” I teased.
“It is,” he said, now smiling more broadly.
“Well, thank you then,” I replied.
I glanced at my watch in an attempt to hide the fact that I might be blushing. I’d mostly stopped doing that with him, but sometimes, it still crept up on me. I was surprised to see that it was so late and forgot all about my bit of embarrassment.
“What’s wrong?” Michael asked as I looked back up at him.
“Nothing. I just noticed that it’s much later than I thought. Shouldn’t your evening person be here by now?”
“Tammy? Yeah, but she is often late.”
“Does she not call ahead?”
“No, not usually. She always turns up eventually, though.”
“Well, that seems pretty unprofessional,” I replied, wondering why I felt so annoyed by something that didn’t affect me.
“Tammy is pretty unprofessional.”
I noted how he kept calling her by her first name and didn’t seem to mind that she was late or hadn’t called. Had he just resigned himself to her ways, or was there something else? I found myself wondering what Tammy looked like. In all the time I’d been helping Michael, I’d never seen her. I was always gone before she came. I’d arrived early several times and run into the morning caretaker, a very nice older gentleman, but never Tammy.
For the first time, it occurred to me that I might not be the only caretaker who fancied Michael and that there might be a reason he didn’t care when she turned up. Was Michael getting some sort of booty call from his night caretaker that I wasn’t aware of? I’d never considered that before, but it seemed like a possibility based on his reaction. A part of me wanted to get out of here as soon as possible, and another part wanted to linger about so I could get a look at her.
I knew I was feeling jealous, and what Michael did or didn’t do with Tammy was none of my business, but I’d thought he and I had built up some special bond. Was I his friend, and Tammy his sexual release? Is that what was happening here?
“It’s okay, Selena. She’ll turn up. She always does,” he told me, incorrectly sensing that I was upset about her absence rather than the real reason it bothered me.
“I’m sure she will,” I said more curtly than I should have.
“Tammy works a day job in a factory, stops by to help me on her way home, and then spends her evenings caring for her husband and a house full of kids. I guess I just cut her some slack. I’m up for a while even after she leaves, so it doesn’t matter what time she shows as long as it’s before bedtime,” he told me.
“Oh,” I said. It was all I could manage. In an instant, I realized that I’d worked myself up over nothing at all. Michael wasn’t having some tawdry little sexual encounter with his night caretaker. He was merely being kind to someone with a lot on her plate. “Still, she should call,” I protested finally.
“Probably, but I think we just have an understanding at this point that she doesn’t bother me with a phone call unless she’s not going to show up at all.”
“Fair enough. It’s none of my business.”
“I wouldn’t like you so much if you really believed that. I like that you want to make sure everyone is taking as good care of me as you are. It’s sweet and thoughtful.”
This time, I did blush. I could feel the heat rolling up my cheeks as I stood there looking up at him. A part of me wanted desperately for him to kiss me, but I knew he wouldn’t. We might be getting closer, but I wasn’t sure we would ever take things further than friendship. I finally broke free of the spell and cleared my throat.
“Well, I tell you what. Since Tammy is very late and she’s already overworked, I could help you change today. That is if you’d like to go ahead and get comfortable for the evening before I leave.”
“That would be great,” he replied.
I was surprised he took me up on my offer, but we went to the bedroom, and I began helping him undress. I found it was mostly just getting his shirt on and off and getting his pants back on that Michael had trouble with. I unbuttoned his shirt and removed it, but he could undo his pants and let gravity do the work for him before pushing them the rest of the way off with his feet. He did this while I was putting the modified t-shirts that he slept in on him.
Fetching his pants, I turned to find him sitting on the bed. I removed his socks and began slipping the pants on him. Once they were halfway up his legs, he stood for me to slide them the rest of the way up. Only when I pulled them up did I notice the hard-to-miss bulge in his boxer briefs. It was as if a faucet had been turned on inside me, something that had never happened before, at least not like this.
With my head tilted down, I looked at it once more as I finished pulling up his pants and fastened them for him. Though I knew he could do that part on his own, I knew it was more difficult for him, and frankly, I needed a moment to recover from what I’d just seen. I wasn’t experienced with men, but I had worked as a caretaker for some time, and occasionally that had involved seeing men naked. I’d never gotten excited from seeing their flaccid manhoods, but the size of what Michael packed in his pants excited me.
“All right, you’re all done. Do you want me to take off your voice band, too?” I asked.
“Yes. After I tell you what a wonderful day I’ve had,” he said softly, seeming oblivious to how flustered I was feeling.
“I’m glad. I enjoyed it, too. I’ll be here for a bit in the morning, and we’ll continue our trek through the leaves on Friday. Okay?”
“Sounds good,” he said. I think he finally noted my eagerness to go. He probably assumed it was just that I needed to get home, and I let him believe that rather than him knowing I was so wet I could barely focus.
I removed the voice band from around his throat and told him goodnight. He followed me back through the house to walk me to the door. I was surprised to find someone standing on the other side as I opened it. She looked at me for a moment, her expression mixed with confusion and fear.
“You must be Tammy,” I said.
“Yes,” she replied uncertainly. “Am I fired?”
“Not as far as I know, but you need to call if you’re going to be late. I’ve already helped Michael get ready for bed,” I told her.
“I’m sorry,” she said, sounding almost pitiful. “I’m just always afraid he’ll tell me not to come, and I’ll lose the pay. I guess I’ll lose it today anyway.”
I could see why Michael felt sorry for her. She was frazzled-looking and certainly nothing to be jealous over, not that I really had any right to be jealous in the first place.
“Don’t sweat it, Tammy. I’m a volunteer, so I’m not charging anything, and the VA is paying your tab. Charge your time as if you did the work and go home,” I said, suddenly realizing I was speaking on Michael’s behalf when I didn’t have a right to do that either. I turned toward him. He stood behind me, impressed at how I handled the situation and maybe a little bemused. “That okay by you?”
Michael nodded and smiled. Tammy shrugged. “Thank you. I’ll be here on time from now on,” she said, already walking back to her car.
I looked back at Michael again; he smiled and shook his head slowly from side to side. I laughed, heading to my car to pull out right behind Tammy. I thought about him all the way home, and as much as I would like to say it wasn’t sexual, it was exactly that. By the time I arrived home, I was beside myself with need. Bypassing my grandparents with an excuse that I needed to get to the bathroom, I rushed upstairs.
I opened and closed the bathroom door before slipping into my room and locking the door. My panties were soaked through to my jeans as I reached my hand inside and touched myself. I quickly undressed and climbed into bed, losing myself in a frenzy of self-love that would have made Walt Whitman proud that I felt free enough to let myself enjoy the pleasure of my touch.






  
  Chapter 14
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Michael
I’d expected Selena to be a bit flustered when she helped me change. She came across as shy and inexperienced, and it was hard to miss the size of my cock. It had been a great asset in the dating department during my younger years. There were a lot of women out there willing to forgive the little things if you could make them scream in carnal delight. I’d been more than happy to oblige many of them during my travels. 
I hadn’t allowed her to change me because I thought she would be impressed. The last thing I was looking for in my life was some torrid sexual affair that I was barely capable of maintaining. Sure, the equipment still worked fine, but my other disabilities made it far less enjoyable to fuck. I’d learned that when I’d tried since becoming injured. There was always pain, and it took too much away from the pleasure. There was always awkwardness due to not being able to maneuver like I wanted.
I don’t know what I expected from Selena—what reaction. I’d let her help me get dressed because Tammy had been late, even later than usual, and I was tired. I wanted to get ready for bed and go to sleep early. I sensed her hesitation while she slid on my pants, and then it was as if she just moved along like she hadn’t noticed. On some level, I’d been disappointed.
I chuckled as I considered that I wasn’t sure what I expected her to say. “Oh my, Michael, what a big cock you have!” Of course, she hadn’t said anything. There could be no doubt that she’d noticed, though. And why would I have wanted that? Why had I wanted to jeopardize what was turning into a beautiful friendship by making her feel awkward around me? I had to consider my motives. They weren’t sexual, so why?
After careful consideration, I decided it had been selfishness. I wanted her to know that I was still a man. I wanted her to see that I had once been strong and virile. Somehow that equated to showing her I had a big dick. What a pathetic piece of shit thing for me to have done. I don’t think it was a conscious decision, but somewhere in the back of my head, it had been present enough to push me into letting her get a peek at what I’d once been.
For fuck’s sake, how had I gotten this fucked up in the head? I’d convinced myself that I only wanted her help because I was tired, but there was this underlying part of me that I’d denied. It was like having some sort of split personality, one prominent and one dormant. The prominent side was walking about like fucking goober who didn’t realize someone more sinister was leading him around by the nose.
“Mother fucker,” I grumbled aloud, hating the creaky sound of my voice almost as much as I hated the artificial one I was forced to use if I wanted to say more than a few words.
Annoyed with myself, I lay down in the bed, quickly finding myself unable to fall asleep. I avoided the pain medications I’d been given unless I was in dire circumstances. Still, I did have an option that helped. I sat up and positioned myself to open the bedside table, slowly lifting my hand and maneuvering it to open a small wooden box. I pushed the top of the plastic bag inside open and retrieved one of the gummies inside before deciding to grab a second one while I was there.
I closed the box and pushed the drawer closed with the back of my hand before laying the gummies on top of the bedside table and then leaning myself over the side of the bed to drag each of them into my mouth with my tongue. It wasn’t pretty, but no one saw me looking pathetic. I lay back in the bed again and let the gummies dissolve in my mouth. It wouldn’t take long for them to begin to work their magic.
If there was one positive to come out of my injuries, it was the fact that I’d been able to obtain a medical marijuana card. Of course, the stuff they sold at the dispensary was fairly low on the THC levels. Fortunately, my personal trainer was a big believer in herbal medications. He regularly traded my weak-ass pot gummies for some premium ones his hippie girlfriend blended in her basement. They looked exactly the same as the ones I bought, so no one would be the wiser.
“You’d not believe how many blue-haired grannies she’s got out there paying her to make these for them so they can hide the fact they’re upscaling their medical dope,” he’d laughed once when he was working out my limbs.
“What do you do with the ones they already have?”
“Oh, they keep those and just double down on them or whatever,” he laughed.
“Can you get mine replaced?” I asked tentatively.
“If you’re willing to pay the price and keep a tight lip, my brother,” he replied.
“That I can definitely do.”
So, my trainer had also become my dealer. It wasn’t like I was doing lines of coke or smoking crack. A little bit more potent weed never hurt anyone, and honestly, I tried not to overdo it. I was a firm believer in learning to live with the pain as much as possible. Still, it was damned nice to take the edge off every once in a while, relax and get a good night’s sleep. Today felt like exactly the kind of day that called for it, except my pain felt more emotional than physical.
I hated to admit I was no less human than other men, but I’d experienced my share of depression since my injuries. It wasn’t chronic like I’d seen some guys spiral into during my time in the service and beyond. Still, there was a healthy enough dose of it that I recognized for what it was and took measures to pull myself back up by the bootstraps as best I could when I realized it was happening.
As much as she was a breath of fresh air to me, Selena also brought more sadness than I was willing to admit. She was so beautiful and simple to be with. She was the kind of woman I would have imagined settling down with if I’d come home whole. Instead, I’d come home like this, and it felt hopeless that I might ever overcome enough of my injuries to function normally again.
I was still wallowing in my self-pity when the gummies kicked in, and I began to fade into a comfortable void. It had taken me a long time to get to the point where I was even comfortable sleeping, as I related it to the moments before my death. Despite knowing I was nowhere near death, it nagged at me that I might not wake up if I let myself drift into the darkness. I used to sleep in fits and starts, even on pain meds. The gummies mellowed me out enough that I felt no such worries.

      [image: image-placeholder]I jumped at the sound of the front door slamming. I was immediately out of bed, looking around at the darkness of my room. My heart hammered against my chest. Was someone here? What would I do about it if they were? Choke them between my thighs like that scene from  War of the Roses between the feuding couple?
It slammed again, and I crept slowly toward the front of the house, enough to realize that the wind outside had picked up. What I was hearing wasn’t the front door but the screen door. I groaned and made my way toward it, staring at the lock like a child trying to figure out how to get into a childproof cabinet. I groaned and started to walk away. I could get out my back door but not the front, so I did that, walking around the edge of the house in my pajamas and bare feet.
Arriving at the front door, I pushed it closed with my body and maneuvered a nearby garden ornament in front of it with my feet until it was flush with the door. Cursing under my breath, I moved around to the back of the house, wiped my feet on the back rug, and went inside. Unwilling to let a fucking screen door do me out of a peaceful night’s sleep, and with four more hours to go until daylight, I took another gummy from the drawer and lay back down.
When I awoke, both Selena and Darren were there trying to rouse me. They both look incredibly worried. I sat up in bed and looked at them with an expression of confusion equal to the concern on their faces.
“What? What’s happened?” I asked.
“That’s a good question,” Darren said. “What happened here last night?”
“Nothing that I know of,” I replied.
“Michael, there was a garden gnome holding the front screen door closed and muddy footprints all the way through the house,” Selena said.
“Selena? Why are you here so early?” I asked.
“Because I told you I have to leave after lunch today. I came in early to make sure everything was in good order. Instead, there’s mud tracked all through the house. And now that you’ve pulled the bed covers back and I can see your feet, it appears you were the one doing the tracking,” she said, her worry seeming to give way to confusion.
I looked down at my feet and laughed. They were caked with mud. I’d been half asleep and high when I’d gone out and didn’t even realize that the moisture I felt wasn’t just a bit of groundwater or dew but actual mud caking my feet. Glancing at the bed, I saw I’d smeared it all over the cream-colored sheets. Looking through the door behind Selena, I could see it on the wood flooring and at least one rug.
“Were you sleepwalking?” Darren asked.
“Sleepwalking? Nah. I was high as fuck on medical weed, and the front door was slamming. I couldn’t get out that door, so I went out the back. I had no idea I’d made such a mess, man.”
Not surprisingly, Darren started to laugh. Selena looked shocked and perhaps scandalized by the notion that I was high. However, she seemed satisfied that no one had broken into the house and dirtied her clean floors.
“I’ll leave you to get cleaned and dressed,” she said, making a hasty retreat out of the bedroom.
“You heard the lady,” Darren said. “Let’s get you cleaned and dressed. You can tell me where you got gummies that damned good while we work on it.”
“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” I quipped.
“All right, killer. I see how you are,” he joked, following me to the bathroom and closing the door.
By the time I was out of the shower and dressed, with Darren’s help, Selena had the floors cleaned, and my bed had been stripped and left bare. I knew she’d done this to get the covers in the wash without risking being in the room when we came out of the bathroom. She’d make it back up with fresh linens once Darren was finished and, more importantly, I was dressed.
I smiled at this. So, she had noticed my package. I immediately chastised myself for being thrilled by that and had Darren put on my voice band so I could apologize once he was gone. I shouldn’t be acting like such a shithead with someone as wonderful as Selena—time to suck it up and do what I knew was right.






  
  Chapter 15
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Selena
When I arrived at Michael’s house, I found two large muffins on the kitchen table and a pot of coffee already made on the counter. I looked at it as I set down my bag, wondering what was going on. I turned to find him standing there, smiling ear to ear. 
“What’s going on here? Do you have a date?” I asked.
“Not exactly, but it is our three-month anniversary,” he said.
“What?”
“You’ve been volunteering here for three months today,” he said.
“You’re kidding me,” I said, breaking out into a smile.
“I am not.”
“How did you do this?” I asked, looking back at the muffins and the coffee.
“Darren’s wife sent the muffins, and he started the coffee before he left,” he said happily.
“So, really, this isn’t an anniversary thing. It’s a ‘Darren’s wife made me muffins and coffee to go with them’ thing,” I teased.
“Maybe. I can call it whatever I want.”
“Okay. Happy anniversary to us, then.” I laughed. “Shall I pour us some coffee and cut up a muffin for you?”
“Yes, please.”
It was a pleasant start to the day. We sat and enjoyed our muffins. I caught him up on my grandmother’s recovery from her hip surgery a few weeks before. She was doing well but was incredibly needy.
“Is it taking your time away from them being here with me?” he asked, fetching a bite of muffin with the small tongs I’d given him for that purpose and dropping it in his mouth.
“It certainly is. I put in enough of that shift when I get home. Grandpa can deal with her during the day,” I laughed.
“Oh, you wretched girl!” he teased.
“I know. I should be ashamed. I would be if she were truly in peril, but she’s doing very well. She just likes being pampered while she can get it. Eventually, Grandpa will catch on just like I have and get her back to waiting on him hand and foot.”
After our little faux anniversary breakfast, Mindy arrived for his physical therapy. Today, she stayed a bit longer than usual, and the two of them had a long conversation. I didn’t catch much of it and didn’t want to eavesdrop, but it seemed to involve some possible new treatments he might want to investigate with his doctors.
I could tell he was a bit out of sorts after she left, but he didn’t want to talk, so I didn’t try to push the issue or indicate that I’d overheard anything they’d been discussing. Instead, I went about my day and let him have some time to himself. Finally, he came to the laundry room, where I was finishing up some towels, and asked if I was up for a movie before I left.
“Sure. What did you have in mind?” I asked. “I’ll call and let Grandpa know he’s on his own for a while longer.”
“Oh, shit. I’m sorry. You need to get home. I forgot.”
“No. I don’t. Trust me, Grandma is milking it. He can handle her.” I laughed. “Just let me finish folding these towels, and I’ll come join you. You want popcorn?”
“Of course!” he said playfully.
“Okay, but if you pick out something crappy, I’m not going to share.”
“I’ll consider myself warned,” he replied before leaving the room.
I smiled and quickly finished the towels, then put them away before going to the kitchen to make our usual popcorn and drinks. I called my grandfather and told him I’d be late, cutting off the conversation before he could complain too much. When I went to the living room, I noted that Michaell had put on an older rom-com called The Ugly Truth with Katherine Heigl and Gerard Butler.
“Really?” I asked.
He shrugged and grinned sheepishly. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I’d seen the movie and loved it, but I remembered it had some rather risqué parts, and I wasn’t sure if I was comfortable watching them with him. A part of me wished that I was. I think I would have been if he’d shown any interest in us being more than friends. Still, it just seemed awkward watching them with someone who wasn’t romantically inclined toward you.
As it turned out, it wasn’t so bad, and I didn’t feel as weird about it as I thought I would. I guess Michael and I had become more comfortable together than I realized, and we joked about the naughty scenes. I had to wonder if Michael ever had any sexual thoughts about me like I sometimes had about him. As much as I tried to keep things platonic, I still had urges toward him. I masturbated a lot with thoughts of him in my head.
Sitting so close to him on the sofa while we watched the movie, feeding him bites of popcorn with the scent of his shower gel wafting gently toward me, was very close to maddening. It was this kind of interaction that sent me home with my panties sopping wet and an urgent need for satisfaction. Naturally, thoughts of how well hung he was followed and I wondered what it would feel like to have something like that inside me.
I’d heard Jane talk about the difference in men’s cock size on more than one occasion. She loved a guy with a big cock. She said there was nothing like it. Even though she admitted that a guy with smaller equipment could satisfy her if she felt a certain way about him or if he had other talents, she always said I should never let anyone tell me that bigger wasn’t better. Of course, there were limits to that. She said she was once with a guy who was so big they couldn’t even do it. I wondered if that would be the case with me and Michael.
I knew what was small, average, and big when it came to men’s junk because I’d seen plenty of them in the course of my volunteer work, but I didn’t know what was too big in relation to my unexplored pussy. All I had was book knowledge and Jane’s tawdry tales to go by. I often hesitated to ask her questions, as she would inevitably suggest I find out on my own. It always ended with her chastising me for still being a virgin and living with my grandparents.
What would it be like to live here? What if I took care of Michael full time, and we curled up on this sofa to watch movies together, but instead of sitting side by side, we made out? What if he started kissing me and didn’t stop? I really don’t think he’d need to ask me twice to go to the bedroom. I’d follow him anywhere. Even just the thought of it right now made me want him.
I was well aware that it went beyond physical attraction, too. I found myself developing more than a little crush on him. I did my best to keep it in check, though, as he didn’t seem to share my affections. He seemed to like me well enough, but I felt like it was in more of a platonic way. Perhaps I was too young for him, or maybe I just wasn’t his type. I also knew from talking to him that he didn’t really feel like he could get involved with a woman due to his injuries and all the help he needed to get through each day.
“Selena? You still with me?” I heard him asking in what sounded like a voice coming from much farther away.
“Yes. Sorry. I, uh, my mind was just elsewhere for a moment,” I told him.
“You need to get home? Are you worried about your grandmother?” he asked.
“No. Nothing like that. It’s nothing, really. Let’s finish the movie,” I said, very aware of how damp my panties were and how the faint scent of my desire drifted upward.
Could he smell it, too? Ugh. I sat the bowl of popcorn in my lap, using the smell of the buttered kernels as some sort of scent barrier to hide the telltale odor of my lust. I felt awkward for a bit after that, but I finally settled back into the movie enough that I wasn’t hyper-focused on it. When the movie ended, I hurried to the kitchen to put away our popcorn bowl. At least I wasn’t sitting so close to him now, which would help with what Jane called “lust musk” and also move me away from the person who was causing it.
I was busy cleaning up what we’d dirtied and putting it away when I heard Michael’s phone ring. He answered it on speaker and talked for only a moment, though I couldn’t quite hear what was being said. When the conversation ended, I heard him go to the bedroom and come back toward me. He came into the kitchen, looking a bit annoyed.
“Can I ask you for one last thing today?” he asked.
“Sure. What do you need?”
“That was Tammy. She’s got a sick kid at home and can’t make it tonight. Would you mind helping me get changed before you go?”
I hesitated for a moment, long enough for him to notice.
“I’m sorry to ask. I understand if you have to get going. I’ve already kept you here well past when you were supposed to leave. I shouldn’t ask so much of you.” Michael seemed genuinely bothered by having to do so. “I can pay you.”
He started to say something else, but I stopped him. “I don’t mind at all, and you absolutely will not pay me. I consider you a friend at this point.”
This seemed to surprise him a little. Did he not see us as friends, or did he not think I did? The man was nearly impossible to read. I knew he trusted me and felt safe with me. I knew he enjoyed spending time with me. What I didn’t know was what any of it meant to him, if it meant anything at all. He seemed poised to say something but stopped.
Instead, he just nodded and said, “Thank you.”
“It’s not a problem at all.”
In all honesty, I really didn’t mind helping him. I was more than eager to do just that. Since that first day, I’d gotten a good idea of what he was packing in his pants. I’d been fascinated by it, and in all the time that followed, I’d fantasized about it many times. I’d even had wet dreams about it.
The real question was whether I was willing to do anything other than daydream about it. As much as I would like to make it clear to Michael that I was interested in being more than his casual companion, I feared rejection. Even worse, I feared it would make things awkward, and he’d not want me to come back again. Was I really ready to risk the closeness we’d achieved?
Even as I followed him toward his bedroom, I was torn. A huge part of me wanted to give him some incentive. I could kiss him and see if he responded or pulled away. I could just tell him how I felt. I could even be naughty and brush up against his cock here and there as I helped him dress. Would I get a reaction?
For the first time, something occurred to me that hadn’t before. Was he capable of getting a proper erection? I’d only noticed the bulge in his pants, but that didn’t mean it was actually hard. There was a possibility that the pain from his injuries or the effect of his medication might keep his cock from working. It would certainly explain why he had no interest in being anything more than friends.
“Selena?” he said softly, and I realized I’d stopped in the doorway.
“Yes. Sorry,” I said, taking a few more steps into his room.
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Michael
I was well aware that Selena was turned on. I could smell the unmistakable musk of how wet she’d gotten during the film. A part of me was glad to know that her grandparents hadn’t preached the libido out of her. 
I desperately wanted to do something about it, but I didn’t dare. I didn’t want to cause a problem between us. It was better to resist taking that last piece of pie than to deal with the tummy ache that followed. Even if, in this case, the pie looked delicious, and you wanted to lick the cream from its center and savor it.
While she finished pulling out clean clothes for bed, I wiggled out of my shoes and pants, kicking them away. I sat on the edge of the bed to make it easy for her to get to my buttons. She was much more petite than me. I’d noted it was a bit of a strain for her to pull the shirt from my shoulders the last time she’d helped. Selena moved forward, her breasts almost right in my face. I could see the perfect rounds of them as they pushed up against her blouse and formed the most delectable cleavage. I had an unnatural urge to motorboat them like a teenage boy. Instead, I tried not to stare.
As she leaned forward to move my shirt off my shoulders, her breasts brushed against my chest, causing my cock to twitch a little. I willed it down and let her continue, but I wasn’t sure how long I could take having her soft melons brushing against me without getting hard. I was already having to wear my most unyielding boxer briefs to keep the big boy down when she worked around the house, bending and jiggling, and, fuck me; I was getting hard just thinking about that.
And today, there was no shirt to cover up the fact that I was sporting wood. What was she going to think if I sat here getting hard? Would she be flattered? Offended? It’s not like I could help it. I was a fucking thirty-seven-year-old man being undressed by a beautiful woman with the most amazing figure I’d seen in quite some time. Still, I didn’t want her to run away because she thought I was some dirty old man.
I’d been trying desperately to keep my thoughts about her in check. It was the last thing I needed to get into some sexual relationship with the one person I truly enjoyed spending time with. I’d reached the point in my life when I valued her companionship over any potential carnal pleasure she might provide.
I was still contemplating how to hide my growing erection when she began putting on my nightshirt. Her hands on my bare skin were not doing me any favors, but at least the shirt might cover up the erection—at least until she started to try to put my pajama pants on me.
“All right, stand up,” she told me, reaching behind her for the pants.
Fuck. Here we go. I wondered if I should apologize in advance or just hope she didn’t say anything about it. Much to my surprise, she had her own ideas about how to handle my growing erection. Rather than putting my pajama pants on me, she began pulling my boxer briefs down my legs.
“Selena, what are you doing,” I gasped.
“Exactly what you want me to be doing,” she purred up at me as she continued slipping them down to my ankles and then stood back to take in my cock, now hanging half hard but rising.
“I, uh, no. We can’t do this,” I protested.
“Why not?” she asked. “Don’t you want me?”
“I don’t want to fuck up what we have. We’re friends.”
“With benefits?”
“No. Friends,” I insisted.
She looked disappointed for a moment, but then I saw a flicker of mischief in her eyes as they met mine. She began unbuttoning her blouse, exposing more and more of her large breasts as they strained against the thin material of her bra.
“Selena, there’s no going back from this,” I said, still trying to stop it despite not wanting to do so.
“Let’s worry about that later, Michael,” she told me, dropping her shirt and popping her bra open to expose her full breasts and large nipples. My mouth was watering to have one of them rolling across my tongue.
“Selena…” I began, but she shook her head and approached me, undoing the buttons she’d closed only moments before and letting her bare breasts press against my chest.
“I’ve wanted to do this for a long time. We can stop if you want, but it’s all I've been thinking about lately.”
At the same time she spoke, she grabbed my throbbing cock with her hand and began slowly stroking it. I started to pull away, but it felt so good that I couldn’t move.
“Oh, God, that’s nice,” I groaned.
Much to my surprise, she dropped to her knees and began circling the head of my cock with her tongue. Well, we’re really getting to know one another well now, I thought, closing my eyes and just letting her do what she wanted with me. There was no going back now. Tomorrow’s awkwardness was out of the bottle once a woman had your dick in her mouth.
And damn, was she good at it. I realized my assessment of her as some young innocent might not have been correct. Her tongue was like velvet as she took her time licking her way around the head of my cock and then down to suckle my balls. She had me as hard as granite in a matter of seconds and was gobbling me up like I was the best thing she’d ever tasted.
I put my hands in her hair. I wasn’t able to really move them very much, but I loved feeling my fingers tangled in her long honey-blonde waves as her head began to move up and down the length of my dick, taking more of me into her mouth each time. Soon, she was deep-throating me in a way that most women couldn’t handle due to my size. I could fill the tip of my cock pressing into her throat as she engulfed me.
“God, that feels so good. You have the most wonderful mouth,” I moaned, lending an odd quality to the tone of my AI phone interpreter that almost made me laugh.
Just when I thought she was going to finish me off with her mouth, she pulled away and looked up at me. Her eyes were full of longing, and I knew that I was going to fuck her. I’d always wanted this and been too scared to take it. I moved back toward the bed and sat down.
“I want to see the rest of you,” I said.
Selena finished undressing, discarding her clothes by mine on the bedroom floor. She was fucking perfect with her large tits, full ass, and thick legs. She was built for sex. I could see the telltale moisture on her thighs. She was ripe for me, and I wanted to taste her.
Instead, she waited, teasing me by touching herself in front of me. I watched, my cock getting harder still as she massaged her breasts, tweaking her nipples with her fingers and twisting them as her face expressed the pure delight of the slight pain it no doubt brought.
Her fingers slipped down her soft belly and found her pussy lips, pulling them open and running along the slick pink folds until she was dripping wet. She centered her fingers on either side of her clit and began milking it like a tiny cock until it was fat and hard. I could almost see it throbbing from where I sat watching.
I wanted to bury my cock inside of her in the worst way. Was she going to let me or just tease me with her little show? Would she finish me off with her mouth when she was done? The anticipation was killing me as I waited to see what would happen.
Finally, she moved toward me. I licked and sucked at her large nipples as she straddled me, feeling them tighten against my tongue. I nipped them with my teeth, and she let out a cry of delight, climbing onto my lap and centering herself on my cock before dropping down onto it, letting me take her in one deep stroke.
She gasped and let out a little cry of pain as my girth opened her tight little hole and settled deep inside her. I let her take the lead for a moment, getting comfortable with my size. I knew I was blessed in that department and didn’t want to cause her undue pain, but she quickly recovered.
“Are we safe?” I managed to ask before things went any further.
“Yes. Completely,” she told me, already sliding her pussy back up off my cock. “Implant.”
Then she was moving back down again. This time it was slow, deliberate, letting every inch of me fill her, pushing her apart as her pussy walls squeezed my dick with its powerful muscles. I let her take her time riding me, enjoying the way she felt as much as she seemed to be enjoying me being inside of her.
Soon, she picked up the pace, riding me like she was trying to break a bronco at the county fair. Her tits bounced up and down as she rode me. I longed to reach up and take them in my hands. I wanted to feel the weight of them as she took what she wanted from me.
“God, Michael. This feels so good,” she gasped, perspiration beading along her chest. I managed to pull one of her nipples into my mouth, sucking hard at it. It sent her over the edge, causing her to moan and cry out with pleasure as she continued to slip up and down the length of me.
I finally took control, matching my thrusts to hers and burying my cock deep inside of her. I loved hearing her grunt and moan each time I filled her hot little hole with my girth. She held tightly to me to keep her seat as I pushed into her, enjoying the noises she made and the way she closed her eyes and just enjoyed the sensations.
Finally, she opened her eyes and looked down at me, leaning in and kissing me deeply as we slowed our pace and fucked in a slow grind meant to hit all her sensitive spots. She pulled away from the kiss, letting loose a moan that seemed to come from her entire body as her nails dug into my back.
I slowed down even more, wanting her to get off before I did. It was tough. I’d not had sex in a while, and she was exactly the kind of woman who could make you come just by looking at her wicked curves and full mouth. Having her pussy wrapped around my cock was definitely sending me dangerously close to an explosion.
I could feel her muscles tighten around me, her body shuddering as she grew close to orgasm. Then she was spasming with the force of her climax, grinding her pussy down onto me as she spilled her juices all over my cock. I held back as long as I could, finally joining her as she came down from several waves of releases and relaxed against me. My load flooded her depths as I experienced my first climax in ages.
We collapsed against one another for a moment, her head against my shoulder. She finally pulled back and kissed me, smiling in a way that absolutely melted me. I smiled back. I didn’t know what this meant, but I knew I could get used to it.
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Selena
“Where have you been?” my grandfather demanded as I finally arrived home. 
“I was at my volunteer job,” I said, unwilling to let him drag down my mood. I was still on a high from my evening with Michael.
“Doing what? Look at you. Your hair is all disheveled, and your clothes are wrinkled,” he barked at me.
“I was working really hard,” I told him with a smirk.
“I hope you haven’t been letting that older man talk you into doing things a girl your age shouldn’t be doing,” he said, his voice terse.
“Grandpa, I’m not a girl. I’m a twenty-three—almost twenty-four—year-old woman. You’ve got to stop worrying about what I do or don’t do when I leave this house. You raised me to be responsible, and I am.”
“God sees you, Selena. He sees everything you do,” he continued as I pushed past him and headed for the stairs. I could see my grandmother in the kitchen, wringing her hands like they would now have to take me before the congregation for a public flogging or something shameful like that.
“Okay, Grandpa. I’m going to get a shower and go to bed now. I have another busy day tomorrow.”
“I want you to quit that volunteer job, Selena. I want you to call them and tell them you aren’t going back.”
I stopped mid-stride up the stairs and turned around, looking down at him from a few steps up. I was beginning to feel angrier than I’d been in a while. If this is how they acted over me merely having a job that involved me spending the day at a man’s house, then I couldn’t imagine what my mother must have gone through when they found out she was pregnant with me. Instead of support, they had given her admonishments. If she’d run away without me, they had driven her out.
“Is this how you talked to my mother? Is this how you acted just because she wanted to be an average teenager? Just because she made a mistake and got pregnant with me? Did you ever consider that if you had ever given her room to breathe, she might not have needed to find a different kind of comfort? Did either of you think for a moment that continuing to shame her after she’d had a baby out of wedlock only did more damage?
“How dare you! You shouldn’t speak about things you know nothing about!” he sputtered.
“I know everything about it. I know that you made her feel small and worthless. I know you never credited her for learning the values you tried to browbeat into her. I know that when she couldn’t meet your standards with her best efforts, she stopped trying and just did what she wanted. Most importantly, I know that I don’t have a mother because you failed her, and therefore, you failed me too.”
“Selena!” he shouted as I turned my back and continued up the stairs.
My heart raced as I went to my room and dropped my things before going to the bathroom and showering. I took my time standing beneath the steaming water; my eyes closed as I relived the mind-blowing sex I’d had before coming back to this hellscape. I wouldn’t let my grandparents ruin what had otherwise been a pretty perfect day.
I washed my hair and shaved my legs before stepping out and drying off, walking back to my room wrapped in my towel. It was a forbidden act in this house to appear outside my room or the bathroom without being fully clothed, but I’d decided I was changing the rules. It wasn’t as if anyone could see me up here unless they stood all the way over at the front door and gawked.
I could hear my grandparents talking in hushed voices downstairs. I didn’t care. I was tired of being preached to and coddled like a twelve-year-old girl. They were going to have to learn to let me go and accept my choices, whether they suited them or not. I’d let them dictate to me all my life, and while I appreciated them raising me after Mom had abandoned me, it didn’t mean I was beholden to them for the rest of my life.
They didn’t bother me the rest of the night, obviously realizing that I was fed up and that maybe it was time for them to give it a rest unless they wanted to lose their granddaughter for the same reasons they’d lost their daughter.
The following morning, I was up and out the door before they could make it out of the kitchen where they were having breakfast to confront me or apologize, whichever the case may be. Experience told me it was doubling down on the former as there had been very few times in my life that either of them had sucked it up and admitted they were wrong when it came to me.
I felt incredible as I swung my car into Michael’s driveway. I’d taken extra care to dress in a flattering blouse and jeans before pulling my hair up in a high ponytail with soft whispers of it feathering around my face. I’d even taken the time to put on a little tinted moisturizer, mascara, and lip gloss. I usually didn’t bother with those things. I had a few times, but Michael hadn’t seemed to notice, so I stopped. I guess he had noticed after all.
All of the happiness I felt seemed to fade the moment I exited my car and began walking toward the house, replaced by anxiety at seeing him again. We’d laid in bed and talked for a bit last night before I had to leave to come home, but he’d not asked me to stay. I probably wouldn’t have, as there truly would have been hell to deal with at my grandparents if I had, but I’d wanted him to at least ask.
I opened the door to find Michael standing on the other side waiting for me, a broad smile on his face, and exhaled the breath I’d been holding all the way up the walk. Moving toward him, I moved up on my tiptoes and kissed him. He kissed me back with just as much passion before pulling away. I saw that Darren had already put on his voice band, and music was playing in the house. He seemed to be in the same good spirits as me.
“I don’t want you to clean the house today,” he said right off the bat.
“What do you want me to do?” I asked, expecting him to want to pick up right where we left off, which was more than okay with me.
“I want you to dance with me,” he told me. “I’ve wanted to dance with you so many times, but I didn’t think I should. Now, I think it’s okay for me to ask.”
“Dance? Okay. Let’s dance,” I said, dropping my bags in the hallway and moving toward him.
It was a little awkward at first. Most men pull you into your arms to dance, but Michael couldn’t do that as easily. I leaned against him, and he slowly moved his hands around my waist, letting them rest just below there on my backside as we began swaying slowly to the music. It was a simple dance to a very old song, but it meant everything to be held so closely by him. The song in the background didn’t hurt either, Sweet Love by Anita Baker.
I wondered if he’d planned for the song to come on right before he asked me to dance or if it had just happened to switch to this one. He was listening to his digital playlist rather than albums when I came in, so it could have happened either way. I told myself not to read too much into it and just enjoy being in the moment with him. I closed my eyes and lay my head on his shoulder. Dancing like this, it was hard to even notice that there was anything wrong with him. It felt like perfection.
There were no appointments with physical therapy today and his personal trainer wasn’t coming in. Darren had already been and gone. Today, it was just us, and other than preparing a lunch for both of us to sit and eat, I accomplished no housework. We just enjoyed our day together, which held at least one more surprise for me.
“Would you like to go for a walk?” he asked.
“A walk?” I repeated.
“Yes. You know, that thing people do where they go out and enjoy the sunshine while moving their legs back and forth on a path or sidewalk?” he teased.
“Oh, those. I didn’t think you knew about them.”
Since I’d been coming here, I’d never seen Michael leave the house unless it was required of him. He only left for appointments that refused to come to him. So, the notion that he wanted to go for a walk was surprising.
“Okay. Yeah. Let me change shoes,” I told him.
“You bring spare shoes to work?” he asked, seemingly amused.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
I contemplated how to respond to this. I’d never had to change my shoes since I’d started working here, but I always kept a pair in my bag. The reason was that I’d once needed them and not had them, but I didn’t want to spoil the day by telling him that story. Instead, I lied.
“I once had to chase after a dog I accidentally let out while caretaking, and I was wearing boots, so now I keep a spare pair of tennis shoes.”
“I don’t have a dog, though,” he said.
“Not the point. It’s just about being prepared. It never hurts to have spare shoes.”
“Fair enough. So, a walk then?”
“Yes,” I said, going to fetch the shoes and change. For the first time, I noticed he was already wearing sneakers rather than his usual soft-sided leather shoes.
I contemplated why I hadn’t told him the truth as I put the tennis shoes on. I hadn’t totally lied. I did have to chase a dog, but it was because the dog and I were both running from a vet I was caring for who had a really horrible PTSD episode. He’d pulled a gun out and was threatening himself and the dog when I came in. The dog ran out, and the man leveled the pistol at me, demanding to know who I was. When he still seemed confused by my response, I ran out the door after the dog, wearing my work boots, which weren’t designed for running.
It made little sense when you considered it. Given the circumstances of that event, it wasn’t as if I’d have had time to change into the running shoes, but I’d felt compelled since then to have them with me. Perhaps I thought I could change into them at the first sign of trouble in a situation where I hadn’t been caught so off guard.
As it turned out, I managed to call 911 once I was far enough away that I wasn’t afraid of being shot. As far as I know, the man didn’t even fire the gun. He spent some time in a committed facility getting the help he’d been denied before the event, and I was never called back there.
It wasn’t like it was some genuinely harrowing experience. It had been a bit unexpected, but I’d not been traumatized by it other than by my odd need to keep tennis shoes in my bag. Still, I just didn’t want to point out how a vet had once melted down on me while Michael seemed to be struggling so much with some of his own PTSD issues. He kept them close to his chest, but I’d seen indications.
Most importantly, I didn’t want him to think I kept the shoes because I was afraid he might go off like that one day. I didn’t, but I could see how he might think it was somehow related to him. Maybe one day he would be in a better place, and I would tell him about the incident, but it didn’t have to be today when everything felt so amazing.
“Okay. I’m ready. Where are we walking?” I asked.
“We’re going to drive to the beach and walk down the boardwalk,” he said.
“It’s winter. No one goes to the beach in winter,” I replied.
“Which is why it’s the best time to stroll along the boardwalk,” he laughed.
He held up a set of keys in front of me. “I haven’t driven in a while. I’m going to let you do the honors.”
I smiled and took them. I’d been itching to get my hands on that hot little car of his since I’d seen it.
“Let’s ride,” I quipped, opening the door and grabbing my handbag.
Soon, we were strolling through the pre-spring sunshine that always came at winter’s end, when it was comfortably cool but not yet warm enough to do more than take in the beach and the ocean. I felt on top of the world and was happy when he suggested we do it every week, at least until the tourists began to flow in. Then, we’d switch to some less traveled areas of the beach that only locals haunt.
Afterward, we went home and made love all afternoon and had dinner together before I reluctantly went back home for the day, canceling Tammy’s visit so he could just lounge in bed naked the rest of the night.
I didn’t really know what was happening between me and Michael, but it felt like something wonderful had begun.
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Michael
I’d not slept well for days. Despite everything going well with Selena and me, some part of me felt anxious and uncertain. It wasn’t necessarily about our relationship but about my life as a whole. I think my best efforts had resulted in merely maintaining my mobility rather than improving it. It was like training hard for a race you still had no chance of winning. 
I couldn’t deny how much she’d improved my life since she came around. Before I met her, I’d never realized how dangerously close I was to becoming a shut-in. I never wanted to go out where people could see me and my injuries. I didn’t want them to see me as some sort of invalid or have to explain myself in certain situations where it would be noticeable that I wasn’t entirely using my arms.
Going out had started just as slowly as staying in had. I’d just found that I wanted to do things with her outside the house. We started with walks, but now we went to the theater and shopped—all the things a normal couple would do. The only thing we didn’t do was eat out. I was still not ready to tackle having her publicly cut up my food or dealing with whether the table met appropriate height requirements.
Today was a beautiful summer day, and Selena looked absolutely stunning. She was wearing a sundress she’d been admiring in one of the shop windows the day before on our walk but refused to buy or let me buy. I’d called back later and had them put it on my card for pickup. Darren’s wife had been happy to fetch it for me. He’d left it on the kitchen table as I asked so she would find it when she came in this morning.
“That is absolute perfection on you,” I told her.
“I can’t believe you got it anyway. How?”
“Don’t you worry about that. I’m just glad you like it,” I replied. “Should we go out so you can show it off?”
“Where would we go?”
“I was thinking we might go out for a drink.”
She looked uncertain about this but didn’t say anything. “Okay. Where did you want to go?”
“I noticed that little tiki bar near the entrance to the boardwalk. If you buy me a fruity drink with a straw, I think it’s just the right height for me to sip like a tourist.”
“Really? Are you sure?” she asked.
“I am.”
“Okay then. After work, though, okay? I need to do some work around here today, and it’s a bit early to start drinking at the beach, don’t you think?”
"You’re probably right about that,” I admitted. “Fair enough. I’ll let you do your stuff, but when are you going to stop doing that?”
“Stop doing what?”
“Coming here like you’re just my caretaker and not something more.”
“Well, I’m hardly going to let them send someone else in here to spend all day with you when I want to do that instead.”
“Yeah, but—”
“—but nothing. If I want to care for you just like I’ve been doing, then I will do that.”
“Well, I guess that’s me told then.” I laughed.
I knew Selena was stubborn, but I hated to watch her tending to my house as if she were nothing more than my housekeeper or something. For now, though, I supposed I would let her continue doing it. If things got more serious between us, we might have to revisit the situation.
Even the thought surprised me. When had I decided I wanted her to be more than just a companion? I’d gone into this thinking, well, I guess I wasn’t thinking. We’d become friends, and then things got sexual, and I just went with it. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy being with her. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about her. I just wasn’t sure I wanted to be in an actual relationship.
More to the point, I wasn’t sure I had a choice. That seemed to be exactly what I was in, and I’d gone into it willingly. I didn’t know how to dial it back now that it was rolling full steam ahead. I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to, but I also didn’t know what would happen if we kept getting closer. Neither of us had used the word love with one another. I think both of us knew it was too soon for that.
Selena had changed back into her work clothes and was cleaning. I watched her from where I sat in the living room, scrolling through some articles on the internet about new medical techniques for ailments similar to mine. Though I knew my doctors were probably more abreast of things than I was, I still liked to look for something I might want to talk with them about. I didn’t see anything that looked like it was far enough along for me to be a candidate.
The weariness settled over me without warning. It was an expected weight on top of all that I already had on my mind, or perhaps the truth was that it was there because of all that was on my mind. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was barely nine-thirty. I stood up and went to the bathroom, where Selena was busy wiping down sinks and counters.
“Selena, I’m going to take a nap,” I told her.
“A nap? It’s a bit early, isn’t it? Do you feel okay?” she asked, her voice concerned.
“Yeah. I just didn’t sleep very well last night. I want to get a bit more shuteye.”
“Okay. If you aren’t up by lunchtime, I’ll hold it and let you sleep as long as you need.”
“Thanks,” I said, already heading down the hall to my room.
I wasn’t sleepy from the night before. I knew what this was. I’d been here before, but not for a while. It was that gray fog of hopelessness that had enveloped me for quite some time in the beginning. I’d eventually crawled out of it with the help of a therapist, and I’d begun to claw my way toward wellness. It’s been more than five years now, though. The wellness hadn’t come, at least not the kind I sought.
I stood by the bed, wishing I’d asked Selena to help me undress. I usually only napped for about a half hour and didn’t bother with it, but I felt like getting naked and burrowing into the covers. I couldn’t be bothered to ask, though. I just pushed off my shoes and socks and climbed in with the rest of my clothes still on.
Despite the exhaustion I felt, I couldn’t quite get to sleep. I tossed and turned for a bit before finally settling into sleep. What didn’t hesitate to come was the dream that followed. It was the same dream I always had when I felt discontented. My anxiety always took me back to the darkest night of my life.
“Clock starts now. You have thirty minutes to get across the water and do your job. This is big. Don’t fuck it up.”
Those had been the last words I’d said before the North Koreans had appeared out of nowhere. In seconds, we went from being in complete darkness to fully illuminated by a massive searchlight. It was too blinding to see what kind of ship it was coming from, but we weren’t supposed to be there, so I reacted instantly, moving back to the steering wheel to reignite the engines we’d shut down to conceal any sound.
I’d barely gotten into place when the shooting began. We were sitting ducks, with six men in wet suits ready to submerge and only one gunman. He was hit first, followed closely by me and the remaining men. I could see them falling into the boat, struck by a spray of gunfire. Some of them screamed in pain, but only momentarily. I managed to get the boat moving, quickly putting distance between us and the slower-moving vessel.
However, in my dream, I was still awake when we returned to the destroyer. I stood, screaming hysterically, as they brought my men up, one by one, and laid them out before me. They were all dead, their young bodies ripped apart by bullets. Bits of wet suit clung to their wounds, creating a macabre black and red abstract that didn’t seem real.
“Who’s missing?” a voice asked.
It was the team leader who’d stayed with the other half of the SEALs under my command—our backup team. I looked around, franticly counting. Seven, including me. Only seven. Where was our eighth man? They still had their masks on, so I couldn’t tell who was who.
“Kyle. It’s Kyle. He was on sniper. He didn’t have a mask,” I shouted, instantly on my feet.
“Where are you going?” the team leader asked.
“I’ve got to go back and get Kyle. I’ve got to get Kyle.”
“No. It’s a death sentence. You can’t go back. He’s gone.”
“I can’t leave Kyle back there. I have to go back! I have to save him!” I shouted.
“No,” he said, already standing in front of me to block me from returning to the boat.
“Get out of my fucking way!” I roared, pushing him aside and throwing myself overboard to descend the ladder to the attack boat.
I heard shouts from above as they tried to stop me, but I was too fast. They were yelling. I could only make out one voice. It was one I didn’t recognize.
“You’re dead. Don’t you see that? You’re already dead, too.”
I ignored it, throttling up the boat and roaring back toward the point where we’d been attacked. The cargo ship was still moving along, but no other boat could be seen. Were they hiding again? How were they maintaining such good cover? It didn’t matter; I was looking for Kyle. He was out here, and I was taking him back with me, dead or alive.
A sound behind me caused me to whirl around and point my weapon. I found myself looking at Kyle. He was alive, barely visible in the water, with branches and leaves covering him near the shoreline. He’d spotted me first and was making the familiar animal-like sound we sometimes used to signal when we couldn’t risk being heard speaking.
I steered toward him, pulling him into the boat and reversing away from the shore. We remained wordless as we drifted through the narrow waters using low power so we weren’t heard this time. Once the water opened up and it was safer, I started up the motor a bit to get back to the destroyer. It was only then that I looked back at Kyle.
He sat there, his face white and his eyes unseeing. There was a hole in his head, blood dripping down his face. Somehow, though, he was still alive. He’d hidden until I could come back for him.
“I’m glad I found you, Kyle,” I said.
“Found me? Is that what you think, Commander? Look around you. It’s me who found you. I’m the Ferryman. Do you have your coin?”
I glanced around and saw nothing but a gray fog all around us. Looking back at Kyle, he’d changed again. He was a shriveled old man with soulless eyes peering from a dark hooded cloak.
“You have to have a coin to cross over, Commander. If you have no coin, you’ll have to roam these shores forever.”
“Wait. Wait. I have a coin. I have a coin!” I fished from my pocket the challenge coin given to me by my first team leader when I joined the SEAL team and offered it to him. Much to my surprise, he began shaking his head no.
“Afraid that’s no good to you here, son,” he said, shoving me from the boat into the dark water below.
I screamed as I flailed, desperately trying to climb back aboard, but the boat was gone. I made my way to the shore nearby, where I was met by a woman who told me over and over that I’d be okay.
“You’re okay. You’ll be okay,” she kept saying. “Come with me.”
My eyes snapped open, and I found myself looking at Selena. Her face was taut with worry as she tried to comfort me. I realized it had been her I’d heard in the dream, trying to tell me I was okay, that it was all okay.
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Selena
In the days following Micheal’s nightmare, he’d seemed very vulnerable to me. It was as if he was lost in some memory that he couldn’t quite shake. The nightmares continued for days but finally seemed to subside after a session with the mental health professional at the VA. He’d not wanted to go, but I’d insisted. I knew when something was beyond me. 
“It’s just a thing, and it will pass,” he’d tried to say, but I wouldn’t hear it.
“It doesn’t just pass, Michael. It festers, and it grows until you can’t control it.”
“You sound like you’ve dealt with it before,” he said, watching my face closely.
“I have. Remember the story I told you about keeping the shoes in my bag and why I did it?” I said, finally willing to tell him the whole story.
“Yes.”
“Well, there was more to it than just that.”
I told him the entire story, and he listened, nodding slowly in understanding.
“I would never try to hurt you, Selena,” he said finally.
“I know you believe that. I’d like to believe it, too, but I didn’t think this man would hurt me either. I hadn’t worked for him that long, but he came across as very kind and gentle. If he was intent on hurting anyone, it was himself. I don’t want you to lose yourself, Michael. I don’t want you to ever become so confused by your past that you forget your present and want to hurt yourself or anyone else.”
“You’re right. I know it, too. I’ve seen guys with PTSD who never came back from it. I don’t think mine is as bad as all that, but I know it could be if I keep having horrible dreams like the ones I’ve had lately. They aren’t even recollections of the events. They are these twisted nightmares with snippets of truth that spiral into horrible thoughts.”
So, he had given in and talked to someone equipped to help him better than me. He would continue going for the foreseeable future until he felt better about things and had progressed in addressing and accepting things. The nightmares seemed to stop, at least as far as I knew. If he still had them, they weren’t waking him up screaming anymore and he wasn’t telling me about them.
There were days now when Michael was distant, and I didn’t pry. I let him have his moments and talk to me when he wanted if he wanted. Instead of trying to control how he felt, I focused on just being there however he needed me to be. It seemed to bring us even closer. I spent long hours at his house, occasionally even spending the night, much to the chagrin of my grandparents.
“What are you doing?” Michael asked as he stepped into the kitchen and leaned against my back.
I turned slowly to face him; our bodies pressed closely together as we spoke.
“Daydreaming about being taken to bed by some impossibly handsome stud,” I purred.
“Well, let’s see if we can’t make that a reality,” he told me, leaning in to kiss me passionately.
Soon, we were moving across the floor, still entwined. Michael stopped as my legs hit the chair, slightly pulled out from the kitchen table. He smiled and pushed me down onto it. I knew instinctively what he was doing and opened my legs. Reaching beneath my skirt, I slipped my panties off and deposited them on the floor beside the chair.
I sat with my legs open to him, letting him enjoy the view of my heated pink folds, eager for him to taste them, but not quite yet. I moved my fingers down, pulling my skirt up to improve his view, and then began moving my fingers slowly in and out as he watched. He was close enough to see how wet I was, to hear the sounds of my fingers as they were sucked in and out of my pussy.
As I watched Michael’s face, I could see how turned on he was watching me. He always liked to watch me when I touched myself. I loved to let him. I took my time exploring my center before slowly slipping my fingers up my body, leaving a trail of juices on my skin. I moaned as I licked off what remained, knowing how it excited him.
Unable to hold back any longer, Michael dropped to his knees in front of me, moving in closer, planting kisses up each of my inner thighs but not quite touching my center. It felt like the sweetest torment. Finally, his kisses moved over until his lips were hovering over my warm, inviting opening. I spread my legs farther, allowing him access to move in closer.
Michael maintained eye contact as his tongue made a slow circle through my heated folds, pushing my lips farther open as he went. I pushed my hips forward in the chair, eager for him to go deeper, as I moaned and wiggled in my seat. My body tensed as his tongue moved upward, making first contact with my already hardened clit. I gripped the arms of the chair as he licked the underside, teasing it with his tongue before moving down to suck my pussy lips into his mouth.
Resisting the urge to relieve myself of the ache he was creating by pushing him away, I instead moved my hands from the arms of the chair and tangled them in his hair. I was already so close to orgasm that I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold back, and he’d hardly even gotten started.
“Ooh,” was all I managed to say.
It was all the encouragement Michael needed. He quickly increased his pace, alternately sucking at my clit and pussy lips and pushing me open to tongue fuck me. I was writhing around in the chair, still trying to hold back the waves of ecstasy that threatened to explode against his lips.
Finally, there was no more holding back. I closed my eyes and cried out like some primal being, my guttural sounds of passion filling the room around us. My body pulsed with each wave that vibrated through me. Michael held his place, lapping up every drop of what I had to offer until I finally settled back into the chair, completely spent.
Finally, I opened my eyes to see Michael smiling up at me, his lips and chin still wet with my juices. I watched as he slowly moved upward, kissing his way across my belly and up between my breasts. He continued to move from one nipple to the other, softly biting at each through the material of my blouse.
My breath felt ragged as he continued his trail across my collarbones, slowly making his way to my lips. I tasted myself on his mouth as he finally reached mine and kissed me passionately before breaking off. Michael’s hard cock pushed against my body, and I wanted to please him as much as he’d pleased me.
Pushing him away, I moved out of the chair and walked past him. He followed me instinctively, watching as I stripped off my shirt and the soft lace bra I wore beneath it. Positioning myself on the sofa, I reached between my legs. I moistened my fingers before dragging them through the valley between my breasts. I could see the realization of what I was offering cross his face as he straddled me and positioned himself.
Placing his heavy cock between my soft breasts, Michael began to slowly tit fuck me, a look of pure ecstasy on his face. His hips rocked back and forth, the throbbing of his cock noticeable as he moved between my large pillows. I cocked my head forward, licking the head of his cock each time it emerged at the top.
“I want to taste more of you,” I moaned, his pre-cum already glazed across my lips.
Michael slowed his strokes, allowing me to take more of the tip into my mouth and suckle at it each time it emerged. I wanted to take him in my mouth. I wanted to feel his hardness against the edge of my tongue. I released my breasts and pushed him away so he stood by the sofa, then I sat up on the edge, my legs opened so he could move in closer between them.
I slowly began taking him in my mouth, inch by incredible inch. My lips wrapped around his cock until the length of it was buried against the back of my throat. I moved back again, releasing it and taking a gulp of air before taking it in again, preparing my throat to manage its length and girth. Michael’s cock was a lot to manage, but I was determined each time to take more of it, and today I wanted it all.
Soon, I was slipping deftly up and down the length of him, flicking my tongue across the heavy vein along the underside as I went. Michael let me set the pace, watching his cock disappear down my throat as I moved to get just the right angle. My breasts were at the perfect level for him to knead them softly as I sucked him off.
“That feels so good,” he moaned.
I took my time, teasing him until he couldn’t hold back anymore. I felt the pressure building inside his cock as it twitched and throbbed on my tongue and along the entrance to my throat. I could tell Michael was desperate to cum from the way he began taking over the pacing, increasing his strokes into my mouth. I let him take control, using my mouth as he saw fit.
Each time the head of his cock reached my lips, I squeezed them against the place where the head attached to the shaft and received a low groan of approval. It didn’t take long to finish him off. His eyes closed as he pushed forward one last time to release a flood of cum down my throat.
I tried not to gag as my mouth filled with the immensity of his cock and the river of his climax. I wanted it all, swilling it down like a hungry urchin desperate for sustenance while trying to maintain pressure on his cock until the last drop. Still, some of it dribbled from the corners of my mouth. There was only so much I could hold. I eagerly swallowed what I could.
Michael withdrew from my mouth and knelt in front of me, laying his head against my belly. We stayed that way for a while, both disheveled and sated. We both knew it was only a precursor for what would come later. We would spend the rest of the night alternating between slow lovemaking and fiery, passionate fucking.
After a bit, Michael pulled away and looked up at me with a smile. “You’re really getting bold, nothing like that shy woman that first showed up at my house.”
“Shy? I was never shy. I was just inexperienced.”
“You seem to be learning new tricks. Every time we make love, you’re up to something new and exciting.”
“Are you complaining?”
“No, just curious.”
“Curious about where I’m coming up with all these new tricks?”
“A bit, yes.”
I laughed and touched his face as I stood to take his hand and lead him upstairs to the bedroom. He followed, likely thinking he wasn’t going to get an answer. I waited until we arrived in our bedroom to finally answer him.
“When I was younger, I was curious about sex, but my grandparents were so strict that I never got a chance to actually explore it like other girls did. Luckily, though, they were both completely computer illiterate and oblivious to anything beyond answering their cell phones. So, they were never any wiser to the copious amounts of porn I watched.”
Michael laughed and shook his head. “Well, I didn’t expect that answer. I’ve never seen you watch porn.”
“Neither have they,” I told him with a mischievous grin.
“We could watch it together if you wanted.”
“We could make it if you wanted,” I suggested.
“Oh, you are a naughty girl,” he teased as we climbed into opposite sides of the bed.
For now, we merely curled up together and fell asleep briefly. We would awaken later and see where our instincts took us next.
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Michael
“I want to tell you everything, but I can’t,” I began. 
“Okay. Well, tell me what you want then,” Selena replied, sitting across the table from me.
I began telling her the story about what happened the night I was injured. There was a lot of it I had to leave out or be vague about. Still, I was able to tell her the general circumstances of what had happened and how many of my men had been lost in a matter of seconds.
She listened intently, never interrupting or acting shocked by the details I could provide. If anything, she seemed sympathetic to my pain, perhaps realizing the totality of what I’d endured. When I was done, I stopped and looked at her, waiting for a response.
“That’s a lot for one person to live with, Michael: the trauma, the losses, the life-altering injuries. I can see why it affected you so much, not just in the sense that you had medical concerns to deal with. And the nightmares—no wonder you have them. How is the therapist helping you with it all?”
“He’s good. He’s a former vet himself and lived through many horrific events during his time in Iraq. I’ve learned many techniques for recognizing bad episodes when they first start to happen and take measures to stave them off or meet them head-on, whichever needs to be done.”
“You said you lost most of your men. How many survived?”
“Just me and one other guy. He was hit, but not as badly,” I said, the memory washing over me. Before I realized it, I was completely emotional, with tears falling down my face. This was one of the details I’d left out. Kyle had fallen back into the boat, and two other SEALS had dropped on top of him, shielding him from other shots. I’d thought he was dead until I heard him coughing just as we arrived at the destroyer.
He’d been knocked out and awakened just in time to help me get the attack boat moored to the destroyer. He was the one who carried me up the ladder to get help. I’d repaid him by never seeking him out to thank him, something I hoped to rectify at some point. I didn’t even know what had become of him. By the time I regained enough sense from my injuries to ask, he’d healed enough to go home.
I didn’t even know whether he returned to duty or was medically discharged like me. Either way, I didn’t blame him for not seeking me out either. Who wanted to sit around and recount the worst night of their life with the guy who didn’t protect them? I should have done more. That was the thought that haunted me most, even more than my frustrations with my injuries. Could I have done something different that would have saved them?
“It’s okay, Michael,” Selena said, continuing to hold me as I cried.
I couldn’t remember the last time I cried in front of someone. I didn’t cry at my mother’s funeral, instead remaining stoic until I was alone. I wasn’t sure if it was good that I felt comfortable enough to do so now or if it was bad that I was so emotionally distraught I couldn’t hold it back. I suppose that was something to discuss in therapy, too.
For the moment, I was just grateful to have Selena’s arms around me, holding on to me and letting me do what I needed to do to get some anguish out of my system. After a few moments, I gathered myself, suddenly realizing that maybe crying hadn’t been the best idea.
Selena smiled at my splotchy, snotty face and reached for a tissue, wiping it clean again like I was a little boy. There was a time when something like that would have made me feel emasculated or weak, but those days had passed. If the woman you cared about couldn’t help you through a tough time, what was the point of being with her?
“Thank you,” I said.
“You’re welcome, but now you owe me,” she told me solemnly.
“Owe you?”
“Yes. You promised to take me out in my new sun dress for a drink almost two weeks ago, and we’ve still not gone,” she replied, feigning a pout.
“You know what? You’re absolutely right. I did promise you that. When would you like to go?” I asked.
I knew she didn’t care when or if we still went. It was just her way of lightening the mood and getting me out of the house if needed. I could say I wanted to go now, or I could promise to take her next week, and she’d be fine with it either way.
“I’ll leave that up to you,” she replied.
“I say we go today,” I replied. “We’re done with lunch. We’re done with the confessional. How about you help me wash my face and put on a fresh shirt before you change into that sexy sun dress of yours, and we’ll go.”
“That sounds like a perfect afternoon in the making,” she told me, standing and kissing me on the forehead before disappearing into the bathroom. She returned with two wet cloths, a warm one to wash off my face and a cold one to lie on it and soothe the red, splotchy skin left from my sobbing. After a little bit, she took it off and kissed me again. “Let’s get you changed.”
I smiled and stood up, following her to the bedroom. She carefully took off the shirt I’d been wearing around the house. She tossed it in the dirty clothes basket before slipping on a freshly laundered and pressed button-down shirt. It was a playful Hawaiian-style blue shirt with tiny surfing monkeys, which I’d picked out during one of our shopping trips to Destin.
She finished helping me change in silence and then took the voice band from around my throat, placing it on the charger by my bedside as I instructed her to do.
“This shirt is hideous,” I said, looking down at it.
“You want me to get you something else?” she asked.
“No. I love it,” I said, laughing.
“Weirdo,” she told me playfully before going to get changed.
I watched her walk away with a broad smile on my face. She truly was an amazing woman, and I was lucky to have her in my life. She emerged from the bathroom a half hour later wearing the sun dress. Her hair was down across her shoulders, and she’d freshened up her makeup, what little she wore. Selena was one of those women who didn’t really need any makeup.
“Wow. That looks even better on you than the last time I saw you in it,” I told her.
“I was only in it for a few minutes to try it on last time. I brushed my hair and put on lip gloss this time.”
“You look perfect either way.”
“I think you might be just a tiny bit biased,” she teased.
“Oh, I’m very biased. I’m also telling the truth.”
“Well, thank you. Might I say that you look very handsome too?”
“You might. Ready to go?”
“I am,” she replied.
“I called us an Uber, so we don’t have to drive.”
“Oh? I wasn’t planning on drinking that much.”
“Me either, but better safe than sorry. Last thing I need is to have a wreck and catch some more damage,” I joked. “Plus, getting popped for driving under the influence wouldn’t be good. I’m far too pretty for jail.”
“That’s certainly true. You are much too pretty for jail, but it’s hard to get done for drunk driving when you’re the passenger.”
“I can drive.”
“I’ve never seen you drive.”
“Well, add that to our list. Today we drink. Tomorrow, we drive.”
“Sounds like an adventure,” she replied as my phone chimed.
“Our chariot is here,” I said.
We had the driver drop us off down the boardwalk and took our usual little walk before taking our place at the bar. I ordered our drinks, and we sat sipping them like several other couples sitting nearby. No one seemed to notice anything odd about us sitting there. I had to admit that it felt good to blend in. Selena looked radiant by my side.
“I think we should do this more often,” I told her.
“Yeah? We can do that. How’s your drink?” she asked, nodding toward the Mai Tai in front of me.
“Honestly? I could stand something with a little less syrup and a lot more alcohol.”
She nodded and waved toward the bartender. “Hey, can you get us a couple of tall mojitos and throw a couple of straws in them?”
“Sure thing,” he said, heading back down the bar to prepare our drinks.
“It’s not whiskey on the rocks, but it’s better,” she told me.
“Thanks. I don’t know what I was thinking ordering this cough syrup in the first place.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, finishing my drink.
“I don’t think I even realized you drink.”
“I don’t. I just know a lot about drinking. Most of my drinking knowledge comes from sampling my friend Jane’s drinks when we’re out or when I visit her house.”
“You know, if you don’t care for drinking, you don’t have to do it with me either. I didn’t mean you had to partake when I suggested we come here and hang out for a bit.”
“Oh, I know that. The reason I didn’t drink with Jane was because I was too afraid my grandparents would find out,” she admitted.
“You really walk on eggshells over there, don’t you?”
“It’s a bit better lately. I’ve been standing up for myself,” Selena said as the bartender returned with our drinks.
I watched as she moved my drink to the right spot and positioned the straw so quickly that it wasn’t noticeable to anyone but me. Her ability to make sure I was accommodated without making a spectacle always amazed me. She was possibly the most intuitive and caring woman I’d ever met. Perhaps her grandparents had been too hard on her in her life, but somehow, they had managed to raise a pretty incredible person.
“I was thinking we could catch a movie after we finish here. What do you think?” I asked.
“Ooh, what should we see?”
“I don’t know. There’s that theater just off the boardwalk. We can walk up there and see what’s showing.”
“Or I can pull it up right here on my phone, and we can decide.”
I laughed. “I guess I’m still a little old school sometimes. Your way sounds better.”
Selena pulled her phone out and found the cinema. It was a small one with only six screens. She held the screen out for me to see, and we found a movie we could both agree on, but it didn’t start for another hour or so. The walk there was only about ten minutes.
“Looks like we have time for one more drink!” she said.
“For someone who doesn’t drink, you sure are holding your own pretty well,” I told her.
“Let’s hope so. It will be a problem if I pass out in the theater,” she joked.
I smiled as Selena ordered us another drink, and we sat and sipped them. It was a simple little date, nothing like the elaborate dates I used to plan for women who meant far less to me. I looked forward to cuddling against one another in the darkness and enjoying the show, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I felt she would grow tired of this and want more.
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Selena
This time, I caught Michael off guard by bringing a small cheesecake decorated with chocolate bark and raspberries to work. 
“What’s the occasion?” Michael called out from the living room, where he and his personal trainer were working out.
“Do you know how many calories are in that thing?” his trainer added.
“All of them,” I replied without answering Michael’s question.
I set the cheesecake in the fridge and went to work getting the laundry done and the kitchen cleaned. Michael’s routine with his trainer had drastically changed since I started working here. Michael used to work out very early in the mornings because he’d have Tammy put him in a tee shirt and loose shorts, then work out in them when he got up and the trainer arrived. Darren would come in afterward to help him shower and change. When I arrived, he was always dressed for the day and relaxing, so it took me a while to realize how hard he worked out.
Now, Tammy no longer came in. He hadn’t let her go. She just eventually stopped showing up, and he didn’t replace her. Michael really only needed help pulling his bottoms up into place and getting his shirt on anyway. I could handle that, and if I wasn’t around, he just got his pants off and slept in his underwear. With some effort, he could step into his workout shorts, bend down, and slowly work the elastic waist up his legs without straining his arms too much.
It seemed like incredible progress for me, but it wasn’t enough for Michael. He still wouldn’t let me help him shower unless it was in the course of us getting frisky. I used our showers together to take my time washing him. I loved running my soapy hands all over his body; he seemed to like it, too. Still, he preferred that I not give him his morning showers, which he deemed more functional than fun. Of course, with Darren still giving them, I certainly hoped they weren’t fun.
After his workout and shower, Michael returned to the kitchen, where I was making his lunch. I leaned my head against his as he leaned over my shoulder to look at what I was making.
“Chicken tenders?” he asked.
“Yep.”
“Where did that cake go?” he said.
“In the fridge.”
“Did you have to pick it up for later or something?”
“Nope.”
“Are you being deliberately obtuse?” he said, nuzzling his lips against my neck.
“Yes. You need to eat our lunch, and if you’re a good boy, I’ll give you a slice of cheesecake for our six-month anniversary.”
“Oh! It’s our anniversary, is it?” he said. “Has it really been that long since you came in here and swept me off my feet?”
“It has. You never stood a chance against my overwhelming charm,” I replied, giggling as he bit me playfully on the neck. “Hey now, I made you lunch. No snacking.”
“I’d rather eat you,” he said, kissing his way down the nape of my neck.
I laughed and pulled away from him. “Follow me and eat your lunch, mister.”
“Fine. You drive a hard bargain, woman.”
Michael sat on the sofa, and I put his food on the table for him. I didn’t have to cut his chicken into bites since he could pick them up with his hands and eat them. I strapped his drink to his chest strap for him and left him to eat while I went to slice the cake. When I came back, he’d already finished his chicken tenders and the side of crispy green beans I’d prepared.
“You must have been hungry,” I said.
“A little. The workout got my appetite up.”
“You want some more?”
“I want some of that sexy cake. You gonna feed it to me?” Michael asked.
“You know I am,” I said with a smile.
“Do I get a free show with my cake?” he said suggestively.
“Maybe a button or two,” I replied, slowly popping the top two buttons of my blouse.
“That’s nice,” he said, accepting the first bite of cheesecake I offered him. There were two slices on the plate. I took turns eating mine and feeding him his. It felt very intimate rather than like I had to feed him, which I knew he hated.
We made quick work of the cake. I sat our plates aside before sliding closer to him, slipping across his lap so that my breasts were against his chest as I pulled his face toward mine and kissed him deeply. Even after all this time, it felt like heaven to kiss him. I loved the way our bodies moved together, the way my tongue danced against his. We fit together perfectly.
If there was one thing lacking in our relationship, it was that Michael had never told me he loved me. I knew it was hard for him to do and tried not to make too much of it, but so many times, I’d come close to telling him and caught myself. I didn’t want to say it and not hear him say it back. I’m not sure how that would feel, but I didn’t think it would be very nice.
So, I waited. Perhaps Michael did love me and just couldn’t say it. Maybe he just wasn’t ready to take that step just yet. I felt certain he cared about me. I couldn’t say I didn’t think about what it all meant, but I could wait. I’d never been in love before, but I was pretty sure I was completely in love with him.
My grandparents were livid about it. They were upset about our age difference and felt that I was being taken advantage of, being an innocent and all. It didn’t matter how often I tried to explain that our relationship was real and that we wanted to be together; they would never approve. I knew I needed to leave their house and get my own place, but I was hesitant.
To get my own place, I’d need to get a job to pay for it. That would take away from my time with Michael. In some ways, dealing with their disapproval and lectures was easier. I spent most of my time at Michael’s house now anyway. I’d even begun to spend more nights with him, though I tried to limit those so that he didn’t feel like I was moving into his house without invitation.
Our relationship was mostly solid, but those little uncertainties about whether it would last had begun to wear on me. The last thing I wanted was to keep getting closer to him, only to find out he didn’t feel the same way about me. That was a heartache I didn’t want to bear.
Of course, I didn’t know if I should be worried about this right now. I’ve watched too many romantic comedies where the women are swept off their feet by someone unexpected, and within what seems like only days of having known one another, they’re in love and inseparable. I knew it was a fairy tale, but I still lacked the experience to know how to handle a relationship. I suffered from a bit of stunted growth in that regard.
I couldn’t talk to my grandmother about it. I couldn’t even talk to Jane. She would only reduce what I felt to sex or tell me that I shouldn’t agonize over a man. In her book, they were a dime a dozen and easily replaced. It wouldn’t surprise me to know that, for all of her knowledge about dating and sex, Jane knew little more than I did when it came to being in a committed relationship. As far as I knew, she’d never had anything last more than a few months.
Perhaps, in some sense, Jane was right. Here I was, cuddled up to this beautiful man, his soft lips grazing my neck, and I was thinking about whether this was real. I should be living in the moment, not fretting about what could happen tomorrow. Even if Micheal told me to get out in the next five minutes, it wouldn’t change what we’d shared or the impact we’d made on one another’s lives.
I could see the changes in him. He was stronger, both mentally and physically. He’d been in great shape when I came, but he hadn’t been pushing himself to do more than maintain his muscle tone. He’d been going through the motions with Mindy’s physical therapy routine. Now, he actively tried to use his arms more than before. It was as if he’d been afraid to do further harm to himself.
Michael still had minimal use of his arms and shoulders. I knew he hoped that some miracle cure would come along and he’d magically regain full use of them, but I was more practical. It wasn’t that I didn’t want that for him, too, but I didn’t believe it would happen. I’d seen too many vets who thought the same thing and then sank into deep depressions when it never came. I saw some of that in Michael when I started working here. He was growing more frustrated and depressed by the day.
Now, he seemed more accepting of it and was working with what he had. That’s where he was seeing improvement. It wasn’t earth-shattering, but it was noticeable. He could do more for himself now, and that would continue until he reached the limits of his disability. That was the best we could hope for.
And me? This was the best I could hope for. I was here with him, and I was happy. I closed my eyes and let his touch filter through me. His lips were on my skin, one of his hands rested on my lower back and the other on my thigh. The last six months had been exhilarating in ways I could have never imagined. It had been filled with moments just like this; when the world fell away, leaving Michael and I to exist in our little space together.
“So beautiful,” he whispered against my ear.
I heard the AI, but I felt Michael’s voice. The vibrations tingled against my flesh as I moved my face to look at him. He was beautiful, too, in so many ways beyond the physical. He was a warrior, an unbroken SEAL, because he’d remained intact despite someone’s best efforts. He was a gentle and kind soul. Michael was the kind of man many women may have longed for along the way, but few had ever gotten to know. I knew him. And more importantly, I knew I loved him.
“I think you need a nap,” I replied softly.
“Is it really a nap if I don’t get any sleep during it?” he replied with a mischievous grin.
“You can sleep if you want,” I said, feeling equally naughty.
“I can sleep when I’m dead,” he quipped. “A non-nap seems like a fine idea.”
“Then, a non-nap it shall be. There’s nothing else going on this evening to interrupt us, so we can take our time napping,” I purred as seductively as I knew how.
I climbed off Michael’s lap and stood up, taking his hand and following him to the bedroom. It didn’t take long for me to forget about every negative thought in my head as Michael and I made love so slowly that I felt like crying with joy. Afterward, we lay in bed together and fell asleep, finally getting in that nap we’d discussed.
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Michael
The shroud of melancholy I felt when I woke up felt like an old friend come to call. I was surprised to find that Darren was already here. I could hear him talking to his wife on the phone as he came in the front door. I suppose that was what had awakened me. Selena was off today, and I could feel her absence already. 
Last night, I’d come to realize something. I was dependent on her for most of my well-being now. I had therapists, both physical and mental, who assisted me. Still, it was Selena who held me together, made me whole. She took care of me, not because she was being paid to provide a service, but because she wanted to. It had always been that way for her. Even when she’d first arrived, it had been on a volunteer basis. She’d even returned after I’d been cold and sent her away.
Selena saw through me. She saw my pain and did what she could to make it better. I could see the love in her eyes when she looked at me. Though she hadn’t said the words, I could feel it in everything she said and did. Was I even worthy of that? She’d given herself to me when she’d never done so with a man before, showing me just how much she trusted that I wouldn’t hurt her. I never wanted to do that, but I still feared I might.
Selena was so much younger than me. My attraction to her had initially been shallow, much the same as my fondness for women had always been. Selena was voluptuous with a figure that was hard to miss unless your disability was blindness. As time passed, it was easy to see that she was so much more than the package she presented. She was smart and kind. I couldn’t hope to find someone more attuned to my thoughts and feelings than her.
At the end of the day, my problem wasn’t with her but with myself. I was fifteen years her senior, which wouldn’t have bothered me ten years ago when I wasn’t approaching forty with a vengeance. Now, I saw only more misery in my future. My ailments would only get worse. I was already beginning to feel the aches and pains that came naturally at my age. The added pain of my injuries made some days nearly unbearable for me. I tried my best to hide that from her because I didn’t want her to see me as some broken-down old man.
I’d steered clear of the heavier pain meds for years. I saw what they did to people. Instead, I took them only when I felt it absolutely necessary, relying instead on the gummies that helped me relax and took the edge off the pain. At what point did they cease to work? One side effect of the regular pain medicine was that it affected my libido. I had no desire when I took those things regularly. It had been a struggle to wean myself from them and regain that part of myself after my initial recovery. I didn’t want to go back there. I didn’t want to feel like I was dooming Selena to a life with a flaccid old man.
“Michael, you in there?” Darren called as he approached my room.
“Yeah. A bit lazy today, I guess,” I told him.
“Have a rough night, man?”
“A little bit. Didn’t sleep all that well,” I admitted, finally sitting up on the edge of the bed.
“Pain or purgatory?”
“A bit of both.”
Pain or purgatory was a familiar reference between us. He’d been asking me that since he’d started here on mornings when he’d find me in less than stellar condition. It was his way of asking whether I’d not slept well because of my pain level or if I’d had nightmares, the sort of never-ending purgatory that most former members of the military were familiar with.
“You taking care of that?” he asked.
It was Darren’s way of checking on me without getting too involved with my troubles. I knew he wasn’t asking me to spill my guts, merely making sure I was talking to someone or doing something about what ailed me. I nodded, and then we got on with things.
“All right, man, let’s get you in the shower and get your bits clean,” he said, going to the bathroom to run the water before coming back to help me strip down.
Darren mostly let me bathe myself. He only stepped in to help me get to places I couldn’t reach, wash my hair, towel me off, and help me get dressed again. There was no dalliance in the routine. He was usually in and out of the house in thirty minutes and on to whatever was next on his list. Today, we were well ahead of schedule, and he was ready to leave after about twenty minutes.
“Thanks, man,” I said as he got ready to go.
“No problem. Where’s that sweet girl of yours this morning?” he asked.
Selena was here more often than not when he came by these days, either because it was a workout day when he came later in the morning, or she’d spent the night with me and was already up and moving about in the kitchen.
“She’s taking care of some personal things today. She’ll be back tomorrow.”
“Good to hear. She’s good for you, that one.”
“Don’t I know it,” I said sheepishly.
He nodded and headed for the door, leaving me alone. It was the first time I’d been alone here for a whole day in a very long time. At first, it seemed great. I could do whatever I wanted. The problem was that I didn’t know what I wanted to do, and then it hit me. I wanted to go for a drive.
I’d not driven since Selena had arrived. A part of me was afraid that I might not be able to move fast enough or maneuver well enough in a critical moment. I couldn’t bear the thought of being the cause of any harm coming to her. I always let her drive when we used the car.
I felt much more comfortable behind the wheel with only myself to worry about. Any failures on my part only affected me. It wasn’t that I wanted to have an accident or planned to create any additional injuries for myself. I didn’t want to cause them for anyone else if I made a mistake, especially not Selena.
The hardest part for me was just getting in and out of the car. After the muddy incident when the screen door slammed, I added a quick-release bar to the front door like it was on the back so I could push my weight against it and exit. To get back in, they’d installed a keypad low on the wall so I could reach it without raising my arms. Though I could raise them a certain amount, it could be painful, especially on bad days. Everything was set up to accommodate me at my worst.
The car had a keyless entry fob and a backup security code pad on the door. My fob had a button that would open the door so I could get in, but people don’t realize how difficult it is to get into a car without full use of your arms. Still, I’d learned to manage and get behind the wheel before pushing the button to close the door and another to start the car.
There were levers on the steering wheel that allowed me to put it into gear and steer without moving my hands from the bottom center of the wheel. It wasn’t ideal, but it did the trick. I did miss being able to shift gears while roaring down the highway in the old muscle car I used to own. This new Mustang was nice, but I’d trade it for the ’69 Camaro I’d restored myself when I was younger. I still had the car in storage, but it hadn’t moved since the last leave I took before my injuries.
Usually, I would drive down the coastal roads toward Destin, but this was tourist season, and that was just signing up for bumper-to-bumper traffic. Instead, I headed north up one of the less traveled highways toward the Alabama state line. In the old days, I would have headed to Atmore or Biloxi for some gambling. I wasn’t a serious gambler, but I enjoyed setting aside a little mad money to visit the casinos from time to time.
It was about an hour’s drive to Atmore, so I aimed for that. Even if I didn’t go to the casino, it was a good destination when you were just out for a drive on the open road. I couldn’t go very far by myself anyway. I didn’t have a full tank of gas. I had plenty to make this trip, but beyond that, I’d need to fuel up, which meant I was at the mercy of some attendant who would pump it for me.
Once on the open road, I used the small pad attached to the bottom half of my steering wheel with all the door controls to roll down the windows, letting the air flow through the car as I picked up speed and blazed down the highway. Though getting a ticket out here was possible, it was rare to see a cop who could be bothered to pull you over unless you were being insanely careless.
I used the audio system’s voice controls to turn on the radio and tune it to a classic rock station. I was soon fully involved in singing along with what was playing on the radio.
I laughed as the words rolled off my tongue, and the air blew across my face. I’d allowed myself to be shut in for too long. I’d let other people do things for me when I should have been managing however I could. As the miles unfolded in front of me, I came to a conclusion. I needed to start doing some things I’d become comfortable with others doing for me.
So, where did I start with that? The obvious place was Darren. I’d already made a lot of strides. What did he do that I couldn’t find a way to do for myself? He helped me shower in places I couldn’t reach. I could use bath brushes and those scrubbers that suction to the side of the shower. I was going to have to get online and explore my options. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate all that Darren did for me, but I just wanted to find ways to take care of myself without assistance.
The trainer needed to stay, but I could cut back on how often he came and supplement some leg work with brisk walks. I didn’t need the legs of a gladiator. I just needed to stay in shape. Walking or some low-level hiking would do that. I’d keep him on to work my arms and, frankly, to keep my gummy supply going. Mindy had to stay. Her therapy was more about range of motion than strength, and I’d need that indefinitely.
So, that only left Selena. I needed someone to come in, do laundry, and clean for me, but I didn’t need them to come every day. I could get by with a weekly or bi-weekly deep cleaning. Selena also did my grocery shopping. If I ordered it from the right place, I could get that delivered and put away in a way that suited my limited reach.
There was one really big problem with replacing Selena. I loved her, and I wanted her there, but for all the good she’d brought to my life, she’d brought an equal amount of dependence on her. I appreciated how she cared for me, doted on me, but I wasn’t sure I could take the next steps with her unless I knew how to stand on my own two feet.
By the time I pulled into the Wind Creek Casino, I was resolved about everything but her. I’d focus on the other things first and then decide if I could really give myself to her or if I needed to somehow distance myself. I looked at the hotel and casino for a while and then pulled out of the parking lot, once again bound for home. Things were going to change tomorrow. Today, I was just a road warrior headed for home.
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Selena
Something had changed in Michael. I wasn’t sure what had happened, but it was as if he’d woken up one day and decided it was time to do more things for himself. It seemed to have occurred when I was off, which would make sense. He hadn’t said anything about what might have driven his decision, but I hadn’t tried to pry too much. It was good that he was taking another step forward. 
I hadn’t been too surprised that he’d let Darren go. He could mostly wash himself, and if he couldn’t, I would be here a lot of the time. All Michael had to do was wait for me to come in before he showered or shower in the evening before I left. So far, he hadn’t asked me to do even that. He was happy enough to let me roam my soapy hands across his body when we showered together, but he no longer let me assist with bathing past that.
In my mind, it was all a lead-up to his becoming more independent, which benefited us both. Our relationship would only grow as he felt stronger and more like himself. Learning to honestly deal with his disabilities more efficiently would make him feel more like the man he wanted to be. He needed to accept them instead of seeing them as a temporary condition. This morning, it would seem that he had yet another move forward on his mind.
“Would you help me set up the kitchen properly?” he asked.
“Set it up for what?” I replied, in the middle of making his dinner.
“I want to set everything up so that I can reach what I need and do some cooking for myself sometimes.”
“I didn’t realize you liked to cook,” I replied, feeling an inexplicable chill run through me.
“I don’t, but I need to be able to do it.”
“I see,” I said, forcing myself not to ask the one question I wanted him to answer. “Sure. Tell me what you have in mind.”
“Well, I’ve started having the groceries delivered, and the guy brings them in the house and puts them away, but I can’t always reach them. I can’t have him put them elsewhere because the kitchen isn’t set up for me. It’s set up for someone non-disabled, like you.”
“I’m the one who uses it most, but I haven’t changed anything. It was set up like this when I got here,” I said, feeling slightly defensive.
“Oh, yes. I mean, no. What I’m saying is that the kitchen was set up for me, like I used to use it, and it’s stayed that way since I was hurt. That’s been fine, but now I want to be able to use it myself. That means it’s going to have to be changed a bit.”
“What did you have in mind?” I asked.
“For now, I just want to rearrange how some food and stuff is stored. I want to move it from the upper cabinets to the lower cabinets and put things I won’t use up top.”
“We can do that.”
Even if we moved things around, there was still a lot in the kitchen Michael couldn’t use. I suppose the point was just to put what he could use where he could get to it and worry about the rest as his needs changed.
“We don’t have to worry about it today. It’s just a project for the coming week,” he told me.
“I’m sure we can get some of it done tonight and the rest this weekend if you want,” I offered.
“No. I think it can wait until Monday when you come back.”
I stopped making dinner for a moment and turned to look at him. He was looking around the kitchen rather than at me, which was probably best, or he’d have seen me looking at him like a wounded animal.
“I thought we were going out on Saturday afternoon for a day hike?”
“Damn. I forgot. I’m sorry, Selena. Raincheck, okay? I’ve got a guy coming over to look at making some improvements around the house. Take the weekend for yourself. You spend all your time taking care of me. Get out and let your hair down.”
“Okay,” I said, afraid to say more for fear of saying the wrong thing. Something was happening here, and as much as I wanted an answer to what that was, I was too afraid to know the truth.
When I first realized that Michael was beginning to make new goals for himself, I was hopeful that it would mean he was bettering himself for us. It would be arrogant to assume it was just for me, but I believed that I at least paid a part in it. As he continued to make chances, I feared he was working on an independence that didn’t include me. I supposed that was good for him if it was what he wanted, and I’d need to support that, but it felt really bad on my end.
“Your dinner is ready,” I told him, plating the food and preparing his drink.
“Great. Thanks,” Michael replied, leaving the kitchen without further discussion.
It was all I could do to maintain my smile as I laid out his dinner. Once it was all set out, I returned to the kitchen and began cleaning up. I suddenly felt exhausted and wanted to be alone. I lingered in the kitchen while he ate and then went out to retrieve his things to take back to the kitchen.
“That was delicious. You’re going to have to teach me how you make it,” he said.
“I will,” I replied, almost choking on the words.
“Are you okay?” Michael asked, looking concerned.
“I’m fine. I think maybe I don’t really feel well. I’m going to clean the dishes and go home. Do you need anything besides that?”
“No. I can manage. Are you okay to drive home?”
“Yes. I’m fine,” I said, hurrying out of the room to finish up.
I suddenly couldn’t get out of his house fast enough. I felt like I was going to hyperventilate or, worse, start crying. I didn’t even know what was wrong with me. I should be happy that Michael was making progress. I was happy about it, but now part of me felt like he was trying to push me out of his life. Only hours ago, I believed Michael was working to be the man he thought he needed to be for us. Now, it seemed like he was working on ways to live on his own.
Making more excuses about not feeling well, I made a hasty retreat. I thought about what was happening all the way home. I needed to talk to someone, and it couldn’t be my grandparents. I called Jane. I knew she’d have things to say I didn’t appreciate, but I needed to get things off my chest.
“What are you doing, Jane?” I asked as she answered my call.
“Not much. Chilling around the house. What are you up to?” she asked.
“Getting off work. I thought we could go out and grab a drink or something.
“God, no. I’m already in my pajamas with my hair piled on my head. How about you come over here, and we drink wine instead?”
“That works. I’ll be there in ten.”
“I’ll get the glasses and the wine bucket out. All I have in the house is Merlot, so if you want something else, you’ll have to bring it.”
“Merlot is fine, but I’ll grab another bottle on the way. Make it fifteen instead.”
“Fifteen it is,” she replied.
I stopped at the liquor store and grabbed two more bottles of Merlot. I felt like I might want more than just one bottle and didn’t want to leave her dry. Jane always liked to have a glass of wine before bedtime.
“Well, this seems a bit out of the ordinary. What’s going on?” Jane said when I arrived.
“Can’t a girl stop to have drinks with her bestie?” I asked, faking a smile.”
“Sure. I’ve started without you, though. Come on.” Jane led me to the living room.
We sat on the sofa, and she poured me a glass before topping up her own. I took a sip and made a face. Wine was a newly acquired taste, and it always took at least a full glass before I decided I liked it.
“Are you still volunteering for that vet?” she asked.
Here was the confessional part. Since Michael and I had been seeing one another, I’d not told Jane anything about it. I hadn’t lied, but she was so used to me not dating anyone that she didn’t think to ask. And I hadn’t volunteered to tell her.
“Sorta,” I said, taking another big gulp of my wine.
“What does that mean?” she asked, an eyebrow raised in my direction.
“Well, we’ve been seeing one another for months.”
“You’re fucking kidding me. Are you telling me that you finally got your cherry popped?” she teased.
“We’re sleeping together, yes,” I said, pursing my lips disapprovingly at her rudeness.
“I’ll be damned! My little girl is a woman now. Let’s toast to that!” she cheered, holding up her glass. I reluctantly clinked mine to hers and took a sip.
“Things have been pretty wonderful,” I told her, smiling at how great it had all been.
“I sense that there is a ‘but’ in there someplace,” she said, her smile fading.
“I don’t know. I just don’t know what to make of it.”
“Are you telling me it’s more than just sex?” she asked.
“God, yes. A lot more, or at least that’s what I thought until recently. He and I have been inseparable for months, and now, he seems hellbent on pushing me away.”
“What do you mean?”
“He has a disability that he’s been working on. He works hard to keep up his fitness and range of motion with his shoulders and arms—that’s where the injuries are. Lately, he’s decided that, I guess, he’s not doing enough. He’s letting some of the people who used to help him go so that he can force himself to do more things or find ways to do them.”
“And that includes you?”
“It hasn’t yet, but I think it might be about to. We spend most days together, and we had plans for this weekend. Basically, he just blew them off and told me he would see me Monday. He wants me to help him rearrange the kitchen so he can do more things for himself when I return.”
“How old is this guy?” she asked.
“He’ll be thirty-eight soon,” I said reluctantly.
“Thirty-eight! And he’s fucking his twenty-three-year-old volunteer? Don’t you think that says something about him?”
“He cares about me.”
“He cares about fucking you. You’re a cure for boredom, a companion. Now, he’s finally beginning to get his shit together, and he’s cutting you loose.”
“That’s not true. He didn’t seduce me or anything. I was the one who came on to him.”
“Selena, that’s even worse. He’s groomed you like you were an innocent teen. Having an experienced older man show you the ropes might be fun and exciting, but you can’t believe it will last. One of you is bound to get bored with the other. From the sounds of it, he’s taking the lead on that one.”
“You’re wrong. Michael isn’t like that at all. He’s just confused right now is all. He doesn’t know how to be independent without sending people away, which he thinks might hamper his efforts. That’s all.”
“That’s all? Do you hear yourself, Selena? What kind of man throws you out with the dirty dishwater if he cares about you? I’m telling you, all these disabled vets are the same. They act like wounded animals and expect you to just cope with it while they're biting you in the soft bits.”
“That’s a horrible thing to say about men who lost so much of themselves fighting for their country.”
“Don’t be so naive.”
“I knew I shouldn’t have come here. I’m leaving,” I barked, standing up and grabbing my keys.
“Selena, don’t go. You’ve been drinking.”
“I’m sober enough to get myself five miles farther down the road,” I said, angrily storming out.
I did make it home, but I knew I shouldn’t have. I made my way up to my room and had a good cry. Thankfully, the effects of the wine finished kicking in and put me to sleep, so I didn’t spend the whole night agonizing over the situation with Michael or Jane.
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Michael
I could see a difference in Selena. She was more guarded. It couldn’t be helped. I needed to do certain things for myself, and those things affected her. I’d had the kitchen refitted so I could make my own meals and eat them properly at the table instead of on the living room tray. 
I was proud that I could now cook and do my dishes. It wasn’t perfect how I went about things, and there were some things I couldn’t do, but they were manageable enough. I’d asked Selena to stop coming in and doing things, but she pushed back.
“I don’t understand why you’re doing this. You still need some help around the house, so why not let me continue to do that for you?” she said.
“Because I want some separation between you being my caretaker and being the woman in my life. I don’t want you cleaning my house and washing my underwear,” I replied, frustrated that I kept having to explain this to her. Over a week, we’d discussed this at least half a dozen times.
“Someone is still going to have to do it. I know you’ve made amazing strides in what you can do for yourself in the past few weeks, but you can’t do it all alone, Michael.”
“I won’t be. I’m going to hire someone to come in once a week to do deep cleaning and the stuff I can’t manage. I’ll send my laundry out to be cleaned.”
“So, instead of letting someone who cares about you do it for free, you’d rather pay strangers?” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.
“Yes. I would,” I replied. “Selena, this isn’t about you. This is about me taking back my life. I want you to be a part of it, but not as my caretaker. Why is that so hard for you to understand?”
“Because it feels like you’re pushing me away,” she said, tears falling down her face.
“Come here,” I said, moving closer. “Come here, Selena. I’m not trying to push you away.” I let her lean against me and hold onto me until she calmed down.
It was the truth, but it was also no guarantee that we’d stay together. My life was changing in ways that made me feel uncertain. I had no idea what the future held for me. How could I make promises to her? It wasn’t that I didn’t want her here or didn’t care for her. I just didn’t know what I’d ever be able to offer her.
She pulled away and looked up at me, tears still staining her eyes. “I love you, Michael. I don’t want to lose you.”
I froze for a moment. I knew she could feel the stiffness as I processed her words. I wanted to say the words back to her, but I didn’t dare. To me, saying I loved her was a commitment I couldn’t make right now—perhaps not ever. The moment became awkward.
“I care about you too,” I said finally.
She immediately pulled away from me, picked up her bag, and walked out the front door even as I called after her. I went out behind her, trying to get her to come back even as she climbed into her car and pulled away. I knew I’d handled that poorly, but I wasn’t sure what else I could have done.
“Fuck!” I growled to myself as I went back inside the house.
As relationships go, I suppose we were way overdue for a fight, but I hated that she’d left feeling so bad about things. I started to call her but decided to give her some time to cool down. I could probably stand some time myself. I needed to sort out my own head when it came to Selena. I knew I loved her, but I couldn’t say it. I felt like admitting that was somehow promising her something I wasn’t sure I could deliver.
That was the rub, wasn’t it? Selena wasn’t the problem here. I knew that. All she wanted was to be with me. She saw the changes I was making as taking time from us. She wasn’t wrong, but my intention had not been to take that time away but to open it up for us to do other things. At least, that’s what I told myself. Perhaps it was self-sabotage.
I didn’t want her to leave me. I honestly didn’t, but keeping her was selfish of me. I wasn’t willing to make a real commitment to her. I didn’t see us ever living together or getting married. Fuck, I couldn’t even tell the woman how much I loved her. Why? Because I couldn’t see a space for her in my life in the long term.
As well as I was doing, how long would it last? How long could I fight off the effects of my injuries? I was doing more now. I was making my own food, mostly sandwiches, but the new kitchen setup allowed me to cook some simple things for myself. It was enough to make me self-sufficient. Lately, I’d even taken to ordering food from some of the delivery places and eating it, though it could get messy at times.
Selena didn’t understand what a difference being able to do more for myself meant to me. So much of it I should have been doing all along. I’d become complacent with my injuries. While I was fighting to move forward by hiring a personal trainer to help me with muscle tone and letting the physical therapist assist me with my range of motion, I’d neglected to embrace my disability.
I was so busy trying to overcome that I’d failed to learn to adapt. I couldn’t even get out my own fucking front door for five years, for fuck’s sake! Why? Because I didn’t want anyone to see me fail. I didn’t want anyone to know I was less of a man than I used to be. I’d only been willing to let those I needed in. There was still a bit of that in me. I didn’t like to be gawked at in public, and there were places where my limitations were too great, but I’d ventured out a lot more lately.
I never wanted the way I was to become my new normal. I never wanted to feel so comfortable with arms that didn’t quite work right that I stopped trying to improve them. I did want to do what I had to do on my own as much as possible, though. I might need to do that in the future. Right now, I still have plenty of money. I had my military pensions and made some sound investments that would carry me along quite nicely. Still, I wasn’t rich, and my money wouldn’t last forever.
What if I needed to get a job? I wasn’t qualified to be anything but a SEAL and now I was no longer qualified for that. I needed to develop new skills while I didn’t need the money. Perhaps I should work toward getting a job. It would bring in more cash and help with the boredom I sometimes felt around here when I was alone.
Selena helped with that. I’d been terribly lonely and probably a lot more depressed than I’d been willing to admit. She’d made me realize that I couldn’t just “make do” until some miracle operation that might never happen came along to reverse the damage. If I wanted to live my life, I had to take it by the horns. I appreciated that and was happy she was a part of it.
The problem was that with the admission that I might always be physically compromised came the acceptance of it. Selena was young, and I was approaching my fifties. Most men my age had a mid-life crisis. Maybe this one was mine. I wanted to have my cake and eat it too. I wanted Selena in my life. I enjoyed her being around. I just didn’t want to feel like I owed her something, and I very much did. If we were seeing one another more casually, I think we’d be fine, but I felt like I was suffocating, and the sad part was that she wasn’t doing anything wrong.
I spent more time trying to think things through before I finally decided to get on with my day. I was Tony Stark today. I’d ordered a high-tech gadget to help me with the one thing I couldn’t do by myself. I was like an excited little boy when the doorbell rang, and I went to answer it.
“Michael McNeil?” the courier asked.
“That’s me,” I replied, eyeing the large box in his arms.
“I’ll need you to sign,” he said, preparing to set the box on the porch.
“Wait. Can you sit that inside?” I asked. “I can’t lift it alone.”
“Sure, man,” he said, waiting as I stepped back and brought the box inside the doorway.
He turned toward me with the clipboard, holding it near my chest. “You’ll have to lower that if you want me to sign it,” I told him. He looked at me with a puzzled expression, no doubt because I didn’t look like I had any physical handicaps to the naked eye, but he didn’t argue.
“Don’t sweat it, man,” he said, taking out his phone and snapping a quick picture of me. “A picture is worth a thousand signatures.”
“That’ll work. Thanks.”
“No problem.”
After he left, I sat looking at the box. My enthusiasm quickly dwindled as I contemplated how to get into it and put it together. It was frustrating to know that there were some things I couldn’t do despite my best efforts. I could probably get into the box alone, but then what? I couldn’t lift what was in it or put it together. I needed help. I shut the front door and stood over it, studying it for a moment, and glanced at my watch. Darren was due to stop by to pick up some things I didn’t need that I’d offered him for his other clients. I’d see if I could get him to do me one last favor.
While I waited, I began picking up around the house. It wasn’t too bad when I could bend and pick them up without lifting my arms too much. There was a lot that I could do for myself, but I’d just found it easier to let Selena do it since she was already here. Now that I was actually doing them, most of it was pretty easy. I kept things picked up and wiped down where I could. Someone else would be coming in weekly to clean more thoroughly.
Darren was more than happy to help me open the box and set up the gadget inside. He even stayed for a demonstration, marveling at how well it worked. I pushed a button on a remote, which lowered it to the position where I could put a shirt on the rack. Then I stood in front of it with my back to it and hit another button. It slowly moved upward, pulling the sleeves up my arms and onto my shoulders.
“Man, that’s fantastic. How do you button the shirt, though?” Darren asked.
“Well, I can button it almost all the way up without straining too much. I’ll get Selena to finish buttoning it up if she is here. If not, I guess I’ll look like I’m trying to go retro seventies.” I laughed.
“Sounds good. Won’t help you with t-shirts, but it’s progress.”
“Yeah. I’ll take what I can get where I can get it, Darren.”
“That’s all right. I’m proud of you, and I appreciate the donations. My new guy sorely needs them. I’m only a phone call away if you ever need anything, though, even if it’s just a one-off on a bad day.”
“I appreciate that. You’re a good man,” I said, walking him to the door.
As I watched him go, it felt like another chapter closing in my life. He hadn’t been coming to help for a while, but the last time he’d left, I hadn’t yet made the decision to let him know not to return. That felt a lot like the same thing that had happened with Selena. I hadn’t yet made the decision for her not to return. I hoped I’d find a way for that not to happen.
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Selena
I honestly didn’t know if I would hear from Michael again after the way I left last time. I was hurt, and I was angry. How could I stay with a man who didn’t seem to want me around as much as he used to and couldn’t bring himself to say I love you, even when I said it first? That first day of not knowing had been agonizing, and I was well into my second day of wallowing in self-pity when he called and asked me to meet him at the park. 
It was unusual for us to meet someplace. I always went to Michael’s house, and then we went from there. I steeled myself for what I felt would be him meeting me on neutral turf to end things, but if that’s what he wanted, there was nothing I could do to change it. I loved Michael, but I wasn’t going to be one of those women who cried and begged for him to stay. What was the point? Once a man showed you he didn’t love you, why linger?
I saw his Mustang the moment I pulled into the parking lot alongside the small city park where we sometimes walked when the beach was too full of tourists. I pulled alongside it and looked over, noting that he wasn’t in it. He called out to me when I exited the car. I looked up and saw him sitting on a picnic bench beneath a nearby tree. Taking a deep breath, I slowly exhaled as I approached and sat across from him.
“You look lovely,” he said with a soft smile.
“Thanks,” I replied, not really feeling up for flattery.
“Listen, I know you’ve been upset with me, and I understand why. You were right, and I was wrong.”
I didn’t reply, unclear about what I was supposed to say or where he was going with it. Instead, I just waited to see what came next.
“I guess I’ve been trying really hard to find myself again. It’s been close to six years since I got injured. I spent part of that time feeling guilty that I survived, part feeling sorry for myself, and a good chunk of it only doing what was necessary to get by.”
“What do you mean?” I finally asked. “You work on yourself almost every day.”
“I don’t mean the therapies and workouts. I’m talking about more than my physical health. On some level, I’ve believed that I needed to keep my muscles intact so I didn’t look like an invalid and keep my joints moving so they didn’t atrophy or something. If I did that, then some doctor would come along and fix me. Then, I could start the real work.”
“You don’t believe that anymore?”
“I’m still hopeful. I mean, it could happen. I’ve just come to realize that I can’t just make do until then. I have to accept that this is how I am now. I could very well be like this for the rest of my life, and it might even get worse as my body ages. I’m not a spring chicken anymore, Selena.”
“I don’t care about any of that,” I said.
“I know you don’t. I’ve seen that, but I care, Selena. You’re young and full of life. You could do so much better than some broken-down vet.”
“Are you saying that because you want me to go or because you really believe it?” I asked, biting my tongue to hold back the anger growing inside me.
“I believe it. You told me you love me, and I couldn’t even say it back. I didn’t think it was fair to encourage you when I’m so unsure of my future.”
“Encourage me? Don’t you think you’ve been encouraging me for over half a year? I didn’t just show up at your house one day and decide I was in love with you. We got there together—at least, I thought we did. Apparently, I arrived to find you had ejected at some point without me noticing.”
“I didn’t eject, Selena. I’m still there with you. I’m just not ready to say those words to you. I want you in my life, but I can’t make any promises right now.”
“Okay. So, then what? What is it you want me to do?”
“Exactly what you’ve been doing. Spending time with me and seeing where we end up.”
“Do you want to date other people?” I asked.
“What? No. Of course not. This isn’t about me looking for another relationship. It’s just me trying to figure out where this one is headed.”
“I don’t know. It’s so hard knowing exactly how I feel about you and that you’re still on the fence about me. That really hurts.”
“That’s not how it is, though, Selena. I’m not on the fence about you. I know that I care about you. I know that I want you around. I want you to come to the house every day to be with me. I just don’t want you waiting on me hand and foot. If you want to help with some of the small things I can’t do, I’ll appreciate that, but I don’t want you to be there solely for that purpose, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to do it.”
“I don’t know,” I said, still feeling hurt.
Everything between us had felt so perfect, and then it had suddenly gone to crap. Why? Because Michael had begun to doubt where we were headed, but that uncertainty was beyond my control. He held all the cards, but I had none. I could do everything right, but he still might walk away. Was I ready to take that chance?
“You don’t have to answer right now. Just know that I don’t want you to go, but I also won’t stand in your way if you decide that’s what’s best for you.”
“Okay,” I said, getting up to go. I couldn’t stay here any longer without breaking down again. “I need to get home.” He nodded quietly, and I hurried back to my car, getting myself out of the parking lot and onto the road before I started to cry again.
I walked into the house with a tear-streaked face, and my grandfather looked up at me. He started to say something, but I saw my grandmother give him a stern look and shake her head no. It reminded me that they weren’t always so bad.
I went up to my room and crawled into bed, crying myself to sleep. I stayed there for the next couple of hours, alternately sleeping and crying until I’d finally gotten it out of my system. After taking a shower, I went downstairs for dinner.
Neither of my grandparents said anything about my puffy face as we chatted lightheartedly about Grandpa’s plans to build a new greenhouse for my grandmother. In all honesty, it sounded like something I’d like to help him with and then get lost inside once she’d populated it with plants. After dinner, I returned to my room and read until I fell asleep again. I knew I was more down in the dumps than tired, but I was okay giving myself one more day to pout.
When I woke up the next morning, I showered and dressed to go out. Making my way back to Michael’s house, I rang the doorbell rather than using my key. He opened the door to see me and looked surprised; I couldn't be sure whether it was because I rang the bell or showed up.
“I thought about what you said and decided to see how it goes. We’ve gone with the flow this long. Might as well continue that way.”
“Come in, Selena,” he said, moving backward to let me enter.
“Your house is a wreck,” I said.
“It is. The housekeeper doesn’t start until the beginning of the week.”
“Let’s get this place cleaned up then. It’ll be another wreck by the time she arrives,” I said, already heading to the kitchen.
Michael didn’t try to stop me. I think he sensed that I needed to ease back into things with him, and the best way for me to do that was to busy myself around his house in a way that made me feel needed. I cleaned up all the places he’d been unable to get to and returned to the living room, where I found him reading.
“What’s that?” I asked, looking at the contraption with a puzzled expression.
“A page-turner,” Michael replied.
“A what?” I asked, sitting beside him to marvel at it.
“Look here,” he said, pointing to the little sensor at the bottom of the gadget. “I push the little button on this clicker, and it tells the arm to turn the page for me.”
“That’s amazing.”
“It is. You should see what I bought to help me put on my shirt. Some guy makes them for people with shoulder injuries like mine.”
“Did it put on that shirt,” I asked, pointing to the blue oxford he was wearing.
“No,” he replied proudly. “I did.”
“Then you need to make some adjustments,” I told him, reaching out to unbutton his shirt from the top down.
“What’s wrong with it?” he asked, looking down.
When I reached the bottom button, I held the shirt upward for him to get a good look. “You skipped the bottom button, so it was one off and crooked.”
“Oh. Damn,” Michael replied, his brow furrowed.
Despite myself, I laughed and began rebuttoning his shirt. Things lightened up between us as we settled in to talk a bit more about where his head was and what he’d been doing that I hadn’t even realized.
“I wasn’t trying to hide my progress from you. I just didn’t want you to think that I was trying to push you away.”
“That’s exactly what I thought, though, so you didn’t do a very good job.”
“I suppose not. You don’t still feel that way, do you?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I’m trying not to think that. I’m trying not to take this personally. Still, it’s tough to go from you needing me so much to you getting a housekeeper and all these gadgets to replace me.
“I could never replace you. I just need to know if I can get by on my own, even with the injuries. It’s not about you.”
“I know that. I understand. I wish I could sit here and say I’m completely okay with it. I guess it’s just an adjustment for me, too. I’ll get used to it. It’ll be nice to spend time together without me being your caretaker.”
“Which means you can’t show up here and clean my house just because the housekeeper hasn’t come yet,” he pointed out.
“Yes. I get that, but it was a mess.” I laughed.
“Unh huh,” he scolded, leaning forward and kissing me.
We sat on the sofa for a while, cuddling and kissing until Michael finally pulled away and stood up. “I will let you come help me make dinner, but you can only do what I ask, not take over.”
“Okay.”
“No matter what I drop or make a mess of,” he added.
“Fine!” I teased, smiling at him. “What are you making?”
“A pizza.”
“Really?”
“Yes—with a few shortcuts, of course.”
“All right then. Will there be beer with this pizza?”
“There can be,” he said.
I followed Michael to the kitchen and sat at the table, keeping him company while he struggled to make us dinner. Much to my surprise, he pulled a beer from the fridge, popped the cap off it, and brought it to me to drink. I sat sipping and talking to him while he put ingredients on a pre-made crust and then joined me with his beer. He drank it slowly, bending his body toward his hand to meet it where his limited movement stopped. It was a bit clumsy looking, but it worked.
After dinner, he did let me help him clean up, but I decided not to stay any longer. I made an excuse about having to help my grandfather plan the greenhouse, and we said goodnight with a lingering kiss at the door. I’d love to say things felt right again, but they didn’t. I still felt unneeded and dejected. I just wanted to go home.
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Michael
The horrible dream that had plagued me months ago recurred unexpectedly and with a vengeance. It was the same as last time, with Kyle morphing into the Ferryman. I awoke as he demanded his coin, his shriveled old face only inches from mine. His eyes were black, vacant sockets that seemed to sear into my very soul. 
I awoke screaming, my body drenched in sweat.
Sitting up in bed, I stared into the darkness of my room. I was alone. Selena had once again gone home rather than staying with me after coming by for the day. It had been nearly a week since our little talk in the park, and we’d not shared more than a kiss. I didn’t push the issue. I knew she wasn’t trying to punish me. I’d just hurt her, and she was doing her best to come to terms with her own fears and insecurities.
Was it my difficulties with us that were driving the nightmares, or was it something else? I hadn’t had one for months. Feeling out of sorts might be why I was having the dream again, but I had no problems when the first one occurred. I could excuse it as part of my relationship woes, but down deep, I felt it was something more.
More than anything, I wished that Selena was here right now. Her touch, the softness of her curves holding me, always soothed me. I missed the comfort she brought to my life. I missed her laugh. I didn’t realize how much I’d grown to depend on her, not for my household chores or physical needs, but for emotional support.
What I also realized was that I didn’t have anyone else. I had no family left, and I’d not seen any of my friends for years. There was no contact with anyone outside of the small circle of people I’d needed since my injury. I had to ask myself whether I truly loved Selena as much as it felt like I did or was just grateful she’d been there when I needed someone.
Right now, I’d say the former was true. There was a hole in my heart where she should be. I craved her. Things had really gotten off the rails between us, and I hated that. I didn’t want to feel the distance that now kept us apart. I didn’t know how to balance my affection for her with my need to focus on myself. I didn’t know how to include her in that. Maybe for the first time, I realized just what a horrible situation I’d created for Selena by opening myself up and then just closing off without warning.
I glanced at the clock. It was barely two, still a long way to go before daylight. Frustrated, I opened my drawer and found the gummies. I didn’t usually take them in the middle of the night like this, but I didn’t want to toss and turn all night or start having the dream again. They’d take the edge off and help me chill out. I took a couple and lay back down, grateful when they started to kick in and I could drift back off.
I awoke to light streaming in through the bedroom window and the sound of Selena singing quietly to herself in the living room as she leafed through a book from my shelf. I climbed out of bed, wandered out in my underwear, and moved behind her, pressing myself against her. I was desperate for her touch, and she seemed to sense it.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I just had another nightmare, and it made me realize how unhappy I am without you here to hold.”
“I’m sorry. What can I do to help?”
“Get undressed and come lay with me,” I said.
She smiled and nodded. For all our issues, Selena loved me. I doubt our distance lately had been any easier for her than for me. She followed me to my room and slipped off her clothes, curling up against me as I lay back behind her. I kissed her quietly on the neck and nuzzled my face against her, my cock rapidly inflating.
Selena felt it, too, pressing into her flesh, eager for action. She sat up in bed and smiled at me before leaning forward to kiss me, her large nipples growing hard as they brushed against the hair on my chest. She was all I needed— all that I would ever need. Her lips met mine, kissing me deeply and sucking me into a dream come true that she’d become for me.
As we continued to kiss, my need for her grew. Sometimes, our passion overtook us, and we were wild with desire, exploring one another like animals eager to mate. Other times, we were slow, longing to feel every kiss, every movement intensely. We kissed like two teenagers at our first drive-thru as she stroked my flat belly, her fingers entwined with the hair around my navel.
My hand rested on her ass as I breathed her in, taking in her smells and the taste of her on my lips. She smelled of sweetly scented soap and the musk of her sex as we lingered on one another’s lips. Our kiss became hard, long, and demanding.
Her fingers moved downward, following the trail of hair from my belly to my cock. Her fingers danced along the crease between my thigh and my torso, teasing the skin around my aching staff without directly touching it. The soft skin of her wrist brushed across the tip as she explored. My breath quickened as my need surged, and she seized the moment, reaching down to cup my balls softly in her delicate hand.
I was quickly transformed into eight inches of iron that wanted to be buried inside her tight pussy. I needed her in the worst way, and I knew she needed me. I wanted to stretch her open and fill her up. I wanted to plant my seed inside her, though I knew it couldn’t grow—at least not now. Still, the carnal need to procreate ached in me like it never had with another woman.
Selena moved her mouth to the tip of my cock, and lapped at it with the firm side of her tongue. It quaked against her touch, giving her a taste of my salty pre-cum as she moved down to lick the slight v beneath the head. She sucked just the tip into her mouth, squeezing her lips firmly around it before inching farther down in a maddening slow movement toward the base.
I was eager for her to take more of me inside her mouth, but she stopped. Instead, she sat up to face me, squeezing her right breast in one hand and pinching her nipple until it was hard and puckered. I watched, waiting to see what she had in mind for me today as she moved to the other breast and then slid her hand down to her belly to massage her pussy. I was mesmerized watching her. She was so voluptuous. I was lucky to be the only man who had ever touched her, ever been inside her.
Selena took her time, putting on a show of touching herself for me. I was close to cumming just from watching her, but she had other ideas. She smiled seductively and moved down onto all fours, turning away from me, presenting her ass to me, positioned for me to enter her well-lubricated center. I leaned forward and tasted her, letting her delicious juices flow onto my tongue as I prepared to fuck her from behind, but once again, she surprised me by moving away.
Pushing me down onto my back, she positioned herself above my hard cock, slowly dragging her pussy back and forth across it so that just the tip teased her pussy lips and clit. I could see the look of ecstasy on her face as she moaned with pleasure, taunting me until I was rock hard.
Reaching beneath her, she grabbed my cock firmly and positioned it for me before dropping slowly down onto it. The tip of it disappeared into her swollen pussy, but she pulled back, still teasing me. Slowly, she worked her way down, taking more of me in each time. Inch by inch, she engulfed me until I was finally fully embedded in her. Her tits bounced softly as she faced me, riding me in slow, deliberate strokes of her hips. I rotated my hips slightly, making small circles inside her. “How does that feel,” I moaned.
“Perfect,” she replied breathlessly. “It feels perfect.”
Her face was a work of art; her ecstasy spread across it as our bodies rose and fell in unison. Our pace continued to increase until we were slamming against each other, my cock plowing into her G-spot again and again. Neither of us was as vocal as usual; instead, our combined panting and low moans filled the room around us. The sound of her wet pussy slamming against me continued to drive us both toward the edge.
Our pace quickened, the intensity growing between us with each of my thrusts. We were one in this moment, one force barreling toward a common goal. I was almost there but holding back. I wanted us to cum together. I wanted to feel the power of our ecstasy shattered against each other as we reached climax.
I could feel Selena give in to me, her body beginning to quake as her climax built to a crescendo. I thrust inside her and held in place for a moment, feeling her body begin to break apart as she gave in to her need. Her pussy squeezed my dick as she exploded against it, and I finally let go, letting our orgasms collide.
She was watching me, an expression of passion on her face that spoke everything words could not. Her breasts were beaded with sweat that ran down her belly and dripped onto my stomach. Our movements stopped, but she remained on top of me, allowing my cock to deflate inside of her before slowly slipping to one side and lying down beside me.
We lay there for a long time, just catching our breath. Then, she moved back toward me, curling up to my side. Everything felt okay again now. It always felt okay when we were here together. It scared me that I needed her so much, but I did and knew I needed to accept that if we were ever going to make it.
Moments like this with her calmed me, but I was tired. I felt like I was constantly fighting an uphill battle against my injuries, against my PTSD, against myself. I wasn’t suicidal by any means, but I could see why some chose that way out. It was an end to the turmoil. They didn’t want to die. They wanted to be free. They failed to understand that their freedom came with a steep price for those they left behind.
I’d seen it many times among the men I’d known who saw things they couldn’t handle or came back with damage far beyond the physical. They checked out, but their loved ones were left in the hell of wondering how they missed the signs. It was a cruel hand of fate dealt to everyone in the game. I never wanted to make anyone feel like that, even when I was at my lowest.
I snuggled my head against Selena’s. She was an angel. She was what made this misery of mine bearable. Somehow, I got lucky, and fate decided to deal me different cards.
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Selena
I awoke to find Michael sitting up on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands. He seemed to be rubbing his temples—perhaps a morning headache. He wasn’t prone to them but had gotten them occasionally if he slept a certain way. It seemed that his shoulders would get sore and radiate the pain upward. 
“You okay?” I asked, putting my hand softly on the small of his back.
“Yeah. Just a tension headache. Go back to sleep.”
“I can get you some Ibuprofen if you want,” I offered.
“Thanks. I can get them,” Michael said, standing up and going to the bathroom.
I closed my eyes again. Michael still refused to let me do so many things for him that I used to do. I reminded myself that he was just trying to re-establish his independence. We’d had a wonderful night together, and I didn’t want to ruin it by getting bent out of sorts over something as small as him insisting on getting his own pain relievers.
There was a bit of a clatter in the bathroom, no doubt, as Michael fumbled a little with things. I’d gotten used to that, too. I no longer immediately jumped up to assist. I waited to be asked, but I had to sometimes force myself to not jump in too quickly to help. As the door opened, I opened my eyes. Michael stood by the dresser, looking at me with a big smile.
“Better?” I asked.
“Not yet, but it will be. Seeing you sprawled across my bed helps a lot.”
“You should come back to bed then,” I purred.
“I’d love to,” Michael said, heading back to the bed. About halfway across the floor, he stopped and cocked his head toward the open bathroom door, frowning. “Shit. I left the water dripping. Hold that thought.”
I watched as he turned to go back in and suddenly fell sideways toward the dresser. He landed with a thud against the hardwood floor, his head narrowly missing the bottom of the heavy oak furniture. I was instantly out of bed. There was no waiting in this instance.
“Micheal, are you okay?” I asked as I helped pull him up to his feet. It was a task since he was much taller and heavier than me, but I knew how to do it correctly.
“Yes,” he replied sullenly.
“What happened? Did you get dizzy?”
Michael didn’t answer. Instead, he just groaned as I managed to help him into the armchair in the corner of his room. The expression on his face was one of pain and frustration. I was familiar with it by now, having seen him struggle with basic chores he was determined to do by himself.
“I’m fine. Just don’t make a fuss about it,” he growled.
“I wouldn’t say that helping you off the floor is making a fuss about it,” I snapped back.
“I just turned too quickly and lost my balance. I tripped over my own damned feet,” Michael barked.
“I’m just trying to help,” I said quietly, trying my best not to feel hurt.
The truth was that it was growing increasingly difficult to be here with Michael. He was like fire and ice all the time now, often leaving me to walk on eggshells.
“Perhaps you should just go home,” he said.
His voice was flat and unfeeling. I looked at him for a moment and then turned toward the bed where my clothes had been hastily discarded the night before. I dressed silently, waiting to see if he would apologize or at least acknowledge that he was cranky. He didn’t.
I dressed and went to the living room to grab my bag, leaving without another word. Driving home, I didn’t cry, which just went to show how much I’d begun to accept what I now viewed as his temper tantrums. I got that he wanted to be independent and might not know how to balance that with my presence. I’d started out here doing many of the things he now did for himself. The only thing I continued to do was remain as his volunteer to clean twice a week, a compromise he and I had settled on instead of him getting a paid housekeeper.
Other than that, I let Michael do what he needed to do for himself and tried my best to be understanding. Lately, though, it was rare that I left without feeling hurt, confused, or angry. Today, I was all three. We had spent a wonderful evening together. I had gone over because he called and said he needed me. He’d been having nightmares and was down because I wasn’t there with him.
So, what had I done? I’d run over there like some love-starved teenager, grateful he gave me a chance to be with him. It hadn’t felt that way, of course, but now that things turned out this way, I realized it was true. If Michael said he wanted to see me, I dropped whatever I was doing to accommodate his needs. I had to stop. I had needs, too. My love for Michael didn’t mean I had to sit back and act like I was only there for his convenience.
Usually, I’d go home and pout or cry. I was tired of that. I didn’t want to feel down when I was supposed to be in love. Instead, I returned to my grandparents' house, showered, and changed into comfortable clothes. Grandpa was out in the backyard, working on the new greenhouse. I joined him, quietly watching for a moment before pitching in.
For a while, he said nothing. I handed him pieces of wood he’d already cut to make the frame, and he hammered them into place. After a while, he stopped, picked up the thermos of ice water he’d brought out, and took a deep drink before leveling his gaze at me.
“I’m surprised to see you this early in the day.”
“Yeah. I was supposed to be volunteering, but things changed.”
“Listen, Selena. I realize you’re a grown woman, and I’m not always going to agree with your choices—” he began, but I cut him off.
“I don’t need a lecture this morning, Grandpa.”
“I’m not going to lecture you. Not today. I don’t know what happened, but I can see you’re in distress. What I want to say to you will be short and sweet.”
“Okay,” I replied, still bracing myself for a lecture despite his claims that it wasn’t what he had in mind.
“First of all, your grandmother and I are getting old. You are our only grandchild and you’re more like a daughter to us, really. When you don’t come home at night, we worry. You know how I feel about you staying out all night, so I won’t say anything about it. All I want is for you to at least call or text us, letting us know you won’t be here. Okay?”
“Okay. I’m sorry, Grandpa. I can do that.”
“Good. Second of all—this man. I won’t tell you what I think about the situation anymore. You will figure out what’s right or wrong for you. I just want you to make sure you’re thinking clearly about him. You’ve seemed upset more often than not lately. Think about what’s causing that pain and do what you need to do for yourself. Can you promise me you’ll do that?”
“Yes. I can promise you that.”
“All right. Break’s over, then. Let’s get back to work.”
I was blown away by my conversation with him. My grandfather usually talked to me like a child. He tried to dictate my life, and if that didn’t work, he tried to force his way. This was the first time I could ever remember him treating me as an adult and just having a conversation about my choices without it ending in an argument. We worked a few more hours on the greenhouse, and then he called it a day.
“I think that’s about enough work for my old bones today, kiddo. I need to get more lumber to finish the back, and I saw it in the morning. Feel free to pitch in again if you’ll be around.”
“I just might be,” I told him, kissing him on the cheek before returning to the house to make a sandwich.
“Oh, I didn’t know you were here,” my grandmother said as I entered. “I was just making your grandfather a sandwich to take out to him. You want one?”
“Sure. He’s coming in, too,” I said.
“Good. Maybe we can all sit down and eat together. I’ve missed you at the table lately.”
“I know, Grandma. Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t call and tell you I wouldn’t be home. I will if it happens again.”
She nodded and finished making sandwiches, piling them on a single plate and adding some gherkins to the side. I grabbed some smaller plates and napkins, took them to the table, and returned to grab us some of the cold lemonade she always kept in the fridge. My grandfather washed up in the bathroom before joining us.
It felt like old times, on one of the better days when we weren’t at odds with one another. I had to admit that it was nice. I helped Grandma clean up afterward and went to my room to lie down for a while. I wasn’t planning on sleeping but soon drifted off. When I woke up several hours later, I felt the melancholy from today’s spat with Michael begin to set in.
Several days went by without any word from him. I’d picked up the phone so many times to call him and then put it back down. Why should I? I’d done nothing wrong. He was the one who’d treated me poorly. One minute, we were cuddled up in his bed, and the next, he told me to get out. Why? Because he was upset that he’d taken a spill in front of me and I’d tried to help him? That was happening more and more often.
Now, he was just ignoring me.
I lay in my bed and stared at the ceiling for a while, wondering how and why our relationship was falling apart. If I’d played a part in it, I wasn’t sure how. All I had ever done was try to be supportive. I didn’t want to be that woman who walked away from someone who needed her, but I also couldn’t stand feeling like this. Things had deteriorated to the point where I was always waiting for another shoe to drop.
It was time to end this. Michael needed someone to take care of things around the house, and I needed to distance myself a bit from the chaotic nature of our relationship. I glanced at the clock and then picked up my phone. Sheila, my volunteer coordinator, would still be there. I called and waited for her answer.
“Sheila Andor,” she said as she picked up.
My heart thumped heavily against my chest as I replied, “Sheila, this is Selena Torrence. I need you to replace me on my assignment with Michael McNeil.”
“Is there a problem we need to know about?”
“No. I would just like to free up my time to tackle some other things.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Will you be available for future assignments?”
“Maybe. Let’s just leave it to me to call you if I become available again,” I told her.
“All right. Thanks for calling and for everything you’ve done in the past. If you could shoot me an email with Mr. McNeil’s current needs, we can have someone in without skipping a beat. It will save us from doing a full reassessment.”
“No problem,” I said.
We said our goodbyes and I hung up, feeling an emptiness in the pit of my stomach but knowing I’d finally done the right thing for myself. I’d be devastated if I never heard from Michael again, but he’d left me little choice if I didn’t want to lose myself.
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Michael
I was relieved to hear the doorbell ring on Selena’s typical day to clean the house. I’d battled whether to call her after I’d reacted so badly to falling, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I felt like all I did anymore was apologize to her, and I was tired of walking that tightrope. Instead, I decided it was best to just let things cool off. 
It would seem that Selena understood that I just needed time to sort my head out and had given it to me. Now, she was back, and we could sit down and talk about things a bit. I’d gone to my therapist and explained what was happening. Her advice was to talk more and think less. She suggested we get it out in the open. I explained that I thought we already had but agreed the first discussion perhaps hadn’t worked.
I took a deep breath and opened the door. A pretty little brunette with bright blue eyes and freckles stood on the other side. I looked at the girl, confused as to why she was there. Perhaps she was selling something that I probably didn’t want.
“Can I help you?” I asked.
“Hi. My name is Mara Long. I’m your new volunteer,” she said.
“Volunteer? Volunteer for what?” I said.
“Oh. I just assumed they’d already let you know. Your previous caretaker asked to be replaced, so I’ll be here twice a week instead of her.”
“What?” I said, not believing what I was hearing. She started to repeat herself, but I stopped her. “No. I understood. Sure. Come in.”
She came inside and waited by the door as I closed it. I was still trying to wrap my head around Selena having them send someone else without even discussing it with me. I knew I’d upset her, but I thought she understood where I was coming from, and it would blow over. Already, I was kicking myself for not calling her to talk it out.
“Where do you want me to start?” Mara asked.
“Oh, um, it doesn’t matter. I do most things myself these days. I just need help with the deep cleaning and any messes you find. If there’s a mess, it’s because I couldn’t quite get the job done. Everything you need is in the kitchen utility room.”
“And the kitchen is where?” she said, looking around her.
“That way,” I told her, pointing behind where she was standing.
She whirled around and nodded. “Okay. I should be in and out in a few hours unless something major needs to be done. You don’t require anyone to stay beyond that, do you?”
“I don’t. No. I just need the cleaning done.”
“Perfect. I have classes after lunch, so this will be great,” Mara said.
Ordinarily, I would have struck up a conversation about what she was studying and where she attended, but today, I was too bothered by Selena’s absence. It was true that I’d tried to get her to give up her volunteer duties at my house and let me get a housekeeper once or twice a week. Still, she’d talked me into letting her cut back on her time and do the cleaning since she was used to it and was often here anyway. Now that she was gone, I realized that I didn’t like it at all.
I went to the bedroom to call Selena. We definitely needed to have a conversation. I’d never meant for her to give up on me like this. Just sending someone in to take her place seemed so unlike her. There was no answer. I started to leave a message but wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t want to talk to her voicemail. I wanted to speak directly to her. I had to fix this. I could live with it if she didn’t want to volunteer here anymore. That was probably better for us both, but I hadn’t expected her to walk away entirely. I feared that was exactly what she had done.
I waited until after the new volunteer left and tried again. This time, it went straight to voice mail. Had she turned off her phone to avoid my calls? Were things really this bad between us? I debated just going to her grandparents' house so she’d be forced to talk to me, but that seemed rather stalkerish, and this was Florida—it was a good way to get shot. I didn’t want to come across as some psycho just because I wanted to see her.
Finally, I did the only thing left I could think of. I sent Selena a text message telling her that I was sorry and that I wanted to talk. Hours went by without a reply. I decided to go out for a drive. It would help clear my head and maybe I could figure out how to fix this mess I’d made of things with Selena. I’d been unsure of things but not ready to call it quits.
The more I thought about it, the more I decided I should let it go. If this was what Selena wanted and she felt it was best for her, I should let her have it. I knew I’d been running hot and cold lately. The incident the other day had probably been me at my worst. We’d spent such a beautiful night together, and I’d ruined it.
I knew it hadn’t been the first time I’d made her feel inadequate, and each time I’d seen her come back, but with a little bit less light in her eyes. I still remember when she was so excited to see me, but I’d begun seeing the dread in her eyes lately. Each time she came in the door, it was as if she was tiptoeing around me. The worst part was that I’d noticed it and still not done anything to correct the problem.
As much as I hated it, I decided to let her go. It didn’t matter if I loved her or if she loved me. I wasn’t one of those people who believed that love conquered all. Sometimes, the obstacles were just too hard to overcome. I’d seen it happen a million times to guys in the military. It was one of the reasons I’d learned to not get attached while I was in. Apparently, I hadn’t fared much better after getting out.
Days passed, and I fought reaching out to Selena with every fiber of my being. I’d texted her, so she knew I had reached out and chose to ignore it. I would leave it at that unless she told me she wanted to talk. I did miss her, though. I thought about her constantly. She had become a part of me, a part of this house even. I could still see little touches of her around the place.
“Do you need me to do anything else before I go?” Mara asked as she stepped into the living room.
“No. Everything’s great,” I replied.
She seemed like a nice enough girl, and she wasn’t hard to look at, but I had no desire to go down that road again, and even if I did, I still wasn’t over what had happened with Selena. I wanted her here in the worst way, but I’d fucked it up beyond all repair—fubar, as they say in my circles.
“Wait,” I called out to Mara as she was about to exit the door.
She stopped, and I got up to move closer before I spoke, “The woman who came here before you, Selena. Do you know her?”
“Selena? Yes—not well, though,” she said.
“Did she take a volunteer job with someone else?”
“No. As far as I know, she’s not with the service anymore at all. I think she got a job somewhere else.”
“That’s good. I hope she’s doing well. Tell her I said hello if you run across her.”
“Sure thing,” she said, oblivious that my curiosity might be more than just wondering where my former volunteer went.
Her response told me it wasn’t common knowledge that Selena’s volunteer work here had evolved into an affair with me. It meant it couldn’t be the reason that she’d elected to leave the service. Selena had wanted to not only get away from me but also from ever dealing with anyone like me again. It wasn’t only my loss but the loss of anyone she might have helped after we were done.
I wondered where she’d gone to work. Though Selena was a bright girl, she’d not attended college and had limited professional skills. There was a good chance she was working in a paid capacity as a caretaker somewhere, but I doubted it. My guess was that she’d have taken some retail or service job. It only mattered because I thought I might run into her again at some point and perhaps find a way to be friends.
I wanted Selena in my life in the worst way, but I knew I was the one who’d driven her away. She was young and had a lot to offer that I couldn’t accept right now, perhaps not ever. More than anything, I wanted her to be happy—with or without me.
What I couldn’t do was allow her absence to affect my mental health. I couldn’t sink back into the darkness that had threatened to engulf me before she entered my life. I’d lost her because I’d chosen to focus on myself and sacrifice my relationship with her. Letting that be for naught would only add insult to injury for both of us.
I opened my phone and glanced down at the picture of us together that served as my background. It had been a sunny day at the boardwalk when she snapped it, just a simple selfie showing how happy we’d once been. I gave myself a moment to let our former happiness wash over me. Then I went to my gallery and deleted it from my phone, along with some others I’d taken. I had to accept that this was the end and keep pushing forward.
“Goodbye, my love,” I said into the emptiness of my house.
Grabbing the keys to my car, I walked out. I needed fresh air and thought a drive down the coast might do me some good. Tourist season was over. I could drive toward Florida without being stuck in traffic, but I wanted to head back to Alabama again. I pointed the car toward Mobile. If I took the coastal roads instead of the interstate, I’d get a mixed view of the familiar palm trees on one side, and the fall leaves turning on the other.
I stopped at a small mom-and-pop service station near the house and filled my tank. I’d become a regular customer there since learning it was family-operated, and there was never a shortage of family members willing to help me navigate the pump.
“Where ya headed today?” the owner asked as he provided the assistance I needed.
“Destiny,” I said.
“Want me to get you a bottle of water and a straw for the trip? Sounds like thirsty business.”
“Nah. I’m good, but thanks.”
“No problem. Be careful out there,” he said.
An hour later, I stood aboard the USS Alabama in Mobile Bay. Memories flooded over me from being on a warship again, even one as old as this one. I looked out over the bay and took a deep breath of ocean air. It was going to be okay, I told myself. This was just another stage of my life to be conquered. I’d been a kid, a warrior, and a lover, and now I’d have to figure out what came next. I let the sadness wash over me for a moment and then returned to my car.
Time to return home and get a head start on tackling tomorrow.
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Selena
“I don’t need some kid helping me change my diaper,” Mr. Whitehead snapped at me. “Hell, if I don’t get back to my store, I won’t be able to even afford them. I’ll just have to start pissing myself and have someone to clean that up instead.” 
I almost laughed at the absurdity of what he was suggesting, but I didn’t want to agitate him further. Mr. Whitehead was a lovely older man. I’d found him through the volunteer service, but he wanted to hire someone full time rather than trusting his care to the endless volunteer rotation. When I’d gone in for my interview, he’d immediately turned me down.
“I don’t like the selfie generation,” he’d snapped.
“I wasn’t planning on taking selfies of you,” I shot back playfully.
“Too pretty. I need an ugly woman to take care of me. I don’t want my help running off with the first sailor they see,” he told me.
“Well, good news for you. I’ve already run off with a sailor and put that behind me. I’m all about old, cranky Marines now,” I’d joked, already aware of his military background.
Mr. Whitehead was pushing eighty and was precisely the kind of man you envisioned when you thought of a retired colonel. He was a tall, slender man, but I was sure that he was once much bigger. This was proven later when I looked at some of the pictures on his mantle of him as a younger man. He’d been a striking man, muscular and quite handsome. Now, his skin was weather-worn from years out in the sun, and his muscles had faded into wrinkles.
“You’re not my type,” he told me, squinting his eyes.
“So I’ve gathered. You prefer ugly women with a strong back and firm grip. Can’t have you falling over while they’re getting your diaper off,” I said, feeling like he was the sort who had a sense of humor under that tough exterior.
It turned out that I was right. Mr. Whitehead burst into laughter and shook his head as if in disbelief. “I do like a feisty girl, though. Okay, you’re hired. Only for a week, though. Trial run.”
“I won’t let you down, Sir,” I said with a broad smile.
That week had turned into a month, and the thing he complained about most was his store. Mr. Whitehead owned a little grocery store just outside Pensacola in Gulf Breeze. It wasn’t big, but it did a thriving business off people who didn’t want to stop at the busier parts of town and tourists traveling between beach towns. He’d run it with his wife before her death several years ago, and now he had a young clerk who worked there. Unfortunately, Mr. Whitehead’s health had diminished to the point that he could barely even visit it, much less run it.
My job quickly became one of being his personal caretaker and helping him get to the store and see how it was progressing. It was apparent that the college kid working there was making a mess of things, and Mr. Whitehead wasn’t happy. He made no bones about expressing his displeasure each time we visited. The last time we stopped by, we found it closed well after opening hours.
“That little cocksucker can’t even open up on time. I can’t run a business like this.”
“Maybe it’s time to sell it,” I suggested.
“Sell it? Fuck that. This store has been in my family for generations. I’d sooner die than sell it.”
“So, hire someone better equipped to run it.”
“How about you?” he asked.
“Me? No. I don’t have any experience running a grocery store. Besides, I’m supposed to be taking care of you, not your business.”
“You’re fired then.”
“What?”
“You’re fired. Now that you’re unemployed, you need a new job. It just so happens that I have one available. I will give you all the training you need and pay you more than what that old bastard who just fired you was giving you. Plus, there’s an apartment above the store. It ain’t fancy, but I happen to know you live with your grandparents. It’s big enough for you, and I’ll let you do whatever you want to fix it up.”
“I don’t think I can afford rent. I don’t have a job currently,” I told him, knowing he wasn’t seriously firing me if I said no to his new offer—at least thinking he wasn’t serious.
“No rent. It’s part of our incentive package. Come on. You’ll learn a new trick, get paid, and have a free place to live. The store has an alarm system, so you’ll have the added safety.”
“Why me? I’m not qualified for this.”
“Because I trust you, and that’s more important to me than experience. I can teach someone as smart as you what I want you to know, but as you can see, I can’t trust just anyone to run the store.”
“Who will take care of you if you’ve fired me then?” I asked.
“Some ugly woman with a strong back and a firm grip,” he said, smiling broadly.
“Okay. Guess I’m going into the store business. When do I start?” I asked.
“Right now, from the looks of it.” He fished a set of keys from his pocket and opened the front door.
We went inside, and he showed me around, scowling at how it was being kept and telling me what needed to be done. A customer came in, and we waited on him; Mr. Whitehead showed me how to run the register with some quick on-the-job training. When the customer left, he took me to the back of the store. There was a small office and storage space, but there were also two doors. He opened one to show me that it led outside to the dumpster and back area of the store where I could park. He unlocked the other and waved me toward the stairs behind it.
“I can’t get up those stairs, so I’ll let you go look around. It goes to the apartment, and there’s a separate entrance at the back near where you park. Go up and see what you think. I’ll listen for the doorbell down here in case any customers come in.”
“Okay,” I said, climbing the stairs.
To my surprise, the apartment was much larger than I’d anticipated. It wasn’t massive by any means, but it was more than enough space for just me. It did need a bit of work. No one had lived up here for quite some time from the looks of it. In fact, I’d venture to say that no one had ever really lived in it. I imagined it was more of a place where Mr. Whitehead or his family crashed occasionally, perhaps if there was bad weather and they didn’t want to go home or had to open and close the store alone.
I returned to the store to find Mr. Whitehead struggling to pull down a pack of cigarettes for a customer, and I went to help him. Once the customer was gone, he turned to look at me, a curious look on his face, “Well?”
“I’ll take it. It’ll be a sight better than my old job. My boss was a real pain in the butt,” I told him.
“Yeah. I’ve heard that about him,” he joked.
We tended the store together for the rest of the day. The previous clerk showed up about two hours past when he was supposed to have opened it, and Mr. Whitehead fired him on the spot. He left in a huff, and we managed the best we could once he was gone. I moved a chair from the office to behind the counter so Mr. Whitehead could sit and rest as needed. I could see that this was the place he loved most, and a part of me wanted to keep my spark alive in him for as long as possible.
Weeks unfolded before us, and I soon started running the store on my own. With Mr. Whitehead’s instruction, it wasn’t as difficult as I’d thought, just a lot of work. Eventually, I hired a high school student to come in after school and take over for the afternoon. That gave me time to eat dinner, relax, and work on the apartment until closing. Once the store was closed, I did whatever bookkeeping needed doing and headed back up to my apartment.
My social life was a bit stilted, but I’d never really had one outside of what now seemed like a brief affair with Michael anyway. I tried not to think about that. It was still too soon, and it still hurt. I missed him terribly but had no doubts I’d made the right decision. He’d not even made much effort to change my mind. I’d gotten one message and then nothing past that. It wasn’t as if I wanted him to chase me forever, but I might have changed my mind if he really wanted to fix things.
Mr. Whitehead still visited the store, accompanied by a woman in her midforties. Her name was Maria, and she was exactly the sort I’d expected him to hire after I was gone. I adored hearing her playful banter with him as it rivaled his sarcastic nature, and I knew that kept him happy. He seemed pleased with what I was doing with the store and, as he pointed out often, especially what I was doing with the profit margins.
“I’d have hired a sweet young thing to run this store years ago if I’d known it would boost business this much,” he said.
“Are you saying I’m only making money because of my looks?” I asked him, feigning offense.
“No, of course not. I’m saying that it don’t hurt none that people like them is all. You’re doing a hell of a job here, Selena. I’m glad I hired you. You’re the best employee I’ve ever had,” he said.
“Seriously?” Maria said, standing slightly behind him when he said it.
“You’re all right, Maria. I might upgrade you once you learn how to give a sponge bath.”
“I’m not washing your shriveled old junk,” Maria replied dryly. “Your hands still work.”
“See? That’s why you aren’t number one, Maria,” he told her.
“That’s fine. You’re still number one in my book,” Maria said, demonstrating his position with her middle digit extended.
I laughed, and Mr. Whiteside turned to look at her, but her hand was already down, and she smiled. “Let’s go home, Maria. Selena seems to have things under control here.”
“Sure thing,” she said, “Bye, Selena. I’ll see you during the next employee morale meeting.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world, being employee of the month and all.”
“You two are hilarious,” Mr. Whitehead grumbled as he made his way toward the door with a little wave to say goodbye.
“That’s why you pay us the little bucks,” I chirped.
I saw him laugh as Maria opened the car door and helped him inside. Despite their insulting exchanges, they were all in jest and mixed well together. I was glad he’d found someone to replace me who kept his spirits high, as he could get in a funk from time to time over the loss of his wife and many friends along the highway to his elder years.
A customer came in, and I went back to work. It was good to be busy. There was no shortage of keeping myself that way here. Between the store and fixing up the little apartment upstairs, I didn’t have much time to dwell on Michael, but that was a good thing. He sometimes crept into my dreams at night, and even that was beginning to happen less often.
My job wasn’t glamorous, and the pay was absurdly low, but at least it came with a tiny apartment above the premises. Though I was excited to finally move out of my grandparents’ house, I still missed Michael terribly. Instead of dwelling on him, I poured my energy into making the outdated apartment a bit cozier.
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Michael
“Michael?” I heard Mara call as she entered the front door. 
Unlike Selena, my new caretaker wasn’t as quick to just walk in and get to work. She always felt the need to announce herself and wait for a reply.
“I’m in bed,” I called back. “Just work out there today.”
“Okay,” she replied.
Selena would have forced me to get up and get going. Of course, she wouldn’t have needed to get me moving. I was happy enough to do so when she showed up anyway. Lately, I’d been in a funk. I’d started out determined to somehow make myself better. Though I didn’t like to admit it, part of me felt I could improve myself in her absence. Would she still be there when I arrived, much more whole, to sweep her off her feet again?
It was a risk I was willing to take. It gave me the time I needed for myself. The belief that I could just waltz back into Selena’s life and pick up right where we left off, ready to finally move forward with her, had fueled my efforts. I might never be able to get to one hundred percent, but I could get closer to it. I could get close enough that I didn’t feel like a drain on the woman I loved.
The problem was that I couldn’t get better. I don’t know why I thought I could. Hadn’t I been fighting that battle for nearly six years now? Where had it got me? Nowhere. I’d managed to maintain my muscle mass and range of motion, but I hadn’t improved. I wasn’t going to improve. This is how I would always be, and the best I could hope for was to cope with it. I would never have anything more to offer Selena.
I could hear Mara humming as she worked in the living room. I felt like telling her to stop but realized that was just me being cranky. I didn’t want to run off another volunteer and get a reputation for being difficult. I needed the help, especially since I was quickly growing tired of helping myself. What a mess I’d made of things.
I turned on the television and watched old episodes of The Twilight Zone until I dozed off again. When I woke up, I was stiff and sore all over. It was dark outside. How long had I been asleep? I was starving, too. I sat up on the edge of the bed and called out to Mara to make sure she was gone before walking through the house in my underwear. I couldn’t be assed to get dressed right now.
I was out of bread for sandwiches and didn’t want to take the time to cook any of the frozen meals I’d prepared earlier. I found a tin of ravioli and dumped it in a bowl, not even bothering to microwave it before beginning the slow process of getting it on the fork and to my mouth without dropping it. I failed, leaving several pieces of the floor around me and cursing them for their escape.
I did my best to clean up after myself and left the carnage I couldn’t manage behind. Reducing the number of days I had someone coming in had been a mistake, but I was too ashamed to ask them to bump it up and I didn’t feel like hunting for a paid housekeeper right now. I’d just get by with Mara for now and do my best not to make too big a disaster of the place between her visits.
I sat in the living room for a bit. Ordinarily, I’d listen to music or a book on tape but I couldn’t be bothered with it today. My neck was itching. I’d not taken my voice band off for days on the outside chance Selena might call. I was pathetic, and I knew it. Feeling tired and depressed, I returned to the bedroom, took some gummies, and lay back down to resume watching The Twilight Zone. Eventually, I fell asleep.
I’d like to say I just went through a patch and then came out on the other side, but the truth is that I’d begun to wallow in self-pity. Acknowledging that fact did nothing to change it. The days seemed to blur together as my life returned to the dull existence I’d come to embrace for years after my accident. I saw my trainer and my physical therapist. The volunteer cleaned up my messes, which seemed to be growing worse either because I was doing too much or not enough, or I just couldn’t be bothered to try to clean them up myself.
I’d stopped going to my mental health counselor, though, telling her I felt better and no longer needed our sessions. She’d questioned it but not stopped me from ending our sessions. I didn’t go out for drives anymore, as it just gave me more time to contemplate things I didn’t want to think about too much.
“Man, what are you doing to yourself?” my trainer asked as we went through my workout.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“You’re going to shit. There’s only so much I can do to keep you in shape if you can’t do your part,” he said.
“I am doing my part. Do you not see me right here with you, sweating it out?” I said.
“Yeah, I see you here with me, but you’re barely doing the work. You’re not working as hard as you used to, and don’t think I haven’t noticed that you’re getting more gummies from my girl than you used to,” he said. “Tell me what’s happening with you?”
“Nothing. I’m just tired lately. I’m getting older, and I don’t feel like throwing my energy into exercising parts of my body that will never be any better.”
“Is that it? You’ve got the can’t help its? Poor little Michael is so fucked up and can’t do anything about it? That’s shit, and you know it, man.”
“You can’t talk about what I think or do. You aren’t in my shoes. You’re arms work. Your shoulders move. You don’t have to rely on what little ability you have to move your lower arms to get things done. I can’t even eat a fucking sandwich without looking like some freak contortionist act.”
“Sounds rough, but I know plenty of guys who have it bad. They don’t give up. What I can and can’t do has nothing to do with your capabilities. I’m here to keep you fit, not turn you into Superman. I can only get you so far, and I can’t even do that if you won’t cooperate.”
“ I don’t need a lecture.”
“Wrong. I think you absolutely do. Where’s that girl of yours? You run her off with this woe-is-me bullshit too?”
“She left.”
“So, you did run her off then.”
“You know what? Fuck you. I don’t need a browbeating.
“I’m not trying to beat you down. I’m just trying to be real with you. You’d stopped fighting, and you’re eating shit instead of the decent meals she was preparing you. That’s why I asked where she was. A man can’t live on those cans of ravioli and potato chips I see in your trash can when I go to the kitchen for water.”
“Who the fuck do you think you are? Don’t try to tell me what to eat or how hard to work out.”
“Dude, that’s exactly what I’m here to do. I’m your trainer, not your Nana. I’m not here to give you a fucking hug. I’ve been coming here for years to ensure you stay at the top of your fitness. That’s what you pay me to do.”
“Then maybe you shouldn’t come here anymore if you don’t think I am doing my part,” I snarled.
“Is that what you want? You want to call this off?”
“Yeah,” I said.
He stood and looked at me momentarily as if trying to determine if I was serious. Finally, he shrugged and began gathering his gear, turning to face me once he had it all back in his sports bag and was ready to leave.
“Last chance, man. I’m willing to chalk this up to a bad day, go home, and turn back up for our next appointment without prejudice,” he said.
“I don’t need you to come back. Charge my card as usual, and we’re done.”
“All right. I hope you get whatever it is you need,” he said, walking toward the front door and disappearing out of it for what I suspected would be the last time.
I knocked a vase off a nearby table, watching it shatter into pieces just inside the front door. Fuck it. No one else was coming today, and Mara would be here tomorrow. She could clean it up. I went back to my room and stripped off my shorts. At least I could manage that by myself. I’d been working out bare-chested since I’d let Darren go to save myself from trying to get a t-shirt on and off over my head. Yet another stupid, simple thing I couldn’t do.
Climbing beneath the sheets much earlier in the day than I should have been was becoming the norm, and I didn’t care about that either. At least I hadn’t been having nightmares, at least not the kind most think of when it comes to guys like me. I wasn’t relieving battles or the night of the attack. Instead, my bad dreams were about Selena.
Night after night, she left me. Each dream was different, but they all turned out the same. Everything was perfect, but then something horrible happened between us. One night, it was pretty close to the memory of how things had happened, and other times, it turned into something akin to a horror movie. The one constant was that I was left aching for her at the end. She was pulled away from me, and I couldn’t get her back.
I always woke up feeling empty. I wanted Selena back in my life in the worst way, but I’d set her free, in a manner of speaking. She hadn’t come back and why should she? She was a beautiful young woman, and I was old and broken. I didn’t deserve her by any measure you wanted to take of the situation, and I still couldn’t let her go. None of what was happening in my head made any sense, but that didn’t stop me from agonizing about it anyway.
When I awoke again, it was dark. I’d gone to sleep by noon and woken up with the outside world looking as bleak as I felt. The sky was tinted a gray-blue color with little moonlight and no stars. It would begin to rain soon, which also seemed to fit my state of mind. I walked through the house, went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and pulled out a leftover cheesecake I’d purchased. Retrieving a fork from the utensil drawer, I took it to the table and sat down, not bothered with slices. I ate the whole thing and left the carcass on the table.
I was fully aware that I was depressed and turning into a sloth, but I lacked the will to do anything about it right now. Maybe tomorrow, I’d pull myself up by the seat of my pants and try to overcome the dark dog that rode on my back. For now, I didn’t give a fuck. Maybe I never would again.
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Selena
Things were going well at the store. I’d hired a college student to mind things on the weekend now that business was solid again. Mr. Whitehead had lost a lot of customers during the time he’d been sick and had to turn it over to his less-than-responsible clerk. It looked like there might have been a bit of excessive theft, too. It wasn’t a matter of the clerk stealing; it was more that he was too engrossed in texting and missed folks lifting items. 
There was still a bit of theft, but it was minimal and mostly small, like children grabbing a piece of bubblegum behind their parents' back or teens swiping a lighter. Unless you put in a high-tech security system and tagged every item, you wouldn’t catch all of it. What we didn’t catch at the time it was happening was what we saw after reviewing the existing security system’s footage. Most of the culprits would return and try to get something else, but we knew who to look for by that point.
With things going well and two backup clerks giving me a breather from the store, I could spend more time working on my little apartment and relaxing. The bad part about being upstairs was that if there was a problem, the young clerks were a little too quick to call me downstairs instead of just handling it. Still, it wasn’t usually an extended interruption. Plus, they were getting better at handling things as they worked there longer.
Recently, I replaced all the bathroom fixtures. Everything in there had seen better days. I’d planned to cope with it, but then the toilet started running constantly, and Mr. Whitehead suggested an upgrade.
“I don’t want you having to shell out that kind of money.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it. I know I whine a lot about going broke, but the truth is that I have more money than I need. It’s not like I’m throwing it away. Technically, it’s an improvement to the store. I can write it off as a business expense on my taxes, and it’ll increase the value of the building.”
I nodded in acknowledgment of what he said. I’d made many minor repairs myself, and he’d been happy to reimburse me for anything I bought for those projects. If he wanted to pay to redo the bathroom, I’d let him.
“Okay. What do you want me to do in there?” I asked.
“How are the walls and floors. Are they solid?”
“They seem to be. The walls could use a coat of paint, and the floor could stand some refinishing, but they seem solid enough.”
“Then I’ll give you a budget, and you can have the work billed to me as it’s done,” he said.
I’d expected a small budget, but he’d given me more than enough to really change things. Instead of replacing the outdated, clunky items, I’d had everything ripped out and completely redone. A toilet with a smaller profile and a pedestal sink allowed me to get the heavy cabinets out, and it opened up the space for a larger tub. I’d have liked to go with a garden tub, but there wasn’t enough space. The Jacuzzi tub I selected was still a major upgrade, and I had enough left to replace the old hardwood floors with nice tile. I repainted the walls, leaving just enough money to buy new bath linens.
The rest of the apartment still needed some work, but it was more about replacing outdated furniture than actual repairs. The hardwood floors were in decent shape, and the small kitchen was updated about five years ago by Mr. Whitehead’s wife. I planned to replace older style furniture that remained as I could afford to, but I didn’t want to get rid of things that belonged to Mr. Whitehead, so I asked what he wanted me to do with it.
“Throw that shit out. I have enough crap in my house. I loved my wife, but that woman kept every fucking thing forever. Most of the stuff in that apartment is second-hand from when we replaced furniture at the house. That’s about as far as I could get Nadine to throw it. There’s only one piece I need you to send back to the house if you aren’t going to use it,” he said.
“Which piece is that?”
“That oak rocker in the bedroom. It belonged to my grandmother and was passed down. I always thought we’d have a kid to rock in it, but we were never so lucky. Nadine turned out to be barren.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that,” I said.
“It’s just life, isn’t it? If you love someone and they aren’t perfect, you don’t toss them out like broken glass. You love them just the same. We could have adopted, but Nadine was just so sensitive about it that she couldn’t bear a constant reminder that she couldn’t have a child of her own. I disagreed, but I understood it from her point of view.”
“And the rocking chair was put in the apartment for the same reason?” I said, catching on to what he was telling me.
“Yes. It was like a big ugly scar on an otherwise unblemished face. When we were young, we’d talked so many times about having children and rocking them to sleep in that chair. I’d been rocked to sleep many times myself. She couldn’t bear to look at it after we got the news, and I couldn’t bring myself to let it go.”
“But didn’t she see it when she came here?” I asked.
“No. I kept it hidden in our storage building for years, disguised by a tarp and old blankets in a back corner out of sight but safe from damage. After she died a few years ago, I couldn’t bear to go home to an empty house. I started staying above the store. We had a storm at the house, and a lot of things got damaged in the storage building, but not that rocker. I ended up tearing down the building there, but I brought the rocker here where it would be safe.”
“Well, it will be safe with me if you don’t mind me keeping it while I’m there.”
“I don’t. I trust you will take care of it. Just don’t feel like you need to fill it with babies to rock. You’re too young to be getting knocked up by some loser who isn’t fit to have you,” he said.
“Charming.”
“I know. All the ladies say so,” he quipped at me.
On my way home from my talk with him, I stopped at my grandparents' house. It was the weekend, and I wanted to work in the greenhouse a bit. My grandfather had finished it a while back, and my grandmother was already beginning to fill it with a host of plants. I was after clippings to liven up my place.
“How are you doing in your new place?” she asked while we looked through her plants for some that even a brown thumb like me couldn’t kill.
“It’s good, Grandma. You and Grandpa should stop by sometime and see it. I’ve done a lot of work on it since I moved in, and it's beginning to look quite nice.”
“We’ll have to do that. Does it have any sunlight coming in? A house needs light.”
“It does. The store has been there for a long time. It was built in the eighties when they liked to put big windows in everything.”
“Good. We’ll get you some plants that like the light. Do you want some herbs for the kitchen? I have some cilantro, basil, and rosemary clippings that I’ve just repotted. You can take those with you.”
“That would be great. I’ve been really enjoying learning to cook more things.”
“Are you getting out of there enough? I hope you’re not chained to that store and your apartment all day.”
“I’m not. I’ve hired two clerks to take some of my hours during the afternoons and weekends. I’ll probably hire one more to fill in when they need to be off.”
“I’m proud of you, Selena. I’m glad to see you’ve moved on from just giving your time away to using it for something that benefits you, as well.”
“There was nothing wrong with volunteer work, Grandma. You taught me to give back to my community.”
“Yes, but within reason. You’d made it your entire life. It’s good to see you shut of that awful man and doing well on your own,” she said.
I ignored the potshot at Michael. It was no use arguing the point. My grandparents never approved of my volunteering for him, much less my relationship with him. After the split, they thought even less of him, which was a bit silly when you considered that they’d never even met the man.
“I’ve got to get going, Grandma. Thank you so much for the plants,” I said, picking up the old wooden crate she’d sat them in to take to my car.
“Can you come by for Sunday dinner tomorrow? Maybe you could even go to services with us?” she asked.
“As long as everything’s okay at the store.”
I meant it, but I could tell that she thought it was an excuse. I didn’t feel like much of a part of her church anymore. I’d stopped going some time ago, even before moving out. Still, it made my grandparents happy for me to turn up sometimes, and I didn’t mind doing that. It allowed me to see friends I’d grown up with and catch up with their lives, too. Sometimes, Jane even showed up for the same reasons.
She and I had been on the outs for a bit after my blowup over Michael, but we’d mended fences, and you’d never know we’d had a problem. It was like that with us. We never stayed mad at one another for very long. We’d actually started spending more time together now that I had my own place.
“You’ve got to get a liquor license, girl,” she’d told me the last time she visited.
“I don’t own the store,” I reminded her.
“The owner should get one then. It would be hella convenient just to go downstairs and grab a bottle of wine if you ran out and wanted more,” she said, topping up her glass as she sat in my living room with me.
“Or I could not buy it from a mom-and-pop shop with a markup and get it at the liquor store like a normal human,” I said.
“Well, of course. I’m just saying it would be handy to have it available.”
“I’ll let Mr. Whitehead, the octogenarian who owns the store, know that you think he needs to start selling booze,” I told her, taking the bottle I’d bought at Publix and refilling my own glass. “In the meantime, I have more in the wine rack.”
“Listen to you. Who would have ever thought you’d have your own wine rack? My girl is so grown up now.”
I laughed, and we continued drinking our wine until the early morning hours. I paid for it dearly when I had to get up to open the store a few hours later, but fortunately, I was only there until ten and then would be off until it was time to close. I took a few pain relievers, made a cup of coffee, and got dressed. Jane was still asleep on the sofa. She’d likely still be there when I was done with work.
I was stocking a shelf when the bell above the door rang, and a familiar face strolled in. I knew her from somewhere but couldn’t quite place her. Then, she took her purchase to the counter, and I went to help her.
“Oh, Selena! I haven’t seen you in ages!” she said.
I smiled at her, trying desperately to place her before I had to admit I didn’t know her name. She let me off the hook. “It’s Mara. You probably don’t remember me, but we went through training with the vet volunteer service together.”
“Yes, Mara. I’m sorry. It’s been a while. Are you still working with them?” I asked.
“Yes, when I’m not in classes. I’m trying to get my degree. I heard you left,” she said.
“I did. I got a job managing this place and just don’t have the time anymore,” I said, leaving out a lot of backstory.
“I don’t blame you. I’ve got your old patient, Michael McNeil. What a handful he is,” she groaned.
The name hit me in the face like a brick. I thought about Michael often, but it was like he existed in another place and time that no longer intersected with my world. I suddenly wanted to ask her a hundred questions while making change for her payment.
“Michael. Yes. How is he doing these days?” I asked, trying my best to sound casual.
“Not well if you ask me. When I started, he seemed in good shape compared to some of the vets I work with. Now, he hardly gets out of bed, and he’s always cranky. He’s let most of the people who worked for him go. It’s just me two days a week and his physical therapist.”
“Mindy?” I asked.
“No. She quit after he became too much for her to deal with. He has some big, burly guy now,” she said.
I had so many questions, but she cut me off there. “Well, I have to get going. I’ll stop in again sometime now that I know you work here. It’s on my way to my boyfriend’s house.”
“Good to see you, Mara. We’ll see each other soon, I hope.”
She smiled and practically bounced out of the store. My head was spinning with thoughts about Michael. What had happened to him? It sounded like he was spiraling out of control. I thought being alone was what he had wanted—what he needed. Now, a part of me felt like I should reach out to him and see if he was okay. He was all I could think about the rest of the morning.
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Michael
I didn’t recognize the face in my mirror. It showed a man with shaggy hair and an unkempt beard. Dark circles hung beneath his eyes. It was the face of a man much older than me. I looked away as I brushed my teeth and left him behind. 
I stood in front of the machine that put on my shirt, slipping a soft flannel button-up on and slowly buttoning it up. I noted how much tighter it was around my middle and my arms than it had been when I bought it. I knew that was my fault, too. I’d been eating junk and hadn’t been working it off. I was getting out of shape now that I wasn’t doing anything to prevent it. If anything, I encouraged it with my poor choices.
That was the thing about depression, wasn’t it? If you’d gone enough rounds with that big black dog, you knew when he was on your back again. It didn’t help you do anything to fight him off. It was more of an acknowledgment that he was your ride-or-die. You co-existed and hoped he didn’t try to drive you both off a cliff.
I no longer even bothered to put on my voice band. I communicated with Mara and my new physical therapist, Josh, in as few words as possible. It was easy to excuse it without the band on. I was pretty sure Josh preferred it that way, really. He’d been sent in after my meltdown with Mindy, who’d taken more than one tongue-lashing before she finally asked the VA to replace her. She and Josh were friends, and it was pretty obvious he knew I’d been less than kind to her with my poorly chosen comments.
That was my fault, too. Pretty much everything going on in my life was, and I accepted that. The only one who seemed oblivious to my bad behavior was Mara. She came in, cleaned up whatever messes I left, and put away the laundry that the service I still used had left. Then, she made a hasty exit. She no longer even asked me if I needed anything else. The answer was always no, usually in the form of a grunt.
I’d be ashamed of who I’d become if I cared enough about my appearance or how people now perceived me. I’d become a bitter shut-in who would likely die alone, the victim of a heart attack brought on by eating nothing but junk food and takeout. That should be enough to get me moving, but I just hoped it would be quick and painless.
I knew that I was flirting with some very dark thoughts, but I wouldn’t say I was suicidal. I had no intentions of doing harm to myself unless you counted a slow death by shitty food as a method of suicide. It was more like I just didn’t care one way or another. It was grim, and I knew that.
What would Selena think if she could see me now? She’d run away faster than she already had, was my guess. Just the thought of her brought more sadness. I wish I could see her, but that was out of the question. Even if she were willing to come see me or let me come see her, I wouldn’t want her to know that I’d become an even bigger loser.
My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Mara at the front door. She didn’t call out to me anymore because I no longer answered. I heard it open and shut and her quiet little footsteps going into the kitchen. I was sure I heard her gasp at the carnage I’d left behind last night. I’d dropped a glass bowl of chili and then stepped in part of it.
With my dinner ruined, I opened a pouch of toaster strudel and ate it without bothering to heat it up. It wasn’t great, but it filled a hole, and I likely ended up with less food on my shirt than I had if I’d managed not to drop the chili I’d heated up from the freezer. It was too hot, and I’d lost my grip on it.
I stayed in the bedroom while she cleaned the kitchen. I still had enough dignity to know I should be ashamed. I could have at least tried to clean up. I’d just left it for her to deal with instead. I turned on my TV and started watching Desperate Housewives like I was one. If I didn’t get out of bed, Mara wouldn’t be able to change my sheets. She hadn’t been able to change them last time either.
After debating it with myself, I decided I’d like some clean sheets to sleep on. I forced myself out of bed and went to take a shower before getting dressed and making my way out to the living room. I had no intention of talking to Mara. I just knew that if I was out of my room, she would clean it, including my sheets.
“Oh, Mr. McNeil. I didn’t see you come in,” she said.
That was probably her biggest flaw, her ability to make me feel ancient. She was about Selena’s age but insisted on treating me like her elder and calling me Mr. McNeil. I’d told her several times to call me Michael, but she never did. I ignored her, but she continued talking as if I hadn’t.
“I saw Selena this weekend,” she told me.
I took a deep breath. I hadn’t expected that. “Selena?” I croaked as if I didn’t know who she meant.
“Your previous caretaker. She’s managing a little market. I stopped by on my way to Daphne to see my boyfriend.”
Words banged around my head, demanding to be let out. I wanted to know where she was, how she looked, and if she was doing okay. I was desperate to know if she still thought about me. Had she asked how I was doing? Was there someone else in her life now that made her happy? The words stayed trapped inside as I stared straight ahead, scared I would give myself away if I looked at Mara.
“Anyway, I was in a hurry and didn’t have much time to talk to her. I just thought you’d be interested since you asked about me knowing her when I first started.”
“Thanks,” was all I managed to say, the rest of the words trapped behind a wall of stubbornness that refused to let them pass.
It wasn’t as if I could have talked much with her about it anyway without putting my voice band on. I’d look like a fool if I rushed up to get it and started firing off questions that she couldn’t answer based on a passing interaction.
As Mara moved into my bedroom to clean up, I stayed on the sofa and looked out the front windows at the traffic passing by outside. Cars were making their way up and down the street, and people were walking along the sidewalk toward wherever they were headed. It was still nice outside. The fall weather in Florida was mild compared to most. It rarely got below a comfortable temperature here, though the panhandle wasn’t quite as tropical as Southern Florida.
My mind wasn’t really on the people outside, though. I was thinking about Selena again. I missed her. I longed to have things back to the way they were before I fucked it all up. It was good to hear that she was working now. I wondered if she still lived with her grandparents. Did she hate me or think about me sometimes, too?
I believed that she did. I knew I was her first. She gave me her virginity. She gave me her love and though it ended badly, they say you never forget your first. I wanted to believe that. I wanted to believe that even if she had moved on and gotten over me, she at least carried some fond memories of when things were good. I wanted to always be a part of her, even if it was in some small way I would never really know about.
I was tempted to retrieve my voice band and ask Mara questions when she returned from cleaning the bedroom. Did I really want the answers, though? How would I feel if she told me that Selena told her she was seeing someone? It sickened me to think of another man putting his hands on her body, kissing her, making love to her.
Somewhere in my heart, she was still mine and always would be. I knew that wasn’t true, but I still held on to it. I still wanted it to be true. I clung to the notion that Selena might return to see me one day. She would come back, and we’d have a long talk about what I’d done wrong. I wanted a chance to fix it.
Could I really ask that of her, though? This was the same conversation I had with myself repeatedly. And what sort of man was I to wait on a woman to come to me. I’d been the one who was wrong. Shouldn’t I be the one who went to her and apologized? I needed her forgiveness. I wanted a lot more than that, but if it was all I could get, I’d take it.
I was soon lost in my memories of her. They had faded a bit but were still strong enough to hold me captive. I could imagine my hands on her skin, almost taste her mouth on mine. I closed my eyes and let the thoughts of her flood over me, immersing me in her beauty. I didn’t know how long I remained there, lost in my thoughts, but I was jarred from them by the sound of Mara clearing her throat behind me.
“I’m done,” she said, sounding somewhat embarrassed.
Only then did I realize I’d gotten insanely hard thinking about Selena. I reached for the cushion next to me on the sofa, dragged it onto my lap to cover my erection, and nodded quietly to her. She didn’t say another word as she made a hasty exit out the front door.
“Fuck,” I said aloud.
I hope she didn’t think that she caused that. I didn’t want her to feel awkward and stop coming here. I didn’t know if I had the strength to train another volunteer. Even worse, I was afraid that I would simply refuse to allow another person to help me, and things would get even worse around her. They’d find me a few months from now, buried in the shit that had piled up around me after Mara had quit.
The thought was somewhat comical despite the bleakness of it. I laughed out loud and then moved the pillow. My erection had deflated just as quickly as it had sprung up. I had no desire to try to rouse it again. That was another side effect of my increasing depression and declining physical health. I had no sex drive. I supposed that was a good thing since I had no one to have sex with and had trouble pleasuring myself with my limited hand mobility.
“Too fucked to fuck. Too fucked to wank,” I told the house around me. “Who would have ever thought I’d be such a waste of space?”
There was no answer, which I supposed was also a good thing. If I started hearing voices, I really was in the shit. I sighed and got up from the sofa, heading back to my bedroom to drop my pants and shirt onto the floor before slipping between the clean sheets Mara had put on the bed. At least there was this little bit of pleasure left in my life. Clean sheets. The highlight of my day.
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Selena
This time, I recognized Mara right off the bat when she came into the store. It was a Friday night just before closing, and she looked dressed to go out. 
“Big night?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I’m going to my boyfriend’s house again. I usually head over there on Friday nights or Saturday mornings when he’s not out of town. He’s been gone for a few weeks.”
“Military? I asked, though Daphne was a bit out of the way to get back and forth to any of the local bases.
“No. He’s a musician,” she said. “His band has been touring some of the hick bars in Nashville and Southern Tennessee.”
“Any good? Would I have heard of them?”
“I think they’re good. You can find them on SoundCloud. They’re a country rock band called Truckbillies,” she said.
“I’ll have to look them up,” I said, trying to sound like I wasn’t just making idle conversation until I could get to what I really wanted to ask. “Still working with Michael McNeil?”
“God, yes. Girl, that man has some serious issues,” she said. “I don’t know how you dealt with it all.”
“What do you mean?” I ask, hoping I sounded casual.
“He’s still not seeing anyone but his physical therapist. I still clean twice a week, but it’s always a huge mess. It’s like he doesn’t even try to keep things from getting gross. I cleaned up a whole bowl of chili off the floor a couple of weeks ago. I guess he lost his grip on it, and it broke, splattered everywhere. There was even a big footprint in it that tracked halfway across the house.”
“That doesn’t sound like Michael at all,” I replied, confused about what was going on with him.
“I don’t know what he was like when you were there, but he’s an abomination now. Hardly showers, doesn’t shave. He’s beginning to look like Robin Williams out of that old Jumanji movie when he comes out of the game.”
“I’ve never seen it.”
“My boyfriend and I watched it one night. Short version: he looks like some guy who’s been lost in the jungle for years. Plus, when I first went there, he had these fitness folks who came over to help him keep in shape. Now, it’s only a physical therapist who does the range of motion. Just in the weeks I’ve been there, he’s gained a good bit of weight.”
I looked at her, stunned. None of this sounded like Michael. In fact, one of the biggest reasons I’d finally given up on us was because he was so focused on what he needed to get stronger that he pushed me away constantly and took out his frustrations on me. How had he gone from being so driven to being the person Mara was describing?
“Wow. I would have never expected that,” I said, playing down how horrified I felt and how heartsick I was.
“I know. I’ve seen vets like him before. They just get horribly depressed about their situation and give up. I just hope I don’t walk in there one day to find some truly bad business going on.”
“What do you mean?”
“Guys like that tend to melt down until they completely lose the plot. They go off on themselves or someone else,” she said. “Anyway, I’ve got to get going. I’m going to be late.”
“Sure,” I said, quickly ringing up her handful of items and waiting while she ran her debit card. I told her goodbye from behind some gray fog that had settled over me and watched her from the window as she got in her car to leave.
When I’d first met Mara, I’d felt a hint of jealousy that I’d forced aside. She was an attractive woman and probably around my age. I’d imagined that she and Michael might hit it off like we had and had some little fling, but when she’d mentioned that she was going to her boyfriend’s house, I’d known her interests lay elsewhere.
Still, boyfriends don’t always work out, so I still thought she might turn to Michael in a lonely moment and things would happen between them. It hadn’t been something I’d fixated on since her first visit, but it had remained in the back of my mind. It made me incredibly sad to think he would go on with someone else, someone easier to be with on the casual basis he seemed to prefer.
Now, I knew that wasn’t the case. Mara seemed committed to her boyfriend, but Michael wasn’t the same man I’d left behind. He would have never been the slob she described. He kept up with his fitness and managed to maintain the house decently between my visits. I didn’t know what he had become since I’d gone.
I wondered if this new version of him was my fault. Had I been too quick to walk away? Had I robbed him of his hope?
Just as quickly as the thought occurred to me, I dismissed it. Michael was the one who seemed to think I was somehow holding him back. I merely got out of his way like he wanted. I didn’t know what happened after that and it wasn’t my problem—not really. The thing was that I couldn’t bear the thought of him in this downward spiral Mara had described. Even if it wasn’t because I’d left, something had happened, and I knew from my time with him that he had no real friends anymore.
The kind of friends Michael had were old ones, the kind he shared military secrets with but were rarely seen or heard from. He’d not bothered to make new friends after his injuries. His circle consisted of a handful of people who came to his house to help him with his needs. From the sound of it, most of them had been cut loose, too.
I made up my mind to go visit him. Whether his current situation had anything to do with me, I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to him that I had even the slightest chance of preventing. Once my clerk came in for her shift, I went upstairs and changed clothes. I actually changed several times, uncertain of what I wanted to wear. I hadn’t seen Michael in months and wanted to look my best.
I wanted him to know I was doing well and that he hadn’t broken me. If anything, he’d set me free. He’d fueled my determination to find a life outside of him and my childhood bedroom at my grandparents' house. Mr. Whitehead had treated me well. My pay wasn’t the best, but it was adequate for the job I was doing for him, and it came with a free apartment.
Recently, I started taking classes to get a degree in business management. It didn’t really feel like college because I was doing it all online in my spare time. Still, it would achieve the same results as if I attended on a regular campus. I was doing well in all my classes and finding that I enjoyed them.
Finally settling on what I wanted to wear, I fussed with my hair and put on my makeup. I looked damned good, in my opinion. I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a part of me that wanted Michael to take one look at me and beg me to come back to him. Another part wasn’t sure I would actually give in to his wants if he did. I still loved Michael. I’m not sure that would ever change, but he had hurt me, and I had a feeling that he didn’t know how to stop. From the sound of it, he couldn’t even quit hurting himself.
As I finally headed toward his house, I felt anxious. I wasn’t sure what I planned to say to him. I didn’t even know if he would see me. All I could do was say I had tried to reach out to him. I didn’t know what might happen beyond that. I had to see him for myself, though. I wanted to know what was going on with him without getting it from a third party.
I pulled into his drive and sat there for a moment, trying to collect my thoughts. I wondered if he was watching and could see me out there and wondered what I was doing. I took a deep breath and opened the car door, getting out and making my way quickly up the sidewalk before I changed my mind. My heart raced as I rang the bell and waited. When there was no answer, I rang again, feeling more than a little bit apprehensive.
Finally, the door began to open, and there stood a man I barely recognized. Mara had been right about how he appeared. His hair was bushy, and so was the thick beard on his face. His eyes looked sunken, hollow with black half-moons beneath them that gave him a haunted appearance. I wouldn’t say he was overweight, but he had definitely gained weight and lost the muscular tone in his arms and chest.
"Michael, can I come in?” I said.
He stood there looking at me for a moment. I half expected him to say no and shut the door, but then he nodded and moved back to let me in. I noticed he wasn’t wearing his voice band, which would make any conversation difficult.
“A minute,” he said in a hoarse whisper as he waved me toward the living room and then disappeared into the bedroom.
I looked around at the house. It wasn’t too bad, but I suspected that was likely because Mara had recently cleaned it, and he’d not had time to do much damage. If it was as bad as she said it, I had caught things on a good day with only a handful of noticeable messes apparent.
Michael returned, this time wearing his voice band. He was still quite disheveled and seemed a bit self-conscious about it and the condition he was in. I noted how he pulled at the waist of his shirt to loosen it as he sat down and kept darting his eyes about the house as if trying to see it as I did.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“I wanted to check on you. I haven’t seen you in a while,” I said, not wanting to tell him that Mara told me what a mess he was.
“After all this time? Why now?”
“Is there a bad time to visit a friend?” I asked.
“Friends? You think we’re friends? You abandoned me, Selena.”
“Abandoned? No, that’s not how I remember things happening, Michael,” I said, trying to keep my cool.
“It’s how I remember it. I was fighting to get better, but you just walked away. You wouldn’t answer my calls or respond to my texts.”
“Text,” I corrected him. “You only sent one.”
“So, you did get it then? You didn’t respond. Did you expect me to keep sending them? Did you want me to beg like a lovesick teen?” he barked.
“No, but I thought that if you loved me, you would have tried a little harder. It wasn’t me who abandoned you. That was the other way around. You left me long before I left you. You might have been here physically, but you pushed me out of your life. I just gave you what you wanted,” I replied, my anger rising despite my efforts to keep things calm.
“I was just trying to get better. I wanted you here with me. You just couldn’t understand that and made it all about you,” Michael growled.
“Just like you, I needed to do what was best for me too. You never asked me to stay. There were several times you asked me to go. I just finally decided not to come back.”
“You should have stayed gone then,” he growled again.
“All right. I can see this was a waste of time. I saw Mara and thought you might want a friend to talk to. That was obviously wrong.”
“Don’t talk to Mara about me. She had no right to say anything,” he told me.
“Don’t blame her. I asked about you, and she didn’t tell me anything other than that you were often alone. I made assumptions, and I shouldn’t have. I’ll go now.”
“Bye,” he replied flippantly as I headed for the door and let myself out.
I walked back to the car with my heart in my stomach. Michael McNeil had come full circle. He had sent me away when we first met and then he had embraced me. Now, he was sending me away for the last time. I would not make the mistake of coming here again.
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Michael
I kicked myself for hours after Selena left. That wasn’t what I’d wanted. I’d had dream after dream that she’d come back and we’d fixed our problems. It was my own version of a happily ever after in my head. Then, when she arrived looking like she was doing so well, I’d begun to feel unworthy again, and I’d lashed out like an immature piece of garbage. 
She was right to leave, and I had no right to be upset about her doing so. I knew this was well and truly it. There was no reason for her to come here to have me act like a jackass and yell at her again. If I’d thought I’d lost her before, I was certain of it now.
However, when the doorbell rang the following weekend, I felt a little glimmer of hope again. Perhaps she had come back. I couldn’t be sure why she would, but no one ever came here unless it was for a scheduled appointment or work hours. Glancing out the window, I didn’t recognize the dark SUV parked in the driveway. Had she gotten a new car?
I opened the door to see a man who looked at least ten or so years younger than me. His face was somewhat familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. It was only when he spoke that I realized who he was. His voice was distinct enough to introduce him before he gave his name.
“Commander McNeil? It’s me, Soloman Kyle,” he said.
“Kyle—” I replied, not because I didn’t know him but more because I was shocked to see him again.
“Yes, we were—” he started to say, but I cut him off and waved him inside.
“I know who you are, Kyle. Come in and have a seat.”
He looked at me quizzically but didn’t say anything. He sat down and glanced around. I’d been keeping the place up better since Selena had been here. Some part of me felt like she might come back despite the unlikeliness of that happening. I’d also been wearing my voice strap again for the same reason.
“I’m sorry to just stop by, Sir. I couldn’t find a number for you anywhere, but I talked a girl down at the VA into giving me your address. I hope you don’t mind,” he said in the slow Southern drawl that defined him.
“No. It’s good to see you, Kyle, and you don’t have to call me sir. Michael will be just fine.”
“Okay, Sir—I mean, Michael. How are things with you?”
“You pretty much see it, Kyle. My arms are still fucked, and so is my voice. I have to use this little emulator to get out more than a whisper or a grunt. Not complaining, mind you. I could be in far worse shape. How are you fairing?”
“I can’t complain. I escaped with some nice scars but no permanent damage. I’ve got a bit of PTSD going on. I have nightmares, but they give me meds to help me sleep. It’s not great, but it works.”
“That’s good. Just keep doing what you need to do to stay healthy,” I told him.
“I will.”
“What brings you by here, Kyle? It’s been a long time since we last saw one another. Is there something I can help you with?” I asked, eager for him to go.
I didn’t have any issues with Kyle, but his being here threatened to bring back my own nightmares, and they were one of the few things that had begun to fade. I didn’t want to stir them up again, especially since Kyle was the central character in most of them.
“I’ve been meaning to come for a while, but I just wasn’t sure what to say. I wanted to come here and thank you for saving my life. I wouldn’t be sitting here talking to you right now if not for you.”
“I appreciate that, Kyle, but I think it’s the other way around. I was a dead man walking when we got to the ship. You carried me up the ladder and made all the difference in getting me there in time for them to revive me.”
“Yeah, but we wouldn’t have gotten that far if you hadn’t slammed that boat out of the firing line like you had. I don’t remember anything past getting shot. I was out cold for a while. I woke up with dead men on top of me and you roaring through the darkness toward that destroyer, but I could tell you were badly hurt. You got us out of there. I just got us back on the boat.”
“I don’t remember much about it after the initial firefight. I’ve read the reports, so I know what happened, but even reading the words doesn’t bring anything back to me. I guess I was just in survival mode. So, I’m not sure how much thanking you should do for me running on instinct.”
“Sometimes, our instincts are all we have. I couldn’t remember what had happened for a long time. It was all just a big blur to me. Then, the dreams began to come, and they were all over the show, with horror movies playing in my mind. It took some therapy for me to truly remember what happened, at least what I was awake to remember.”
“I’m not sure if that’s a good or a bad thing. I think we all want to remember what happened, but the reality of doing so is more unsettling than wondering what we forgot. You and I were both lucky that night, and I don’t think either of us deserves a thank you for our part more than the other. I got you away from the carnage, and you got me back onto the boat. I guess the truth is that we saved one another’s life.”
“Perhaps so, but I’ve always felt like I owed it to you to tell you how much I appreciate what you did.”
“Thanks for that. It’s good to know that I did something right that night.”
“I wouldn’t beat myself up over it too badly. I’ve studied the North Korean tactics for a long time to understand how they could have gotten the jump on us like that. Those Coast Guard boats they use are bigger and don’t maneuver quite as well as the attack boat we were on, but they have a reputation for being stealthy.”
“Still, I should have spotted them and aborted the mission.”
“I don’t blame you for that. They drift along the edges alongside those carriers when there’s something onboard they want to protect. No one sees them there in the shadows. They don’t even realize they’re there until it’s too late, like it was with us. They likely spotted our dive lights as we prepared to disembark and pounced.”
I nodded, not wanting to discuss that night any further but willing to give Kyle whatever closure he’d come here to get. We talked a bit longer about our lives. He was still working with the military but not on active duty. He’d switched to the civilian side to work in intelligence and was now working out of Quantico and maintaining his service as a reservist.
I admitted that I’d been struggling lately, though I didn’t tell him just how bad it had gotten. I was well aware that I had all but given up on everything in my life, including myself.
“That’s the worst part of our jobs, dealing with the things we see in the years that follow. I expect that you’ve seen a lot more than I have. I’m barely thirty-two. Hell, my military career was over almost as soon as it began. I used my medical discharge to get an education and joined the reserves, but my PTSD kept me from staying with the SEALs.”
“That’s tough.”
“Nah. It’s okay. I love my job. It’s not as exciting as being a SEAL, but it’s interesting, and it pays well. I don’t think I could have gone back to doing what we did even if they let me. I know it’s weak of me, but I was too paranoid and scared to be out in the kind of places we found ourselves back then.”
“It’s not weak, Kyle. It’s just honest. We’re just men. We’re human like everyone else. I love being a SEAL, but I was looking forward to my retirement before the attack. I had my life all planned out. I was ready to hang up my hat and live a quiet life in the suburbs with a wife and kids.”
“I’m guessing that didn’t happen,” he said, looking around at the lack of photos of either.
“You guess right. I had a chance, and I blew it. Too much pride. I feel broken, less than I used to be. Who needs a man they have to take care of?”
“Was she taking care of you before she left?”
“Yes. She always did. I kind of fell in love with the volunteer the vet services sent over. Beautiful, sweet girl,” I said, seeing Selena’s smiling face in my mind.
“The SEAL team was tight. I can remember all of those guys so clearly in my mind. All of us sitting around shooting the shit while we were waiting to go wherever we were headed. I remember you, too. Some of the guys had wives or girlfriends. One had a fiancé back home. Not you, though. You never spoke of a woman, at least not one in particular. You told us it was too hard to focus on your job, and it could wait.”
“Yeah. That sounds like me,” I said with a smile.
“So, it waited, and you met one. Did you love her?”
“I did. She loved me, too. I just didn’t know how to show it. I couldn’t say it. I thought that I was signing her up for a life of servitude to my injuries.”
“But you said she was your caretaker. So, she was already aware of your injuries and what they entailed. She accepted that about you, and it didn’t matter to her. If she loved you like you are, what else were you looking for from her?”
“I was looking to be whole, the kind of man who could give her what she deserved.”
“Shit. If every man who met a good woman waited to be worthy of her love, we would all be alone for the rest of our lives. You gotta give a woman a chance to fail you instead of just assuming they will. Worst-case scenario, they let you down. Best case—you live your life with the love of a woman who makes you happy.”
“You’re pretty wise for a kid,” I laughed.
“Learned it the hard way. I just got a head start on you. You avoided the muck, and I dove right into it. By the time I was in the SEALs, I’d been through two fiancés I cheated on because I was immature and a woman who tried to kill me for leaving the toilet seat up.” He laughed.
“That last one sounds like a good story,” I said.
“It is, but perhaps another day. I’d like to stop by again if you're okay with it. I’ll bring my wife, Mary Jo. She’d love to meet you,” he said.
“Ah, so you finally found a good one then,” I said.
“More like she found me. She was my nurse a couple of years after the attack. I got a bit reckless and put myself in traction after attempting to jump a ditch on a dirt bike.” He laughed again. “I didn’t make it.”
“She took care of you while you were down,” I commented.
“And she’s never stopped. I do what I can to hold up my end of the relationship, but she doesn’t seem to care that I’m not good enough for her.”
“I’d love to meet her. Stop by again sometime. I’ll give you my number before you go, and we’ll plan an evening of some sort,” I said.
“Sounds good. Take care,” he said.
“You too,” I said.
I knew I probably wouldn’t see him again. It had taken a lot for him to make it this far, and he was just being polite by suggesting he bring by his wife. I still appreciated the visit, and he’d perhaps opened back up some of the doors in myself, which I’d slammed shut, at least for now. I could only hope they’d stay open.
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Selena
I was cleaning behind the store’s checkout counter when the phone rang. I looked at it with an annoyed expression. It was rare that anyone ever called here after lunch. All the calls came in in the mornings when vendors made delivery arrangements or confirmed them. After that, any call that came in was either a prank or a wrong number. Still, I had to answer it. I climbed up from where I was crouched, cleaning shelves, and grabbed the phone off the receiver. 
“Whitehead’s Market,” I said into the receiver.
“Selena?” a woman said from the other end. The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.
“This is she,” I replied.
“It’s Mara. I’m at Michael McNeil’s house,” she said.
“Has something happened?” I said, immediately feeling a sense of panic set in.
“No. Nothing’s wrong. Michael asked me to call you,” she said.
“What?” I asked, confused as to why he would want to talk to me and even more confused about why he wouldn’t just call me himself.
“He said you stopped by and that he was rude to you. He was afraid you would hang up if he called.”
“I see. He might be right about that. What does he want?” I asked curtly.
“I don’t know. I was just about to leave for the day, and he asked if I could call you and ask if you minded stopping by sometime this weekend, whenever it’s convenient for you.”
“I don’t know. Tell him I’ll think about it,” I replied.
“Okay. You have his number, right?”
“I certainly do,” I told her a bit sourly.
“Great. I guess I’ll see you whenever I stop by next time,” she replied. “Bye.”
“Bye, Mara,” I replied and hung up.
I sat there staring at the phone as if it were some alien species until the sound of the door opening diverted my attention. A man who stopped by pretty regularly came in and smiled at me. I nodded in greeting as he headed toward the coolers at the back to grab a soda and bring it to the front.
“Will that be all?” I asked.
He hesitated for a moment and then said yes, handing me cash for the drink. I thanked him and gave him his change, which he dropped into the charity cup a local children’s group had asked me to put on the counter for them. He started for the door but then stopped and came back.
“I’m Edward, by the way,” he said.
“Nice to meet you, Edward. I’m Selena.”
“I, um,” he began but then stalled for a moment before continuing, “Would it be possible to get your number?”
It was unexpected and flattering, especially on the backside of the phone call I’d just gotten. I smiled back at him and wrote down my number on a scrap of paper. Why not? I was single, and he was attractive. He didn’t seem much older than I was. I knew nothing about him, but I was willing to talk to him a bit more and see what there was to learn.
He smiled as I handed him the number, tucking it into his coat pocket. “I’ll call you when you aren’t at the store so we can chat for a bit if that’s okay.”
“That’s great. The best time to catch me is between four and eight during the week and between ten and six on weekends.”
“Got it. I’ll talk to you soon,” Edward said, smiling as he left.
I watched as he climbed into a green Subaru SUV, pulled out of the parking lot, and headed back toward Pensacola. “I hope you’re not a serial killer or something,” I joked to myself as he disappeared down the highway.
My thoughts returned to Michael. Why would I want to go down that thorny path again? He couldn’t even be bothered to call me himself. It wasn’t like he didn’t still have my phone number. If he was afraid I would hang up, he could have left a message. Still, I was curious as to what he wanted. I wasn’t going to rush over there, but I would stop by when I felt in the right frame of mind.
As it turned out, that was several days later on the weekend. I’d been talking to Edward on the phone, and we’d made plans for Saturday morning. It turned out that he was a veterinarian. He had his own clinic in Pensacola and lived just outside the city in the opposite direction from the store. It explained why I always saw him go in different directions depending on whether he stopped on his way to work or returned from it.
He was a nice man but also incredibly shy and a bit dull. We had a nice lunch on Saturday, but there was no spark between us. I think he saw that as much as I did. I had to wonder if it was truly because there wasn’t one or if it was because my heart still lay elsewhere. I went straight from our lunch to Michael’s house, not bothering to call ahead.
I was surprised when someone else answered the door. A rather large, burly-looking man with a shock of red hair, absent on his head but plentiful on his chin. “Come on in, Selena,” he told me.
I looked at him, confused. I’d never seen him before. “Do I know you?” I asked.
“No. I’m the PT. Michael saw you coming up the walk and told me who you are. We’re just finishing up. Can you wait for just a few minutes?”
“Okay, sure,” I said, feeling a little awkward about someone else being here to watch me sit, waiting to talk to Michael.
I went to the living room, where Michael sat on the backless chair he always used for physical therapy sessions. It had a very low back, so his arms didn’t hit it during the range of motion exercises, and his therapist could stand behind him with full access to move his shoulders.
Michael sheepishly smiled as I came into the room. I noticed that he was once again clean-shaven, and his hair had been cut. They were already in their wind-down stage, so I didn’t try to engage him in conversation until they were finished. It was only once his therapist was packed up and gone that we began to talk.
“I’m glad you came,” he told me. “I’d have cleaned myself up a little more if I’d known you were stopping by.”
“It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I was in the area and thought I’d stop by to see what you wanted to say to me,” I said in the most even tone I could manage.
“I’m not going to try to sugarcoat things, Selena. I’ve been a complete asshole to you. I’ve tried to make all your decisions regarding me when I should have listened to what you said.”
“So, you asked me here to apologize?” I asked.
“Yes, but also, I wanted to talk to you. I want you to know that I was just lost. I had it in my head that I had to be whole, or I couldn’t be with you. I didn’t want to condemn you to a life where you always had to take care of me in situations where I couldn’t manage alone.”
“And I told you that I never thought twice about any of that. Your arms don’t work right. So what? There are people out there in happy marriages where one uses a wheelchair. They love one another, and they manage. I told you again and again that none of that mattered to me.”
“I know. The problem was that it mattered to me. It mattered too much. You mattered too, but I let my insecurities about what you needed overshadow that.”
“Well, I suppose that’s all water under the bridge now,” I said.
“Not unless you want it to be. I know I made some mistakes—huge ones. I’ve hated every single moment I’ve been without you. I was mad at you for leaving, but I know I left you no choice. I’m sorry for that.”
“I’m sorry too,” I told him quietly.
Much to my surprise, he stood up and walked over to me, slowly kneeling in front of the couch so that he could look me in the eye. “Selena, I love you. I know that saying that is long overdue and perhaps too late, but I want you to know that I love you. I always loved you. I think from the very beginning, I knew you were my destiny. Could you ever consider giving me another chance? We can start slow or however you want—” I cut him off.
“Shut up, Michael. I love you too,” I said, leaning forward and kissing him. There were no more words that needed to be said. We could talk about what had happened and who was to blame for what until we were blue in the face, but the truth was that we were meant for one another.
“I should take a shower,” he said apologetically, pulling away.
“You should get sweatier first, and we’ll take a shower together,” I replied.
He smiled at me, a look in his eyes that I hadn’t seen for a very long time. “I like that idea,” he replied, standing and opening his hand for me to take. I felt the familiar pangs of desire as I followed him to his bedroom.
There was nothing sweet about the sex we had. It was nothing more than pure animal need. We’d been apart too long, and all either of us wanted was to feel the pleasure we both knew we would find in one another.
I undressed for him, letting him admire my body before approaching him and kissing him deeply as I removed his clothes. I attempted to walk him back toward the bed where I could ride him, but he resisted, instead using his body and legs to maneuver me around and push me forward across the bed.
He positioned himself behind me so that he could slip his fingers inside my pussy, slowly moving them in and out as much as he could manage until I was dripping wet. I spread my legs farther open for him, giving him better access.
“Your pussy is beautiful,” he said as he moved closer to me, his legs pressing against mine as he pushed me open with his big cock.
I moaned loudly as he spread me with his girth and began slowly rocking back and forth with his legs. His hands rested on my backside, lightly kneading it as he fucked me in increasingly powerful strokes. The room was quickly a cacophony of our grunts and moans blending together to drown out anything beyond the sounds of our coupling.
As much as I loved making love with Michael, I also loved it when I could feel just how powerful he could be. When he fucked me like this, it was forceful and animalistic. His cock split me open again and again until I couldn’t take it anymore. My body quickly shattered against his, but he held back, continuing to give me every inch of his thick cock until I climaxed again and again. His staying power was enough to make me cum at least a half dozen times before he finally gave in and released a heavy stream of his own pleasure inside me.
The tenderness came afterward as he climbed onto the bed with me, and we spooned together, his lips planting soft kisses on my neck as we embraced the afterglow of our encounter. There was nothing animalistic about this. It was love, and it always would be.
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Michael
With Selena back in my life, I was more determined than ever to be the best I could be for her. In the past, that meant trying to overcome my disabilities. Now, it meant finally accepting them and coping with sometimes falling short of my goals. 
“I want you to come back as my caretaker,” I said one night as we lay in bed.
“No. I don’t want to be your caretaker anymore,” she replied flatly.
“Why not? If you were here more, it would give us more time together, and I could let Mara go.”
“You can let Mara go if you want. You’ve pretty much started tending to the place by yourself, other than some of the more difficult chores or unexpected problems. I can take care of those for you when I come over, but I have other things going on now.”
“You’d rather keep working at the store?” I asked, feeling a little offended.
“Yes. I like the store. I’ve put a lot of work into it, and Mr. Whitehead treats me well.”
“But your hours there will make it hard for us to see one another. I don’t want you driving over here after you’ve closed at night or coming over and having to bail because you have to go back and close up.”
“I like having a job that pays,” Selena replied.
“What if I paid you? I was going to pay a housekeeper before. I can pay you.”
“No, you can’t. I don’t plan on doing any of the things you’ve suggested. I can hire someone a little older and more responsible to open or close sometimes. That will free me up to come here and spend the day or duck out early to spend the night. You can come to my place when I have to open or close.”
Selena stared at me with a bemused look. The shock that she expected me to come to her became obvious. “I guess I’m a bit set in my ways, huh?” I said finally.
“Yes, you’re all about your routine now that you’re back into it. You’ve got to learn to meet me halfway sometimes. On the days when you don’t have physical therapy or training, you can come over and stay with me if you want. You can hang around the store and keep me company or hang out in the apartment while I work.”
“But your place isn’t set up for me.”
“We can work on that. I can make some changes to accommodate you being there when I’m not. When I am there, you’re just going to have to suck it up and let me do stuff for you like I used to. There’s no shame in letting the woman who loves you help.”
“I know. I guess I just hadn’t considered it. I’ve never even been over there to see your new apartment.”
“No, you haven’t,” she said.
“Okay. That’s fair, then. Give and take,” I replied.
“Lots of it,” she reminded me.
On my first trip to the store and her apartment, I felt out of sorts. I couldn’t even open the door by myself. Selena came to open it for me. She was finishing up with something behind the counter, and her afternoon clerk was already there, so I didn’t have to wait long.
“Come on. I’ll show you my place,” Selena said happily, leading me toward the back of the store. She pushed open a door and waited for me to step through before moving toward another and opening it for me to go up some steps.
“No sneaking up on you,” I joked.
“There’s an outside entrance too. I don’t come through the store unless I’m down here working.”
“I bet I can’t sneak in on you up there either,” I joked.
“You can’t, but then again, neither can anyone else.”
“That’s good to know,” I replied, following her up the steps.
Going up steps without using your arms is much more awkward than it sounds, even if you’re in good shape. I was pretty good at it because I’d gotten used to it. I didn’t have any stairs at my house, but I’d been to other places where I’d had to navigate them.
“Don’t you lock that bottom door when you come up here?” I asked.
“I usually do, but I wanted to show you the place first. I’ll go back down and lock it in a bit,” Selena replied.
I wondered if she really did or if it was just for my benefit. I hated the thought of her leaving an entrance open into the store where anyone could wander up here while she was alone, but I didn’t dare try to tell her what to do. Since we'd gotten back together, she’d made it clear to me that she enjoyed her independence.
The apartment was small. It consisted of just a living room with a kitchenette fashioned to one side, a little breakfast table, a small bedroom, and a small bathroom. Still, it was nice. I found it cozy and despite my initial apprehension, I could see myself being comfortable here with Selena.
“Here’s the main entrance,” she said, opening a door that led out onto a small deck with a stairwell down to the parking area below. “You can park your car down here by mine when you come over instead of in the front.”
“Nice view,” I said, nodding toward the heavily wooded area behind it.
“I like it. I can sit back here and watch the squirrels play in the trees.”
“That sounds oddly relaxing,” I agreed.
“It is. So, what do you think about my little place?”
“I like it. It’s cozy.”
“No, really. You can be honest,” she chided.
“I am being honest. It’s nice—much better than my first place.”
“What was your first place like?” she asked.
“It was in the barracks with a bunch of other men.” I laughed.
“That sounds less than thrilling.”
“It was, but it had its good points too. There was always something going on. There was a card game, or a bunch of us gathered around a small television to watch some shitty movie. Sometimes, there was a fight. There was always some entertainment to be had.”
“I can’t begin to imagine living with a bunch of other people. I could hardly stand living with my grandparents,” she said.
“What about living with just one other person?” I asked.
“I suppose it depends on who that one person is,” she replied, a twinkle in her eyes.
I smiled and kissed her on the forehead. I knew asking her to move in with me right after seeing her place was bad timing. It was probably not something I wanted to ask her anytime soon. I could see that Selena needed this time to be independent. It hadn’t been long since she’d stopped living with her grandparents. Before she moved here, she was always with them or me. I supposed this made her feel more like her own person, which was good.
There would be a time when I would want her to come live with me. I wasn’t sure if that included marriage, but it was definitely a step in that direction, and for the first time, I wasn’t afraid of that. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Selena. If that meant I had to give her a bit of space to enjoy being on her own, I could live with that.
Selena had been right about not coming back as my caretaker, either paid or unpaid. This was a good thing for her and for me. It meant I’d miss her when she wasn’t with me, but I could live with it. This was what I wanted when I first started trying to make myself better. I’d wanted space, but I’d gone about it the wrong way. This was better. It would give us time to miss one another when we were apart.
“Let’s go back inside,” she said, “It’s getting a bit cool out here.”
“I think I’ll move my car around if that’s okay?”
“Sure. I’ll leave the door open for when you come back. I was thinking about making us some dinner. Any requests?”
“I’d love some spaghetti and meatballs.”
She looked at me, surprised. “Really?”
“Yes,” I replied. “With garlic bread.”
“I’m not sure I have the stuff to make that.”
“You live above a grocery store,” I teased.
“Right. Okay. Spaghetti and meatballs it is.”
“Great. I’ll go back down with you to get the ingredients and then go out the front to move my car.”
“All right,” she said, heading for the stairs to the store. We looked around the store and found everything we needed for dinner, and I paid for it at the register. She introduced me to her clerk and said she would see me back upstairs.
“Yes, you will,” I replied, heading out the front door. I couldn’t open it to come in, but the inside had a push bar like I had on my house, so I could get out quite easily.
I hummed to myself as I got into my car and moved it around to the back of the store. By the time I climbed the stairs and went inside the apartment, Selena was already working on making the meatballs for dinner, a glass of wine in hand. I came up behind her and kissed her neck, making her giggle.
“What are you doing?” She giggled.
“Kissing the cook. I’m supposed to do that, aren’t I?”
“Yes. It helps make the food taste better. Oh, are you spending the night?” she asked.
“Do you want me to?”
“Of course I do. I’ll have to go down to the store to close it up at nine, but that won’t take me more than thirty minutes with the clerk’s help.”
“Then, I’d love to spend the night. Is there anything I can do to help in the store?”
“Probably, but I pay someone to do those things, so we’ll handle it. Since you’re spending the night, though, I have something just for you,” she told me.
I watched as she washed her hands and reached into the cabinet above. She pulled a glass down, sat it on the counter, and filled it partly with wine. She put a glass lid on it and screwed it in place before adding a long glass straw. It was perfect. I could drink wine from a regular glass these days, but it was a clumsy process. This was much better.
“Now you can sit over on the sofa and have wine while I cook,” she told me, taking the glass to the table.
“That’s great. Where did you find something like that?” I asked.
“The glass and top are meant for hot tea, but you can also use them for iced tea, so there’s a hole for a straw. I found a glass one at a little collectibles shop that was much longer than normal. They also had some of those twirly ones, but I thought if you were having wine, you’d appreciate just the regular one.”
I followed her and sat down on the sofa. The glass was just a little bit lower than it needed to be for me to reach it without a struggle, but that was quickly rectified when Selena added a book beneath it.
“Leaves of Grass,” she told me.
“Walt Whitman to the rescue,” I chuckled.
“It works.” She returned to her dinner preparations.
As it happened, her apartment was better set up for me than I’d imagined. I wasn't sure whether she’d made some adjustments knowing I’d need them or if it was fate, but even the little breakfast table was the perfect height for me. It was low, so I could rest my lower arms on it and get food on my fork and into my mouth without dropping it all over the place, which was pretty impressive for this meal.
I had deliberately chosen spaghetti and meatballs to show her I wasn’t afraid to be vulnerable around her. I wanted her to see how difficult it was for me to eat alone and that she might possibly have to help me here and there. She’d countered by making it incredibly easy for me to eat my spaghetti and drink my wine.
“You never cease to amaze me,” I said between bites, and I saw her blush for the first time in a long time.
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Selena
My relationship with Michael had changed dramatically since we’d gotten back together. We were more equal to one another now. I didn’t feel like some sort of inexperienced kid who was with a man way out of my league. I’d had to admit to myself that my own insecurities had played a part in us falling apart. When you took two people who were having trouble accepting themselves as they were, it was destined for failure. That was very much the case with the two of us. 
Today, I was at Michael’s house, but he wasn’t. It felt odd to be here without him, but he’d begun going to the physical therapist at a nearby clinic rather than having someone come in. He also went to a gym for sessions with his personal trainer and a weekly counseling session at the VA hospital. It was less convenient, but he wanted to stop having his life brought to him at home.
He'd also let Mara go. He mostly kept the house himself with some help from me when it came to things he couldn’t handle. It was nothing that took up a lot of my time or that I minded doing. We worked as a team now.
It was easy to see the changes in Michael. He’d been so scared of people looking at him as less of a man that he’d made every effort to prevent that from happening. Now, he wasn’t afraid to ask someone to help him with a door he couldn’t open or assist him in retrieving an item from a high shelf. He’d finally accepted his disabilities and was no longer letting them control his every decision.
I was still cleaning the bathroom when he came back from his appointment. I heard him come in the door, but he didn’t say hello. I finished up and then went to find him. Much to my surprise, he was in the kitchen unpacking groceries into the fridge.
“I thought you were having groceries delivered?” I asked.
“I canceled the deliveries,” he replied.
“Why?”
“Because I don’t need them anymore. I can go to the grocery store by myself.” Michael sounded quite proud of the fact.
I looked at the bags on the counter and back at him. “You went and bought groceries?”
“I sure did,” he said.
“I would have gone with you if you had asked.”
“I know, but I’m trying to adapt. I’ll probably get you to go with me if I’m going to do a big shop, but this was just a few things for dinner.”
“And you carried them in from the car by yourself?” I asked with a puzzled expression.
As far as Michael had come in his rehab, the one thing that he couldn’t do was carry a lot of weight. It was too painful for him, and his grip still wasn’t what it should have been, so he risked dropping the bags due to spasms or losing his hold on them. He’d brought in four bags. They weren’t massive, but based on the items he was pulling out of them, they would have been more weight than he could handle.
“Oh no. I bought a new toy.” Michael pointed toward the wall beside the counter, where a folding trolley was leaning.
“You bought a granny cart?’ I said, unable to hold back my amusement.
“A what?”
“I’m sorry. It’s what we call those things because you usually only see grannies with them.”
He pursed his lips at me, and I immediately felt bad. He’d found a way to do a simple task that worked for him, and I was making fun of him. It was the last thing I should be doing.
“Well, do I look like someone’s granny?” Michael finally asked.
“You most certainly don’t,” I replied.
“Then, it’s not a granny cart. I hereby declare that little contraption a stud-mobile. Besides, I didn’t roll it anywhere but from the car to this house. I used one of those shallow carts so I could get things off the conveyor and had nearby folks help me with things I couldn’t reach. I only put the stuff in the cart to get it in from the car.”
I could only imagine him, a six-foot-four former SEAL, asking some slight little clerk to get something off the top shelf, but I didn’t say anything. I was impressed by the fact that he’d bought groceries by himself. I didn’t want to keep making such a big deal about it.
“Well, what did you get on this fabulous shopping trip of yours?” I asked.
“I got us some steaks and potatoes for dinner. I also got a little pre-made side salad for us to split.”
“Oh, yum. I’ll put those on when I get done with my cleaning,” I replied.
“No. You will relax, and I will make dinner. I’m going to throw the steaks and potatoes on the grill. If you really want to assist, I’ll let you dole out the salad so I don’t end up with it all over the floor.”
“That’s fair. Do you have any wine to go with this fabulous dinner?”
“No, but I’ve got some cold beers,” he replied.
“Close enough.” I laughed, kissing him on the cheek before going to the laundry room to wash some things. He’d canceled the laundry service, too, but I’d taken that over for him as it was easy enough to wash and dry the clothes while I was cleaning the rest of the house.
I hummed as I finished dusting in the living room and bedroom, and then I went to wash my hands and freshen up. When I returned to the living room, Michael had started the turntable and put on the old Anita Baker album that we both adored. He was already back in the kitchen to start dinner. It was a bit early, but it took him longer to cook than it did for someone without his issues.
It was difficult for me to just let him struggle with it and not try to jump in, but it seemed important that he be able to do things for me from time to time. I didn’t care. I’d be happy cooking for Michael anytime he wanted, but I now understood that he needed to do some things even if they were hard for him. I also knew he would let me know if he needed help.
I strolled into the kitchen and opened the fridge to pull out a cold beer. “Want one?” I asked him.
“Sure,” he said.
I pulled out a second bottle and dropped a glass straw in it. He’d been so enamored of the one I had at my apartment that I’d found someone who made them. He said it just tasted better than drinking things through the plastic, metal, or paper ones he’d tried. I could understand that drinking certain things might be less inviting using any of those. I certainly wouldn’t want to drink wine through one, which was why I’d bought the original that I’d found.
Michael worked on tenderizing and marinating the steaks, periodically leaning toward the beer on the counter and taking a drink. I turned and noticed that a vase with a bouquet of red roses and a large pillar candle had appeared on the table. It was also already set for dinner.
“This is beginning to look pretty fancy if you don’t count the beer,” I teased.
“You can pour your beer in a glass if you want to be fancy.”
I laughed and raised up on my tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek. “Control yourself, woman,” he said with a big smile.
“I’ll try. You’re back in top form, so it’s difficult to keep my hands to myself.”
“Just hold that thought. I’ll change the dessert menu to accommodate your wicked ways.”
“I’m not even sure what that’s supposed to mean,” I said playfully.
“You know exactly what it means. There isn’t anything in this kitchen sweeter than you.”
“Flattery. Oh, such flattery.”
“I’m a charmer,” he joked, taking the wrapped potatoes out to the grill and returning to check on the steaks in their marinade.
“It’s going to take eons for those potatoes to get done,” I said as he began to ease the steaks out of the fridge and onto the rolling tray he used for moving heavier things around the kitchen.
“It is not. I have a secret process. All they need to do is roast up a little.”
“So, you microwaved them,” I said.
“Bingo!” he announced as he headed out the sliding doors that led from the kitchen to the small patio where he’d already fired up the grill.
“Shall I get the salad in bowls for us then?” I asked.
“Yeah. We’ll be ready to eat in about five minutes.”
I nodded and pulled the small plastic bowl of salad from the fridge, dumping half of it onto one of the small salad plates from the cupboard and half onto another. I drizzled some of the Italian vinaigrette we both liked on each and gave them a little toss before taking them over to the table.
Michael returned a few minutes later with the tray layered with food. There was a platter with our steaks, a bowl with the two potatoes, and a round of tinfoil that I assumed was some sort of bread. I retrieved our beers from the counter and fetched some butter, salt, and pepper for the potatoes.
“This looks delicious,” I remarked, opening both of our potatoes and cutting them, topping them off with butter, salt, and pepper. Michael struggled through opening the round of tin foil and putting the rolls inside in the bread basket already on the table. Soon, we were getting down to the business of eating.
Michael’s steaks never needed steak sauce. His marinade gave them a delicious flavor and left them so tender they practically melted in your mouth. I took my time to savor every bite. I always ate slower when I was with Michael. At the store, I usually had to hurry through a simple meal like a sandwich or a microwave burrito. Here, I could eat slowly and really enjoy the food.
Plus, Michael ate slowly because he had to focus on getting the food from his plate onto a fork and then into his mouth without losing it. There were some things he simply couldn’t eat by himself. Soups were a no-go unless I fed them to him, which he hated but would tolerate if he was sick. We both tried to stick to things he could manage alone.
As time passed, Michael found ways to eat more things alone. He missed tacos but figured out that if he made them on one of the flat shells instead of the half-moons and then wrapped it in a tortilla round, he could eat it without losing the filling in the process. It was the simple things like this that made him happy.
I was proud of how independent Michael was finally becoming. I was happy we were together again and that things seemed to be working out so much better this time. We talked more and argued less. If we had a problem with one another, we hashed it out instead of letting it fester. Our relationship was healthy and solid. I wouldn’t trade what we had for a thousand chances with a man who I didn’t have to make some concessions to be with.
To me, Michael McNeil was imperfectly perfect, and I loved him with all my heart.
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Michael
It seemed like no time before fall was gone, and winter was too. Today was the first day of spring, and it was a lovely day outside. Selena had spent the night but had gotten up early to open the store. She had a full day of deliveries, and her clerk was off for a school dance this afternoon. I had plans of my own. 
I got dressed and headed out to the car, driving to Sacred Heart Hospital to meet with a specialist I’d heard about through some guys at the vet clinic on my last visit. I’d taken great strides toward accepting my disability as something I might have to live with for the rest of my life, but that didn’t mean I’d give up on looking for ways to improve my situation.
I’d made a lot of adjustments in my life to accommodate the limited use of my arms. If nothing could be done, then I’d continue doing what I was doing. Despite my best efforts, I still felt a bit less of a man for being unable to do simple things like wrap my arms around Selena and hold her. I didn’t hide things like that from her anymore, but I also didn’t let it get the best of me.
Today, sitting in the hospital waiting room waiting to be taken back for tests, I felt anxious and hopeful, like I hadn’t for a long time. My records had already been sent over for Dr. Murphy’s review, but he wanted some other diagnostics run before meeting with me. Some would have immediate results, and others would come back later.
It was a slow process, and I think it was somehow worse than my injuries themselves to have to sit in rooms like this and wait for medical people to examine me. I was relieved when a nurse finally called me to the window and directed me back to Dr. Murphy’s office.
“Good morning, Michael,” he said cheerfully when I entered the room. “Have a seat. My apologies for making you come to the hospital instead of my office, but it was easier to get the tests done here and get on with things.”
“No problem,” I replied.
“It’ll take me a bit to get some of the tests back, but based on what I’m seeing here and your records, I think we might be able to help you.”
“Really?” I asked, not sure how excited I should be but grateful for any promise of improvement.
“Yes. I’ve got to say that I’m not sure we can get you back to a full range of motion. There was some significant damage, but it seems to have healed nicely. The doctors who did your original surgeries were top-notch and didn’t leave behind any additional problems, as I see with some vets who end up with makeshift field treatments instead of proper care.”
I nodded, trying to listen and not ask a million questions before he finished his initial assessment. I didn’t correct his assumption that I hadn’t received field care. I’d been treated straight away by the ship’s doctor, who brought me back from the other side, staunched the blood loss, and got some blood going back into me while waiting on an air evac unit to take me to a base hospital better prepared to help me.
“I want to do a physical exam today, and then we’ll wait for the tests to come back to do a follow-up. Once I know the full scope of your injuries, you can make an appointment at the regular office for next week.”
“Sounds good,” I replied, hating that I had to wait longer for any further information. It had been seven years now. What was another week or however long it took beyond that?
He did his exam, asked some more questions, and told me we’d discuss possible procedures once he’d had a chance to review my new tests alongside my existing records. I left the hospital feeling slightly more optimistic but not as excited as I’d initially been. Even if he could do surgery, it didn’t sound like it would make me one hundred percent, and I’d have to rehab after each leg of the work.
Rather than going home, I drove straight to Selena’s after my appointment. I didn’t want to be home alone to fret about things. She’d be working at the store, but just knowing she was nearby would make a huge difference. She’d installed a small alarm system in her apartment separate from the store, allowing me to type in a code on the keypad instead of using a key.
Things like not being able to unlock a simple door frustrated me so much. My hands worked, and the lock was at a level I could access without lifting my arms more than they would go, but gripping and turning the key was beyond my capabilities. I could barely manage to get the buttons on my shirt closed, even then, only if they were a specific size. Even if I could get that much of me working right, it would make a lot of difference.
I parked beside her car and made my way up the steps to her apartment, letting myself in and sending her a text that I was up there. She didn’t respond at first, but I’d noted a pup truck parked behind the opposite end of the store where deliveries are made, so I figured she was tending to that at the moment.
I felt tired and began stripping down to my underwear to climb into her bed. I’d barely slipped beneath the covers when I got a message back from her.
—How was your appointment?—
—Promising, but nothing to write home about.—
—Okay. I’ll be up at about five. I have someone coming in until nine, and then I’ll have to duck back down to close up.—
—Sounds good. I’ll be in bed waiting for you. You might have to wake me up. LOL.—
—I’ll look forward to that.—
I lay the phone aside and settled down into the sheets. They smelled like Selena, which made them all the nicer to nap in. It was weird, but I slept better at her place. Perhaps it was because I was never here alone. Selena was either here with me or at least nearby. Usually, if she was working, I could go down and keep her company sometimes, but I knew today was an especially busy day, so I didn’t want to be in the way.
It was things like this that bothered me. If it weren’t for my injuries, I could just go down and pitch in to help. As it was, I couldn’t lift anything. I couldn’t even watch the register for her. That made me feel useless, and if I let it get to me, I’d be wallowing in self-pity again. I had to just let it go and get on with what I could do for myself.
I nestled my head into her pillow and breathed her in, soon drifting into a peaceful sleep. I hadn’t slept well the past few nights, so it was welcome. It was barely three, so that would give me a couple hours to doze before she got home.
I quickly fell into a dream. It was a rare instance where I wasn’t embroiled in turmoil and bad memories. In this one, I got what I needed from the doctors. I was whole and living life as I’d always thought I would before the attack happened. I had full use of my hands and arms and was holding a baby—my first son.
The dream felt wonderful. I let the happiness I felt in it wash over me as clips played through my mind of the child growing up, eventually joined by a sister and a dog. I used to have a similar dream when I was younger. It came to me on dark nights in strange places during the short naps I got in while others stood watch.
This one felt more real because I’d imagined it with Selena. It also felt somehow less so because I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to hold a baby with my current condition. It was nice to think I might, though. As the dream went on, Selena came up and wrapped her arms around me as we watched our children sleep.
“Aren’t they beautiful?” she asked.
“Just like their mother,” I replied.
“I wonder if the next one will look more like you.”
“Next one?”
“Yes, it would seem that we are headed for number three,” she replied, pulling away and patting her belly with a smile.
“Three?” I marveled.
“Three,” she repeated. “But I think we should try for five.”
“Five, is it? That’s a lot of kids.” I laughed.
“It’s just five,” she told me softly.
The dream began to lift, but I could still hear her voice. Selena was whispering against my ear.
“Yes, it’s five,” she was saying.
I realized that the dream had morphed into reality. I must have been mumbling in my sleep about five, and she heard me, thinking I was asking if it was five because I heard her come in. I chuckled as she settled against my back and lay her head between my shoulder blades.
We lay there together for a while, me waking up and her dozing off a little. I could feel her bare breasts against my skin and knew she’d gotten undressed to get into bed with me. I turned over and began kissing her neck, enjoying the salty taste of her skin. She opened her eyes and looked up at me with a smile.
“Tell me about your appointment,” she said.
“Nothing much to tell right now. The doctor did an exam and ran some tests. He’s going to go over my medical records and the test results to see if he thinks there’s anything he can do. I made an appointment next week to see what he says.”
“Well, it’s something at least. He didn’t just outright say there was nothing he could do.”
“No, not yet. I don’t want to hope for too much until I have more information.”
“That’s understandable. We’ll just wait and hope for the best.”
“Nothing else to do,” I told her, resuming my kisses along her neck.
She purred as I moved slowly down her skin toward her breasts, devouring them with my mouth. I suckled at her large nipples, feeling them tighten into hard little rosebuds against my tongue. I took my time to enjoy her skin. I longed to cup her heavy breasts in my hands and knead them properly.
We made love slowly and tenderly, enjoying the afternoon in the best way possible before climbing out of bed and getting at least partly dressed to make dinner. I could get used to days like this, but that would come in time.
I watched as she made us a quick dinner of ham and cheese sliders to eat lazily on the sofa while we watched television. We spent a quiet evening watching a documentary about a man who defrauded several women out of their money until it was time for Selena to get dressed again and go close the store. I dressed and went down with her, keeping her company while she worked.
It was easy to see that she wasn’t only beautiful but also capable. I loved seeing her in her element just as much as I enjoyed it when she gave over control to me. She truly was the woman of my dreams.
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Selena
When Michael returned from the doctor's, I could see it on his face. I’d offered to go with him, but he’d wanted to do it alone. I wanted to ask what the doctor had said but was hesitant to do so. Michael kissed me on the forehead and solemnly shook his head back and forth. 
“He said ‘no’?” I asked.
“He might as well have. He said ‘not yet’ because the treatment they have available entails surgery and the insertion of components that aren’t yet approved.”
“Didn’t he already know that when you talked before?”
“He said that some of the items are approved and some aren’t, so it was a matter of going through my records a bit more thoroughly to see if I needed more than what was currently on the market—I do.”
“How long before the others become available?”
“No way to say. He said that it could be a couple of years. It might not ever happen. They have to go through their clinical trials and get approved by the FDA. That’s a lot of red tape to unfurl.”
“Sounds like it. Well, you’ll just keep looking then, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t lose hope, Michael. All it takes is for one person to say yes and we don’t have to just rely on local doctors. If you really want this—if you need it—we’ll go wherever it takes us to make it happen.”
“I just want to be better, not just for me, but for you too. I want to hold you properly and be able to do the heavy lifting myself for once.”
“I don’t care about any of that. I only care about you. If you never find a way to improve the situation with your arms, I will continue to love you just as much. Don’t ever think you need to do this for me. You are doing it for yourself.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Michael teased, leaning down to kiss me.
I could tell he was bothered by it, but I didn’t intend to let it fester. I pulled him closer and kissed him back. We were quickly entangled in one another as we moved down the hall toward his bedroom. He sat on the bed and watched as I made a show of getting undressed for him.
Slowly, I unbuttoned the blood-red shirt I was wearing, taking my time with each button without taking my eyes off his. The front fell open to reveal the black lace bra beneath, my large breasts straining against the thin fabric, plotting their escape. His eyes were laser-focused on me, a slight smile curled up at the corner of his lips.
The softness of the fabric in my top and the cool air from the ceiling fan combined to create a new sensation, sending small ripples of goosebumps scattering across my skin. I arched my shoulders, pushing my chest out farther, as I shrugged off the open shirt, letting it drift to the floor.
My hair fell across my shoulders and down my back, tickling my skin. Slowly, I reached behind my back to unsnap my bra, letting it fall to the floor. My heavy breasts escaped, leaving my large nipples exposed. I heard Michael inhale sharply, but he said nothing, continuing to watch as his erection pushed against the seam of his pants. He watched as I gathered both breasts in my hands, kneading them provocatively.
I smiled as I pulled one up to my mouth, sucking my own nipple for a moment and then moving on to the other. Michael adjusted the material at his crotch, his bulge creating pressure against his hard cock. I could see the longing on his face, and it thrilled me. I knew how much he loved watching me undress and tease him. I was just as aroused as he was right now, my juices flowing in anticipation of him being inside of me.
I continued fondling myself, squeezing my breasts harder, lifting and flattening the flesh as much as possible against my chest and pushing them against each other. I began pinching my nipples for him, getting a bit rough with myself. I pulled them toward my mouth again, nipping and sucking at them. I moaned loudly against them as I continued to lick, suck, and bite at my own flesh. Ripples of pleasure ran through me.
I kicked off my shoes, trying to control my impatience as I turned and slipped my pants down my legs, leaving my scantily clad bottom to face him. I bent forward slightly, showing off my ample bottom as I continued sliding my panties down. They fell down to my ankles, and I bent farther, giving him a bird’s eye view of my soaked pussy as I slowly removed my panties from each leg and stood up again, looking over my shoulder at him.
“Come here,” he commanded, and I obeyed, moving closer to the bed as he stood up. “Undress me.”
I did as he asked, stripping him much more quickly than I’d stripped myself. His erection sprang forward as if relieved to finally be free. Michael moved forward, letting it press against my belly as he moved his hands between my legs, slipping his fingers into my folds to feel my hot, wet center.
“Lean over the bed. Hands flat,” Michael said, and again, I obeyed.
He moved behind me, his hands on my ass as he positioned himself. I gasped as he entered me from behind, thrusting deep inside with one swift motion before pulling slowly back out again. I inhaled as he began to sway back and forth, lazily taking me from behind.
“God, you’re so hot and tight. I love your pussy,” Michael moaned as he rocked back and forth, impaling me with his beautiful cock.
“I love your cock,” I replied, the words punctuated by a gasp as he seemed to hit my very core.
“Tell me what you want,” he said.
“I want you to fuck me. Fuck me hard and deep. I want you to give me every single inch until I’m begging you to let me cum,” I bleated.
He responded by pulling free of my center. For a moment, I was confused, but then I understood. “Turn over,” he commanded.
I did as he asked and waited for his next instruction. He stood there, just looking down at me, his cock standing at full attention. “Masturbate for me.”
I did as he asked, one hand kneading my breasts and the other slipping down to my pussy. I milked my clit, my body thrashing about at how sensitive it had grown to the touch. Michael watched appreciatively, his eyes full of lust.
“Is that what you do when you’re alone? Do you touch yourself like that when you think about me and I’m not there?”
“Yes.”
“It’s beautiful,” he replied, continuing to watch as I slipped two fingers inside my pussy and began slowly fucking myself with them. My legs twitched as I hit my G-spot, and I pinched my nipples together. “Fuck me, you’re so beautiful. So hot.”
I removed my fingers, resting them on my clit again as he positioned himself to enter me. I eased closer, leaving my pussy at the edge of the bed as his cock brushed against the opening. “Don’t stop. Rub your clit for me.”
I did as he asked, feeling like I was going to explode at any moment. My clit was as hard as his cock, throbbing with anticipation as he pushed into me, filling me up and driving me insane with the added pressure. The heat of my pussy enveloped him, pulling him into me as his balls brushed against my ass.
Soon, we were lost in a symphony of grunts, groans, and moans of pleasure. I was lost in the sensations the combination of Michael’s thrusts and my fingers created in my body. My body trembled and jerked as I grew increasingly closer to the eagerly anticipated explosion I knew would come. He uttered incoherent words as he fucked me, pushing and plunging into me as he drove me mad with passion.
The sound of his balls slapping against my wetness added to the noises filling the room around us. I was close but held back, wanting to wait until I couldn’t stand the pressure anymore. His cock throbbed and vibrated against my clit as I slowed my strokes, unable to take the friction anymore.
“Cum for me. I love watching you cum,” Micheal groaned.
“You cum with me,” I replied.
He smiled and picked up his pace, fucking me hard and fast until I couldn’t hold back. My body quivered as he pushed into me, sending a river of cum gushing through my pussy to meet his own. Our bodies continued to move against one another until we’d milked every last drop, leaving us exhausted from the spasms that had racked through us.
After a moment, Michael pulled free and lay on the bed by my side. I settled into his arms and kissed him softly, his sweet lips meeting my own as our tongues danced lazily together. I felt overwhelmed by the emotion of the moment. My body was spent after having given every ounce of pleasure it had. My desire for Michael threatened to bring me to tears, but I fought them off.
We pulled apart, and I curled up against him once again. His lips rested against my ear, the warmth of his breath caressing my skin. I was exhausted but satisfied, not only sexually but emotionally. I lay blissfully happy in his arms, knowing how lucky I was to have someone like him in my life.
“I love you so much,” he whispered against my skin, raising the tiny hairs to stand at attention.
“I love you too,” I replied, nuzzling closer to him.
My exhaustion quickly gave way to sleep as we both lay sideways across the bed, napping in the aftermath of our vigorous lovemaking. When I awoke, it was dark outside, and Michael was still asleep beside me, looking impossibly content. I watched him sleep for a bit before slipping out of the bed and going to the shower. When I emerged, he was awake and watching me as I toweled off and dressed again.
“I guess this means no round two?” he said playfully.
“I’m not dressed yet,” I replied.
He smiled and stood up. “You’re going to be the death of me.” He laughed.
“I sure hope not, but you have to admit that it wouldn’t be a terrible way to go.”
“Definitely not. I’ll get a shower, and we’ll find something to eat. Gotta keep our strength up if we’re plotting a sex marathon,” Michael said, leaning down for me to take off his voice strap.
“That sounds like a plan I can get behind,” I said as I unfastened the Velcro, holding it in place and laying it on the dresser behind me. He could get it on and off by himself these days, but it was easier for me and made things quicker if I was handy.
I threw on a robe and changed the sheets. Whether we pursued round two or not, we’d need clean linens. With that out of the way, I picked up my discarded clothes and threw them in my bag, replacing them with a soft fleece romper set that was more comfortable.
When Michael stepped out of the shower, I helped him dry off and pull on a t-shirt and pajama pants. We were like an old married couple when we were like this, quickly switching out of wild sex mode to flitting around the house in our leisure wear. I couldn’t complain. The truth was that I was exactly where I wanted to be and with precisely the man I needed by my side.
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Michael
More than three months had passed since my last appointment with Dr. Murphy, so I was surprised when I found his office ringing my cell phone one afternoon as I looked at the information I’d pulled up on training for a new career I was being offered by the VA. 
“Hello?” I said as I answered the call.
“Mr. McNeil?” came a man’s voice.
“Yes,” I responded.
“This is Dr. Murphy. I wanted to give you a call and discuss a potential treatment for your hands with you.”
“Just my hands?” I asked.
“For now. It’s a bit experimental. You’d have to sign some waivers, but I think we can improve the gripping problem you have in both hands.”
“I didn’t realize you were still looking at my case,” I said.
“Oh yes. I keep it close to mind when reviewing any new treatments. I guess you could say you’re my pet project.” He chuckled.
“I can’t really complain about that,” I told him. “What’s this treatment you have in mind?”
“It involves some surgery to bypass certain nerves and tap into others. It doesn’t require the kind of hardware we’ll need for your shoulders, so it’s a good place to start. Why don’t you come into the office? We’ll sit down and talk about it some more. I can show you much easier than I can tell you over the phone.”
“I’d love to. When?”
“I think I have some openings tomorrow. I’ll transfer you to my front desk, and they can schedule an appointment. I just wanted to talk to you about it for a moment first. I’m really excited about the possibilities.”
“Then, I’m excited too. I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said.
“Great. Hold the line a moment.”
There were a couple of clicks and then nothing. I thought he might have accidentally disconnected me, but then a woman was on the line. “Mr. McNeil? This is Wendy. I can get you in tomorrow at ten or two. Which do you prefer?”
“Ten,” I replied, knowing I would be on pins and needles all day if I had to wait any longer than necessary to find out what Dr. Murphy had to offer.
“Great. We will see you then,” she said.
“Thanks, Wendy,” I replied, hanging up the phone with a huge smile.
“What was that about?” Selena asked from nearby where she was working on some spreadsheets for the store.
“It was Dr. Murphy’s office. He wants me to come in tomorrow to discuss possible treatment.”
“What does it involve?”
“I don’t know just yet, but it’s only for my hands. He said it’s experimental, and I’d have to sign some waivers.”
“Oh, that sounds a bit scary,” Selena said, turning away from the computer and looking at me uncertainly.
“Maybe. It won’t hurt to hear him out, though. It’s not like I have anything to lose. Either I’ll gain some additional function, or it won’t work.”
“Or you will lose what function you have,” she added.
“I suppose that’s possible, too. I won’t really know until I hear the details. He said it was easier to show me the plan than to try to tell me on the phone what they want to do. Do you want to come and listen in?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” she replied. “When’s your appointment?”
“Ten,” I replied.
Selena frowned and then nodded. “Let me make a call,” she replied, already picking up her cell phone. A moment later, she was talking to Margie, the woman who usually came in on weekends only.
“Hey, Margie. It’s Selena. You were asking about taking Saturday off and I’m good with that, but would you be interested in working for me tomorrow so you don’t lose the time? It’s not a requirement, but I need to be somewhere.”
She stopped talking and listened for a moment before replying. “You can open in the morning, and I’ll take over at two, or you can come in later, say eight until four. I’d open and close if we do that.”
Another moment passed, and she was nodding her head and smiling. “Great. I’ll see you tomorrow then,” she said before ending the call and turning back to me. “Margie is going to come in and open the store in the morning, so I won’t need to be there until two.”
“Perfect. If the appointment doesn’t run too long, we can stop for burritos at Mexicola.”
“I have never seen anyone who loves that place more than you.”
“You probably never will,” I told her.
Mexicola had the best burritos in Pensacola. The best part was that they had outdoor seating on tables that were the perfect height for me to actually eat in a public space. No one really noticed or cared if I dropped a little around me. Animals of various sorts would come by and snatch it up after I was gone. In some cases, they didn’t wait that long and would eat alongside me. Pigeons were especially appreciative of the tortilla chips that came with my meal.
It had been a long time since I’d eaten out in public spaces, but Selena had found Mexicola and we’d stopped in to get food to go. Then I noticed the seating and asked if we could eat there instead. I figured I’d either manage, she’d have to help me, or we’d bag it all back up and take it home. It had worked out and given me the courage to try eating out at other places as well, though some hadn’t worked out as well.
I wondered what new things I could accomplish if Dr. Murphy pulled off this surgery. I still wouldn’t be able to move my upper arms and would have limited movement in my lower arms, but it might improve my grip. That small improvement alone would open new doors for me.
I hardly slept all night, anxious about the meeting tomorrow morning. I really needed a win. Selena had to close the store last night and had stayed at her own place. I hated sleeping without her anymore, which was partly why I went to stay with her on nights she worked. She’d be over when she got up and dressed to go.
Despite the lack of sleep, I didn’t feel tired when I woke up. I was full of energy and more than ready to get to the doctor’s office and find out all there was to know about what he could do for me. By the time Selena arrived, I was beside myself with anticipation.
“You want to drive?” I asked her.
“I can if you want,” she said with a shrug.
“I’m too jumpy, I think,” I admitted.
“Well, let’s get on the road and find out what there is to know.”
The drive to Dr. Murphy’s office seemed incredibly long today. Traffic was picking up now that the weather was nice. Spring breakers were beginning to pop up and would soon flood in. After that, summer would come and bring with it the vacationers.
When we finally arrived, we sat in the waiting room. I was anxious, and Selena could tell. She nodded and smiled softly at me, reaching to cup my face with one of her hands.
“It’s going to be good news. I know you’re due some of that. Even my grandparents have been praying for you, for what it is worth.”
“Today, I’ll accept their prayers,” I said with a grin.
Selena’s grandparents had been a hard sell. They didn’t like that I was older. They certainly didn’t like that I wasn’t a Christian, but I wasn’t a die-hard atheist either. I just didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about religion either way.
However, as time passed, they came to realize that I made Selena happy, and that was what they wanted for her. So, they eventually came around. They invited us to dinner sometimes. Occasionally, we even threw them a bone and went to church. It was there that I also met Selena’s best friend, Jane. We’d hit it off right away.
Jane and Selena were very unalike, but it was fun to watch how they got along with one another. They had an understanding that only came with time and deep roots. There were multitudes of inside jokes, some of which they would make me privy to and others they’d never tell. It was good to see how much they cared about one another.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I told her you were a jackass, and she didn’t need to take your shit,” Jane slurred as we sat around drinking at my house one night. 
“I appreciate your support, Jane,” I teased.
“You’re welcome. If it helps, I was wrong,” she said.
“It takes a big man to admit when he’s wrong,” I joked.
“And I am just that big man you speak of,” Jane said with a laugh, holding her glass of wine up in a mock salute.
“I think you’ve had too much wine, Jane,” Selena playfully scolded.
“I think you haven’t had enough wine, Selena,” Jane retorted. “I like to drink on Sundays after church with my parents. It wards off the evil spirits.”
“I don’t think you’re picking up evil spirits at the church,” Selena told her.
“Then you weren’t paying attention,” Jane said, downing the last of her wine and leaning back against the sofa.
“If there was an evil spirit in that church, it was wearing a blue dress,” I said.
“Devil with the blue dress on? Isn’t that a song or a movie or something?” Jane laughed.
“I’m not sure, but it would seem that this devil with a blue dress on has been exorcised,” Selena laughed, nodding toward Jane.
I looked over and saw that Jane was fast asleep on my sofa. I chuckled and helped Selena the best I could to move Jane so she could stretch out to sleep. I tucked a pillow under her head while Selena went to fetch her a blanket, and we left her there to sleep it off while we went to bed. The following morning, Jane was gone.
“You think she’s okay?” I asked.
“Yeah. She always sneaks out before daylight.”
“Her car is still here, though,” I pointed out.
“Because she was still half drunk. She grabbed an Uber home.”
“How can you be sure? She might have wandered out in the street or gotten abducted or something while we slept.”
Selena laughed and kissed me on the cheek. “Because she sent me a text when she got home.”
“Ah, of course. You women have your safety systems. That’s good.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A nurse called my name, pulling me out of my memories. I bolted up from my chair so fast that I almost fell over. Selena was quickly by my side to steady me as we entered the doctor’s office for my consultation. 
Dr. Murphy already had a diagram of a hand set up on a lighted board. It was overlaid with a hand that was about the same size but looked a bit different. I realized he’d overlaid a normal hand and lower arm with mine.
“Good to see you again, Michael,” he said.
“You too, Dr. Murphy. This is my better half, Selena.”
“Nice to meet you, Selena,” he said, “You can both have a seat, and we’ll talk about what we’re looking at.”
We listened as he explained that this initial surgery would only be for my hands but that once they got in, they might also be able to improve how much I was able to bend my elbows. It would be done in stages so that I wasn’t entirely without the use of both hands for an extended amount of time.
“We’ll start with the weaker hand. In your case, that’s the left one. It’ll take about six weeks to heal and another six weeks of rehabilitation for us to evaluate the success of the surgery. If it’s successful, and by that, I mean you show at least twenty-five percent improvement, we’ll move on to your dominant hand.”
“Twenty-five percent doesn’t sound like much,” Selena said.
“I know it doesn’t, but it is. Michael will see a considerable difference in his grasp and strength if he follows the physical therapy plan. Keep in mind that we’re saying we want to see at least that much. There’s a chance we won’t get it, but there is also a chance that we’ll get much more.”
“Shouldn’t we have a better idea before we start?” I asked.
“It would be nice, but there’s only so much that scans, x-rays, and exams can tell us. Getting in there and seeing what we’re dealing with is the only way to be certain. It’s a chance you’re taking here, Michael. You can say no and leave things the way they are, or you can wait and hope something better is developed.”
“No. I want to go through with it,” I said before turning to address Selena, “Right?”
“Completely up to you. I support you either way.”
“Then let’s do this, Dr. Murphy.”
“All right. I’ll get you on the schedule,” he said, pressing a button for his assistant to pull up his calendar.
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Selena
The store was quiet as I sat, thinking about Michael’s upcoming surgery. I was so scared that it wouldn’t work, and he’d spiral into a depression again. This was the first hope he’d had for some time, and I wanted it to at least give him some bit of the improvement that he had longed for. The sound of the phone ringing sent me flying forward. My heart continued to thud at the unexpected interruption as I picked up the phone. 
“Whitehead’s,” I said.
“Is this Selena Torrence?” an unfamiliar voice asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
“This is John Alexander. I’m the attorney for Mr. Felton Whitehead.”
“Okay. Is there a problem?” I asked, wondering what I could have possibly done that would have Mr. Whitehead siccing his attorney on me.
“Miss Torrence, I’m sorry to inform you that Mr. Whitehead passed away early this morning. His caretaker found him when she arrived for her duties.”
“Oh, no,” I said. “What happened to him?”
“They haven’t made a final determination, but he’s been quite ill the past week, and it looks like his heart just gave out. He went in his sleep.”
I felt sad but was at least relieved that he likely didn’t suffer. I’d just spoken with him a few days before, and he was in good spirits. He just said he’d been feeling under the weather lately. I had no idea it was that bad.
“Well, thank you for calling to let me know. Is there anything I can do for him or his family?”
“Yes. You can come to my office to discuss the matter of his estate.”
“Me? Why?”
“Because you’re in his will, and I need to go over it with you.”
“I am?” I asked, shocked by the revelation.
“When can you come by?” he asked. “It’s preferable to talk in person.”
“Um, I have someone coming in to mind the store at two every day this week, so I could come in after that any day.”
“I’m available this afternoon if you’d like to come by. I have court the rest of the week.”
“Okay. Just give me your address, and I’ll be there around two-thirty.”
He rattled off his address and said goodbye. I hung up the phone, still a little dazed. What had Mr. Whitehead left me, and was it going to cause problems with his family? I didn’t want to become involved in some litigation. If he’d left me something they felt they had a right to, I’d just hand it over.
I would miss the store, though. I could only assume it would be liquidated and divided. I’d also have to find a new apartment, and after all the work I’d put into making it cozy. I sighed and chastised myself. I was worrying about myself when poor Mr. Whitehead was dead. I really liked him and was sad that he was gone.
The rest of the morning was spent in a bit of a daze. I couldn’t believe Mr. Whitehead was gone. I realized I hadn’t told Michael, so I picked up my phone to call. He answered after several rings and immediately picked up on the angst in my voice.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Mr. Whitehead has died,” I told him, my voice cracking a little as I said the words aloud.
“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. I know you really cared about him. Do you want me to come over there?”
“No. Margie will be here at two, and I’m supposed to go to a lawyer’s office to discuss Mr. Whitehead’s estate.”
“What? Why would you have to go?”
“I don’t know. Mr. Whitehead was a planner, and he really liked me. I’m assuming he made some provision for me to keep running the store temporarily while his family settled his affairs or is giving me time to vacate the apartment. I don’t think he’d want me just chucked out.”
“That makes sense,” Michael said. “I can meet you at the attorney’s office if you need me to.”
“Thank you, but I’m okay. Really. I’ll come over when I’m done and tell you what they said.”
“Okay. In the meantime, call me if you need me. I love you,” Michael said.
“Love you too. I’ve got to go; a customer’s coming in now,” I replied before ending the call.
By the time Margie arrived, I felt a weird mix of sadness and anxiety. I turned things over to her as quickly as possible. I left for the attorney’s office, grumbling at the heavy traffic as I navigated my way through it. I arrived just after two-thirty and hurried inside to find his office and check-in with his receptionist. I’d hardly sat down in a chair to wait when a rather distinguished-looking elderly gentleman appeared from a nearby office.
“Miss Torrence?” he said.
“Yes,” I replied, standing back up.
“Come on into my office, and we’ll chat.”
I followed him into a large office just down the hallway and took the seat he offered.
“You want something to drink? Water? Coffee? Vodka?” he said with a little laugh.
“I’m fine, but thank you,” I said nervously.
“I know you’re wondering what this is all about. I’m sure it’s unexpected. I know it was for me. Felty and I have been close since we were kids. He was my oldest brother’s best friend. I was surprised when he came in a few weeks ago and asked me to change his will.”
“I wasn’t aware that he planned to make arrangements for me. I assume this is about how long I have to leave the store and apartment so it can be turned over to family.”
“Felty didn’t have any family. He’d already lost his immediate relatives, so the only family he has is a nephew who’s in long-term care for severe disabilities. Felty’s will hadn’t been updated for years until his recent visit. Until then, he’d just left everything to his wife.”
“Okay, so I assume the estate will be liquidated to take care of the nephew? How long do I have to vacate?” I asked, eager to get to the point.
“Vacate? No. The nephew was well provided for by his parents’ estate when they passed on. Felty left everything to you.”
“What?” I asked, confused by why he would have done that.
“He told me that you had been the only person he could truly depend on to take care of the store since his wife had died.”
“But I hardly knew him, really. He hardly knew me.”
“It doesn’t matter. Felty was a solid judge of character, and he seemed to see something in you that he appreciated.”
“So, he left me the store and the apartment,” I replied.
“Yes. He also left you everything else.”
“What does ‘everything else’ mean?”
He pulled out a piece of paper and handed me a copy. It was the contents of Mr. Whitehead’s will and listed all his assets. I read in disbelief. He wasn’t filthy rich, but in total, his estate was worth several million dollars. According to his attorney, I would likely have to liquidate some things to pay inheritance tax, but everything was debt-free and mine, free and clear.
“I can help you navigate probate and all of that. I’ve already filed the paperwork, making me the executor. I will start turning things over to you in the next couple of weeks. By the end of the month, it will be yours,” he told me.
“I don’t know what to say,” I replied.
“There’s nothing you need to say. I will call you for the turnover. Obviously, you already have the keys to the store. You can continue charging deliveries to the store account, and we’ll pay them out of the estate until it’s all in your name. I’ll call you to pick up all the paperwork and keys to the rest as soon as the probate is complete.”
“So, that’s it then?” I said.
“Yep. That’s it.”
“What about Mr. Whitehead? When is his funeral?”
“There won’t be one. Felty elected to be cremated and have his ashes spread on the ocean as he did with his wife. Most of his friends and family are gone, so I guess he felt it simpler that way.”
“Who will spread his ashes?”
“I suppose I will.”
“Can I do it instead? Or can I come with you when you do?” I asked. “I feel like he’s just gone, and I need some sort of closure.”
“Of course. I’ll let you know when the arrangements for that are made, as well. We can do it together.”
“Thank you for everything,” I told him, unsure how I was supposed to feel right now. I’d miss Mr. Whitehead’s sense of humor and mentoring, but I couldn’t deny that I was excited about inheriting so much. It felt wrong of me somehow.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said, standing up to walk me out.
I left his office feeling a bit overwhelmed by it all. I went in there expecting a termination and eviction notice and came out owning everything Mr. Whitehead left behind. I drove to Michael’s house to give him the news. He met me at the door, prepared to soothe me.
“How long do you have?” he asked as I came in the front door.
“However long I want,” I replied, closing the door and joining him on the sofa.
“You’ll stay on and still have the apartment, then?” Michael asked.
“If I want. Mr. Whitehead left me the store and the apartment.”
“What?” he said incredulously.
I pulled the documents the lawyer had given me out of my purse and flipped to the assets page for him to read over my shoulder.
“He left me everything he owned. The store, the apartment, his house, his car. I guess I even own the man’s underwear now.”
“Oh, wow. How did that happen?” Michael sounded just as shocked as I felt.
“I don’t know. He didn’t have any close family left, and I guess he just decided he trusted me to take care of things. I had no idea. He never mentioned it, and I even spoke to him last week, right after he started feeling unwell. He called to tell me he wouldn’t be coming to the store for a bit until he felt better.”
“I don’t know what to say. Are those totals the estimated worth?”
“Yep,” I replied. “What am I going to do with so much money?”
“Whatever you want, I would say. You could sell what you don’t want and bank it if it’s too much to handle.”
“I don’t think I will sell. Mr. Whitehead has a lovely house on the beach. I was originally sent to his house as a volunteer when I left here. He was quick to tell me he needed someone like me to run his store instead. So, I did that for him. I didn’t realize he was so alone in the world. I feel bad that I didn’t spend more time with him.”
“You didn’t know, and he had another caretaker, didn’t he?”
“Yes. I’m surprised he didn’t leave her anything. I might get in touch with her and make sure she’s doing okay. They seemed close when she brought him out to the store for his visits.”
“You’re always so thoughtful. I’m sure she’ll appreciate it,” Michael said, pondering the list in my hand for a moment before turning back to look at me. “Do you realize you’re a multi-millionaire now?”
“I don’t know about that. Those are the values on paper, but who knows what they’ll actually appraise for, and the lawyer says some of the inheritance will get sucked up by taxes.”
“Still, there’s going to be a lot of money left. You’re at least a millionaire.”
“I suppose I am,” I said quietly, not sure how I was supposed to feel about that.
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Michael
Today was the day. I was scheduled for the surgery to my left hand. I was incredibly nervous as Selena and I got out of bed and dressed to go to the hospital. 
“How are you doing?” she asked.
“I’m okay. A little scared, I guess. What if it just makes things worse?”
“You can always change your mind. It’s not too late.”
“I know, but if I back out, I will never know if it could have been better, right?”
“Right, but I’m not going to tell you what you should do. You need to make this decision on your own. I’m here for you either way.”
“I’m going to go through with it. I can’t live not knowing what would have happened. I just hope it works.”
“I do too. I know how important it is to you. Just know that if it doesn’t give you the outcome you want, I will still be right here by your side to support you.”
“I know you will. That’s why I love you. You always have my back.”
“And here I thought you loved me for my money,” Selena teased.
“Well, that doesn’t hurt.”
Selena smiled and kissed me before retreating to the bathroom to finish with her makeup while I finished getting ready in the bedroom. When all was said and done, Selena had found herself about two and a half million dollars richer in assets and money. She’d paid part of the money forward, giving Mr. Whitehead’s previous caretaker a healthy bonus.
Margie, the woman Selena had hired to open and close on weekends while she was managing the store, had been promoted to manager. She handled the day-to-day operations of the store that Selena had been doing and moved into the apartment. Margie was a recent divorcée without any children, which was perfect for her. Selena trusted her and now only made periodic visits to the store to review the books and check on things, just as Mr. Whitehead had done when she was running it.
Selena, in turn, moved into Mr. Whitehead’s house. The only things she’d brought from the store apartment were her personal things and a rocking chair, which she explained was a family heirloom of Mr. Whitehead’s. She said she’d promised to take care of it.
I felt on edge as we drove to the hospital and got checked in. Dr. Murphy’s team made quick work of getting me prepped and ready. I lay in the room where I would return after the operation, waiting to be taken down. Selena sat beside me, holding my hand. She looked just as nervous as I was.
“Mr. McNeil, are you ready?” a voice called out as they entered the room. I looked up to see a rather large male nurse with broad shoulders and a single scar that ran down his face from his temple to his chin.
“Ready as I will ever be, brother,” I replied, recognizing an old army medic when I saw one. “Army?”
“You got it. You?” he asked.
“Navy,” I said.
He nodded approvingly. “All right, let’s see if we can’t get you all patched up. Your wife can wait here or down in the surgery waiting room.”
Neither of us corrected him. “I’ll come with you,” Selena replied.
I climbed out of the bed and into the wheelchair. My heart was racing as we rolled down the hall toward the operating arena. There was no going back now. I was here, and this was happening. I could only hope that it worked at least reasonably well.
“All right, here we are, folks. Mrs. McNeil, you can have a seat over there. It’s going to be a while, I’m afraid. So, if you want to get a bite to eat or some coffee, the cafeteria is downstairs on the main floor. The signs will lead the way.”
“Thanks,” Selena replied, looking a bit sheepish at being mislabeled as my wife for the second time. She kissed me softly and smiled. “See you soon.”
“You sure will,” I told her.
Rather than using a local to deaden my hand, they were going to be putting me to sleep because they would be going farther up into my arm to do some repairs and rerouting. A lovely little red-haired anesthesiologist came to administer the drugs, which would make me oblivious. I suddenly found that I was afraid. I didn’t want to be trapped in the darkness in an endless cycle of nightmares, even for a few hours.
“Ready to go to sleep?” she said with a kind smile.
“As ready as I will ever be.”
Dr. Murphy entered the room wearing his gown, cap, and gloves. He nodded to her to get started, and she administered a dose into the line they’d put in my right arm earlier in the room. I barely had time to feel the slight sting of the meds as they entered my bloodstream, and I was gone.
When I woke up, it was as if I’d never gone to sleep. I’d had no dreams while I was out. I found Selena by my side in my room, where I’d been brought back to recover. I only had my eyes open briefly, then sank back into sleep. When I came to again, the pain from the surgery had begun to hit hard, radiating heavily through my left hand and up my arm.
Even the pain meds didn’t relieve the pain I felt, but they did at least take the edge off enough for me to bear it. I only remained in the hospital overnight, heavily medicated while I adjusted. It reminded me too much of how I had felt when I’d first awakened after the initial injuries.
What have I done, I thought.
“You’re awake,” Selena said, moving closer to the bed. “How are you feeling?”
“Like someone ran over my arm with a road grater.”
“I guess that’s to be expected,” she said, leaning down to kiss me.
The following morning, we went home, and the difficult task of recovery began. It would be a couple of weeks before I could do more than just the simple exercises they gave me to do on my own or with Selena’s help but even those hurt like a son of a bitch. I was afraid that I’d made a mistake.
However, I saw more significant improvement once the physical therapist started working with me. For the first time, I felt hopeful. My grip was improving, and I could move my elbow much better than before. Every day, it was getting stronger. It seemed like no time before Dr. Murphy told me we could do the other hand as soon as I was ready. I wasted no time, scheduling it for his first free day.
It wasn’t easy to get through the feeling I was living my initial injuries all over again, but I was finding it worth it in the end. Just how much it was worth it came months down the road, after both hands were healed and my grip and movement had significantly improved.
“Ready for bed?” Selena asked.
“More than ready,” I told her. “I have a new trick I’d like to show you.”
“That does sound interesting,” she said as I wrapped my lower arms around her waist and actually pulled her into my arms. “Ooh, this is nice,” she replied.
“We’ve only just begun,” I said, taking her hand and leading her to bed.
My fingers traced teasing circles across her soft stomach, inching their way ever closer to her pussy as she turned her face toward mine for a kiss. Our tongues quickly tangled together as she moaned into my mouth. I pulled her lower lip into my mouth with my teeth, causing her to arch her back toward me.
I moved my hand slowly down her middle, dragging my fingers across her smoothly-shaven pubic mound toward her clit. A whimper escaped her lips as I lightly pinched the tiny rosebud between my fingers, stroking it as she wiggled beneath me. It grew harder between my fingers as I moved farther down once again, slipping my fingers through her pussy lips. She was wet for me and growing wetter with each touch.
I enjoyed listening to her moans as I explored her pussy with my fingers, something I’d not been able to do with any real pressure before. I still had a way to go in my rehabilitation. Still, I could already tell it was making a difference, and based on the pleasurable noises she was making, so could she.
I continued to finger fuck her for as long as my strength held out and then replaced my fingers with my mouth, lapping furiously at her center. Even this was better. I could use my fingers to pull open her pussy lips and really get in there, sending her into shrieks of delight as I hit a whole new level of pleasing her.
By the time I was done with her, Selena was a puddle of mush, exhausted from orgasm after orgasm. I felt proud. I felt like I could finally be the lover she deserved. I was still limited in certain ways, but I now had additional tools to use in getting through my life and increasing the enjoyment I was able to give the woman I loved. That made all the operations and recovery time worth every grimace and every ache.
“Just so you know, you are welcome to do that anytime you like. I know how much it helps to exercise your hands and fingers properly,” Selena teased.
“I’ll make a note of that for future reference,” I said, pulling her close and kissing her.
Later, we would make love so slowly that it made my heart ache, but for now, it was only about her. I held her and just enjoyed knowing that she was mine and always would be.
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Selena
With Michael’s first two surgeries out of the way, I ramped up work on the house I’d inherited. It was a lovely old house with great bones but in serious need of updating. Like the apartment, nothing significant had been done to it in years. 
It had been very odd living here at first. I was surrounded by Mr. Whitehead’s things and wasn’t sure what to do with them. It seemed callous and cold to just discard them without knowing what significance they might have once held, but other than the rocking chair, I had no idea. He’d not left me any correspondence to tell me. Perhaps he’d meant to and didn’t get to it, or maybe he didn’t care what I did with his things now that he was gone.
Ultimately, I’d given his clothes to charity. I’d left everything else for the time being, but now that I had the time, I was working my way through each room to make changes. Some things I kept, and others I added to the donation pile for periodic runs to the thrift store that supported local homeless people.
Michael was there with me most of the time, but he’d been unable to do much in the way of helping. Even after his hands were healed and vastly improved, he wasn’t supposed to do any heavy lifting for a while. Instead, I brought in some helpers from a local day labor provider to assist if needed.
“This is lovely old wood,” Michael said, running one of his hands along the hand-carved banister leading upstairs.
I smiled. Michael was completely oblivious to how wonderful it was to see him using his hands more. It had never mattered to me, but I knew it meant the world to him, and he needed to have better use of them. Hopefully, once they could work on his shoulders, he would have even more mobility and strength. However, we had no idea how much improvement he’d ever achieve.
If one thing was for certain, it was his determination. He would do whatever he had to do to make the most of whatever repairs they could make. When we first got back together, I could see how far he’d slid backward, but since then, he’d worked twice as hard on his fitness. Now, with two surgeries behind him, he was focused on just how much strength and grip he could gain.
I was proud of him and also for him. His primary frustration now was that it took so long to get the full benefit of the work that had been done and that he still wasn’t sure how much better things could get. Now, there was the added dismay that he couldn’t help me do some of the things I wanted to do around the house. I had to remind him I could handle it, but I knew it was still hard for him to accept.
Of course, it was really just a matter of having to move things around. Most of the serious work was being done by professionals. I had crews coming in to do some upgrades that Michael would likely not have been able to do even with both hands fully operational unless he knew a lot more about plumbing and electrical than I thought.
Though I had felt a bit awkward about being given so much about a man I hardly knew, I’d come to appreciate that he had no one else. I would imagine that Mr. Whitehead was more interested in giving someone a hand up rather than just turning his estate over to some random charity when he died.
“What about this rocking chair you brought over from the apartment? Are you going to keep it?” Michael asked.
“Yes. It stays.”
“It looks old,” he replied. “Maybe I could paint it?”
“No. I want it left just like it is. It was passed down through Mr. Whitehead’s family, and he left it to me to take care of. I’m going to buy a new pad for the seat to match the decor here, but that’s it.”
“Okay,” he replied, already looking around for something else to do.
I felt bad. I knew Michael wanted to help, but I didn’t know what he could do that wouldn’t overtax him, so I finally decided to give him a room of his own. He would be here a lot anyway, and who knew, he might be here all the time at some point.
“What about the study?” I asked.
“The study?” he repeated.
“Yes. I’m not going to use it. There’s a room just down the hall from it that Mr. Whitehead converted to a bedroom while his wife was ill, so she didn’t have to go up and down the stairs. He kept it after she passed, but I want to take all the furniture out of it and convert it to workspace for myself.”
“What does that have to do with the study?” he asked.
“I thought you might like some space of your own, as well. You’ll be here a good bit, and you can use it for physical therapy, a music room, or whatever you like.”
“That’s a nice gesture, but this is your house.”
“As far as I’m concerned, it’s our house,” I told him.
“I don’t think I would be any more use in refurbing the study than anywhere else,” Michael said, his voice reflecting more disappointment.
“You don’t have to do the work. Just go in there and re-imagine the place. We’ll have one of the guys I’ve already hired do anything you don’t feel comfortable doing. You can also have that workshop at the side of the yard if you want. I’m hardly going to be out there doing any woodwork, and it’s already well-stocked with tools. I know you might not use it now, but you might one day.”
“Are you sure? Like I said, it’s your space.”
“It’s our space. If I get tired of you, I’ll just have it redone again,” I teased.
“Just like that, huh?” he said with a slow smile.
“Just like that,” I joked.
“You know you can’t quit me,” he said, pulling me close.
“We’ll see.” I laughed as he planted kisses softly down my neck.
The sound of someone clearing their throat caused us both to jump apart. I looked up to see the plumber who was working on the two bathrooms. He was the same guy who did the one in the store apartment. His teenage son stood beside him, looking embarrassed at the intrusion.
“Miss Torrence, we’re done with the upstairs bathroom if you want to look it over and see that it’s to your satisfaction. We’ll be done with the downstairs one, too, in about an hour.”
“Thank you. I’ll go up and check it out,” I said.
They left, and Michael pulled me back toward him again. “Now, where were we?” he said.
“Making out, but I have things to do, so you’re going to have to put all your charms on hold for a bit.”
“Fine, but I will be resuming where I left off when all these work crews hit the road.”
“Acceptable,” I said, kissing him on the cheek.
I went up to look at my new bathroom, and he disappeared down the hallway toward the study. When I came back down, he was sitting at the desk in there, slowly sketching a new layout. It was yet another thing that made me smile. Before the surgery, he couldn’t grip a pencil well enough to properly write. He used his phone or computer to create what most people would just write down.
“Come and look at this,” he told me happily, holding up his paper.
I walked over to look at the sketch he’d made. It was a bit crude, but I got the idea. Michael wanted to leave the shelves that were built into the walls all around him but remove everything else. His intention was to turn the room into a library and rec room.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“It looks like something you’d enjoy.”
“That’s the beauty of it. We could both enjoy it. We could put a turntable and a more modern system in to play all the music we already have. I could buy new books just for here, and you could add some if you want. Then, over here”—Michael pointed to one corner of the room—“I would put a sofa where we could play games or watch movies. That wall there is perfect for mounting a large-screen television.”
“I like it, and I’ll come visit you in your little oasis, but remember that it’s your room. I want you to set it up like you want. I’ll get a couple of the guys to move everything you don’t want. Just show them what needs to go, and then they can start helping you with what you want to put back in when you’re ready.”
“Perfect,” he replied.
I left the room, content that he was happy having a project of his own. I wanted him to feel comfortable here during and after the renovations, so this seemed like an ideal way to accomplish that. I knew that even for me, a lot of this seemed surreal. I’d previously been on a tight budget that allowed me to have the things I wanted, but only if I was careful with my money. Now, I didn’t have endless funds, but I had plenty to do what I wanted without much concern.
Still, I wasn’t going overboard with spending money. I’d put a good bit of it into making this house a bit more modern where it needed, but that was money that only improved its worth. Beyond that, I would remain just as frugal as I had always been.
The plumber finished the downstairs bathroom, and I went to look at it. It was stunning. It had been completely gutted, and the old blue tub, toilet, and sink had been replaced with new white ones. This bathroom was a bit simpler than the one upstairs. Guests would mainly use this one, while the one upstairs would be ours. Whereas this one was simple, the upstairs one had a large garden tub with Jacuzzi jets and a separate shower.
A hall closet previously used to store random household items had already been converted into a linen closet. Some of the floors had to be replaced due to weakened boards or damage, but most of the house was in good shape. I’d purposely left some of the lesser defects in place to add character and made sure that the more modern touches complimented the aged aspects left intact.
Though the work wasn’t completed, I felt good about what we were doing here. If there was any uncertainty, it was that I wanted to be here overseeing work and getting things done, but that took away from my time with Michael. I was glad that he was taking an interest in the work and eager to hang out over here when he didn’t have physical therapy.
Now, with the added intrigue of designing his own space and one day being able to do some work in the exterior shop, I hoped he’d continue to want to spend lots of time here with me. I couldn’t think of anything better than having him by my side as I navigated this new avenue.
As I went back upstairs to the master bedroom to unpack some more of my personal things, I found Michael had also made his way up and was standing on the balcony that sat to one side. I stepped out the French doors and moved to the rails beside him.
“Nice view, huh?” I asked, looking out over the ocean bay where the house sat.
“Very nice. I could get used to a view like this,” Michael said.
I looked up at him but realized he was no longer looking out at the water. He was looking squarely at me.
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Michael
I felt good about the work Dr. Murphy had done on my hands and lower arms. I had more strength in them than I’d had at any point since my injury. Still, they were limited by the very narrow range of motion in my shoulders. I’d long known that my shoulders could be moved by my trainer. I just couldn’t move them on my own. Somewhere, there was a disconnect that prevented me from doing so. 
I wondered how much of that inability was affecting the lower part of my limbs and limiting movement there. Dr. Murphy said it was a possibility but he couldn’t make any promises that once we got to my shoulder surgery, I might see more improvement. If nothing else, it might seem like I could do more because I would have more lift in my upper arms.
It was nearly six months since my last surgery when I got the call from him that they were ready to work on my shoulders. Unlike my first two surgeries, this one would not be separated into left and right sides but was all-encompassing. It would feel like a setback before any improvement would be seen, and, like the others, there was a chance of failure or further damage.
I was willing to accept the risk, even more so than I had been with the first two surgeries. I’d gotten a little taste of what felt like real hope, and I wanted more of it.
“Are you sure about this, Michael? I know you want to get better, but you could also get worse. Are you really ready to accept a negative outcome if it happens?” Selena asked as my surgery grew near.
We were lying in bed but hadn’t yet fallen asleep. It wasn’t uncommon for us to have most of our conversations at night when everything was quiet and we were alone. Though most of the house renovations were done, a handful of people were still wandering in and out on any given day, completing some odd job or another.
There was also Selena’s work. She’d lost Marge at the store after the woman had decided to move to another state. Her new manager was still learning the ropes, so she’d been spending more time at the store lately, and I’d been either at home taking care of things there or here, overseeing some work being done. Night time, when we first climbed into bed, was often our first chance to catch up on the day.
“I think it’s easy to say I am, but it's harder in practice if I find myself in that position. I want this, Selena. I can’t deny a chance that it might help me. If something goes wrong, I will just have to cope with wherever that leaves me.”
“Okay. You know I support you. Whatever you want to do and however it turns out. I just want to make sure. It’s going to be a long recovery, and you’re going to have to live with complete immobilization of your arms for at least a couple of weeks.”
“I know.”
“I’m going to have to feed you.”
“I know.”
“I’ll have to give you baths.”
“Yep.”
“Dress you.”
“Are you complaining?” I asked. I knew she wasn’t. I just wanted to lighten things up.
“Yes. You know how much I detest having to take care of you,” Selena said with a wide grin.
“I guess I better get them to install a feeding port while I’m in there,” I teased.
“Very funny. I know you understand what I’m saying, though. You’re gonna have to put on your big boy britches and suck up your pride for a bit.”
“I promise I won’t hassle you just because I’m a huge man-baby.”
“You better not. I’d hate to have to spank you.”
“Well, that’s just not fair. If spankings from a hot chick are on the table, I might just have to misbehave—at least a little bit.”
“Incorrigible,” she said, chuckling as she snuggled up against me in bed.
Just like the other times, I was incredibly nervous when the day of my surgery finally arrived. It was going to take hours. I’d end up with hardware that was fairly new on the market, linking certain portions of damaged muscles and tissues across my back and in my shoulders.
“You’re going to be my bionic man,” Selena quipped when she’d learned what they planned to do.
“I don’t think I’ll be able to do what he did when they’re done,” I replied.
“You never know.” She laughed.
“You’re silly,” I said, kissing her forehead.
Then, I was again being rolled down the hall and into the operating arena. The surgery took nearly four hours, and I awoke in the worst pain of my life. There was no lying on my back. I was sprawled face forward with my head in a special hole, like a massage table.
I groaned loudly, and Selena appeared beneath me, peering under the bed at my face. Her face was full of concern.
“You doing okay down there, slugger?” she asked.
“More like sluggee. I feel like someone stabbed me in the back multiple times—viciously.”
“I bet you do.”
“What’s it look like up top?” I groaned.
“No idea. It’s all bandaged up, but I don’t see any cyborg parts sticking out, so you’re probably not assimilated.”
“Don’t make me laugh, woman. It fucking hurts!”
“The good news is that you have a morphine pump. Push the button, and you’ll get a nice little dose of happy juice to take the edge off.”
“I don’t feel a button,” I said.
“Hold on. It probably got lost in the bed covers while you were out.”
Selena stood up and rummaged around my sides a bit until she found the little button and strapped it to my wrist with the little band attached. I immediately pushed the button and found that painful, too, but within seconds, the pain began to subside to a dull roar.
“Yes. That’s better,” I mumbled, my sense dampened right along with the pain.
“Dr. Murphy will be in shortly to go over what they did and what you can expect,” she told me.
“Okay,” I replied, already fading into a sort of gray fog.
When I eased back up from the mist, it was in response to Dr. Murphy’s voice. I wasn’t comprehending some of what he said, but I caught bits and pieces. They had encountered much more damage than anticipated and did what they could. I should see some improvement, but I’d likely not come close to what we’d hoped to see.
“Unless something new comes along that we can try, this is going to be as good as it gets, I’m afraid. You’ll have to work hard with your physical therapist to get the maximum benefit, but I know you’re an old hand at that by now. I’ll check on your progress again in the morning.”
Later the same day, I had to have Selena fill me in on everything I’d missed while still in a morphine haze. I wasn’t happy with it, but I’d promised I would accept whatever came. If this gave me even the slightest bit of increased movement, I’d have to accept it as a win.
A few days later, I went home. Selena had cleared her schedule to take care of me with the help of a home health nurse who did bandage changes and the physical therapist who came in to keep my lower arms moving while my shoulders healed. As soon as my wounds healed, the more serious work would begin again, and we’d see how much the surgery had helped.
Several months later, I still wasn’t able to do much. It was beginning to look like the surgery had been a complete and utter failure. Even Dr. Murphy was puzzled at my not seeing any progress.
“I want to go in and tweak one of the mechanisms we installed. It’s not a major surgery. I can do it with a local as an outpatient. It won’t set you back any, but it might make a difference in your improvement.”
“I guess I don’t have anything to lose at this point,” I grumbled.
“I know this feels like swimming in a mudhole, Michael. Just know that the only person as determined as you to get those shoulders of yours moving is me. Soon after I implanted the connector we used to repair some damaged tissue, they issued another version with a much higher success rate. All I plan to do is change them out. We’ve already done everything else we can in there.”
“All right. When do you want to do this?”
“I can get you in at the end of the week. I have an amputation to do on Friday. I can get you in and out right after that.”
“Um, you aren’t going to get the two surgeries mixed up, are you?”
“Gosh, I hope not,” he teased.
I laughed, appreciating the little dose of humor. “Okay. We’ll do it then.”
We talked a little more about the particulars of the surgery and the implant. Dr. Murphy was good at answering my questions and breaking things down into common English I could understand. I’d like to say I walked out feeling hopeful again, but I really didn’t.
Selena didn’t seem to feel thrilled about it either. “If there was a better device, why didn’t they use that one in the first place. This is just more pain and possibly more disappointment for you.”
“Dr. Murphy said it was only approved in the states after my surgery.”
“Has he ever placed one before?” she asked.
“No,” I replied. Selena scowled, obviously not thrilled about any of this. “If you don’t think I should go through with it, I’ll cancel the appointment.”
“I didn’t say that. It’s just frustrating. I know you want this, and I want it for you, but I hate seeing you being given false hope and going through so much pain. You’ve barely had time to heal from the last surgery.”
“The doctor says this is just a minor procedure. I’ll go in as an outpatient and be home by the end of the day.”
Selena sighed loudly and pursed her lips. “Look, this is your decision. I can’t tell you what to do here. I’m not going to try. If you want to move forward and give it a chance, then you should do it.”
“You’ve had to take care of me so much through all of this, Selena. I just don’t want to be a burden to you, temporarily or permanently.”
“You could never be a burden, and please don’t take my frustrations as an indication that you have ever been or ever will be. You are the man that I love, Michael. If I have to wipe your ass every time you shit for the rest of our lives, then that’s what I’ll do.”
“I don’t think we’ve been reduced to that just yet,” I joked.
“Only because I invested in a bidet,” she said with a smirk.
“You’re a real comedian,” I told her, causing her to smile more broadly.
Fortunately for both of us, Dr. Murphy's minor surgery seemed to work. While I still experienced some limited mobility in lifting my arms and turning my head fully, I finally showed signs of progress. I could lift my shoulders at least halfway up, meaning I could do so many things I couldn’t do before.
I knew that this was it. This was as good as I would ever be again, but it was a long way from where I had been all these months after I was first injured. I realized that I had to accept that I was probably as good as I was going to get and embrace it.
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Selena
“I thought we’d stay in a different beach house this weekend,” Michael said as he walked into the kitchen on Thursday night. 
“Oh, how’s that?' I asked, my pasta spoon still in my hand from where I was making dinner.
“I made reservations for us at the Beau Rivage in Biloxi. We have tickets to The Killers concert.”
“But I have work to do,” I protested.
“Take your laptop and do it by the ocean,” Michael suggested.
“I suppose I could do that.”
“Then pack your bags, and we’ll leave in the morning.”
“I have to open the store, though.”
“So, we’ll open the store and then leave straight from there.”
“All right. I guess I’ve gotten to set in my ways with all my planning. A bit of unexpected fun might do us both some good. We’ve had a lot going on for, like, well—forever. We’re well overdue for a vacation,” I replied.
“It’s settled then. I’ll help you open tomorrow, and then we’ll hit the road,” Michael said.
“That sounds like a plan.”
The morning seemed to fly by as Michael and I took care of the store opening and then turned it over to the manager and clerks for the weekend. I wasn’t the least bit concerned about leaving it in their hands as they’d already proven to be quite adept at seeing after things in my absence. We skipped breakfast, arriving at the Beau Rivage right around noon for early check-in.
Dropping our bags in our room, we headed downstairs to find some lunch, settling on the steakhouse they have inside the resort. It was a bit of a heavy lunch, but we’d not be eating a real meal later. Instead, we would spend time in the casino and those along the strip, where we’d be drinking more than dining.
Our plan was for a three-day weekend. Today, we would hang out at the casinos and just relax. Tomorrow, we would venture around to some of the quaint shops in the area and then return to our room to get ready for the evening. That consisted of heading to one of the beach bars for drinks and a light seafood meal before going to see The Killers. Sunday would be lazy. We’d sleep in, maybe buy a few souvenirs or hit a few slot machines, and then head back home.
As the night unfolded, Michael and I were wrecked with drinks. Every casino was happy to ply you with free alcohol as long as you were playing. The drinks weren’t strong, but they were plentiful. We had more than enough by the time we wobbled back to our room. I felt like I was floating as we entered the room and collapsed in a pile on the bed.
“You’re drunk,” Michael teased.
“You’re drunk,” I slurred back at him.
“I’m tipsy. You’re far past it.” He laughed.
“What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas,” I muttered.
“Maybe, but this is Biloxi,” he joked.
“It might be Vegas,” I replied.
In my head, I could hear myself talking, but it was as if I was someone else talking from a nearby location. I sounded silly. I was drunk, and I found this hilarious. I’d never been really drunk before. I started giggling.
“Oh, boy,” Michael said, sounding amused. “All right, princess. Let’s get you into bed.”
“Come to bed with me, stud,” I purred.
“I am. I promise,” he said, helping me out of my clothes.
Everything began to spin and then went gray. When I came to again, Michael was sprawled out naked beside me, and it was dark outside. My head was throbbing. Looking at the clock, I saw that it was only five a.m. I tiptoed out of bed and found my purse, retrieving some aspirin and taking them before climbing back into the bed.
My head still hurt when I woke again, but not as much as earlier. Michael was already up and in the shower. I took more aspirin and went to join him, catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I was puffy and tired-looking. It would take a lot of work to fix that, but the steam in the shower seemed like a good place to start. Michael smiled at me as I opened the shower and climbed in with him.
“Feeling okay?” he whispered.
“I’ve felt better.”
He nodded, not speaking much since he didn’t have his voice band. He washed my hair and then climbed out to let me finish. By the time I got out, he was already dressed and scrolling through his phone to see what we could get into for the day. I noted that he’d already put his voice band on as well. When he saw me, he nodded toward the table.
“I got you something,” he said.
I looked over and saw the most ridiculous-looking Bloody Mary I’d ever laid eyes on. It had bacon, shrimp, olives, and an assortment of other food fashioned on sticks. Across from it sat an identical one. I made a face and looked back at him.
“You want to drink that. It might look crazy, but the hair of the dog in there and the protein attached will help get rid of that hangover you’re not admitting you have. You’re not going to want to wander around town like that.”
“You have a hangover, too?” I asked, pointing at the other drink.
“More than I’d thought I’d have,” Michael said, laughing a little.
“Well, bottoms up then, I guess.”
We sat at the table by the window, looking out over the ocean view beyond our room and drinking our hangover cures. It wasn’t too bad, and he was right; I felt surprisingly better by the time I finished. I went to finish drying my hair and put on some eye cream to help the puffiness before doing my makeup. I pulled my hair up into a messy ball rather than spending more time trying to do something with it.
“You look stunning,” Michael said as I slipped into a pair of soft jeans and a pale blue cotton blouse.
“Thank you. You’re not so bad yourself.”
We each got on our shoes and headed out. The rest of the day was a whirlwind of activity as we made our way all over town, looking at vintage shops and indoor flea markets. We returned with just enough time to change and make it to the concert. It felt like an extended date night we’d never been on. Our relationship had blasted past all that straight to sex. I wasn’t complaining, and I had pursued that, so I could hardly blame Michael. However, it was still nice to just go out and enjoy ourselves like most couples do when they first start seeing one another.
All of our outings had been more along the lines of walking or shopping, not something that felt like an actual date. Michael had gotten our tickets to the concert at the last minute, so only the floor standing was available, but I was thrilled with that. It made it seem more fun and exciting being so close to the stage in the middle of other people than it would have if we’d been in seats somewhere.
We left the concert with our ears ringing and our bodies covered in sweat from the heavily populated music venue. We were both amped up, venturing out into the casino once more for a few drinks and to finish playing the tokens left on the cards we’d been using on the machines. It was nearly three when we finally made it back to our rooms. I’d lost all my budgeted gambling money, but Michael had somehow managed to come out three thousand dollars richer.
“That’ll pay for our trip and then some.” He laughed.
“How in the world?” I laughed.
“I’m just lucky.”
“You must be. Would you like to get lucky again?” I purred.
“I’d love to,” he replied. “How much for the night?”
I laughed and took the band of cash from his hand. “All of it, and I’m worth every penny,” I teased.
“All yours,” he replied, pushing me back on the bed and kissing me ferociously. We were a whirlwind of activity as we stripped off each other’s clothes and got down to business. Michael took his time suckling at my breasts, his rising erection pressing into my center as I lay across the bed beneath him.
Michael took his time exploring my skin with his teeth, tongue, and lips, touring every inch of me as I lay sprawled on the bed, letting him have his way. He made sure to get me nice and wet before moving into position to slip his hard cock into my center. Our bodies rocked back and forth on the bed, the moon shining in through the window beside us, casting strips of light through the open blinds across my skin.
I moaned as Michael fucked me exactly how he knew I liked it, alternating between a slow, deep groove and a hard, fast thrust that brought me closer to the edge. I let out a loud cry of pure joy as my body began to quake with the force of my first orgasm, followed by aftershocks of several more. Michael soon joined me, flooding my insides with his own powerful climax.
Afterward, we lay there, just enjoying one another’s bodies in a slow tour of kisses. This felt like my forever. I couldn’t imagine anything better than nights like this with Michael.
As the light brightened outside the window, the moon sinking and the sun taking over the dawn, we finally crawled beneath the covers and slept. I awoke the next morning with the money he’d given me stuck to one of my breasts and laughed before laying it on the bedside table and curling back up to him. It was close to checkout time before we climbed out of bed and got a quick shower.
I tossed the money to Michael as we packed, and he laughed. “I thought you earned that last night.”
“I did, but I thought I might try to earn it again tonight.”
“I don’t think that’s how it works,” he said.
“Who knows? You’re cute. I might do you for free.”
“I appreciate that. I’m just a poor sailor, you know,” he retorted.
We grabbed our bags and headed downstairs to check out. We threw our bags in the car and moved to a public parking garage before grabbing a bite to eat at a local seafood restaurant by the ocean. Then, we were on our way back to Pensacola. I was glad I’d let him talk me into our little impromptu weekend away. It reminded me just how good we were together. It helped ease some of the stress we’d experienced during our previous months together.
I glanced over at Michael as he roared down the highway in the Mustang, smiling happily as The Cure blared from the stereo speakers. He looked as happy as I felt, and for that, I was grateful.
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Michael
With what surgeries could be done on my shoulders, arms, and hands, there was only one thing left for me to tackle. I’d not been looking forward to it because I knew it would render me speechless for a bit. I’m not sure why that bothered me since I’d mostly been speechless for months after my injuries and then unable to speak above a whisper after that. 
With all my other injuries, I’d just felt it was the least of my worries. I had the voice band that simulated speech, and I’d just let that become the norm for me. Now, I felt a renewed sense of wanting to finish what I started by having one last surgery. If it worked, I might be able to use my own voice for the first time in what was now going on seven years.
Dr. Murphy couldn’t do the surgery as it was outside his specialty. He turned me over to an ENT specialist who was better qualified to determine what could be done for me. After his evaluation, there was nothing but good news, which surprised me.
“You’re a great candidate. I’m really not sure why someone hasn’t already done surgery to correct the problem. Did no one talk to you about making repairs to your vocal cords before?”
“No. I think that my injuries were just so massive at the time that it was the least of their worries. I lost a lot of blood and had a lot of healing to do. I probably should have had it looked at a long time before now, but I just thought I was a lost cause, you know?”
“I do know. I see that with a lot of disabled vets. At any rate, I think we can fix you up. It’s not a major surgery. It comes with its own potential complications, and we’ll go over those, but basically, I’ll go in and repair the damaged vocal cords.”
“And how long will it take them to heal?”
“About six months.”
“So, I won’t be able to speak for all that time?”
“No, you’ll be able to talk after about a week. Most patients can resume normal speech after a few days, but I think the level of repairs we’ll need to make with you might require a little longer. So, you’ll be unable to speak or clear your throat, and you’ll have to try not to cough for about seven days.”
“And then I’ll speak normally?”
“That’s the hope. It might come slow at first. Your cords will still be a little tender. You’ll likely speak very softly, but it will improve. Within a couple of weeks, you should be able to speak at a reasonable volume.”
“After all this time, it sounds too good to be true.”
“I can’t make you any promises, but as I’ve said, you are a good candidate, and I think we’ll be successful.”
“Let’s do it then. When can we schedule the surgery?”
He clicked on a few keys on the tablet in his hand and looked over something. “How does next Thursday at nine sound to you?”
“It sounds perfect.”
“Good. We’ll get you a list of instructions to follow the night before to prepare for the surgery. Just show up at Sacred Heart at nine, and we’ll have you in surgery by ten. I’ll want to keep you overnight for observation, but you’ll be able to go home after that.”
“And the follow-up?”
“You’ll come back after a week before you begin speaking, and I’ll look you over. If everything looks good, we’ll try a few words and see how you sound. If all is well, you’ll return home and begin speaking. If there are any issues, you might have to work with a speech therapist for a while, but I don’t think you’ll have that problem.”
“Why not?”
“Most of the people who require speech therapy are people who have lost all ability to speak. You never lost your speech; you just couldn’t do it audibly. The skills are still there.”
“I just really can’t believe it’s so easy,” I told him.
“It may or may not be, but we certainly will do our best to make sure that it is.”
“Thank you. I’ll see you next Thursday, then.”
“I’ll be looking forward to it.”
I left the office feeling pretty good about things. It was as if I might finally get my life back, at least to some degree. I was already better than I thought I would ever be again.
“So, I might finally be able to hear your real voice?” Selena said.
“He says that I’ll have to speak softly at first and that when I start speaking at full volume, it might be a little gravely. Eventually, though, he says I’ll sound like I used to, but I’m not even sure I remember how that sounds,” I said.
“At least he sounds more certain about this than Dr. Murphy ever did about your other surgeries.”
“I suppose. He’s working with much less damage and a smaller area, but hearing someone speak more confidently about the outcome is good. It makes me wish I had pursued this part of my corrections sooner.”
“Why didn’t you?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I think I was just so focused on my other limitations that I didn’t see this part of it as a big deal. For a lot of the time, I couldn’t really speak effectively; I didn’t want to speak. There was no one I wanted to talk to and nothing I wanted to say. Only once you came along did I start using the voice band.”
“What about after that, though?”
“I guess I just lost sight of it. I was still stuck on whether or not I could move my arms properly. The voice band worked, so I just didn’t worry about what they might be able to do for my voice.”
“I can understand that,” she said quietly.
Before we knew it, the day of surgery had rolled around, and we were at the hospital one more time. I once again rolled into surgery, hopefully for the last time. When I woke up in the recovery room, Selena smiled over at me from a nearby chair. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was only a couple of hours past my surgery time.
I wasn’t sure they’d even done the surgery, but when I swallowed, I could feel the pain that clearly indicated that they had gone through with it. Now, it was just a matter of time until I healed up enough to see what the results would be.
I was released from the hospital the next morning. The days that followed seemed to crawl by. Though I spent it at home so that I didn’t have to worry about needing to speak to people, I still grew frustrated with not being able to utter a word to Selena. She brought me a small whiteboard and a marker to use instead.
“Don’t push yourself, Michael. The doctor said to give it a week, and that’s what we’re going to do. You’ve waited this long, so you don’t want to undo whatever good they’ve done in there.”
I nodded and wrote on the board she’d given me. Yes, my love.
“Sarcasm isn’t your best font,” she teased.
I erased the board and wrote another note. I love you.
“I love you too. Just think, in a few more days, you’ll be able to say that to me in your own voice.”
I can’t wait, I wrote on the board.
The following Friday morning, I woke up early and went to the kitchen. By the time Selena woke up, I had made her a nice breakfast of blueberry waffles and bacon. She came strolling in looking beautiful with tousled hair and her eyes only half open.
“You made breakfast,” Selena said as she approached the counter. I picked up my whiteboard, wrote a note, and turned it toward her. She read it aloud with a puzzled expression. “Look at me.”
I smiled as her eyes shifted toward me. I’d been practicing, and though my voice wasn’t at full volume, I recognized it when I heard it.
“Good morning, beautiful,” I said quietly.
“Oh, my God! You spoke! Is that you? Is that what you sound like?” she gushed, sounding even more excited than I felt.
“This is what I sound like. Well, mostly. I’ll be able to speak louder eventually.”
“This is so amazing. I want you to say more, but I don’t want you to overdo it. Did the doctor say you had to limit how much you said?”
“No. He told me to rely on my instincts. If my voice starts to feel scratchy, take it easy. Otherwise, he told me to speak to my heart’s content, and it would only get stronger.”
“Wonderful,” she said.
“Come on. Let’s eat breakfast. I’m starved.”
We sat at the table and munched on our food while talking like two normal adults, and it was the most amazing thing I’d felt in quite a while. I could make breakfast for the love of my life and enjoy it with her while having a conversation that I didn’t have to run through my cell phone.
It was at this moment that I knew my life was complete. I was never going to be the man I used to be. I would never do a handstand or toss a child in the air, but I could hold one in my arms. I could hold Selena in my arms. I could do enough. That was all that mattered.
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Selena
As we checked off the first anniversary of Michael’s last surgery, things were going well for both of us. The store was turning big profits, especially since I’d taken Jane’s advice and gotten a liquor license. The number of people who would stop by and grab a bottle of wine or a six-pack of beer on their way home was much higher than expected. 
The store was no longer the sole source of my income, though. I’d also opened a second store closer to the beach in an area without any close convenience stores. I’d bought an old building that had once been a little store like Whitehead’s. The owners had finally folded during the pandemic, but now that all that had passed, I had revived it.
It turned out to be in a great location for beachgoers, so I added not only alcohol in beach-friendly containers but also all the little items people tend to forget when they go to the beach. I’d also brought in some touristy-type shirts, hats, and such on a consignment basis, and they were doing quite well.
I wasn’t the only one doing well, either. Michael had completed the training he’d been offered by the vet’s administration and was working from home for a military contractor. He’d gutted the spare room of his house, which had never seen much use anyway. He turned it into a secure site that had to be routinely inspected by his mysterious employer, which I suspected was one of the three-letter agencies.
I honestly didn’t know a lot about what went on in there and wasn’t even allowed in the room, so it all seemed very cloak and dagger to me. It seemed to make him happy, though, and that was all that mattered to me.
When he was at my place, he spent time with me or in the workshop. His movements were sufficient now to allow him to create some lovely woodwork I often sold at the new store. People really loved the unique pieces as tokens of their trip to Florida that they couldn’t get elsewhere.
I arrived home today to find him out there carving a rather large raven from a large branch that had fallen from one of our trees in a recent storm. Much of his work was from some driftwood he found around the beach that ran behind the house. Some came from bigger pieces of wood, like the branch. Michael was limited in the size of the pieces he could work with, but the improvement in his grip gave him back a talent he said he’d loved as a kid.
“That looks amazing,” I said as I came into the workshop to join him.
“Thank you. I thought I’d try some birds for a while,” Michael said, setting the bird aside for a moment and standing up to kiss me.
“Why a raven?” I asked.
“I’m not sure. It’s just what came to me when I started to carve. It’s just so nice to be able to work with my hands again.”
“I know, baby. I was thinking we might go out for dinner tonight. What do you think?”
“I could stand some serious surf and turf down at that little place you love on Pensacola Beach.”
“Ooh, excellent choice. How about we take an Uber and drink to our heart’s content, too?” I suggested.
“I can get behind that.” He laughed and followed me into the house.
We showered together, taking our time to make love under the steaming water and then slowly wash one another clean again. Michael got out and left me to wash my hair and shave my legs. Sometimes, he would wash my hair for me, but he couldn’t get his arms up high enough for that unless we were sitting down. When we soaked in the garden tub, he could pull it off, but not in the shower stall.
When I got out of the shower, Michael was already dressed. He kissed me and slipped downstairs so I could dry my hair and get dressed. I heard him playing music in his study and singing along, which made me smile. I stopped and listened to him briefly before turning on the blow dryer and drying my hair.
Nearly an hour had passed before I’d finished curling my hair and getting dressed. I twirled in front of the full-length mirror in my room, admiring the way my beach dress showcased my full breasts and flowed gently out from my narrow waist across my ample backside. My hair hung down my back in long straw-colored tendrils that caressed my shoulder blades. Satisfied with my look, I made my way downstairs to find Michael.
“You look delicious,” he said as I entered the room.
The sound of Melissa Etheridge singing You’re the Only One filled the room, and it seemed like the most appropriate song ever. Michael pulled me toward him, and we danced, holding each other in our arms until the song ended.
“Are you sure you want to go out? We could just stay here and do whatever comes to us,” Michael whispered in my ear.
“I’m sure,” I said, pushing him away. “We can go have a nice meal, get a bit tipsy, and then come home and do whatever comes to us.”
“You drive a hard bargain,” he teased.
“I know, but someone has to keep you in line. Come on, let’s get going before the tourists eat all the fresh crabs.”
“Right behind you, enjoying the view,” he said.
I looked back over my shoulder and smiled at him. Even after all this time together—through the bad times, the surgeries, the recovery, and everything else —being with Michael always felt exciting and new.
“Come on. The Uber is here waiting for us,” I said.
We hurried out the front door and jumped into the back of the gray SUV sent to pick us up, cuddling against one another as we made our way through traffic toward Pensacola Beach. Traffic wasn’t as heavy as expected, and we were quickly at our destination, where we sat on one of the balconies that overlooked the beach.
Out on the beach, a couple was poised beneath a flower-clad arch, holding hands. The man wore a simple pair of tan khaki shorts and a white linen shirt. The woman had on a flowing lace dress with flowers in her hair. Even though I couldn’t hear the ceremony, I found myself watching it from time to time as we ate our dinner and sipped on our drinks.
I wasn’t aware that Michael had noticed until he mentioned it. “That’s the way to do it. No big frills, no fuss. Just the two of them cementing their future together.”
“Maybe. Some women still want big, fancy weddings, though. They want all the flowers and ribbons that come with it, and they have huge families that expect to be invited to the event.”
“Is that what you want?”
“Me? No, not really, but I can’t imagine just getting married on the beach like that. It looks lovely, but I think my grandparents would go to their grave early if I were to get married outside the church.”
“Perhaps, but that’s really up to you, isn’t it? What would be the ideal wedding if your grandparents weren’t a concern?”
“I think I’d like to get married somewhere exotic. I don’t mean like a destination wedding like people have in the usual places. I mean, like in the shadow of Stonehenge or on a cliff overlooking the Irish Sea. I’d like to sail to a remote island and get married on that kind of beach or perhaps get helicoptered up to a mountain peak.”
“That’s quite a variety of ideas.”
“Yeah. I don’t think it’s so much about where it is as it’s about wanting it to be somewhere, not just anywhere that anyone can say they exchanged their vows.”
“In a field of sheep on the Isle of Man,” Michael teased.
“You’re making fun of me,” I said woefully.
“No. I’m adoring you. You’re always full of surprises, and I love that about you.”
“I love you too,” I said, looking at him over the flicker of the lights strung along the posts near our table.
“You want to grab a couple drinks and walk along the beach?”
“That sounds like a fine idea.”
Michael ordered us two of the big daiquiris in those tacky souvenir cups you find on beaches across America, and I slipped off my shoes to stroll along the dunes. I loved the way the sand and saltwater felt on my feet as we walked along the water's edge.
In the distance, the sunset across the water created a bright orange array of colors that was beautiful to watch. It was a lovely night and I was in love with a beautiful man. What more could I ever want?
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Michael
“Is my tie straight?” I asked Selena as we stood backstage. 
“Yes. You look perfect.”
“I’m so nervous. Public speaking is not my strong suit.”
“You’ll be fine. You’ve crafted your speech to perfection and practiced it until you don’t even need the note cards. Just take a deep breath and remember the men you’ve spent years thinking about.”
“Right. Okay. Here we go,” I said as they began announcing me to the people gathered in the grand ballroom.
I stepped out from behind the curtains to find people standing up from their tables and applauding me. It felt unreal to have them celebrating my mere appearance from behind the curtains, but I’d been told to expect it and that they would quickly quiet down for my speech.
As I approached the mic, they began to sit and grow quiet, waiting to hear what I had to say. Despite the effort I’d put into writing and practicing my speech, I still wasn’t sure it was right. I wasn’t sure I could do the men justice, but I would do my best.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I am Michael McNeil. It’s been ten years since I lost most of my SEAL team in an unexpected attack on our unit, and tonight, I am here to honor those who have fallen and the one man who remains.”
There was more applause and then silence again. One by one, I read the names of the men I had lost that night. In preparing for my speech, I had done what I had always intended to do and could never seem to follow through with. I visited each of their families. I sat and talked with them, adding their memories to my own to develop a complete picture of who the men had been.
I told the audience where each man was born and who he had left behind when he was killed in the service of his country. One by one, I had the members of their families in attendance stand for the audience to recognize them and the sacrifice they’d made by giving up someone they loved dearly to the nation’s list of the fallen. I saved Kyle for last, introducing him and his family before bringing him up on stage to stand beside me.
“Solomon Kyle saved my life not once but twice,” I began. I could see Kyle looking at me curiously, but he remained silent. “The first time was when he carried me up a ladder and delivered me to the care of the doctor who brought me back to life. I died that night, only for a few moments, but it was Kyle’s quick action that kept me from joining my fallen brothers.”
There was applause again and then more silence.
“Kyle saved my life a second time, as well, without even knowing it. I was a broken man after my injuries took the use of my arms and hands from me. I felt hopeless and turned away those who loved me most. It was an unexpected visit from Kyle that got me moving again. Though much younger than me, his words of wisdom brought me back from the brink of despair. He encouraged me to move forward and allow those who loved me to help me with my struggles. I owe Kyle two debts of gratitude that I will never be able to repay. His country owes him yet another for his honorable service both in and out of the US Navy.”
Once again, the attendees erupted in applause and stood from their seats, giving Kyle a standing ovation—one that was richly deserved.
When they were done, Kyle stepped down from the stage, and I finished my speech.
“As for me, I will never be the same after that terrible night we all endured. I have lifelong injuries that serve as a reminder of those events, but I have found a way to put them behind me and rebuild my life. I have healed, and if you or a loved one you know is hurting, I strongly encourage you to give Kyle a call,” I told them with a little laugh. They laughed with me as Kyle nodded from where he had taken his seat beside his wife once again.
“Seriously, though, seek the help you need. Reach out to those you love. Don’t let one bad night take away the magic that has yet to unfold. Since my injuries, I have found pain, but I have also found pure joy, and I have found a love that no man can ever truly say he is worthy of having.”
There was a small round of applause, and I concluded my speech, which was the only way it could ever end for me.
“There is a group of people who volunteer their time to men like me. They come to our houses if we are sick, hurting, or just mean old bastards. No matter what, they still come. One day, the Veteran Services Organization sent a woman to my house to help me with my cooking, cleaning, and laundry. She wasn’t the first they sent, and she wasn’t the first I sent away, but she came back, and she kept coming back, and now, well, I guess I’m stuck with her.”
There was a titter of laughter as I turned and smiled toward Selena, who was shaking her head at me in the wings.
“I’m going to pay for that when I get home, folks,” I told the still-laughing crowd. “But seriously, that woman is named Selena Torrence, and she is the best thing that has ever happened in my life. Fate may have a funny way of taking you on some very undesirable twists and turns, but if it leads you into the arms of a woman you will love for the rest of your life, I must say the harrowing journey was worth it.”
There was applause, and then I closed my speech.
“Tonight, we honor the SEALs who have fallen on my watch. I will never forget their sacrifice for me and their country. If you direct your attention toward the right of the stage, Solomon Kyle will return to the stage to unveil a plaque in their honor. It will be affixed to a bench in Washington DC for all to visit and remember, but Kyle will tell you more about that.”
I quickly exited the stage as the audience applauded, and Kyle once again moved up the side steps to unveil the plaque. After this, there would be a reception where the family members, military staff, and various politicians would celebrate the lives of the men we were there to honor. I returned to where I had left Selena backstage and kissed her softly before turning to watch Kyle’s portion of the program.
Afterward, we moved off stage and mingled among the crowd. It felt a bit surreal to be back among so many members of the military and no longer be a part of them, but it wasn’t the most important thing on my mind tonight.
“The speech was incredible,” Selena told me on the ride home.
“Was it? I hope so. I didn’t want to mess it up.”
“You didn’t. It was wonderful. I saw tears in many eyes when you talked about how you remembered each of the men you lost, and not all of them were friends and family.”
“Thank you for coming with me. It was very helpful to have you nearby where I could see you while I was getting through it. I almost cried a couple of times myself.”
“I know. You’re just a big old softy.”
“That I am.”
Back home, I went to the kitchen and poured us a couple of glasses of wine, offering her one as we stood by the counter. We stood there and took a few sips, winding down a bit from our evening.
“Let’s go out on the deck and sit by the water,” I told her.
“It’s a nice night for it,” she agreed, picking up her glass to head that way.
I picked up mine and the bottle of wine and followed her. I sat the bottle on the outside table as I passed it and joined her where she was leaning against the rail, looking out over the bay. I was always mesmerized by how stunning she was when she was least aware I was watching her. There was a simple eloquence to her that was so beautiful to me.
I took a sip of my wine and sat it on the railing before moving closer to her and bending down. The creak of the deck planks caught her attention, and she turned to look at me as I held up my arm toward her. It was the farthest I’d been able to raise my arm, even farther than she had ever seen, and she noticed that immediately.
“That’s amazing. I didn’t realize you had gained so much more range in the movement of your shoulders.”
“I’ve been working on it so that I could do this,” I said, opening my palm to show her the diamond ring I’d bought several weeks before in preparation for this moment.
“Oh, God. Is that—” she began to say, but I stopped her.
“Selena Torrence, will you marry me?”
“Yes,” she said. “Of course! Yes!”
I stood up and slowly lowered my arm. I had managed to get it up there, but not without effort, and getting it down was equally painful. I ignored all that as I picked up the ring from my palm, slipped it onto her finger, and then kissed her.
“I can’t think of one single moment in time that has ever made me as happy as this one right here,” I said.
“I love you, Michael.”
“I love you too, Selena.”
She held her hand out, admired her ring again, and smiled at me. We stood by the railing, sipping our wine for quite some time before finally slipping back into the house and making love slowly in our bed. Afterward, she fell asleep with her head on my chest and her hair falling across my skin.
This was the life I had once dreamed of having and thought I’d lost my chance at, but somehow, it had come back to me, and I was grateful for that.






  
  Epilogue
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Selena
As I watched Michael playing with our son in the backyard, I was struck by just how far we'd come. We’d weathered all the storms and somehow come back out on top. It had been five years since we’d gotten married, standing on the deck of a restored lighthouse on a remote island off the coast of Scotland. 
My grandparents had been livid, but they’d forgiven me when I’d promised to have a reception in the church fellowship hall once we returned from our honeymoon. In the end, they hadn’t only accepted Michael as part of our family, they’d come to adore him. For all of their original complaints, they could see how much he cared about me.
They'd been ecstatic when I’d told them I was pregnant with our first child. I knew that I had a hard road ahead of me dealing with their need to bring my child into the church. Still, we’d managed to find some middle ground that allowed Meredith to attend functions with them without being overwhelmed by it.
I didn’t mind that they sometimes wanted her to go to church with them, but I didn’t want it forced on her. I wanted her to know her choices and then make the decision she felt best suited her when the time came. I never wanted her to feel as repressed as I had as a young girl or a teen.
Of course, Michael was determined to be the typical father of a daughter, threatening to lock her in the closet the moment she hit puberty as soon as he found out she was a girl. I laughed at him and told him good luck.
“Right. I forget how stubborn her mother is.”
“I’m not sure how. You see it every day of your life.”
“I try to ignore it,” he teased.
“Good luck with that when you start getting a double dose of it,” I teased back.
Behind me, I felt a tug on my skirt. I turned to find the little terror of her father’s heart wiping the sleep from her eyes after a nap.
“Mom, I’m hungry,” she told me.
“You know what, Meredith? I’m hungry too. Why don’t we go make ourselves a sandwich while those stinky boys play in the backyard.”
“Stinky boys,” she repeated, taking my hand and walking back inside.
Our lives had become very busy. I was up to three stores in Pensacola and two more in nearby Gulf Breeze. Michael now ran his own security firm, and then we had a four-year-old and a two-year-old to chase after, too.
Michael and our son, Felton, came in while we were still making our sandwiches, and Meredith made a face at them. “Stinky boys!” she said.
“Oh, stinky boys, huh?” Michael said, tickling her as she sat on the stool, watching me make our food. “Is that what Mommy teaches you when we aren’t around?”
“Yes,” Meredith chirped with a giggle.
“Tattletale,” I teased her. “What have I said about not telling Daddy what you and Mommy talk about? It’s girl code!”
“Girl code!” she repeated with her tiny fist in the air triumphantly.
“Stinky girls,” Felton quipped, causing Michael and me to stop and look at him before bursting into laughter.
This was a good life we’d made for ourselves. Some of it had been a tough road upward, and some of it had been smooth sailing, but it had all been worth every moment. I couldn’t imagine ever being anywhere else but wherever these three pieces of my heart could be found.
I finished our sandwiches, and we all sat down to eat together. Though I had largely left behind my religious roots, I still held on to some of my thoughts on life and death. In my mind, Mr. Whitehead was bound to this house in spirit, and I liked to imagine him looking down on us.
I wondered if he saw when I had sat in his rocking chair with each of the children while they were babies, rocking them to sleep. I’d like to think he’d be happy about that and that the future would likely see the rocking chair passed down in a new family to new babies.
There was no way of knowing, but he had given me so much that had changed my life. I just wanted to believe I was giving him something back in this small way.
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I need a break in life. I need rest and a chance to focus on Selena and the family. Everything is good between us. But like any long-term relationship, they could be better. This trip will help us start over and reconnect.
Selena was always that sex pot kind of gal that got my heart racing. I have to pinch myself when I look at her curves, mouth-watering cleavage, and rear end that gets me standing at attention every single time.
But that was then, and this is now. A battle-hardened Navy Seal should always see it coming. I should have avoided the threat, but I was unplugged. I was too relaxed. That was until I had a bag over my head in a van, heading to God knows where.
I went numb, hearing Selena scream in pain again and again. With a gun to my head, death would be next.
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