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  Putting Out Fires


  


  IT ALLstarted because of a pink envelope with Jared’s name on it.


  It was a Friday night. We’d just finished dinner, and I was settling in on the couch with a cold beer. Jared was next to me, grading a stack of papers on the arm of the couch. The dog we’d adopted six months earlier from the Humane Society in Boulder jumped up next to me and lay down with his head in my lap. He was a complete mutt, with begging eyes and hound-dog characteristics, and Jared had insisted on calling him Scooby.


  I reached for the remote to change the channel, and that’s when I saw the envelope. “What’s this?” I asked, picking it up off the coffee table.


  “What’s it look like?” he asked without even looking over at me.


  The envelope was already open, so I pulled the card out. It had a huge red heart on it, the words “Be My Valentine” written in flowing letters across it. “It’s Valentine’s Day?” I asked.


  He looked over at me with obvious amusement. “Tomorrow is. You didn’t know that?”


  


  “No. I can’t believe you do.”


  


  He shrugged. “I work at a high school. Believe me, Valentine’s Day is not something teenage girls let go unnoticed.”
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  I looked back at the card in my hand. I didn’t open it, partly because that seemed too nosy, but also because I didn’t really want to see what it said. I was afraid it would only annoy me more. “Who’s giving you Valentines?” I asked, fighting back the horrible feeling that welled up in me at the thought of anybody else wanting him.


  “One of my students.”


  


  “Your student?” I asked with far more anger in my voice than was warranted.


  


  “What’s wrong, Matt?” he teased. “You jealous of a seventeen year old girl?”


  “No!” I said. We both knew I was lying.

  “It’s not a big deal,” he said, turning back to his papers.


  I knew he was right. She was a student, and too young, and female to boot. I knew she was absolutely no threat to me. Still, I’ve never exactly been rational when it comes to Jared. The fact that somebody else was giving him a Valentine annoyed me. “I don’t think you should encourage that kind of behavior,” I said.


  Usually he found my jealousy amusing, but the look he turned on me was more annoyed than anything else. “It’s nice to feel appreciated once in a while,” he snapped.


  What was I supposed to say to that? Did he think I didn’t appreciate him? If that’s what he thought, he was wrong, but it didn’t matter. Whatever I said now would end up sounding defensive and insincere.


  We didn’t talk much the rest of the night. He was busy grading papers. I couldn’t tell if he was still mad at me or not, and I was too afraid to ask. I didn’t want to fight with
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  him. It wasn’t until we went to bed that I found out for sure. When I reached for him, he turned away without a word, and I lay on my side of the bed trying to decide what to do.


  It had been three years since we met, two and a half since we’d become lovers, one since I’d given him the rings. After coming out to my parents, Jared and I had settled easily into our relationship. We were always happy together, but it was a low-key, comfortable kind of happiness. I worried now that we were doing as so many other couples did, taking each other for granted. For myself, I could honestly say I loved him as much now as I ever had—maybe more—but I wasn’t exactly an affectionate guy. Maybe I needed to do more.


  I slept fitfully and my alarm woke me at 4:15 the next morning. I had to work the five-to-two shift. Jared was still asleep, sprawled out on his stomach in the middle of the bed like always. I pushed his hair out of the way to kiss the back of his neck. I slid my hand down his back and heard his breathing change as he started to wake. “Tell me you’re not still mad,” I said.


  He sighed and said sleepily, “I’m not still mad.” “Are you sure?” I asked.

  “I promise.”

  “I’m sorry I’m a jealous asshole.”

  “You’re forgiven,” he said. “Now go away so I can sleep.” “I’ll see you at two,” I said as I started to get out of bed.


  “You won’t, actually,” he said into his pillow. “The student council suckered me into helping decorate for the Valentine dance tonight.”
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  “Bummer.”


  “I was just happy to get out of being a chaperone.” He rolled away from me and pulled the covers over his head. “I’ll be home around five,” he said. “I hope.”


  “Okay,” I said. “And you’re definitely not still mad?” “Matt, it’s the middle of the night, and you’re babbling at me. We’re fine, okay? Now go the fuck away.”


  


  Which was exactly what I did.


  He said he wasn’t mad anymore, and I believed him. And yet, I couldn’t get his words from the night before out of my head. “It’s nice to feel appreciated once in a while.” I thought about it all day, and I could only come to one conclusion: Jared thought I didn’t appreciate him, and that bothered me.


  My own insecurities were bad enough, but at the end of my shift, I walked into the locker room and found Grant Jameson. In theory, he was getting ready to start his shift. In reality, he was sitting on the wooden bench with his head in his hands.


  Grant wasn’t exactly my favorite person. After the mountain biking trip with Jared, he’d become significantly more bearable. He’d quit referring to Jared as a pansy, and it had been months since he’d made any kind of sarcastic comment to me about my sexuality. Still, we both knew we weren’t ever going to be best friends.


  “What’s up, Grant?” I asked, not so much because I cared as because it seemed like the thing to do. I was expecting one of the usual things: he was tired, or hung over, or legitimately sick. What he said surprised me.
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  “Connie left me.”


  Grant and I worked together a lot. Even not being the best of friends, I’d heard enough about his marriage to know that it wasn’t perfect. Still, I hadn’t ever realized it was quite that bad, either. “What happened?” I asked.


  He laughed bitterly. “She said I take her for granted. She says I don’t appreciate her anymore.”


  I should have said something. I should have said “sorry”, or offered to buy him a beer after his shift. But all I could think about was the way those words seemed to keep haunting me. It felt like a sign. I had to do something for Jared, make some kind of gesture so he’d know how I felt. After all, it was Valentine’s Day. What better day to try to show him how much I still loved him?


  I went to the grocery store after leaving work, not sure what I was looking for. The people who ran the place were nice enough to have all of the Valentine shit in one aisle, so I didn’t have to go far. The aisle was full of men scrounging for last-minute gifts. The selection of chocolates was dwindling fast, and it was only two o’clock. How many men hadn’t even realized yet what day it was? How many had no idea the peril they faced when they walked in the door empty-handed at the end of the work day? I pictured the aisle at five-thirty that evening, men scrambling for the last bouquet of flowers. It was like an article out of The Onion: “Desperate Men Battle Over Roses in Attempt to Prove Their Love.” I almost laughed out loud at the thought.


  I surveyed the options: cards, flowers, stuffed animals, and heart-shaped boxes of chocolate. I thought about how it would feel to hand one of those things to Jared when he
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  walked in the door and felt my face turning red. He’d smile, of course, because he always smiled, but I could picture the amusement in his eyes. He’d have a hard time not laughing at me. And who could blame him? What guy wanted a box of cheap chocolates and a pink stuffed bear? A six-pack of beer and tickets to a football game, maybe. But not this Hallmark crap.


  The longer I stood in that fluffy pink and red aisle, the stupider I felt. This wasn’t us.


  I returned to my Jeep in defeat. The traditional gifts were obviously out. Still, I had to do something. Football tickets would have been perfect, except the season was long since over. Arena football was in full swing. There was a team in Denver and another in Fort Collins. Of course, I had no idea when they played or if Jared would even care to watch a game. He’d never mentioned it before. That didn’t seem promising. There was hockey, but that would cost a hell of a lot more. There was basketball, too, and Nuggets tickets were dirt cheap because nobody in Denver gave a shit, but Jared thought pro basketball was horrifically boring, so that wasn’t much of an option either.


  I was still contemplating the possibilities when I passed A to Z Video. I found myself slowing down. Maybe that was the answer: not anything fancy, but a simple night at home, watching a movie together. That was romantic, right?


  The bell on the door of A to Z rang when I walked in. The only person at the counter was Zach, who threw me a friendly wave before going back to analyzing whatever was on his computer screen. I had hoped Lizzy or Susan or my mother would be there, because I figured they could have suggested a movie. Even Angelo might have helped, once he
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  quit razzing me. But there was only Zach, and despite owning the store, Zach knew jack shit about movies. Which meant that I was on my own. Which sucked since I had no idea what I was looking for.


  Angelo couldn’t ever leave the movies in one place. He was constantly setting up different displays and moving things around. I thought it was counterproductive, because people had to wander around to find where their favorite section had gone. He said that was the point, because in wandering around, they might discover something new. I said that was manipulative. He said (predictably), “What the fuck ever.” Regardless of my usual annoyance at having to hunt for the “action” genre, I had to admit it helped me this time. He had a display right at the front of the store full of romantic movies for Valentine’s Day. And right next to it, another selection of low-budget horror movies that seemed to all take place on February 14th. Leave it to Ang to think of both sides of the coin.


  The movies on the left were all things I’d heard of but never seen: When Harry Met Sally, The Notebook, Pretty Woman. I picked the first one up and started to read the blurb on the back.


  “You gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me,” Angelo suddenly said from behind me, causing me to jump about a foot. “You don’t want to watch that shit, man.”


  “Why not?”

  “’Cause it’s pretentious, sentimental crap.”

  “But it’s Valentine’s Day,” I said defensively.

  “Yeah. So what?”
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  I sighed and put the box back down. I liked Angelo. He was like a brother to me. Which meant that sometimes I wanted to punch him simply to prove that I could. “Can you give me a break, Ang? I thought it would be a nice thing to do, that’s all.”


  “If Jared were a chick, then yeah, it would be a nice thing to do. But he’s not. Making him watch that’d be more like torture. Trust me.”


  “So what do you suggest, smartass?”


  He cocked his head sideways at me, like he was sizing me up. Like he couldn’t decide whether to take me seriously or not. “You could come here. We’re doing Anti-Valentine’s Day. No chick flicks, no wine. We got beer and nachos and three different kinds of wings.”


  “What movie are you showing?”

  “Goodfellas.”

  “That doesn’t sound very romantic.”

  “That’s the point!”


  “Angelo, do you have any idea how nothelpful you’re being?”


  


  He shook his head at me. “I ambein’ helpful, man. You’re just bein’ a jackass.”


  


  “Fuck you, Ang.”


  “Seriously, Matt, listen to me. You’ve let all those years of dating chicks warp your brain. Men don’t care ’bout Valentine’s Day. They only jump through the hoops to keep their ladies happy. But we’re lucky. We don’t gotta do that. That’s one of the many benefits of notbein’ straight!” I didn’t want to believe that just because my partner was male
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  instead of female, I was off the hook completely. Guys liked to feel appreciated too, right? Angelo must have seen the doubt on my face, because he sighed. “Look, man, I’ll prove it.” He turned around to call across the store. “Zach?”


  Zach looked up from his computer. “What?”

  “You know today’s Valentine’s Day?”


  Zach stared at us blankly for a second, looking completely shell-shocked. “No.”

  “Did you buy me anything?”


  Zach’s cheeks actually started to turn red. He didn’t blush often, but Angelo’s question obviously made him uncomfortable. “Um… no.”


  “Good. I didn’t get you anything either.”


  The relief on Zach’s face was almost laughable. “Thank God,” he said as he turned back to his computer. “Jesus, Ang, don’t scare me like that.”


  Angelo turned back to me, grinning in that smartass way he had that was probably endearing when you weren’t the one it was aimed at. “See?”


  “Fine,” I said. “But I still want to do something for him.” “So give him a blow job.”


  “Oh God!” I said, trying not to be embarrassed, because my discomfort would only amuse him more. Angelo and I talked about almost everything. “Almost” being the operative term. The one thing we never talked about was sex. His casual attitude about fucking other men was completely foreign to me, and my own modesty about my relationship with Jared was wildly amusing to him. “I meant something besides that.”
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  “You’re right,” he said in a tone that told me he wasn’t about to let me off the hook yet. “A blow job’s more of a birthday thing. Do somethin’ you don’t normally do but that you know he’ll get off on.”


  “Like what?”


  


  He rolled his eyes at me. “How would I know, man? I never been in the bedroom with him.”


  “Angelo, you’re stillnot helping.”

  “Fine,” he said. “You want real ideas?”

  “Yes.”


  He leaned against the movie display, crossing his arms to look at me with guarded mirth. “You ever worn eyeliner?” “What? No!Of course not!”


  “That’s probably not Jared’s style anyway. How ’bout leather?” He looked me up and down in a blatantly sexual way that Angelo had never used on me before. I hoped like hell he never used it on me again. “Definitely a harness,” he said. “You’d look good in somethin’ like that.”


  Which of course embarrassed me to no end, which only amused him more. It was infuriating, but the truth was, I hadasked for suggestions. “Even if I wanted to do that, where the hell am I going to get something like that in the next few hours, Ang? I’m pretty sure the Coda grocery store doesn’t sell them.”


  “Good point.”

  “Any other ideas?”

  “You ever let him tie you up?”

  “No.”
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  “Maybe you should tie himup.”


  My discomfort was quickly reaching the unbearable point. “Never mind,” I said. “I’ll think of something on my own.”


  “Sure you will,” he said, in a way which indicated he was quite sure I wouldn’t. I hated to admit he was probably right.


  I was turning to leave when Zach called out, “Matt?” It surprised me, because Zach and I didn’t talk much. It wasn’t that we didn’t like each other, but the truth was we had nothing in common except for Angelo and Jared. Most of the time, Zach and I simply had nothing to say to one another.


  “Yeah?” I asked, turning back.

  “Make him dinner.”


  I could almost have kissed him. It was such a simple suggestion and yet so perfect. Jared and I made dinner together a lot, but usually simple things like spaghetti or sloppy joes. More often than not we ordered pizza or ate out. But coming home to a real dinner? I knew Jared would actually appreciate that. How had I not thought of it sooner? “That’s a good idea,” I said.


  “I guess,” Angelo said, “if you wanna be all vanilla about it.” But he was only being a smartass for the sake of giving me a hard time. The smile he gave me wasn’t mocking. It was genuinely cheery.


  “Here.” Zach wrote something on a piece of paper and handed it to me. The words meant nothing to me. They were Spanish, or maybe Italian. “Ask them for that at the liquor store on the corner,” he said. “They carry it there, and it’s
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  pretty good. Open it when you start dinner so it can breathe, and it’ll be perfect by the time you eat.”


  I wasn’t really sure about wine, but at least he was trying. “Thanks, Zach,” I said. I turned to Angelo, who was still grinning at me. “Thanks for nothing, Ang,” I said. He happily flipped me the bird, and I laughed. I was just relieved to have a plan.


  After that, it was back to the grocery store. I bought steak and bottled marinade and broccoli and potatoes. I paused again in the Valentine aisle, eyeing the remaining bunches of flowers. I couldn’t hand Jared a bouquet of roses without feeling like a complete ass, but I could at least put them on the table. Somehow that seemed acceptable. I tossed one of the smaller arrangements in the basket. I stopped by the liquor store Zach had mentioned and bought the wine and a corkscrew to open it with, because I was pretty sure we didn’t own one. Jared and I never drank anything but Dr Pepper and beer, but I figured the wine was worth a shot. I was trying to do something special, after all.


  My first order of business upon returning home was to put the steaks in the marinade. Then I began to unbury our dining room table from the pile of crap that always seemed to collect there. By myself, I managed to keep things tidy, but Jared was a complete slob. I counted it as some kind of victory that I managed to confine the worst of his mess to this one room. I gathered up bills, newspapers, school papers, and coupons that Jared always thought he’d use but then forgot to take to the store. Scooby’s adoption papers and piles of long-forgotten Christmas cards. Coffee cups and paper cups and the pair of gloves I’d been looking for since November. I was starting to wish I’d opted for eating out.
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  Finally, the expanse of polished wood that was our dining room table was bare, and I began to contemplate the actual cooking process. I did as Zach had suggested and opened the wine first so it could breathe, whatever the hell that meant. I went out our sliding glass back door onto the patio where our grill sat. Unfortunately, it was covered in snow. We’d had a lot more snow than normal that year. The back of our house faced north, and while the Colorado sun had melted most of it, the area that was ever in the shade of our house was still frozen and possibly would be for another month. I cleared the grill off, shivering the entire time. I opened the lid, turned on the gas, and hit the “ignite” button.


  Nothing happened.


  I hit it again and again and again. Still nothing. The grill was only a year old, but those stupid buttons always quit working before too long. I went back inside and hunted for matches. I looked in every single cabinet in the kitchen. I looked in the drawers of the coffee table. In the end, I even hunted in our bedroom, even though I had no idea why they would have been there.


  No matches.


  I ran across the street to our neighbor’s house. Jim was a twenty-something college dropout who worked at the grocery store. I was pretty sure Jim was constantly stoned, and the fact that he seemed half afraid of me and wouldn’t ever let me through his front door pretty much confirmed it. Still, he was a nice enough guy. He left me shivering on his porch and finally came back out the front door. “No matches, but I have an extra lighter.”
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  He handed me a Bic with an end that was obviously stained with resin. The guy was smart enough to keep me out of his house, but not so smart that he wouldn’t hand me a lighter that had been used to smother a smoldering bowl. I sighed. Sometimes I wished I could turn off my cop brain. “Thanks, Jim. You’re a life saver.”


  I ran back across the street, up our steps, pulled open the front door—

  Well, I attempted to pull it open. I failed. It was locked.


  “Fuck!” Jared always teased me that my habit of locking our front door on the way out reeked of paranoia. I thought it was basic security. I didn’t even realize I did it half the time. This time it proved to be rather inconvenient since my keys were still inside, hanging on the hook by the door. The gate to the back yard couldn’t be opened from the outside—that was also basic security, no matter what Jared said—so it meant I had to scramble over the stupid thing, tearing my shirt in the process. “Fuck!” I swore again. But at least the back door was unlocked, and I was able to get back in the house. Scooby greeted me with unabashed enthusiasm as I stood there trying to warm up.


  Of course, about two seconds later I realized I needed to be back outside. I went out to the grill and tried the ignition switch again. Still nothing. So I used Jim’s Bic, turning up the gas.


  Still nothing.


  I turned the gas up all the way, alternately hitting the button and trying to light the grill with the Bic. Nothing worked. It occurred to me that if there had actually been propane in the tank, I would probably have blown myself up
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  by now. I should probably have been thankful for small favors. Somehow though, I wasn’t.


  I debated going to the store and getting a new tank, but five o’clock was approaching fast, and I didn’t want to lose the time. For the first time ever, I found myself wishing that we owned one of those stupid George Foreman grills. I went back inside into the kitchen and stood there waiting for inspiration to strike. Pan-cooking the steak seemed unbelievably lame. Was it possible to cook steaks in the oven? I looked at the controls on our oven, as if there might magically be a “grill steak” setting, and that was when I saw it: BROIL. That was like grilling, right? I turned the broiler on, then opened the door and bent over to watch with wideeyed amazement as the coils at the top of the oven turned a menacing red. Perfect! I’d never broiled anything before, but how hard could it be? Take raw meat, apply heat, and voila! A grilled steak that I didn’t have to freeze my ass off for.


  The vegetables would probably take longer, though. I’d been planning to bake the potatoes, but having to use the broiler seemed to negate that idea. The microwave was out because Jared swore that the inside of microwave-baked potatoes always tasted like rubber. I thought he was full of shit, but since I was making this dinner for him, I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt and mash them instead. I’d never done that either, but it didn’t look too complicated. I peeled them first. We didn’t have one of those fancy little peelers, so I used a paring knife as I’d seen my mom do a billion times growing up. She made it look so easy. My attempt was far less successful. I seemed to peel away half of each potato in the process, but eventually I prevailed. I chopped them up, put them in a pan in water, put the pan
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  on the burner and turned the burner on high.


  I checked the clock and was alarmed at how late it was. I had apparently spent a ridiculous amount of time butchering the potatoes.


  I chopped the broccoli as quickly as I could. This I knew how to do—just a bit of water in the bottom of the pan so that they’d steam more than boil—then tossed them on the burner and turned that burner on high too. There was something else, though, if you wanted to steam vegetables: a lid. I had to dig for a while, but I finally found one in the drawer under the stove. It was glass and didn’t quite fit the pan, but I figured it was close enough.


  All that was left was the steak. I still had the broiler on. I took the steaks out of the marinade and put them on the top oven rack and closed the oven door. I checked the clock again. Not bad. I was starting to think I could pull this off.


  I took plates and silverware and set the table. I looked for wine glasses. I finally found them on the top shelf, way in the back. I had to pull out a strange assortment of shot glasses and vases and tiny juice glasses—all the stuff we never used—to get to them, but I finally pulled them from the wreckage. I shoved the rest of the crap to the back of the countertop to be dealt with later. The wine glasses had been stored upside down, and their bases were coated with a layer of dust and grime. God knew when they’d last been used. I washed them and put them on the table. I’d need a vase for the flowers. At least I knew we had one of those since I’d just pulled some out while looking for the glasses. I went back into the kitchen to get one and stopped short at what I saw.


  The kitchen was filled with smoke. It was billowing out
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  of one of the saucepans. I pulled it off the burner and looked into it. It was full of little smoking pieces of green charcoal. Confused, I looked at the other pan on the stove.


  I’m such an idiot sometimes.


  In my hurry to get things done, I’d put the lid on the wrong pot. The potatoes, in their full pan of water, were just starting to boil, with the glass lid sitting on top. The broccoli, which had been in less than a half-inch of water so it could steam, had no lid at all. The water had boiled away, and the broccoli was now nothing but carbon. Nice.


  I tossed the pan of smoking broccoli into the sink and took the glass lid off the potatoes. But something was still smoking.


  I put the lid down and opened the oven, and was almost blown over by the wave of black smoke that came pouring out. The steaks were sizzling, burned on top, curling in on themselves, the bottoms still pink. The bottom of the oven was an absolute mess and seemed to be the source of at least half of the smoke. Apparently, you weren’t supposed to put the steaks right on the rack. Maybe I was supposed to use a cookie sheet? Not that we owned one of those anyway.


  I looked around for a potholder and of course didn’t find one. I did, however, find a dishtowel. I folded it up and pulled the rack out enough that I could pull the steaks out with a fork. I put them on a plate on the counter behind me. If I could just find a pan to put them in, I could cook the other side, and they’d still be edible. Plus, we had the potatoes. Dinner wasn’t a total loss.


  I left the oven open so the rest of the grease could burn off and turned the fan over the stove on to clear some of the
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  smoke. I opened the cabinet to look for some type of pan that could go under the broiler. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught something glowing red. I turned to see what it was and groaned.


  When I’d taken the broccoli off the stove, I hadn’t turned off the burner. It was still on high, bright red and probably hot enough to light a cigarette off. And sitting right on top of it was the glass lid I’d taken off the potatoes.


  I was smart enough to not grab it with my bare hands. I picked up the dishtowel I’d used as a potholder and reached to take the lid off the burner. As soon as the towel touched the glass nob on top of the lid, the entire thing shattered. More than shattered, actually. It exploded. It scared the shit out of me, and I dropped the towel, jumping back away from the flying pieces of glass. A couple landed on the floor, and I could see the linoleum melting underneath them. I stomped on them, as if they were actually on fire, but all I really succeeded in doing was grinding the hot glass deeper into the floor.


  “Shit!” I yelled.

  But that wasn’t the worst of it.


  Something next to me burst into flames. I turned to the stovetop in horror. I stillhadn’t turned off that fucking burner, and I’d dropped my dishtowel when the lid exploded—right onto the bright red coil. The towel was on fire, flames licking merrily up to the blowing fan above the stove.


  There were random wild thoughts in my head of what you were supposed to do—spray it with water or pour baking soda on it. Or was it baking powder? Did we even have any
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  of those things? Maybe flour would work. If we had that. Maybe sugar? Or would that just burn? It felt like forever that I stood there trying to decide what to do, but couldn’t really have been more than a second. In the end, I did what I’d like to think any rational person in my situation would have done. I picked up the closest thing, which happened to be a bouquet of flowers, still neatly wrapped in their nice cellophane cone, and began to beat the flaming towel.


  Plastic melted, petals flew, and flowers burned, but I got the flames knocked down enough that I could turn off the burner. I tossed the smoldering remains of the towel into the sink with the pan of broccoli, and then jumped out of my skin as an ear-piercing screech filled the house. It was the smoke alarm. A bit late, I thought, considering half the house was filled with black smoke. I went into the hallway and waved my hands at it in a futile attempt to get it to turn off. When that didn’t work, I resorted to more drastic measures. I ripped it off the ceiling and threw it across the room. The goddamn thing still didn’t quit beeping.


  There was a scrambling at my feet, and I turned around to see Scooby heading past me to the living room. “Scooby?” I called, wondering if he’d somehow been burned or hurt in the chaos of the kitchen. He turned to look at me—


  With a nice juicy steak in his mouth.


  “Scooby, no!” I yelled, running toward him. He cowered a bit at my yelling, but he didn’t drop the steak. He was in the corner and had nowhere to go. “Bad dog!” I yelled as I grabbed the steak. “Bad, bad dog! Let go. Let go, you evil bastard!” But his jaws were locked tight. He wasn’t about to give up his treat.
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  It occurred to me how ridiculous the entire situation was. The house was filled with smoke, the smoke detector was still issuing its shrieking warning from the floor in the corner of the room, and my dog and I were literally having a tug-of-war with a charred piece of meat.


  That, of course, was when Jared walked in.


  Our house had an open floor plan, so he could see everything from the door: the wreckage in the kitchen, the oven still issuing smoke, the beeping smoke detector on the floor in the corner, and Scooby and I both frozen, waiting for his reaction.


  I love Jared, but if he had one major flaw it was that he often reacted before he thought things through. Unfortunately for me, this time was no exception.


  “What the hell is going on?” he yelled. He grabbed the smoke detector from the floor and tossed it out onto the front lawn, then slammed the front door shut. Whether it turned off in the fresh air or not I didn’t know, but at least I couldn’t hear the damn thing anymore. “Are you trying to burn the house down? I could smell the smoke from the curb!” He went into the kitchen and slammed the oven shut. He turned off the broiler, and the last burner which was finally cooking the potatoes that were still ages away from being mashable. “What the fuck, Matt?”


  I gave up on the tug-of-war and Scooby ran off in triumph with his prize. Even if I could get the damn steak back, it wasn’t like either of us would want to eat it now anyway. I followed Jared into the kitchen, where he was standing with his hands on his hips and murder in his eyes. My first instinct was to snap out a smart answer, but I bit it
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  back, knowing it would be counterproductive. I didn’t want to fight with him. Not today of all days.


  I sighed heavily and leaned against the counter, feeling completely defeated. I’d wanted to do something nice for him, and now he was pissed, and I was defensive, and I’d be lucky if we went to bed still talking. “I was trying to make you dinner,” I said.


  I was surprised at how quickly his anger fell away. He looked around the kitchen at the one remaining steak, charred on one side, curled in on itself, revealing the raw meat underneath; the burned dishtowel and burned broccoli in the sink; the pieces of broken glass all over the floor and countertop; the potatoes on the stove, no longer boiling; the melted mess that had once been a cellophane cone, remnants of it still clinging to a bouquet of singed and wilted roses.


  He turned to me with obvious surprise. “You bought me flowers?”

  I felt like an idiot. I could feel myself blushing, and it was all I could do to meet his eyes. “Yes.”


  “For Valentine’s Day?”

  Jesus, this was embarrassing. “Yes.”


  He closed his eyes for just a second, and I could practically see the wheels in his head reversing direction. When he opened them again, he was smiling at me, his eyes bright and blue and so gorgeous it hurt to look at him. “Thank you.”


  At least he wasn’t mad anymore. At least we didn’t have to fight. Still, looking around at the mess I’d made, I couldn’t
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  help but think it was a shallow victory. “I’m sorry I screwed it up.”


  Jared shook his head, still smiling. He looked around the room again, his eyes landing on the open bottle of wine. It was the only part of dinner that wasn’t ruined. “You bought wine?”


  I sighed, feeling like the world’s biggest fool. My words came out all in a rush. “Zach said it was good, and I wanted to do something nice for you. I had no idea what, so I went by A to Z, and—”


  But he didn’t seem to care about the rest of my answer. He closed the distance between us with one step and kissed me, cutting my words off midstream. The kiss was shy and hesitant in a way that he hadn’t been with me in a very long time. It was sweet, and any anger or disappointment I had melted away. I pulled him tight against me and kissed him back, my urgency quickly overriding his unexpected hesitancy. When he finally broke the kiss, his cheeks were red, but he was smiling up at me. “Thank you,” he said again.


  “I’ll clean up the mess,” I told him.


  His smile got bigger. “Later.” He turned away from me and went over to the counter where the open bottle of wine stood. “Come on,” he said as he pulled the cork off the corkscrew and shoved it back in the bottle. “Let’s go out.”


  “Out where?”


  He didn’t answer. He grabbed the wine and two of the juice glasses I’d left on the countertop while searching for wine glasses. “Get your coat,” he said, and I didn’t argue.


  Putting Out Fires | Marie Sexton 24


  Jared led me out to the Jeep. He got in the driver’s seat and handed me the wine and empty glasses. He drove us down the street, past A to Z, and turned left. “Where are we going?” I asked.


  He smiled at me. “You’ll see.”


  There didn’t seem to be any point in pushing him, so I leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes. I thought about dinner and the fact that Scooby was probably dining on the second steak right about now. I realized I should have at least swept up the broken glass before we left, for his sake. “I burned holes in the linoleum.”


  I was relieved when Jared laughed. “I don’t care. I’m sorry I flipped out when I came in. That was really shitty of me.”


  It had been kind of shitty, but I knew Jared. I knew he hadn’t meant it. “It’s no big deal,” I said.

  “I wasn’t expecting it,” he said. “We’ve never done anything for Valentine’s Day.”

  “I know.”


  “I didn’t get you anything.”


  “I didn’t expect you to,” I told him. “I just….” It sounded so ridiculous, and I couldn’t look at him when I said it. “I wanted to do something for you.”


  “Since when does Valentine’s Day mean anything to you?” he asked. It wasn’t an accusation. It was simply a question, and a valid one, since two other Valentine’s Days had passed for us without so much as a mention on either side.


  “You said you didn’t feel appreciated.”
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  He shook his head. “I was talking about at school. I was talking about my students.”


  


  “Your students love you.”


  He shook his head again. “They used to, but it’s different now. When I first took that job, I had kids who’d come to my house to be tutored. They’d all been struggling for so long with teachers who didn’t know what they were doing, and when I took over their classes, they were excited. They looked up to me.”


  “They don’t anymore?”


  “Those kids who knew me are gone. They’ve all graduated. Now I’m just another one of the mean teachers who give too much homework.” He sighed and waved his hand like he could push the thought away. “It’s no big deal. I’m just feeling sorry for myself.” He glanced over at me before looking back at the road. “Why would you think I meant you?”


  He’d been honest with me. Now it was my turn. I took a deep breath and told him everything—my irrational jealousy over the Valentine, and Grant’s wife leaving him because she didn’t feel appreciated, and how afraid I was that he felt the same, and how I wanted to do something special. I felt ridiculous at first, but as I went on, I began to see the humor in it, especially when I told him about the aisle at the grocery store and stopping at A to Z, and my discussion with Angelo and Zach.


  “I’m sure Ang thought the whole thing was hysterical,” he said.


  


  “He did. He said I should just give you a blow job.”
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  He laughed. “Well, I can’t say I’d object.”

  “He suggested I buy a leather harness.”


  Jared looked over at me with an appreciative glint in his eye that I recognized immediately. “That’s not a bad idea.”


  “He also suggested eyeliner.”

  Jared laughed. “That isa bad idea. I’m not into that.”


  “Thank God,” I said, and he laughed again. “He said I should tie you down.”

  “If you want.”


  “Or that I should let you tie me down.”


  


  He glanced at me sideways, grinning a bit. “You do have handcuffs, you know.”


  “You’re saying you areinto that?”

  “I sure wouldn’t mind cuffing you to our headboard.”


  I didn’t know why I’d never thought of that before. Now that I was thinking about it, I felt my blood stir. I loved it when Jared was aggressive in bed, and I could imagine how he would be if I was helpless underneath him. I thought about the things he might do to me, each one a bit better than the one before. It turned me on more than I would have expected.


  I leaned across the seat and used a handful of his hair to angle his head away from me so I could kiss his neck. “I think I’ll let you.”


  “Good,” he laughed. But he didn’t allow me to continue. He pushed me away. “I’m holding you to that when we get home.”


  I definitely didn’t want to wait. I suddenly wanted very
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  much to keep touching him, to get him off right there in the car, but I made myself move back to my own seat. After all, he was driving. It’d be pretty bad form if I caused him to wreck. I didn’t want to have to explain that to any of my fellow officers.


  “Here we are,” he said.


  I hadn’t been paying attention to where we were going, but now I looked. It was a place I recognized: a small dirt parking area next to a trail head. And even though I couldn’t see it, I knew that not far up the trail was a huge stone abutment. The Rock, as the local kids called it. And except for coming up here as a cop to bust a few teenage keggers, I’d only been here once: the day Jared and I met.


  I looked over at him in surprise, and found that he was actually blushing. “It’s a stupid idea, isn’t it?” he asked. “No,” I assured him. “It’s not.”


  The sun was setting, and we had our hands full of wine and glasses, and there were still small patches of ice and snow in places, so we didn’t climb the rock face as we’d done the day we met. Instead, we hiked up the side of the hill and then walked out onto the top of The Rock. We sat down on the edge, side by side as we’d been that first day. Jared handed me a juice glass full of wine, and we watched the western sky turn bright shades of orange and pink as the stars started to appear above us.


  Three years earlier it had been spring, the day bright and warm, the valley below us green and alive. Now it was cold and brown, but it was beautiful nonetheless. I thought about how pleased I’d been that day, sitting next to Jared on the rock. I’d known right then I’d found somebody who could
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  be a friend, somebody who might be a kindred spirit. But I hadn’t dreamed how important he would end up being to me. He had become my best friend and my lover and my savior, and I could only marvel at how fate had led me into his family’s auto parts store that day to ask about the Jeep for sale out front. What if I’d never gone in? Coda was a small enough town that we would have met eventually, but somehow I knew it wouldn’t have been the same. The magic of sitting in this place with him would never have happened. I would never have admitted the secret I’d buried in my heart for so long—that I was attracted to men, that I had no idea how to truly love a woman—and I would have gone on forever dating girls, trying to make my father happy and failing, watching my mother linger in an unhappy marriage.


  And it wasn’t just my own life, or that of my parents, that had been affected. Jared’s life had changed too. If we hadn’t met, he might still be working at his family’s shop instead of teaching, as he’d really longed to do. If he’d stayed there, the shop might not have closed. We would never have met Zach and Angelo at all.


  Our entire life together seemed to hinge on that moment when I’d seen Lizzy’s Jeep for sale. I’d decided on a whim to ask about it, and he’d been the one behind the counter. Everything that I cherished was a result of the simple fact that I’d met him and that he’d brought me here to this place, for some reason I didn’t exactly understand even to this day.


  He meant the world to me. I loved him so much. I wanted to tell him all of it, how I knew my life hadn’t been the same since the moment we met. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t open up like that. Not even with him.


  Jared was already pouring himself a second glass of
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  wine. I hadn’t even tried it yet. I took a drink and almost choked on it. “Angelo’s right,” I said when I’d finally managed to swallow it. “This tastes like dirt.”


  Jared laughed. “I kind of like it. The second glass goes down a lot smoother.”


  There wasn’t much light left at all, but I could tell that his cheeks were red from the cold. I could see the cloud of his breath in the cool air. I put my glass down and moved behind him so that he was sitting in front of me, between my legs. I wrapped my arms around him, and he leaned back against me with a sigh. I buried my face in his coarse curls. His hair was getting too long, and he kept threatening to cut it. I objected each time, but I knew I’d have to let him soon. It was getting a bit out of hand.


  “I’m sorry about the kitchen,” I said.


  “You’re forgiven.” He reached back and slid his hand in between us, down my stomach to cup my groin. He squeezed a bit, teasing me. “I really do want to cuff you to the bed.”


  “We can go home now, if you want.”


  “Not yet,” he said, letting me go to pour himself more wine. “We should do something fun first.”

  “That’s not fun?”


  “You know what I mean.”


  


  “I do,” I admitted. “It’s still early, and it isValentine’s Day.”


  


  “Exactly. And I’m hungry. All this wine on an empty stomach is giving me a nice buzz.”


  


  “So what do you want to do?”
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  He shrugged. “What’s Angelo showing tonight?” “Goodfellas.”

  “For Valentine’s Day?”


  “He says it’s Anti-Valentine’s. They’re serving nachos and wings and beer.”


  


  Jared turned his head so he could look back at me over his shoulder. “That sounds perfect.”


  And it did. That was the funny part. I’d been so determined to find something romantic, I hadn’t thought enough about us. We didn’t have quiet candlelight dinners. We didn’t watch tearjerkers. We drank beer and watched football and when it came to movies, we generally agreed that the more explosions, the better. How had I let myself forget?


  I sat there with my arms around him, sharing his body heat and smelling his hair while he drank more wine. “It’s almost seven,” he said after I had no idea how long. “We should get going.”


  I stood up and put a hand down to him to pull him to his feet. I’d only had the one tiny glass of wine, but he’d finished most of the rest.


  “I think I’m violating an open container law,” he said. “I’ll give you a ticket later,” I said as I took the keys from his pocket.


  I followed him to the car. Now that I wasn’t holding him close, I started to realize how cold it really was. Dark, too. Our only source of light was a fat gibbous moon. Going down took a lot longer than going up had. I was glad things had ended well, and yet, I still wished I had told him. I wished I
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  had the nerve to open my mouth and say it all. Sometimes, I wished we weren’t both such guys.


  He stopped at the Jeep. It was the same Jeep we’d driven up here the day we’d met. The one I’d bought from his sister-in-law the very next day. He stared at it for a moment before turning to look at me, although in the dark I couldn’t read the look on his face. He seemed to hesitate, and then he walked over to me. He put his arms around my waist and looked up at me. “I’m really glad you wanted the Jeep.”


  It made me smile. It was such a relief. It made every doubt in my head disappear. I didn’t have to tell him anything, because he already knew. We had always understood each other so well, and I realized what a fool I’d been to doubt it.


  Jared kissed me. His lips were cold, but his mouth was warm. I could taste the wine on his tongue, and it didn’t taste like dirt at all. It was sweet and tart at the same time, and he pulled me tight against him, his hands and the sounds he made as we kissed hinting at what would come later, once we were home.


  He pulled away from me, a bit breathless from the kiss. “Next year,” he said, “ignore Zach and take Angelo’s advice instead.”


  I laughed. “I will. But don’t you dare tell him you said that. I’ll never live it down.”


  His arms were still around me, and he threw his head back and laughed, which gave me a good excuse to kiss his neck again. “It’s a deal,” he said. “I won’t tell him about the handcuffs either.”


  “Thank God.”


  Putting Out Fires | Marie Sexton 32


  “I love you,” he said.


  I held him tighter, burying my face in his hair. “Thank God for that too,” I said, mostly to myself. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”
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