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One: Joe
June 2001
Shit, I’m dead.
“Hello?”
I’m dead ... and I’m in …. I can’t
be.
“Hello, can you hear me?” a girl
says, the words rushed and laced
with alarm.
Beautiful, beautiful angel ... how
did I–
“If you can hear me, don’t move.
I’m going to call for help, okay?”
What? Wait? In a panic, I reach out
and grasp her arm as she goes to
leave. I realize now that I’m lying flat

on my back on the sidewalk. “Stay,
angel,” I say, my voice muffled from
my helmet. Lifting my head, to look
at her, brings on a fierce pounding.
Slowly, I lower my throbbing scull
back down onto the hard surface
beneath me.
“I just wanna get my cell from the
car. We need to get you to the
hospital.” She tugs against my hold,
and I release her. Now I hear running
footsteps approaching.
“Ah, shit, what happened to him?”
Why is my brother here, too?
“What–”
“I’m so sorry,” the girl cuts in on
him. “Another motorcyclist tried to
pass me and it was too close, so I

swerved and … oh, God, this guy was
trying to avoid me and skidded onto
the sidewalk. It all happened so fast,
it wasn’t even his fault. I’m gonna go
get my phone.”
I raise my tinted visor, gritting my
teeth through the burning pain in my
right shoulder. “No, just give me a
minute.” I’m aware of other voices
around me now. All I want is to get
the hell out of here.
“Bro, man, you look all spaced
out.” His concerned face hovers over
mine.
“I’m fine, I don’t need help.” I start
to lift my head again, ignoring the
slight, sudden blur to my vision.
He sighs. “All right, let’s get you

up.” Holding me under my armpits,
Adam helps me to sit up and then
kneels behind me with his knee
against my back. If I suffer in silence,
I’ll get the fuck out of here a lot
sooner.
As I take off my helmet, the cool
San Francisco air licks at my face.
Oh, yeah, that’s better. Where is
she? I survey the area around me,
spotting a couple of bystanders at
the edge of the road, light traffic
passing behind them, but I can’t find
the girl. Where is she?
Appearing before me, mesmerizing
toffee-brown eyes and ... pink hair.
Like cotton candy; straight, silky
strands all the way down to her

shoulders.
A funky angel sent especially for
me.
“I could ask the guy over there to
dial nine-one-one,” she says to
Adam. She scans my face and jacketcovered torso, and swiftly returns her
attention to my brother. “He doesn’t
seem to have a scratch on him, from
what I can see, maybe it’s just a
concussion. I … I’m so sorry, it all
happened so fast, and the jerk who
caused it rode off. I’m really sorry.”
“Hey, it wasn’t your fault. You’re
right, though, he doesn’t look too
bad. Bro, talk to me, you cool?” he
asks, clasping my uninjured arm.
“Yeah, don’t call anyone, I’m

good,” I say to him, with my gaze
fixed on her, crouching in front of me.
The tiny frown between her
eyebrows softens and her striking,
full lips curve up at the corners.
It’s the sweetest smile I’ve ever
seen.
“I’m not dead?” I ask her. I’m not
so sure what’s real right about now,
but I hope to God she is.
“No, you’re definitely not dead. If
you’re dead, then we’re both dead,”
she says pointing at herself, then my
brother. “I’m pretty sure we’re not
dead, though.” She giggles.
She even laughs like an angel.
I start to get up, and Adam rises
with me, shadowing me. Help isn’t

necessary; my head and shoulder
hurt, but I feel all right, considering. I
can’t say much about my
appearance, but inebriated
conditions have left me feeling a
shitload worse than this, and I
survived those.
As I straighten myself out, I can
truly see her. She’s a cute, little
bundle of hotness, barely reaching
the height of my shoulders. And
damn that’s an adorable nose, with a
tiny stud matching the color of her
hair.
She’s incredible.
“Shall I give you my insurance
information, just in case? He seems
fine, but I don’t know about the

bike,” she says to Adam.
“Nah, don’t worry about it. We’ll
deal with things,” he says.
“If you’re sure.” Her uncertain gaze
flicks my way. “I really hope you’re
okay.” She turns and starts walking
to her car. I want to stop her, say
something to her, but other people
are now approaching me with
concern.
Once more, she looks at me,
before getting into her white vintage
VW Beetle Cabriolet.
And just like that … gone.
My angel with no name.
The small cluster of alarm
dissipates, leaving only my brother
and me.

“Dude?” I say, with my arms
stretched out either side of me.
His brows pull tight. “What?”
“Why didn’t you get her
information?”
“We can afford new wheels, she’s
probably still in school.”
“No, I don’t mean for that.”
“What then?”
“Fuck it!” I fiercely rub my face
with both hands. Arrggh! Not a good
move, pain surges through my
shoulder. Damn it.
“What’s your problem? Why would I
... oh,” he finishes in a small voice.
“Fuck, man.”
“Seriously, bro, how should I have
known? I could go after her?” he

suggests, thumbing in the direction
she drove off in.
“Forget it.” I walk over to check the
damage done to my motorcycle.
Who was she?

Two: Callie
“Su, you will not believe what just
happened,” I say, rushing past her
the moment she opens the front
door.
“What? What’s up? You look
seriously freaked out.”
I sit on a chair at the kitchen table,
the first one I can get to. My head
cupped in my hands and my elbows
propped on my knees, I take a deep
breath. All of a sudden, it’s fully sunk
in. I draw in some more air.
“Take your time and tell me about
it,” she says, sitting on a chair beside
me, softly stroking up and down my

spine.
After a few long moments, I sit up
on a hard exhale and start to shrug
out of my jacket. “Some guy on a
motorcycle almost collided with me
on my way here. An impatient
asshole was passing me and nearly
went into the side of my bug. I had
to swerve, but then I almost hit
another man who was heading my
way. He tried to get out of the way
and skidded onto the sidewalk,
finished up flat on his back. He was
confused for a bit, maybe he even
passed out, I don’t know. By the time
I pulled myself together and got out
of my car, he was alert. He was
standing when I left. The jackass

who caused it didn’t even stop.”
“You’re not hurt, right?”
“No, I’m just a little shaken. His
brother was there with him, thank
God. They didn’t take my insurance
information, or anything, so I think
that’ll be the end of it.” Standing up,
I walk over to the sink and fill a glass
with water. I gulp it all down. Damn,
I needed that. Lolling my head back,
I close my eyes and take another
long, slow breath. Exhaling, some
tension leaves me, I feel calmer…
I see his face.
My eyelids snap open. Laughing as
I recall the stranger’s words, I turn to
Su. “He thought I was an angel, at
first.” I smile, slumping back against

the counter.
“Obviously he thought he’d died
and gone to heaven.”
“He did ask me if he was dead. Su,
he was beautiful. I almost lost my
mind when he took off his helmet – I
thought I was gonna pass out. Then,
I stood there, like an idiot, just
staring at him. Thankfully, he didn’t
notice, he was looking in the
opposite direction to where I was. I
forced myself to move and went over
to him, to see if he was okay. He
could have been seriously hurt, my
heart was still racing from panic, and
all I could think was shit, he’s hot!”
She chuckles. “Priorities, huh?
Maybe it was him that had your heart

racing, not the near collision.”
“It’s a possibility, I’ve never been
stunned by a guy’s appearance
before. He had the most amazing
eyes, so warm and dark, like coffee
beans. His features and bone
structure were perfectly masculine,
you know, defined, but there was
softness to the lines of his face.
Clean shaven with shortly cropped
ink-black hair, he was pretty
unbelievable.”
“You should’ve gotten his number,”
she says, with a slender brow
quirking up over a humored
mahogany-brown eye.
“Oh, yeah, I’m sure Nick would love
that. I’m sure he would’ve loved that.

“I’m sorry we almost killed each
other, but can I get your number
anyway?”” She giggles, shaking her
head. “His brother was so nice about
it all, they both were.”
“Was the other one cute?” Leaning
back in her chair, she crosses one leg
over the other at the thighs, eager to
hear more.
“Priorities, huh?”
“These are essential details. We
never know when we might need
them.”
“Of course, silly me, how could I
not think of that? They looked similar
in their features, actually, but he was
a couple inches shorter with slightly
lighter eyes, stubble and straight

brown hair pulled back into a
ponytail. He had a tattoo on his neck,
too. Maybe I should’ve given my cell
phone number, to be polite. Or even
stayed longer to make sure
everything really was okay. Shit,
that’s what I should’ve done.”
“Do ya think they live nearby?”
“I’ve never seen them before. I’d
definitely remember the tall, hot one
if I had. It was on Gough Street, but
they could’ve just been passing
through. I don’t even know where his
brother came from all of a sudden,
maybe they live there. I could’ve
avoided it all together; it was only at
the last minute I decided not to
make a left onto Broadway. I wish I

had now.” I walk over to the table
and pick up the paper bag I dropped
on it when I sat down. “Well, that’s
that, I guess, there’s nothing more I
can do. These pancakes will need reheating.” Dammit, I should’ve
stayed. Made certain he was okay.
Why didn’t I do that?
“Right, clear your mind, I’m sure
he’s fine. You said he was standing
when you left.”
“Yeah, but you never know, he
could have, I don’t know, internal
bleeding or something.”
“If he seemed fine, Callie, then he
probably is. C’mon, distraction time,
let’s talk vacation clothes.”

After an afternoon of girlie chatter, I
leave Su’s to head over to my
boyfriend’s place. When I first get in
my car, I feel tense for a moment.
It’s the closest I’ve come to anything
like that happening to me, but I
guess I should be grateful it was an
almost collision, and nobody was
seriously hurt. I’ll take a short detour,
anyway.
As I drive down Gough Street, I go
by the spot on the sidewalk where I
saw the guy. Now I recall his black,
red and gray Honda Fireblade. I
know motorcycles quite well, since
Nick’s a fanatic. I’m not sure what I
expected to get out of coming this
way, but it hasn’t made any

difference; I still don’t know more
than I did when I left Su’s. It’s time
to put it out of my head. I wonder if
he does live close by.
Speeding up, I continue my
journey. Nick and his best friend
recently moved into an old
warehouse building, which has been
converted into apartments, and I’m
going to see the finishing touches to
the artwork on his bedroom wall.
When I arrive, Dylan answers the
door. “Hey, what’s up?” I ask him, as
he passes me.
“I’m just going to pick up Tara, but
I’ll be back to get your verdict.” He
beams with pride.
“Okay, cool, see you soon.”

I walk into the large open living
area, and Nick calls out to me, “Hey,
C, I’m in here.” I head up the stairs
and into his bedroom. The moment I
enter, I’m engulfed by the familiar
smell of fresh paint. Something not
so familiar has me frozen at the
doorway.
Dylan’s been working on the wall
for two weeks around his job, and
every time I’ve visited something
new has been added. He started with
graffiti and then went on to pictures.
My favorite so far has been the
image of Jack Nicolson, menacingly
sticking his head through a broken
door, from the movie The Shining.
It’s freaky to look at, because it’s so

well done, but I like it nonetheless.
Today, there’s an unexpected
addition.
“I’m up there,” I say, hardly able to
believe my own eyes. I take a couple
of steps closer.
“Yeah, it’s hot, huh?” he says, a
smile evident in his voice.
“Omigod, I can’t believe it.” It’s me
with my pink hair, in my favorite
white mini dress, and I’m even
striking a hand-on-hip sexy pose.
Coming up behind me, Nick snakes
his hands around my waist and pulls
me back against him. “It’s the perfect
finishing touch.”
I can’t seem to lose the enormous
grin on my face. “It sure beats the

photos I have up of you.”
He chuckles as he leans down and
places a light kiss on the side of my
neck. “The paint smells a little strong
now, but it’ll ease soon enough. Let’s
go hang down stairs.”
This is the biggest compliment
anyone has ever paid me in my life.
A realistic image of me is on my
boyfriend’s bedroom wall. How
freakin’ cool is that?
Nick pours us some cold sodas and
sits on a chair at the kitchen table. I
plant myself on his lap. “I almost had
an accident on my way to Su’s.” My
joy over the artwork temporarily
cleared my head of what happened
earlier, but now it’s returned. Nick’s

deep-frown of concern has me
quickly recapping the story for him.
By the time I’m finished, Dylan’s
here with his girlfriend, and the
conversation switches back to the
animated version of me, he
completed today. I did wonder why
my fabulous man was too busy to
see me over the past two days. Still
sitting on his lap, I give Nick the
tightest, longest hug, ever.
Once the excitement and interest
simmers, Tara asks me about my up
and coming vacation. I fill her in, but
for some reason, I keep seeing coffee
bean brown eyes. I can’t seem to
erase them from my mind.
I didn’t even get the guy’s name.

Three: Joe
I’m sitting at the front desk in the
shop, adding the finishing touches to
a sketch for my buddy’s tat. Just as I
complete the work, Dane stealthily
walks in and approaches me with the
confidence and grace that justify his
choice of body art. His pretty-boy
hazel eyes lock on the image, as he
leans across the counter with his
hands braced atop it. “That’s the
shit,” he says, nodding his head in
approval, the dreadlocks that go on
for miles hanging over his shoulders.
It’s a panther, designed in a way to
make it look as though it’s coming

out of his torso, tearing through his
flesh with its claws and teeth.
“Right, let’s do this,” I say,
standing up from my seat.
Once we’re both sitting on chairs,
me behind Dane and the stencil
transferred onto the left side of his
lower back, I snap on my gloves and
turn on the tattoo machine. The
familiar buzzing sound replaces the
silence in the studio, and I start the
outline, the needles punching the
black ink into his cocoa colored skin.
“Where’d you go last night?
Makayla was lookin’ for you. What’s
up with that girl?” he asks.
As it stands, we’re the only ones
here, because it’s after hours now, so

our conversation is no-holds-barred.
“That’s exactly why I left. That
chick’s on the lookout for a boyfriend,
no way in hell am I messin’ with her,
fuck no. I don’t care how hot she is.
A.J. hooked me up with entrance to
the VIP section of that new casino on
Market Street. I figured the ink might
not go down well, so I headed home
and changed into something more
appropriate, then went to check out
the place.”
“How’d it go? Win anything?”
“Didn’t even get to play. I was
headed for a game of Blackjack, and
there’s this woman playing Roulette
at a table I was passin.’ She’s
standing there in a tight-ass little

black dress and five-inch red
stilettos, and I’m looking at them
thinking how the fuck does she walk
in those? Real pretty lady, she looked
like Jada Pinkett only taller. I walked
over and stood next to her thinking
to myself this seems like a good
place to start. She leans into me and
whispers, “Why are all you cute men
gay?”
Dane guffaws, his whole body
shaking with it. I abruptly stop inking
him. “That’s some fucked up shit,” he
says, through his fit of humor.
“Some fucked up shit if you do that
again, dude, you almost messed with
the line.”
He’s still laughing. The memory of

it has me chuckling, too, that’s a
whole bunch of what-the-fuck right
there. I’ve never been asked that
before.
“So what happened?” he asks, as
his amusement eases.
I get back to the tat. “I said, “I’m
not gay.” She said, “You’ve got to be,
I saw the way you looked at my high
heels and you’ve got style.” I’m like,
“I’m in pants and a button-down. And
why would a gay guy like your
pumps? I’ll show you I’m not gay,
who you here with?” She nodded in
the direction of a couple ladies on
the other side of the table and hit me
with, “I’m a big girl. I don’t have to
stay here with them.” We left right

then, went to her place and, dude, I
fucked the shit out of her. And I did
not let those stilettos come off.”
Dane chuckles, I pause again.
“What in the hell made her think you
were gay? That’s ridiculous.”
“I thought so, too, but she knows
differently now. She was hot, man,
bangin’ body.”
“Jada Pinkett! Damn,” he says,
with full appreciation evident in his
tone.
Two hours later, Dane’s tattoo is
done and he’s gone. My intention
was to set the alarm, lock up, and
head home, but something’s been
bugging me. Sitting at the desk, at
the front of the shop, I reach into the

top draw and take out a sketchbook
and a pencil. I out all the lights
except for the small one by the
phone and, led to paper, I give way
to an image that’s been haunting me
for an entire seven days.

Four: Callie
Finally, the moment has arrived –
goodbye cool, foggy San Francisco,
hello sunny, hot Cancun. My
enthusiasm isn’t because I can’t wait
to leave this place – I love San
Francisco – I’m just thrilled about my
trip. And this is my first one without
my parents, my celebration for
finishing high school and going to
college in the fall. I’m going with Su,
my sister, Elena, and her best friend,
Roxanne. I’m at an exciting phase in
my life and I have many things
planned over the summer, starting
with this vacation.

A knock sounds at my door. Mom
walks in. “Callie, you leave in less
than two hours and you haven’t even
packed yet,” she says in a Southern
Irish accent, barely influenced by
over twenty years living in the U.S.
The way she’s standing there with
her hands propped on her hips, her
brown eyes taking in a sight she’s
clearly unimpressed with, I feel like a
kid who’s been caught with their
fingers in the cookie jar.
“I have everything I need right
here.” It would probably help if I
didn’t actually sound like I’d just
been caught with my fingers in the
cookie jar. “I only have to put it in
my case.”

At the moment, I have all my stuff
thrown in a pile on my purple carpet
and, if mom hadn’t come in when she
did, I’d have gathered it up and
chucked it all in my suitcase. It’s not
how I’d usually do things, but I chose
staying with Nick last night, and most
of today, over coming home and
packing.
Mom sits on my bed and reaches
for a pink T-shirt at the top of the
heap. I definitely have to do this
properly now, so I settle beside her.
“At least you’ve tidied your room.
Have you got your driver’s license,
money and–”
“Yes, Mom, I have everything. Stop
worrying, we’ll all be fine.”

“I know you will, but I also know
how disorganized you can be. You’re
too much like your dad.”
“You’ve been working all day, you
should go relax. I can do this myself.”
“If I leave now this’ll all just get
chucked in your suitcase.” She places
the five T-shirts she’s folded into my
case.
“I have everything ready. That’s
the most important part, right? I’m
more organized than you think.”
She doesn’t bother to reply. I’m
organized as far as I’m concerned,
everything always gets done, but I’m
not as rigid as mom and Elena, so I
don’t quite reach their standard. I am
more like dad. He always gets things

done, too. I put three denim hot
pants in with the tees. Mom’s way
ahead of me. Maybe this is useful,
after all, at her speed it’ll be done in
no time, and I’ll have only done
about a third of it. Nice going.
“Where’s your sunscreen?” she
asks, while inspecting my toiletries
on the floor. “Just because you tan
easily it doesn’t mean you don’t need
to protect your skin.”
I glance over at my pine dresser.
“There.” I point out. “You’ll notice I
bought the best brand, I am taking
my skin care seriously.”
She laughs to herself, sounding
lightly humored. “Whatever will you
do without Nick?” she teases.

“Miss him like crazy.” That’s the
only disadvantage to my vacation,
but we all agreed it would be girls
only. I sigh at the thought of two
weeks without my man. I already
miss him.
Mom shakes her head, a soft,
affectionate smile shaping her lips.
“It’ll be good for you to have some
time away from each other. It’s only
been five months, and you think he’s
the love of your life already.”
“That’s because he is. I don’t need
to be with him for longer to know
that. And, before you say it, I don’t
need to be older to know it, either.” I
put a pile of shorts and skirts in with
the other items, trying not to be

offended by her words. I fail. “Would
you rather I sleep around then?”
She stabs me with hard eye
contact. I know she doesn’t think
that, I really shouldn’t have said it.
Mom always encouraged Elena and
me to save ourselves for someone
we love. I did; Nick.
“You met Dad when you were
eighteen, too, and you’re still
together twenty-three years later.”
“Yes, I did, but I didn’t get serious
about your dad so quickly, Callie.”
“That’s probably because you lived
in Ireland. You couldn’t get too
serious when most of the time you
wrote each other.”
“Yes, but we got to know each

other well and at the same time had
our separate lives and our own
experiences. It was a good year
before I came here to live with my
aunt, and then we dated for six
months before he proposed to me.
Settling down and marriage isn’t so
urgent these days.”
“Whoa, Mother, slow down, we’re
not moving that fast. We don’t even
talk about that stuff, and I wouldn’t
do it now, anyway.” She sighs again
and focuses on packing the clothes
she just folded. “I thought you liked
Nick?”
“Of course I do, but I want you to
enjoy yourself, not be falling in love
when you’ve got so much to look

forward to. Nick’s five years older
than you, he’s experienced more
than you have.”
So it’s the age difference that’s the
problem. Makes more sense, because
she knew my dad was the one before
she even knew his name. And she
was my age. I get it now. “I’m not
rushing anything, honestly. At least
he’s not like Ryan, he cheated on me
with his ex-girlfriend just because I
wouldn’t–” I stop right there on that
topic. I may not have loved the
douche, but I still felt betrayed. He
still broke my trust and hurt me, the
fucking ass.
“Yes, I know, sweetheart, don’t get
upset.” She rubs my thigh gently. “All

I’m saying is your trip with the girls is
a good opportunity for you to do
other things, with other people.
You’re both so wrapped up in each
other. I just want you to make the
most of being young.”
“I know and I will. I am. I’m not
gonna rush anything, and I have a
bunch of fun stuff planned over the
summer, they don’t all include Nick.
He’s also got motocross
commitments, so he’ll be away a lot
during the coming months. I promise
I’ll spend time with my other friends,
okay? I’m still with Su almost as
often as I was before, that’s never
going to change.”
She smiles and continues with the

task at hand.
By the time we’ve finished,
everything I need to take with me is
packed and well organized. As I said,
things always get done. I’m glad
mom came to help, though, it’s been
a lot easier, and I’m happy we got to
talk. She left my room seeming
reassured. My relationship did
become serious quite fast, there’s no
denying that, but I’ve felt good about
each step Nick and I have taken so
far.

Five: Joe
I glance at my watch; I have one
hour to go before my next client.
“Adam, I’m gonna go grab something
to eat, do ya want anything?”
“Nah, I’m good,” he replies,
without looking up from the tattoo
he’s finishing on a young lady’s left
ankle.
After a quick cigarette outside the
studio, I head into the coffee shop
next door. It’s mid-week and just
before the lunchtime rush, meaning
service is quick. With my espresso
and a chicken sub, I go back to work
and sit in the office going over one of

my designs for tomorrow.
I almost jump out of my seat when
my brother comes bursting through
the door, quickly closing it behind
him. “Joe, dude, you will not believe
who your next appointment is.” The
excitement about his face right now
makes no sense at all. I’m trying to
remember the client’s name, but all I
can recall is that it’s a female. It
wasn’t anyone famous, as far as I
knew, so I’m beyond intrigued.
“Okay,” I say, as I stand up from
my chair, sipping the last tiny drop of
my espresso. “Hit me with it, who is
she?” I ditch my empty cup in the
trash and meet his gaze.
“No, man, you have to go out

there. You’re not going to believe
this.”
This is weird. His actions remind
me of the time when he was eleven
years old and he had his first kiss
with some girl he’d been crushing on.
Out of the blue, she planted one on
him. He burst into my bedroom, with
the biggest smile on his face, eager
to tell all. This is almost like that, but
why would he be so excited about
my next booking? It wouldn’t be
Aimee, the girl I first locked lips with.
And there’s no woman on God’s good
earth that’s likely to justify this level
of enthusiasm, at least, not one that
exists outside of my head. To make
matters worse, I really, really can’t

evoke her name.
Instead of strutting out there, not
knowing what to expect, I figure a
peek from behind the door is
probably a good idea. Yeah, that’s a
little strange at twenty-two years of
age, but there is no way in hell I’m
going to just walk out there. Not with
Adam acting the way he is right now.
I pull on the knob, creating the
smallest of gaps to look through. At
the front of the shop is a pretty Asian
girl with shoulder length jet-black
hair, streaked with red highlights. I
don’t know her, but she’s talking to
someone who’s still out of sight.
Before I have the chance to do
anything else, my brother yanks the

door open. He barely misses my face
with it as I jump out of the way and
back up against the wall.
This is beyond ridiculous.
What I’m hiding from, I have no
idea, but my reaction was instinctive.
Who the hell has got my brother
acting like an eleven year old, and
me acting like a fucking idiot?
“Asshole,” I whisper across to him,
standing on the other side. “Tell me
who it is.” I’m getting pissed now and
my heartbeat is still heavy from his
unexpected act, you’d think I just
sprinted across the finish line of a
damn race or something.
“Just go out there. Trust me, this is
good, it’s very good.”

A deep breath, followed by a brief
pause, and I head out to the studio
floor. Again, the Asian girl is who I
see. I follow her gaze. In this
instance, I do not move, I don’t even
fucking breathe.
She’s standing with her back to me,
the strands of pink silk pulled up into
a ponytail.
My angel.
As I stand taking her in, she turns
around. Instant recognition. Her
brows rise briefly and the small curve
of her lips swiftly becomes a wide
smile, which touches her eyes. My
heart beats rapidly and hard to the
point I hear nothing but my pulse,
heavy in my ears.

When I do die and go to heaven
this is exactly how I want it to be.
Out of nowhere, I remember the
client’s name. “Callie Rogers?” I ask,
striding toward her.
“Yes, that’s me.” She beams,
walking to me, closing the short
distance between us. “This is
unexpected, do you work here?”
“Yeah, my brother, Adam, does
also,” I say, thumbing in his direction
over my shoulder, not even bothering
to turn to him in the slightest. Like
the last time I saw this girl, I can’t do
anything other than look at her. “My
uncle owns this place.”
“He does? Of all the shops for me
to go to, I end up here. Su, this is the

guy I almost collided with a couple
months ago.”
“Really?” the other chick says.
The expression on her friend’s face,
when I threw a glance her way,
suggested she was quite delighted to
see me. Why? I have no idea, but I
don’t linger much on that thought.
“Were you okay after that? I’ve
been wondering about you,” Callie
says.
“Yeah, I was totally fine.”
“Well, that’s good, I’m glad to hear
it. So are you doing me today?”
“Doing you?” Okay, Joe, pull it
together, dude, this is not cool. “Both
nipples pierced and a tattoo, right?”
“Yes. Can we get this done as

quickly as possible, please? I’m
getting nervous now,” she says,
fidgeting with her fingers. “Oh, and
Su wants to discuss a tat she’s been
thinking about, if that’s okay?”
How the hell am I supposed to
touch her in such a place and keep
my calm? I’ve lost count of the
number of times I’ve thought about
her over the past two months. I
didn’t actually think I’d see her again,
not outside of my head, even though
I hoped I would. All of this isn’t
helped by the fact that I’ve already
seen the rip right under the butt of
her faded blue jeans, exposing the
naked flesh of her thigh. Or the hint
of pink panties intentionally

displayed above the waistband of
those same tight Levi’s.
This is not going to be easy. This is
insane.
I make a point of not letting my
gaze settle on the way her white Tshirt stretches so nicely over the
body parts I’ll be seeing soon. “Of
course, let’s go.” Turning, I lead
them through to the room at the
back where we do private piercings.
Holding the door open, I step aside
and gesture for both girls to enter.
“Right, just take a seat, Su. Callie,
you need to sit on that table.” I point
toward the padded piece of furniture
in the center. “I’ll be right back,” I
tell them.

“Bro, quickly,” I say, signaling for
Adam to follow me into the office.
“Told you, didn’t I?” He’s still as
excited as before.
“Yes, you did. I have to pierce her
nipples. How the hell am I supposed
to do that?” I say, in a raised
whisper.
He frowns, confusion marring his
expression. “What?”
“How can I touch her there?” All I
can think about is that my hands are
already shaking.
“Pull your shit together, dude, she’s
just a chick. It’s not like you haven’t
done it before.”
“Not with her.” That face and those
sensual curves, seriously, if she’s got

me like this already, how do I handle
seeing her bare flesh in this type of
situation? “You do them for me. I’ll
do the tat after.”
“No, I’ve got my own client to do.”
“Not for forty-five minutes, you’ll be
done by then.”
“No. Trust me, bro,” he says,
placing his hand on my shoulder and
pointing at me with the forefinger of
his other, “you’ll thank me for this
one day, so suck it up and get in
there already.”
“Are you really not going to help
me out?”
“I am. Go do it.”
“Fuck!” I exclaim, as I walk back
out of the office.

Of all the times for Diane, our
female body piercer, to be on
vacation.

Six: Callie
“Callie, I think he likes you, he
couldn’t take his eyes off you. I think
you make him nervous.”
“I do not need to hear that, Su.
What would he be nervous about?
I’m the one who’s about to have a
needle shoved through both my
nipples.”
She smirks, humored. “Cuz he’s
obviously attracted to you, he thinks
you’re cute. And you were right, he is
hooot!” she finishes in operatic song,
rubbing her hands together with
delight.
I giggle at her. Right on the verge

of my reply, he enters the room. He
smiles at me and walks over to a
cabinet on the wall behind me. I
twist my upper body around and
watch him pull out some white latex
gloves. Oh, shit. For some reason, it
only just hits me.
He is going to see me topless.
Abruptly, I turn to the front and
stare at Su, wide-eyed. Nick is the
only man who has ever seen my tits.
Ryan felt them, but he never saw
them, so that doesn’t count. And he
was my boyfriend at the time. Maybe
the nerves of getting the piercings
done stopped the recognition of this
factor when I first learned this guy
was doing them, but right now, with

it so close to happening, that
realization has my gut twisting.
I point to my breasts and mouth
the words I just thought to Su. She
winks at me and sort of grins to ease
me, but it’s impossible for me to
smile back. I need to distract myself.
“I don’t know your name. You told
me your brother’s, but not yours,” I
say, looking, but not looking at the
display of photos along the white
wall in front of me. I can’t recall what
I was told when I booked, my brain
won’t work right. The silence in here
feels thick, and that’s not helping
matters.
“My name is Joe,” he says, as he
sits down on a chair to the right of

me.
Joe. Now I remember. I always
wondered what his name was after
our almost collision. Joe. I like it.
He wheels himself closer, stopping
in front of me. The height of the
table puts me above him, so I have
to lower my gaze if I want to make
eye contact with him. That’s the last
thing I want to do. This really
wouldn’t be so bad if he wasn’t hot.
Why couldn’t I get the older guy who
booked me in? Or Adam? He’s cute,
too, but I could deal with him.
“Okay. So you want a tattoo as
well,” he states, sitting upright with
his lightly-fisted hands resting on his
thighs, the gloves clutched within his

right hand. I wish I could be as
relaxed as he is.
I nod, looking level with his
perfectly sculpted cheekbones.
“Yeah.”
“Do you have in mind what you
want, or would you like to see some
designs?” I don’t know how, but he’s
able to stare me straight in the eyes.
Su was right about him being
nervous before, but he’s definitely,
absolutely not now. Maybe he was a
little embarrassed about the almost
collision thing.
With effort, I return his gaze as
best as I can. Oh, God. My heart
starts to gallop, threatening to burst
out of my chest.

Those rich coffee beans have been
imprinted on my memory since I first
saw them. Sitting this near to reality
is almost debilitating. There’s a deep
tenderness in his stare that warms
me, but the intensity of his focus
pushes it up to a searing heat. It’s
overwhelming, it makes me want to
look away, but … I can’t. The brown
is so rich with no intrusion of other
tones and that only enhances the
impact.
I thought my memory of his face
was an exaggeration, the exceptional
features and planes combining
masculinity and beauty, but it’s true
and very real. The tone of his skin is
closer to olive than fair and appears

incredibly smooth. I have an urge to
slowly run the tips of my fingers
along the lines and contours of his
features, medium-thick eyebrows;
narrow nose; high, defined
cheekbones; softly-chiseled jaw, and
then make a sculpture of his head,
made to the exact likeness, but I
wouldn’t go there, even with my skill,
which, bias or not, I credit to be at a
high standard. Thinking of this man
as hot is easy to conclude, but it’s
understated.
Joe is a powerful combination of
man, beauty and sex.
“I love your tattoos,” I say, the
words flying out before I can stop
them. It’s not the answer to his

question, whatever that was, but his
navy sleeveless T-shirt displays the
art on his muscular arms. I don’t
linger too long on his left, which has
a half-sleeve tribal tat. It’s the right
one that’s gripped my attention.
Intricately designed female angels,
all in black with shading, cover his
skin from shoulder to wrist.
“Thank you,” he says. The sweet
smile he offers takes shape with
slender, soft looking lips. They
probably feel better than the most
luxurious silk in existence.
“Are they your only ones?”
“No, I also have one on my back.”
“Do you think we could see it?” I
ask, before my mouth and brain

connect. I glance in Su’s direction,
sitting to his right. She’s still
enthralled by the angels.
“Sure. How ‘bout we get you done
first.”
“Okay.” And right now that awful
twisting of my gut returns.
“So do you know what tattoo you
want?”
“I’d like to have ‘Love’ written on
the side of my right foot,” I point to
the spot, exposed by my flip-flops,
“in a rose vine. I’ve seen a few
designs that I like, but I’m open to
suggestions, if you have any.”
“Sure, that’ll be easy enough.”
We discuss my piercings, and the
thoughts of pain – again –

temporarily distract me from the
knowledge that this beautiful man is
going to see my tits. Right up until
now; when he stands up. I feel sick.
Joe moves the tray with all his
equipment closer to the table and
pulls on his gloves.
I close my eyes, breathe in a
deep-dose of sterile air, and just go
for it, stripping from the waist up; Tshirt, bra. Shit.
Thankfully, the room is warm.

Seven: Joe
I’m trying to approach the situation
as I have with all the other nipple
piercings I’ve done. Who am I
kidding? This is in no way the same.
I’ve carried out this procedure on
countless women, but providing such
a service for this funky little angel
doesn’t compare. I don’t know what
it is, but there’s something about her.
Part of me wondered after our first
encounter whether I imagined her,
she seemed too good to be true.
She isn’t beautiful in a blatant,
super model type way, many women
like that have come to our studio

before. I’ve done a lot more than
pierce those types of ladies, too.
Callie is striking and unique, with big,
mesmerizing eyes the color of toffee.
She’s got the sweetest nose and full,
alluring lips, all captured in a heart
shape face. The cotton candy colored
hair adds edginess, but doesn’t take
away her gentle-femininity. And, fuck
me, damn her tits are edible. They’re
neither large nor small, they’re perky
and a perfect fit for her small frame.
A perfect fit for my hands.
Could she be any more ideal to
me?
With my professional head on and
blocking out any type of thoughts
that are likely to have my cock

responding to the female in front of
me, I position the forceps over her
right nipple. I put the needle in
place, ready to penetrate – bad
choice of words. “Wait. Shit,” Callie
says, slapping her hands over her
eyes and holding them there. “I will
do this. I will.”
“It’s okay, we’ll take our time.” I
ease the instrument away, giving her
space. I need space, too, I feel like
an adolescent fucking boy who’s
never seen real-life breasts before.
“If it’s really bad, I’m stopping at
one. One will be fine. Why the hell do
I want both done, anyway?” I’d laugh
at her indecisive reaction if she
wasn’t so nervous; she’s way too

cute.
“Every woman I’ve done this for so
far said it wasn’t as bad as they
thought it would be.”
“I heard that, too. I’m sure it’ll be
okay, it’s just the build-up, you
know.”
“You can do it,” Su adds. I smile at
her friend as she reaches out and
holds Callie’s wrist, stroking the back
of it with her thumb.
Callie lowers her hands and looks
at Su.
Now she looks at me – straight in
the eyes.
Something hits me. I don’t know
what, but something. It’s the second
time she’s done this to me since I sat

down in front of her.
“Right. Let’s do this,” she says,
with a new found determination.
As I push the needle through,
Callie’s eyelids close and she bites
down on her bottom lip. Once it’s in,
she breathes on a curse. She blinks a
couple of times and a tiny pearl of a
tear rolls down her left cheek. I want
to wipe it away with my thumb. Not
appropriate, though.
When the barbell’s in and secure, she
fans her face with her hands as
though she’s trying to dry away the
droplet, now trickling off her jaw, or
stop more tears from coming. She
takes a deep breath. “Damn, that
hurt, but it wasn’t as bad as I

thought it would be. Let’s get the
other one over with.”
Once both are complete, she’s
evidently pleased, excited and proud.
She’s adorable – I just want to hold
her. Such a strange, but prominent
urge for a girl I don’t even know.
For me, those piercings were the
hardest, yet most enjoyable ones I’ve
done. It was impossible not to
register the soft appearance of her
breasts (I wish I hadn’t needed to
wear gloves), her mouth watering,
pale rose-pink nipples, the faint tan
lines – evidence of a recent-ish
vacation; San Francisco doesn’t offer
that type of weather, and the mild
peach smell from her skin. Not a

perfume, but a body wash or
something, maybe a lotion. Whatever
it is, it somehow seems appropriate
for her.
“Tattoo time,” she says, once she’s
fully dressed.
“You’re okay to do that now?” I
ask, pulling off my gloves.
“Yes, please, I’d rather get it all
over with in one day.”
On my chair, I move over to the
drawing board and sketch a design I
think will look perfect on her foot;
‘Love’ written in a rose vine, with an
open rose at the ‘L,’ and several
small buds entwined throughout the
‘ove.’ I’ve done similar ones for
clients before, but I play around with

Callie’s until it is unique and just right
for her.

Eight: Callie
I’m glad to be fully dressed again, I
can relax now. Few things make me
nervous or embarrass me. I didn’t
feel either emotion when I lost my
virginity to Nick. This experience has
been my strangest yet.
While Joe is sketching my tattoo,
Su and I are having a secret lip
reading conversation. It’s a good
distraction from the sting presenting
in my nipples. Various words are
flying back and forth between us.
From Su, I can easily pick up her
opera sung, almost appropriate,
“Hooot!” We laugh silently. She’s

now decided “Super hooot” is better.
I don’t know what she’s getting
from me, but I’m saying, “Look at his
back.” Gazing over at him, again, I’m
taking in the way Joe’s broad, lean
shoulders fan out as he sits drawing,
his narrow waist, and the defined dip
of his spine. That man is in shape,
he’s ridiculously, deliciously hot, yes,
super freakin’ hooot!
Su and I stop our soundless giggle
the second we hear Joe’s chair move.
He stands up, walks over to me, and
perches beside me on the padded
table. I didn’t notice his scent before,
he smells of freshly laundered clothes
and soap. His own unique smell is
also evident. He holds up the design,

for me to see, and we discuss it. I
love it already.
“Is pink your favorite color?” he
asks.
“It is at the moment, but I can be a
bit impulsive sometimes. I hadn’t
even planned on this hair until I
came across the bottle in the store
four months ago.” Within days I was
at the hair salon. He responds with a
deep, delightful chuckle. “Why?” I
ask.
“I thought maybe we could add
some color to the rose and buds. The
outlines will be black, but we could
fill with some red or pink. We could
even go with the two shades, it
depends what you’d prefer.” There’s

something nice about the way he
speaks. It’s unrushed with a smooth
texture, calming and sexy at the
same time. The type of voice you
feel as well as hear.
Joe’s voice, just like his eyes,
makes me feel deliciously warm.
“I trust your judgment. You
decide.”
He smiles and stands up.
The equipment and the small
thimble-type pots of ink are all in
place. I remain on the table with my
knees bent and my feet flat on the
surface. Joe transfers the stencil onto
my foot, and I agree it once again.
When I hear the buzzing of the
machine, my nerves start to

resurface, but I don’t want to create
a fuss this time. When the needles
first make contact with my skin, Joe
checks with me that I’m okay with it.
It’s a scratchy type of feeling, which I
think I can bear. It’s only the start,
though, so I’m prepared for the
possibility it’ll get worse. No matter
what, I’m seeing this through.
Okay, it’s hurting. I’m wincing on
occasion, but I’m not freaking out.
The outlines are complete, so I just
might make this without
embarrassing myself. Again.
“How the hell did you sit through
having all of yours done?” I say,
trying not to sound like I’m
constipated.

“With each of them, I started off
getting as much done as possible and
had follow-up sessions until they
were finished. Larger designs are
often carried out over several visits,
and sometimes the designs just
naturally develop over time without
prior planning. Don’t underestimate
yourself, the foot is a sensitive area,
and, of course, we all have different
pain thresholds. The most important
thing is to relax and keep breathing.”
As we continue, I split my time
between trying not to grimace and
trying not to be too absorbed in Joe’s
facial expression, which is one of
deep concentration that he maintains
even when he’s talking. It’s

fascinating.
We’re finished, done, it’s over.
“Oh, wow, it’s amazing.” I can’t
believe how good it is. The detail and
the richness of the red with well
incorporated hints of pink are
remarkable. “What do you think, Su?”
I ask, pointing my foot in her
direction.
“Love it, love it!” she says, grinning
with approval. I so do, too.
Joe wheels his chair back and
stands up. I jump off the table and,
over excitedly, hug him, pushing up
onto tiptoes and wrapping my arms
around his broad shoulders. “Thank
you.” Shit. I pull away as if yanked
back by an invisible force. My eyes

wide in horror, my hands over my
open mouth, I say the only thing I
can. “I am really sorry.” A stunned
giggle escapes me.
“It’s cool. I’m glad you like it.” His
lips curve wide, he seems un-phased,
maybe even humored. Yep, I think
he wants to laugh at me. “Let’s get
that covered,” he says.
I sit back up on the table, feeling
mortified by my unplanned outburst.
I fucking hugged him! Once the
ointment and bandage are on, I take
the opportunity to actually observe
the pictures of other people’s body
art, while Joe discusses Su’s tattoo
with her. I haven’t even left and I
already know I want another one.

As I scan the images, I can see
why this place was recommended to
us; the standard is exceptional.
When I reach the corner, at the rear
of the room, I notice a photo of Joe
and Adam. It’s tucked away on the
counter, but clearly visible – I’m not
snooping. Now I know where that
physique of Joe’s comes from, and
the black belt tells me he must be
pretty damn good at it.
“Ready when you are, Callie,” Su
calls.
I turn to face them. “You do
martial arts?” I ask Joe, without
moving from where I’m standing.
“Yeah, Jujutsu.”
“Really?” I say, with an

unavoidable raise of my eyebrows.
He nods in response, and I don’t
know what the hell else to say. I’m
impressed in more ways than one.
“Are you clear on what you’re going
to get?” I ask Su, walking to her.
“Yeah, I’m gonna go book myself in
now.” She grins excitedly.
I’m grabbing my opportunity. “I’m
thinking about another one.
Something like that.” I point to a
picture of a woman’s tummy,
tattooed down one side. “Not the
design, but the location.”
“You know, I could do something to
go with the one on your foot. Lemme
show you quickly.” He leads me to
his drawing board and in no time

roughly sketches his idea, while
talking me through it. I want it.
I’m definitely coming back.
We’re all heading for the door, to
exit the room, when Su suddenly
stops. “Oh, can we see your other
tattoo before we go? I hope you
don’t mind,” she says.
Joe shrugs his shoulders,
completely at ease with Su’s request.
He probably gets asked this all the
time. “If you want to.”
“Yes, please,” she says, springing
up on to her toes like an excited
child.
I do want to see it, but I don’t. The
thought alone made a flash of heat
snake through me. I grip the end of

my ponytail, and twirl my hair around
my forefinger, saying nothing on the
matter.
Joe grasps his shirt at the center of
his upper back and pulls it up, the
hem rising from the low hung
waistband of his loose-fitting, pale
blue jeans, and tugs it over his head,
taking it off. Even with his shirt off, I
do, but I don’t want to look.
Okay, how much praise can a man
take in one day? Seriously? Joe’s
body is beyond amazing, it’s
muscular and strong looking. Not
bulky, just superbly sculpted and his
smooth, hair-free chest doesn’t take
anything away from his manliness. I
didn’t expect the curves and spikes of

his tribal tattoo to spread across his
defined left pec. I definitely didn’t
expect to see a bar running through
his right nipple. Thankfully, he
doesn’t stay facing us for long, and
without being asked, he turns away
from us. I wonder if his girlfriend
would mind us seeing him bare from
the waist up, observing him to this
degree. Does he have one, I wonder?
Not that that’s any of my business.
Oh, my goodness.
His entire back is tattooed and at
the center of it, an embracing, naked
man and woman sit gazing at each
other’s lips. It looks as though they’re
on the verge of kissing, the seconds
before their lips make contact. Their

limbs protect their modesty, keeping
it tasteful, and, though done subtly,
it’s deeply intimate and sensual. It’s
intriguing that they’re in a forest, a
public place, yet it seems so private,
like no one beyond themselves
exists. As with his others, it’s black
with shading, and it’s clear every bit
of the design has been considered.
What’s got me the most is the
obvious love, comfort and
companionship it shows; the offer of
something more than just physical. I
see it in their eyes and their hold.
That’s what I take from the image,
anyway.
I wonder if it represents the man
who bares the design on his skin.

I feel warm, soft skin under my
finger tips. I’m touching it. I drag my
hand away, as quickly as if I’d been
burned by him. “It’s incredible, who
did it?” The words leave my mouth
with urgency.
Joe turns to face us, and I have no
choice but to meet his gaze. I stop
breathing.
“I designed it, and my brother did
it for me.”
“Wow,” is all I can say, tearing
myself away from the too intense
eye contact.
“That’s some tattoo, Joe,” Su adds,
thoroughly composed. “They all are.
You and your brother are so talented.
This place has got a really good

reputation, that’s why my boyfriend
recommended it to us. Did you do
Adam’s?”
“Most, yeah, but our uncle did his
earlier ones,” he says, as he puts his
shirt back on.
I noticed when we arrived that
Adam has a lot of them, more than
Joe, and they’re all in color. They’re
amazing as well.
“Let’s go book you both in,” he
says, pulling the door open.
I arrive home disappointed to find
I’ve missed my parents by ten
minutes. They have dinner plans
tonight, so I knew they’d be going
out, but I hoped I could show them

my tattoo before they left. What I
was hoping, mostly, is that I could
finally convince my mom that I did
the right thing. It’s fantastic and
surpassed my own expectations, and
I know I’ll never regret getting it
done.
The moment I turned eighteen I
told my mom I wanted a tat. All she
asked was that I wait a while and
see if I still felt the same. She was
concerned about the permanence of
it, and my young head. “What if you
change your mind in five years? Or
when you’re thirty?” I understood her
reasoning, but I knew I was positive
about it, so I went along with her for
her peace of mind. She also said

she’d pay for it if I waited. Who knew
I’d be getting a second one? I still
have the cash I saved, meaning I can
easily afford it. I love it when things
fall into place like that, don’t you?
Anyway, I’ve been patient for the
past nine months, but right up until
this morning, she was still doubtful.
She was fine about the piercings.
“Not so permanent,” she said.
Su’s mom and mine think we’re
going through some kind of phase,
with the funky hair colors and the
ink. That is not the case, we’ve
always been quite daring. We’re just
now at an age where we can
embrace it and express ourselves
fully and we have every intention of

doing that.
As I walk through to the kitchen, I
know Elena is home by the music
coming from the bathroom upstairs. I
search the fridge and take out the
left-over vegetarian lasagna from last
night’s dinner. Once I re-heat it in the
microwave, I sit at the kitchen table
and eat while flipping through today’s
newspaper.
Elena walks in dressed in a fluffy
navy robe. Her shoulders hang low
and her lips are softly curved up at
the corners. Gosh, I wouldn’t mind a
relaxing bath, too, but I can’t with
my new tattoo. The idea of having
my leg slung over the side of the tub
doesn’t exactly suggest relaxation to

me.
My sister and I look like our mom,
only, my eyes are a lighter brown
than theirs and my natural chestnut
colored hair, a match for mom’s, is
darker than Elena’s blonde.
Otherwise, we’re the same. Oh, and
mom’s taller at five-foot-five, I’m an
inch under my sister at Five-one. I’m
not quite sure where our short asses
come from. Dad likes to blame the
Irish side.
Elena’s eyelids pop wide the
moment she sees me. “Did you get
them done?”
“Yeah,” I say, shifting my foot out
from under the table for her
inspection. I peel back the bandage.

Even though the surrounding area is
red and it looks kind of sore, I adore
my tat.
She gasps. “It’s amazing.” She
lingers with astounded focus. After a
few moments, her gaze rises to my
breasts. “And?”
Grinning, I nod. I love my pierced
nipples, and so will Nick. My mom
and my sister cringed at the thought
of pain, when I told them what I
intended, but that was their only
qualms. My dad doesn’t know about
them, and I plan on keeping it that
way.
“Can I see?”
“Sure.” I put the bandage securely
back in place and stand up. After

taking off my T-shirt, I lift up my bra
with care.
Elena stares at my new additions.
“I can’t believe you went through
with it. Did it hurt much?”
“Less than I thought it would, I was
more scared than I needed to be.
The tat hurt like a bitch, but I kept in
mind the things Nick said, like
staying calm. Oh, do you remember
that collision I almost had a couple
months back?” I cautiously put my
underwear back in place.
“Yes.” She nods, with her
captivated interest still remaining
with my, now covered, chest.
“The guy was my piercer and
tattooist.”

“No way, are you serious?” She
meets my eyes now.
I nod. “What are the chances? I
had to strip in front of him, and he’s
totally freaking hot. Beyond hot, in
fact.” She muffles her chuckle with
her hand over her mouth. “It’s not
funny. I couldn’t decide what would
be more embarrassing; chickening
out, or stripping for him.” Now I
giggle with her. He knows what my
tits look like.
“You make sure you don’t have
that dopey-eyed look when you show
Nick.”
“What look?”
“You’re totally crushing on the guy.
There’s no harm in finding him cute,

but don’t make it so obvious when
you show your boyfriend.”
“I’m not crushing on him, I’m nuts
about my man. I’m just telling you
Joe was nice.”
She shrugs her shoulders.
“Whatever.”
I put my T-shirt back on and sit at
the table, while Elena gets a drink. I
won’t mention that I hugged him. Or
that I touched his back. Glancing at
the finger tips of my right hand, I
swear I can still feel him – the warm
softness of his skin against mine. The
same thing happened after the
almost collision. He grabbed my wrist
when he was on the ground, and that
feeling of his hold stayed with me for

days. How weird is that? Anyway.
“Su’s going back for hers, and I’m
getting another one.”
“I knew you’d get addicted. Mom
won’t be impressed, she said that
would happen.” She sits on the chair
next to mine.
“I’m not gonna get obsessed, it’ll
only be two. Wait till you see it, it’s a
rose vine that matches the one on
my foot and I’m having it on the side
of my tummy. It’s gonna hurt like
hell, but I can’t wait.”
“Someone’s crushing on their
tattooist,” she teases, before sipping
her orange juice.
I ignore her. Even though I know
she’s right. No harm done, I’ll only be

seeing him one more time.

Nine: Joe
The day is done and I’m home,
relaxing on the couch. Since leaving
the shop, Callie has consumed my
thoughts. The intensity of my
attraction to her has taken me by
surprise, not to mention her making
me nervous like that. For a guy who
doesn’t even bother to count the
number of lovers he’s had, that
reaction was strange.
I don’t know her, but there’s
something about that funky little
angel.
Usually it’s simple. I meet a lady,
sometimes the two wheels and the

ink do the talking, there’ll be flirting
for fun, and then we fuck. It really is
as straightforward as that.
Sometimes I’ll see the chick again, if
I want to. I am seeing someone right
now, it’s not exclusive and we’re both
cool with the arrangement. I don’t
have anything against relationships,
but I don’t want one now or any time
soon.
I moved to the city with my brother
and our buddies, Dane and Gerard,
two years ago. When we arrived,
where women are concerned, it was
like walking into Willie Wonker’s
chocolate factory; obscene amounts
of chocolate and candy, different
colors and flavors, all deliciously over

tempting. We’ve indulged to the
fullest, and we’re still making the
most of it now.
I have to experience Callie.
I want to take her slow and savor
every single second, like the most
exquisite chocolate I’ll ever get to
taste and never have the privilege of
enjoying again.
I have to taste her.
Something tells me she’s not the
type of girl who just fucks, she
commands more than that, so I need
to get to know her first. The followup booking – one I arranged on my
day off, to have it sooner rather than
later – will help with that.
Though I can’t say I’ve never mixed

business with pleasure, I do separate
work and chicks as much as possible.
For that funky little angel I would
break the rules, no problem. If I had
it my way, her piercings today
would’ve been the foreplay.
We’d be the only two in the shop,
and I’d take her right there on the
table. There she’d sit, wanting me
just as much as I want her, her big
toffee-brown eyes looking into mine.
I’d adjust the bench height, leveling
our hips, and kiss the tip of her pretty
nose and then her full, alluring rosepink lips. I imagine they’d be soft and
warm, opening, allowing me in for a
slow, deep dance.
Tilting her head back, with a gentle

tug on that ponytail of silk, I’d trail
kisses down her neck, breathing in
her peach scented skin, enjoying the
smooth, satiny texture. After teasing
her throat with my tongue and teeth,
I’d move down to her breasts, being
careful not to get too close to her
newly pierced nipples.
Unbuttoning those sexy ripped
Levi’s and sliding them down her
legs, all the way to her ankles, I’d
take them off, closely followed by the
pink panties. I’d take off my T-shirt,
sink down onto my knees and hook
her open thighs over my shoulders.
Using my forefingers, I’d part the
glistening folds of her pussy and
explore her with my tongue. Dipping

into her, tasting her tangy, saltysweet arousal, stroking and circling
her clit, over and over again. I’d get
lost in her beautiful heaven, taking
her all the way to climax, listening to
her when she makes it, feeling her
pulsating spasms beneath my mouth,
and the shaking of her thighs against
me.
I would have to feel her wrapped
around me, feel her warm depth.
After removing my jeans, I’d
position myself between her legs and
press my latex-covered dick into her
tight, wet warmth, until I fill her. I
would not allow myself to rush, I’d
take my time thrusting slow and
deep, savoring every single second,

savoring every single sensation. Our
names whispered on moans of
pleasure, her soft body pressed to
mine, the closeness of our skin
creating a sizzling heat. Gradually
quickening the sweet invasion, but
never giving into the temptation to
take her hard. Not for the first time.
First time?
Yes, I have to have her. And why
does it seem like once wouldn’t be
enough?
****
Two weeks on from Callie’s piercings
and tattoo, and today she’s returned
to BlackArt with Su. As we don’t need
the privacy on this occasion, we’re

out on the shop floor. The
atmosphere is different to that of the
back room, which is a calmer, quieter
place. Out here the buzzing sound of
the machines is pretty much
constant, and conversation carries
along with it. Adam is close by,
finishing a design on a guy’s shoulder
blade, and Noah, our other artist, is
discussing an idea at the front desk
with a couple.
Su’s work will be quickest, so I’m
starting with her. She’s having a
small red and black heart at the back
of her neck, just below the hairline,
and a tribal tat at the base of her
spine. With Su seated on the table,
and Callie’s sitting on a chair in front

of her, I stand and start the outline
of the heart.
“You’ve both recently finished high
school, right?”
“Yes,” they answer in unison. They
grin at each other following their
unintended simultaneous reply.
“Thank God,” Callie adds.
“Didn’t you like it?”
Her gaze rises and locks with mine.
“I just love that I can focus on what I
actually want to do now.”
“And that is?”
“Photography,” she smiles, “I love
sculpting, too, but I’ll major in
photography.”
“How ‘bout you, Su?”
“Journalism. I’m not in the slightest

bit artistic.”
Callie’s perfectly shaped left
eyebrow arches. “Your words are
your art, Su,” she says, matter-offactly.
“You are so right,” Su says, as
though this is a revelation.
I can only laugh at them. I don’t
think I’ve seen a friendship like theirs
before, and they have no interest in
saying what they think they should
say. They’re not out to impress,
something I also noticed the last
time they came here, and that in
itself is impressive, as far as I’m
concerned.
Words continue to pass between
the three of us, and occasionally

Adam and his client. Sometimes just
Callie and Su talk. From their short
chats, I get to find out something I’ve
been burning to know.
Callie is in a relationship.
I’m not surprised, I expected she
would be. At this point, I would
usually have no further interest, or
have any desire to see her again. I
still want to get to know Callie, but I
won’t pursue her in the way I would
have, if she’d been unattached. I
never go after another guy’s girl, no
matter how hot – or, in Callie’s case,
beautiful – she is.
I’m fully aware of what it’s like to
be on the receiving end of shit like
that.

After I finish with Su, she switches
places with Callie. Adam’s finished
with his client, so he sits on a chair
beside Su, and they start talking.
Noah’s gone for lunch, leaving it as
the four of us.
Callie’s lying back on the table with
her lemon-yellow T-shirt pulled up to
her bra and the waistband of her
short denim skirt rolled down enough
to expose her lower tummy. Her midsection provides the perfect blank
canvas for the black, red and pink
rose vine I’ve envisioned. It’ll start on
the inside of her right hip, travel up
around the side of her tummy, and
end just below her right breast. It
pleases me somewhat to know that

whatever happens, unless she
decides later on in life to remove her
tattoos, the designs carried out by
me will always be there. They’ll
always be a part of her.
She’s keeping nice and still, her
skin giving off the mild scent of
cherries. We’re half way through the
outlines and the time we’ve had so
far has given me a better insight into
her personality. I’ve picked up on two
things about her. She’s playful. I can
tell that by the way she’s been joking
around with Su and Adam. She’s also
quite feisty with an attitude. I
discovered this in her response to my
brother teasing her about being partIrish. There’s a lot of affection and

respect evident when she speaks
about her parents. I like that about
her.
I can’t help wondering how Callie
would get along with my buddy,
Gerard. He’s the group joker and
general trouble maker. Though he’s
intelligent, he takes few things
seriously and lives for the moment. I
think he’d thrive off of her, and I
suspect she’d be more than capable
of taking him on. I have every
intention of finding this out.
Adam and Su are sitting farther
back now, still in conversation. I’m
filling in the color on Callie’s rose
vine now.
“How did you and Adam come to

decide on doing this as a career,
Joe?” Callie asks.
“Well, we both fell in love with
drawing the moment we could hold a
pencil. Our mom’s a talented artist as
well as Gabriel, my uncle. He had a
tattoo shop in San Bruno, and in our
early teens we started spending time
there. We were intrigued to begin
with and consequently ended up
spending every free moment with
him, observing and ultimately
learning his craft. He took us on as
his apprentices and when we were
ready he gave us jobs.”
“He owns two shops?”
“Nah, he let the other one go.
About three years ago, Gabe and his

partner started having problems with
each other, so he sold his share of
the business to the guy, packed up
his home, and came to the city.
Adam and I were more than game
for the move. Our three closest
friends relocated, also.”
She frees her bottom lip from the
grasp of her teeth, her frown of
discomfort easing. “A bunch of you
came here together?”
“Yeah, one of them is Adam’s girl,
Saffron, her brother, Dane, and our
other buddy, Gerard.”
“But your parents are still in San
Bruno?”
“No, Hillsborough.”
“So you’re from Hillsborough?”

“I am.”
“What job does your mom do?”
“She’s a partner in a law firm.”
She curses and sucks in a deep
breath. “Dammit,” she mutters to
herself. “What about her art?”
“It’s a hobby.”
“Right, okay. What does your dad
do then?”
“Nosey you,” I tease.
“You’re causing me pain; it’s only
right you provide a distraction. Also,
this is all quite interesting.” I find her
so fucking sweet.
“He’s CEO of a shipping company.”
I glance up in time to catch the
knitting of her brows, this time her
frown is one of surprise. “That’s not

what I was expecting.”
“Why, because Adam and I do
this?”
“I guess. There’s nothing wrong
with it, but you might’ve decided to
become a lawyer, or worked with
your dad. It’s good that you use your
talent, I think that’s important.”
“I agree, and so does my mother,
she encouraged us every step of the
way.”
She gasps and whispers another
curse. We’re close to finishing, but
I’m working over her ribs, a
particularly sensitive area. “Not long
now, hang in there, you’re doing
great,” I encourage.
“Right, I bet you say that to all

your customers.”
I chuckle, because I know she’s
playing. “Only if it’s true.” And it is
the truth.
Adam’s now tattooing a guy’s calf,
and Noah’s doing a small shoulder tat
on a lady. We’re back to a room of
constant buzzing and multiple
conversations. Knowing I’m so close
to completion, I feel the need to
ensure that I get to see Callie again.
And not here. Part of my brain is
telling me this isn’t cool – she’s some
other dude’s girl! That is by far not
the most dominant of my thoughts,
but I will keep within boundaries, so
there’s no harm in it.
“It’s mine and Adam’s birthday

party on Saturday. Why don’t you
both come?”
“How old will you be?” Su asks.
“I’ll be twenty-three, and he’ll be
twenty-four. Our birthdays are a
week apart.”
“I’m cool with it if Callie is. We love
to party.” I’m not in the least bit
surprised to hear that.
“You’ll have a lot to talk about with
Saffron, Adam’s girl. She arranges
parties and events for a living.”
“I’m all for it,” Callie answers, with
her eyelids squeezed shut.
“You’ll be pleased to know we’re
done,” I tell her, wiping away the
excess ink and blood. But as far as
I’m concerned, we’re far from done.

This is just the beginning.

Ten: Callie
It’s Thursday, my parents have plans,
with friends, and Elena is also out. I
have the house to myself, so it’s
movie night with Nick, Su, and her
boyfriend, Zack. We’re watching
some crappy zombie flick from the
seventies. I hate shit like this, but I
was the only one not interested, so
I’m tolerating it. At least, I’m trying
to tolerate it.
I’m lying back on the sofa with a
bunch of cushions under my head
and my feet resting on Nick’s lap.
He’s stroking one of my legs, from
the knee down. Su and Zack

preferred the option of cushions and
comforters on the floor. Uninterested
in the entertainment, I decide to
admire Nick’s profile. My position is
angled partially in the direction of the
TV, to the right of me, but my gaze is
aimed at him.
His wispy light brown hair is
darkened to almost black by the
limited light. Just the flickers from
the screen are illuminating the room,
giving enough of a glow to enhance
the structure and lines of his
gorgeous face, a face so intent on
those flesh eating bastards. His sexy,
but intimidating eyes are also
dampened by the darkness. In
daylight, they’re smoky-gray and full

of certainty.
I love looking at Nick. On first
impressions, he seemed arrogant.
Hot, but arrogant. He’s confident, but
can appear overly so and that initially
hid everything else about him. He’s
the type of person you have to get to
know before forming a solid opinion
of him. Within minutes of speaking to
him, for the first time, I liked him.
We’ve been an item ever since our
first date. Beneath the hard exterior,
there’s so much more to him, and
now I find that apparent arrogance
sexy more than anything else. Falling
for Nick was inevitable; he’s a
fabulous boyfriend, fun, loving,
protective and trustworthy.

He catches me watching him. He
must have sensed my stare. “What?”
he mouths, without a sound escaping
him.
“Nothing,” I whisper back, and turn
my head in the direction of the box.
Temporarily. As soon as he returns
his attention to the movie, I switch
my focus back to him.
It’s not long before he’s aware of
me again. I smile, fighting back my
chuckle. A humored grin curving his
lips, Nick shifts from his seated
position, at the end of the couch, to
lie alongside me. I turn onto my side,
to face him, mirroring him. Slipping
my finger tips under the hem of his
black T-shirt, I make contact with his

warm flesh, just above the buckle of
his belt. There’s a light dusting of
soft hair there, which I tease. His
hand moves to rest on my butt, his
thumb stroking. Every time Nick
touches me it excites me.
Looking into each other’s eyes,
only a few inches between our faces,
I breathe in his masculine smelling
cologne, focusing on his scent to help
me block out the annoying female
screams coming from behind me.
Moving closer, our lips connect, and I
open up for him. His warm breath
fills my mouth and the tip of his
tongue meets mine, slowly stroking
in the sensual, expert way he does.
Running my palm over the smooth

ripples of his perfect abs, I trace his
flesh all the way up to his chest and
fondle the soft scatter of hair. With a
firm grip on my ass, he pulls my
pelvis close to his, and now I can feel
how hard he is through his jeans. His
denim and my short skirt separate us
at the moment, and I want our
clothes to disappear.
I lift and drape my top leg over his
hip and bring my hand down to the
zipper of his pants. I lower it.
Sneaking in through the opening, I
take hold of his hard, cotton-covered
shaft. I’m tempted to have sex with
him right here, even with my friends
stretched out on the floor a few feet
away from us, but I’m all too aware

that my mom and dad could arrive
home at any point. I can imagine
them walking into the living room to
find their daughter on the sofa with
her boyfriend between her wide-open
thighs, giving it to her. That’s
definitely not something I want my
parents to see. How inconvenient
that my house was the only free one
tonight?
Before common sense solidifies in
my brain, and as I’m just about to
release my grip, Nick’s fingers find
their way into my panties. His hands
have a roughness to their texture,
from all the motocross he does, but
his experienced touch is gentle. I like
the contrast. Teasing my entrance

with a finger tip, I know he’s finding
me wet and I know that drives him
insane. To say he turns me on is an
understatement.
As he pushes into me, I pop his
buttons and release him from his
black boxer briefs, his pre-come
sticking to my palm as I grasp the
head of his cock. I stroke his thick
shaft firmly, up and down. He adds a
second finger inside me, pushing
both in as deep as he can in this
position. I really want him to fuck me
now. That desire has me gripping
him harder, stroking firmer. His
breathing deepens and he thrusts
into me with more vigor—
“Jesus, you two, get a room

already,” Su calls out to us. We’re
still kissing and touching and ignore
her. The volume of the TV goes up,
surrounding us with what sounds like
running footsteps up a flight of stairs.
I can’t take Nick all the way to
climax, not with the kind of mess it
would make, but it’s not stopping him
from taking me there. His caress over
my clit pushes me. I nestle my face
against his neck, my eyes closed
tightly and my bottom lip caught
between my teeth, and suppress my
moans as the slow orgasmic waves
wash over me.
Immediately, Nick captures my
mouth in a deep kiss. Not only do I
love and trust this hot man of mine,

but physically we’re so right together.
Nick is my Mr. Perfect!
****
Not being old enough to buy alcohol,
Su and I got Zack to purchase us a
bottle we could take to the party.
When we were in BlackArt, Su
learned that Adam and Joe’s favorite
liquor is Jack Daniel’s. We wanted to
bring something, so that’s what we
got.
I also decided on impulse to make
my baby cakes; mini cupcakes in
various colors, with different flavored
cream toppings. A little girly, yes, but
honestly, I didn’t see why not. All
birthday celebrations I go to get my

home-baked treats, even twentythree and twenty-four year old men it
turns out. I made one hundred of
them, and two special extras for the
birthday boys, throughout the
morning and afternoon.
Su and I arrive, carrying four
loaded trays each and the bottle of
Jack. As we step out of the elevator,
I hear music coming from the open
front door at the end of the hall. UTurn by Usher is playing, and I am in
the mood, for sure.
Two men are standing outside Joe
and Adam’s condo, they’re talking
and laughing. I’ve never seen them
before, but somehow I know who
they’ll be. Which one is which? I don’t

know, at least, not until the
strawberry-blond one looks our way.
“Girls, you can find the two year
old's birthday party two floors down.”
Grinning like the Cheshire cat, this
has got to be Gerard.
“I’m not so sure about that,” I
reply, “looking at you, I’m pretty
certain this is the two year old’s
party. Either that or you do a damn
good impression of one.”
“Pinky, that’s not nice,” he replies,
placing his palm over his heart,
faking offense.
“You must be Gerard.” I switch my
focus to the other guy and smile.
“You must be Dane, the sensible
one?”

He blows out a straight line of
cigarette smoke, off to the side. “Hi,”
he says, with his lips turning up at
the corners in welcome.
I already like him; he has a nice
energy about him. And, looking at
him, all I can think is wow! He has
skin the color of cocoa and stunning
hazel eyes. The gold stud in the right
side of his nose totally works, too. “I
love your dreadlocks,” I say to him,
as I trail their length all the way
down to the waistband of his jeans.
They’re slender and gathered into a
low ponytail, bound by a single lock
wrapped around them.
“Thanks. I like your hair, too.” Just
like Joe and Adam, Dane has tattoos

covering both of his lean, muscular
arms, exposed by the white T-shirt
he’s wearing beneath a black and
gray vest.
Gerard doesn’t appear to be like
any of them. There’s no denying he’s
handsome, and he looks good in the
cobalt button-down shirt and black
pants he’s wearing, but he isn’t as …
raw as his friends, and I feel certain
he isn’t inked, either. But he’s
definitely the crazy one. I can see it
in his playful grin, which hints at
wicked behavior, and equally
mischievous eyes, the color of a
cloudless sky.
“You brought cakes,” Dane says,
offering the same sweet smile he

greeted us with.
“I made them, every last one of
them.” I am gloating, yes, but only
because this is the most I’ve baked in
one day.
“Wow, there’s a hella those thangs
there. You must be Callie?” he says
to me. “And you must be Su?” His
stare moves to her, as he stubs out
his cigarette in the ashtray he’s
holding. He exhales his final breath
of smoke.
I have no idea how he guessed our
identities, but we beam and in unison
reply, “That’s right.” Already, I feel
comfortable here and I’m yet to enter
the condo.
Before I get a chance to say

anything else, a woman appears at
the door. “Hello,” she says. Her skin
is the same tone as Dane’s and her
short-cropped hair is dyed platinumblonde. She’s around an inch taller
than me in our, almost identical,
stiletto boots. Though I don’t know
her, I can tell whose sister she is;
they look alike, only her eyes are the
shade of milk chocolate, instead of
hazel. I also recall that Dane’s sister
is Adam’s girlfriend.
In this moment, they all fall into
place, and being here feels great.

Eleven: Joe
The condo is full of people I know
from the local area and Hillsborough.
Music, selected by saffron, plays loud
enough to demand extra volume to
your voice if you want to talk. I’m
standing at the breakfast bar, laden
with all kinds of liquor, with my
buddy, A.J. The atmosphere, tonight,
is awesome.
I happen to glance over at the
front door and notice Callie and Su
chatting to Gerard, Dane and Saffron.
I don’t know how long they’ve been
there, but they’re all laughing and
talking like they’re well acquainted.

The ruffled, short black skirt Callie’s
wearing, with high heel ankle boots,
makes my mouth water. Visions hit
me like a flash; running my tongue
up those smooth, sexy legs, all the
way to her panties and beyond. The
girl is dangerous and she doesn’t
even know it. That I find very
attractive.
Alyssa, the chick I have a nonexclusive something going on with, is
on vacation, so talking to Callie
tonight will be easy. Even though
there’s no commitment between
Alyssa and me, I wouldn’t disrespect
her by getting to know someone else
right under her nose.
I finish up with A.J. and head over.

Callie sees my approach. “Hey,
happy birthday for Wednesday,” she
says, with that smile of hers adding
further charm to her already cute
tone.
“Happy birthday, Joe,” Su says.
“Thanks. What’s all this?” I ask,
peering down and pointing toward
the trays Callie’s holding.
“Can you believe she made those?
Every last one,” Dane says, sounding
impressed.
I look at him and then Callie. “You
baked these?”
“I did. All birthday parties need to
have birthday cake, no matter the
age of the person or persons. These
are my baby cakes.” She beams. I

like that detail. What eighteen year
old female would make “baby cakes”
for two grown men and call them by
that name? I like that she doesn’t
care, she just did what she wanted to
do.
Lifting the lid, I take a closer
inspection. A rainbow of colors and
edible decorations fill the container,
and I slowly inhale the sweetness of
them, still so fresh smelling. And
what do you know. Callie is just like
her baby cakes; pretty to look at,
sweet smelling and so deliciously
tempting. I want to taste her, every
single inch of her.
Raising my gaze to her eyes, I’m
struck again by something, just like

that first day in BlackArt. Right now, I
am one hundred percent certain that
I have to have this baby cake. I want
her to the point it’s almost
overpowering.
What the fuck is this?
I turn my attention to Gerard and
Dane. “Didn’t you guys think it might
be polite to offer the young ladies a
hand with these?”
“Shit, sorry,” Gerard says, reaching
out to assist Su. “Got all carried away
with the conversation.”
I take Callie’s, and we head in and
lay them out in the open kitchen. My
partying guests seem surprised, but
pleased. In a matter of minutes most
of the trays are empty, and now I’m

taken aback, again, by the bottle of
Jack. Is there nothing about this girl
that won’t impress me? It really does
seem like she’s been sent from
heaven. I just don’t know why I can’t
have her.
Su’s up dancing with Saffron, and
Callie’s here at the breakfast bar with
me, she’s drinking a margarita. We’re
alone. Obviously we’re not totally
alone, but we’re the only two here. I
just noticed she’s changed her nose
stud to a thin silver hoop. It’s damn
strange that I actually want to kiss
her nose.
This is a perfect opportunity to talk
to her on her own. I get in close
enough to her ear, so she can hear

me over the music. “Do ya wanna
come out on to the balcony?” She
smells of apples. It always seems to
be a fruity scent, definitely a body
wash.
She nods in answer, and I lead the
way.
We sit under the outdoor heater,
on the love seat. Callie’s sitting all
sexy and lady-like, with one leg
crossed over the other, her cocktail in
her hand and resting on her thigh. I
relax back on the seat, keeping a few
inches between us, though every part
of me is screaming to pull her closer.
“You and Su seem close. How did
you become friends?” I want to know
as much as I possibly can about her.

“I was in the park one day with my
dad and my sister, Elena. Su was
there with her father. We were eight
years old and as soon as we spoke
we just clicked. We didn’t want to
leave each other when it was time to
go home, so Su’s dad invited me to
their house with my parents for a tea
party. That was it, best friends ever
since. She’s more like a sister to me.
You and Adam seem close?”
“Yeah, we always have been.
Saffron, Gerard and Dane are like an
extension of us, family more than
friends.”
“That’s nice, I like that. Do they
live here with you?”
“Only Saffron. You’ve met Gerard,

could you imagine living with him?”
She giggles, shaking her head in
understanding. “So what type of
sculptures do you make?”
Her luscious lips press together and
she hesitates as though considering
her answer. “Body parts,” she says.
My right eyebrow arches with
intrigue. “Body parts?”
She nods. “Yeah, like hands, feet,
torsos and heads. Only human,
though. I just finished a topless …”
She frowns. “Female’s torso,” she
finishes, the slightest shade of pink
tinting her cheeks. She has
absolutely nothing to feel shy or selfconscious about, her body is more
than amazing, but I guess it makes

sense if she feels awkward about the
fact that I have – fortunately – seen
her topless.
“So the human form fascinates
you?”
“Yeah, it does. Often something I
see will spontaneously inspire an
idea, like the way someone holds
something, or the shape or position
of a person’s body. I just have to
take it from my mind and make it
visual.”
“I relate to that with drawing, but
that’s some skill you got.”
“It all started with a piece of PlayDoh when I was six. I never stopped
practicing and progressed on to adult
materials like wax and clay. What

you do takes skill, I’m a little
envious. I’d love to be able to draw,
but I’m not so great at it.”
Before I know it, we’ve been out
here for two hours. I’ve been
oblivious to anything around us, it
could be anyone’s party, I don’t even
know what music’s been playing, or if
anyone else has been out on the
balcony with us. This girl is so
comfortable with herself, and what
I’ve come to like the most is her easy
spirit. She doesn’t really care about
money, as long as she has enough,
and she loves clothes, preferably
from thrift stores or her own
creations, and she enjoys simple
pleasures like baking cakes. I admire

how artistic and creative she is. She
tried not to pull a funny face when I
told her I love my steaks medium
rare, instead, she told me she prefers
a tofu steak.
Callie’s asked me questions, too.
Thankfully, we didn’t go near the
topics of love or relationships. I’m
sure she wouldn’t be impressed with
my expeditions where women are
concerned. I wouldn’t lie, so I’m
happy she didn’t ask anything that
would’ve lead to the disclosure of
those things. After a messy
relationship, in Hillsborough, the last
thing I wanted when I relocated to
the city was anything involving
emotions and attachments. Obviously

just fucking chicks can bring its own
problems, but nothing deeply
poignant on my part.
I’d take Callie Rogers over every
woman I’ve been with combined. I’m
positive about that, even though I
haven’t known her very long.
Adam comes out to us, and I
welcome the interruption. I’ve spent
so much of the time out here fighting
the temptation to kiss Callie, and
those glossy lips of hers haven’t
helped matters.

Twelve: Callie
After talking to Joe, and then Adam, I
head back in from the balcony. I see
Su dancing with Saffron and Gerard.
Hip hop is playing now, and I know
my girl will be in her element. Her
hair’s pulled up into a funky style,
loose crimson strands falling out here
and there, and it shows off her pretty
heart tattoo on the back of her neck.
Su’s beautiful at the best of times,
and she has the cutest beauty spot
to the right of her upper lip. The
black faux leather pants she’s
wearing look like they’ve been
sprayed on, she’s super hot, and I

can see Gerard thinks so, too. He’s
got some good moves, I’m surprised
to discover. Who’d have thought?
The place is filled with people
dancing and talking, the atmosphere
is both lively and chilled. The condo
isn’t what I expected for two guys in
their early twenties, maybe it’s down
to Saffron. It’s modern, with black,
white and red making up the color
scheme and there’s some amazing
black and white photography on the
walls. It’s got to be Saffron’s
influence. She’s got style, I like it
here.
Just as I intend on joining the girls,
I notice Dane coming out of one of
the rooms. I like him and I want to

speak with him again, so that’s what
I’m going to do.
“Hi,” I say, as loud as I can over
the heavy beat.
“Hey, you,” he smiles, “having a
good time?” He leans back against
the breakfast bar with his hands
tucked into the front pockets of his
jeans.
“Yeah, it’s great. Nice people and
the music’s awesome, it’s perfect.”
Admittedly, I haven’t talked to
anyone apart from Joe, and a little
with Adam, the two guys and Saffron.
They’re the ones that matter most,
right?
“I was wondering where you were,
you seemed to disappear as soon as

you got here,” he says, lowering his
head toward my ear so that I can
hear him better. His smooth, sure
voice seems to carry with ease over
the music.
I lean against the bar beside him.
“Yeah, I was out on the balcony
talking to Joe. I haven’t been in here
much.”
“Are you here as his date or
somethin’?” Though he’s asking me
that, Dane’s expression doesn’t
convey that he thinks that.
I giggle, though, I don’t know why.
“No, I have a boyfriend already. Joe
did my tattoos and stuff, we only met
recently, actually.”
“Right.” He glances over at Su and

then back at me. “Your friend hasn’t
moved from that spot since she got
here.”
“That doesn’t surprise me, we do
love to dance, Su even more than
me.” I watch her for a moment, she
and Saffron are center stage. “Your
sister is absolutely gorgeous,” I tell
the hot man I’m speaking with. Good
looks clearly run in their family.
He smiles fondly. “Yes, she is.
Thank you.” I see pride in his eyes as
he focuses on her for a moment. It’s
heartwarming.
We talk about his job, and my
college plans, and as I’m about to
ask a question, Su pulls me by my
elbow and leads me in among the

swaying bodies. Looking back over
my shoulder, I mouth a “Sorry.” Dane
nods with his lips curved softly, he
seems amused and not offended.
I always love dancing at parties,
usually Su wouldn’t have to literally
drag me to the floor, but what I
mainly desire is more of an
opportunity to talk to people.
Mostly to Joe.
Chatting to Dane was great and I
want to get to know Saffron better. I
really liked my conversation with Joe.
It’s just so easy, natural, especially if
I don’t look at him. His face and his
physique, in that fitted, thin
burgundy sweater, are a bit of a
distraction, somewhat overwhelming.

Maybe I’ll get the chance before I go.
Su and Saffron welcome me into
their little bubble. The music flows
with a mix of Rock and Hip hop,
current and old, most of which I’m
familiar with.
After some time, I go to the
bathroom to check my makeup and
use the toilet.
When I lock the door and before I
hit the light switch, I notice there’s a
second entrance over in the far
corner. I have no clue where it leads
to, but it’s slightly ajar and amber
illumination peeps through the fistwide crack. The current choice of
song from the party plays muffled in
here. It’s low enough for me to pick

up on something in that adjoining
room. What I can hear is male and
female moans. Yes, someone is
fucking in there, and I am absolutely
curious enough to take a peek.
I tiptoe over, so my heels don’t
clink on the ceramic tiled floor. As I
get closer, I can confirm that those
sounds are definitely sex related.
Peering through the opening, I see a
whole lot more than I bargained for.
It’s a bedroom – which, of course, I
already suspected – but what I didn’t
expect to see is Gerard and Dane
and one chick. I saw her earlier,
when I first got here. She’s attractive
with straight black hair, probably in
her twenties, and she clearly has no

problem with taking two men at the
same time. She’s just as into it as
they are. I’ve never seen this in real
life before, and even though I don’t
intend on doing it myself, it’s freaking
hot.
I can’t believe two hours ago I was
talking to Dane by the bar, and now
he’s fucking some woman’s face.
Holy shit! He’s kneeling on the bed,
she’s on all fours, and Gerard is
taking her from behind – putting in
quite a performance, I might add.
The lady is still in her black spaghetti
dress, but it’s pulled up and gathered
around her waist. Both guys are still
dressed, each with their fly open. I
can’t see Gerard’s cock from here,

but I can see Dane’s. Goddamn, it’s
huge and she can take it all. Give the
girl a medal for that deep-throat
action. This is awesome, I can’t stop
watching, but I want to tell Su. She’d
love to see it.
I had no idea these guys would do
this, though, I’m aware anything can
go down – pardon the pun – at a
party. I wonder if they do this often.
I wonder if Joe does this, too.
Before I get caught in my act of
voyeurism, I turn to leave. Even
though I’d like to see it to the end,
oh, man, I so want to watch the rest,
I won’t push my luck. One glance my
way, and I’d never be able to look
those guys in the face again. Or Joe.

When I come out, I scan the room.
Less people are here now and the
music is at background level. Joe’s
talking to a guy and his girl in a
corner, and Adam is smoking on the
balcony with someone. Su and
Saffron are sitting down on one of
the black leather sofas, which have
been pushed back to create the
dancing space. A glance at my watch
tells me its four-thirty-five a.m.
I head over and join the girls, but I
won’t tell Su what I saw, just yet.
Saffron may or may not know what
her brother is doing, right this
moment. Though I get into their
chat, I’ve still got the images in my
head of Gerard and Dane fucking that

chick. I can’t wait to tell Su.
“So how long have you been with
Adam?” I ask Saffron, distracting
myself from the sexy replay I’m
having.
“Five years.”
“You’ve all been friends longer,
right?”
“Yeah, Joe, Gerard, and I are all
the same age, and Adam and Dane
are a year older. Gerard’s dad was
friends with Adam and Joe’s dad
since before they even had kids, so
those guys have known each other
pretty much their whole lives. Dane
and I moved to Hillsborough when I
was eight, and the group formed
from there.

“When I was fifteen I got a crush
on Adam, but I didn’t say anything
because of Dane being his friend.
Then when I was eighteen, and still
crushing on him, my girlfriend
decided I was old enough and it was
none of my brother’s business who I
got with. She told Joe, Joe told
Adam. It turned out Adam noticed
me as more than his buddy’s little
sister when I was sixteen. We both
stayed quiet because of Dane. It was
great us all growing up together,
we’re more like family.”
“That’s so romantic; you and Adam
liking each other on the DL. You
make a great couple, and he’s cool.
He was so nice when Joe and I

almost collided. I really like your
brother and Joe, too, but I don’t
know when to take Gerard seriously.”
“The guy is hardly ever serious, so
go with that theory and you’ll be fine.
He’s always been that way, but you
do get used to him. How long have
you been with Nick?” Gerard seemed
pretty damn serious when I last saw
him, the horny bastard.
“We’ve only been together seven
months, but I’m positive about him.
He’s amazing. We met through Su’s
boyfriend, they both do motocross.”
Her eyebrows kick up. “Motocross?”
“You like it?”I ask, in response to
her obvious fascination.
“Yeah, I do.”

“You should come with us
tomorrow, they’re practicing at
Metcalf. I can come pick you up.”
“Cool, I’d like that. Lemme give
you my cell phone number and I’ll
take both of yours.”
We make the switch and talk some
more.
Glimpsing over at the front door, I
see the two who Joe was talking to
are leaving, so he’s obviously not
going to be carrying out the same
‘activities’ as his friends. Something
about that is pleasing to me, even if
it does have nothing to do with me.
Even more pleasing than that, he’s
heading toward us right now.

****
It’s a fine September Saturday. I’m in
my bug, driving with the top down,
and Nick is at my side. We’re at
Tenth and Mission Street
intersection. He suddenly reaches
forward and turns down the volume
on the radio. “Listen to that, C,” he
says, excitement dancing in his gray
eyes.
The overwhelming rumble of
multiple motorcycle engines draws
nearer, the purring beasts
commanding my attention. Looking
back, I see six bikes approaching the
stoplights. A red and black Yamaha
breaks beside me, the rider is staring
at me. With his dark helmet on, I

can’t see who it is. I’m trying not to
feel intimidated. Often I find an
unknown rider sexy and mysterious.
Often they don’t stare at me like this.
“Hey, Callie, hey, Nick,” Saffron
calls. I search the direction of her
voice and see her sitting on a black
and yellow Suzuki, behind Adam.
The person beside me raises his
tinted visor and coffee bean brown
eyes look into mine. A shimmer of
heat passes over my flesh in a
sensual caress, the sensation
penetrating me to the very core of
my being. Weirdest feeling I’ve ever
experienced in my life.
“Hey, guys,” I say, intentionally
keeping my tone level. My heart is

racing with nerves and excitement
and … I don’t know what, something
else.
Nick leans forward and waves over
at Saffron. She’s been to the dirt
tracks with me twice, since the party
last weekend, so they’re familiar with
each other now. I notice Dane is
here, too, he’s on a sleek black
Yamaha. Gerard is seated on the
rear.
“This is Joe, the guy who did my
tattoos,” I say, focusing on Nick, with
my hand gesturing in my nipple
piercer’s direction.
“Hey, man, awesome work. Is that
a custom exhaust system?” Nick
asks, peering over the top of my car

door to get a good look at Joe’s
motorcycle.
“Yeah,” he answers, his pitch rising
with surprise. “What do you ride?”
“I’m more into dirt bikes, I’ve got a
KTM250, but anything with two
wheels and a motor works for me.”
“Where you guys headed now?”
Joe asks. “We’re going to a dealer
expo at the Moscone center. We can
hook you up if you wanna come
check it out?” People start honking
their horns behind us – the lights
have changed. “Follow us if you
want,” Joe calls out, as he
accelerates.
Shifting into first, I move before we
piss off the other motorists any

further. I follow the rumble.
“We don’t have to go if you don’t
want, C.”
I’d go even if I did mind; I felt
Nick’s excitement at the mere
mention of the expo. No way would I
spoil his fun. “Nah, it’s cool, Saffron
will be there, too.”
“You sure?” He squeezes my thigh.
“Yeah, I’d like to see it.”
It turns out my hot nipple piercing
tattooist and my boyfriend share
common ground. And now we’re all
about to hang out together for the
afternoon.
What was that my sister said about
dopey-eyed look?

Thirteen: Joe
Games night at our condo, it’s all
about cards, Madden, Budweiser and
buddies. Saffron invited Callie and
Su, which I discretely encouraged,
not that it was necessary since
they’ve gotten close in the short time
they’ve know each other.
I know Callie better now, and
whatever this thing is it’s not
simmering.
The fact remains, she’s got a man,
who Saff also invited tonight, but he
couldn’t come because of work. To
add to it, the guy’s cool. I would
easily hang with the dude – if I didn’t

want his girl. All the choices I have
and I have to want someone who’s
already taken and then top it off by
liking the guy she’s with.
It’s not even slightly complicated,
is it?
As tempting as it is, I’m not about
to tell Callie I want her. While she’s
with Nick, she doesn’t need to know.
My feelings for her will remain on the
down low, and I’ll just keep doing my
thing.
Gerard and Dane arrive first, with a
shitload of beer. The moment he’s
through the door, Gerard heads
straight for the console and starts up
a racing game. Callie and Su arrive
next and, almost instantly, Callie

notices Gerard selecting his ride and
rushes over to him.
“Dude, I have to kick your ass on
that.”
“Come on, little girl, show me what
you got,” he says, grinning eagerly.
I sit on the couch, to the side of
them, watching. This is entertaining
in more ways than one. They’re
standing side by side, occasionally
nudging each other, trying to
influence the cars on the screen. It’s
funny, especially with the way he
towers over her, but she’s giving as
good as she gets. Even more to my
liking, I get to enjoy observing the
way Callie’s jeans fit like a second
skin. Light blue, stretchy denim

wraps around her sexy thighs and
hugs her juicy butt – quite full for her
small frame, but more than perfect. I
want to sink my teeth into it. I’d
spend hours on that one location of
her body, before even considering
venturing anywhere else.
Remembering the secrets beneath
her tight white shirt brings a smile to
my face. My memory of her satinsmooth looking breasts and suckable
nipples is as clear as if it was only
today I pierced them, not five weeks
ago. What I’d give to know what the
rest of her is like beneath that hot
outfit and explore her with my hands
and mouth.
When she arrived and we hugged, I

was so focused on the feel of her,
slight, soft and feminine, I didn’t
register her scent. I wonder what
fruit she smells of tonight. I’ll make
sure I know the answer the first
chance I get. Maybe I’ll race her,
stand beside her and get close
enough to smell her; peach,
strawberry, some other type of berry,
maybe?
Getting up to participate isn’t
necessary, because Su and Dane are
demanding their turn. Callie and
Gerard have dominated the console
for the past hour, each winning and
losing in turn. She’s an awesome
little gamer.
Now, Callie sits in her friends spot

– right beside me. I refrain from
grinning like The Joker.
She sits with her legs crossed, feet
tucked under her thighs. It’s more
than strange that I find her sexy
sitting in this child-like manner.
Maybe it’s her degree of comfort
around people; she doesn’t care
about looking or acting a certain
way. Maybe she doesn’t need to do
much at all to have an effect on me.
I feel like some kind of fucking
predator. I’ve never observed
someone so much, but it’s impossible
not to, everything she says or does
stands out to me.
“Are you gonna play?” she asks,
smiling beautifully.

“Most likely.” Coconut! Not what I
expected, but nice, exotic. “You like
games like this?”
“Yeah, I do. Su and I love going to
arcades and stuff.” Perfect.
“We should all go sometime,” I
lightly suggest.
“We were saying on our way here
that we should go soon, it’s been a
while.” Fucking perfect.
After a couple of hours, we’ve all
played, including Callie and me. She
won. Now, Su wants to play cards, so
we’ve pulled the coffee table back
into the center of the couches and
gathered around it, sitting on the
floor and on the furniture.
“Can I shuffle, pleeeeeaze?” Su

asks, with her hand held up in the air
like a kid in class. Adam passes her
the deck and she proceeds to shuffle,
dropping one or five cards as she
does it. It’s quite bad. It’s really
fucking bad.
Dane is suppressing his laugh and
Gerard is shaking his head, with an
inquisitive expression, as though he
can’t quite believe his eyes. Adam
and Saffron just exchanged a look,
wondering why the hell Su wanted to
do it when she can’t. At least, that’s
what I imagine they’re thinking. That
would be my thoughts if I hadn’t
caught the way she and her friend
glanced at each other. I suspect this
is their way of making us think they’ll

be shit, when they’re actually good.

Fourteen: Callie
It’s obvious Saffron and her friends
play a lot, they’re all good. Joe and
Gerard are the best players, and I
got lucky against Gerard and stayed
in the last run of Blackjack. It came
down to Joe and me. I won. I’m sure
he let me win; he’s way better than
me. My victory doesn’t feel justified
and I don’t think I beat him on our
racing game, even if I did only just
do it. I don’t understand why he let
me, maybe because I’m a girl and
he’s being polite.
“Su, we better get going,” I say,
looking at my watch. Time has gone

by too fast – it’s almost four a.m.
now.
“Nah, staaay,” Gerard says, waving
one hand forward, dismissing my
suggestion. “The party’s only just
getting started.”
I laugh at him, he’s clearly drunk.
There’s no party, but in his head
there is. Leaving isn’t what I want,
but his proposition doesn’t seem
enough. “No, I think we should
probably go now.” I shift into a more
upright seated position. My butt feels
numb from this floor, even with
couch cushions under me. I’ve been
sitting here for hours.
“You should hang a bit longer,”
Dane adds. “No one else is leaving

yet.”
Okay, so it’s not Dane or Gerard
who I want to ask us to stay. What I
want is for Joe to ask us to. I’ve had
one of the most fun nights ever.
These guys are all great, but what
I’ve enjoyed the most is being in
Joe’s company.
This is not good.
“I’m going to powder my nose,” I
say, standing up with my
anesthetized-ass.
In the bathroom, I take the
opportunity to look around. For
obvious reasons, I didn’t pay much
attention to it the last time I was in
here. I’m intrigued to know whether
this bathroom in anyway resembles

Joe’s. I’m curious about the kind of
body wash he uses, his shaving foam
and his cologne. He always smells
great, though he didn’t wear a
fragrance at all when he did my
tattoos. Like at the party, tonight his
scent has a sweet and earthy
undertone. He’s always clean shaven,
too.
Nothing in here tells me anything
about the guy personally. I want to
know more about him and how much
of this condo is based on his personal
taste. What is his bedroom like? I’m
getting nothing in here and I’m way
too interested in discovering more.
It’s time to leave.
I walk back out to find the man at

the center of my thoughts in the
kitchen with my friend. “What are
you two doing?” I ask, not that it isn’t
obvious.
“We’re hungry,” Su replies,
cheerfully shrugging her shoulders.
“Are you hungry?” Joe asks me.
“Um, no, I don’t think so.” He
smiles and continues about his
business. That smile sent a wave of
heat up my spine and tingling
sensations somewhere I refuse to
acknowledge.
Standing at the breakfast bar, I
watch Su and Joe make scrambled
eggs, pancakes and bacon. Not a
good idea. I get kind of caught up
with the perfect fit of Joe’s T-shirt;

dark green cotton clinging to smooth
curves of tightly developed muscle.
And now it gets worse, I find myself
observing the way his loose-fitting
jeans hang low around his hips, with
a thick black leather belt holding the
warn denim in place. Oh, shit, I’m
getting way too hot. I’m like a human
freakin’ furnace, and I didn’t even get
below his belt. I need to get the hell
away from here – from him.
The others are playing another
game of cards, but I don’t want to, so
I go out to the balcony. It’s chilly out
here, and the heaters aren’t on, so I
pick up the funky crochet blanket,
which is folded over the back of the
love seat. It’s thick, soft, designed in

all the colors of the rainbow, and it
smells the same as the hand towel in
the bathroom. It feels cold, from
being left out here, but it’ll warm up
with my body heat soon enough.
Wrapped in the chunky wool, I
stand within the glow coming from
inside the condo, looking out over
the sleeping city. Off in the distance,
beyond Bay Bridge, the hint of indigo
and pink fuse with the slightly cloudy
sapphire sky, speaking of a new day.
Su pokes her head through the
open crack of the door. “Hey, we’re
gonna eat now, are you sure you
don’t want any?”
“No, thanks,” I reply.
She smiles at me and turns back

inside.
I smile to myself, because I get to
stay longer.

Fifteen: Joe
After eating and talking to Su, who’s
now playing another game of cards, I
head out to the balcony. Callie is
sitting wrapped in a blanket, feet up
on the seat and arms hugging her
knees to her chest. I sit beside her,
resting my arm along the back of the
couch, but with no contact. I’ll keep
within the boundaries, regardless of
my craving to do more. “You tired?” I
ask.
“No, I’m good. I had no idea the
last time I was here that the view of
Bay Bridge was so great. I came out
at the perfect time. I love the whole

process of going from the dark night
into dawn, then twilight, then
sunrise. I’m not often awake for it,
but I’ve got some stunning photos of
the transition. A bunch of them are
with Bay Bridge in shot. I wish I had
my camera now.” Her gaze shifts
from the sky to me. “First thing in the
morning is my favorite time of day,
just after the sun has risen. I love the
feel of it, it’s so calm, like most of the
world is still asleep. I love the way
the air feels, too.”
“That’s nice.” And I mean it, it is
nice. There’s something more
pleasing about her eyes when she
speaks of things she likes, a spark of
excitement.

“What’s your favorite time of day,
Joe?” There’s also something
pleasing about the way she says my
name. I’m not sure what it is, but it’s
gratifying.
“I prefer it late at night, when
things have slowed down. I
especially enjoy riding freeways and
unlit roads in the dark, with only my
headlight, when there’s less to see
and I can focus on feeling. Come to
think of it, I’ve seen some awesome
sunsets on early evening rides when
I’ve taken them.” I don’t know if
offering to take her on one of those
rides is pushing the boundaries. I’ll
have a think about that.
“That sounds nice, too.” With a soft

smile, she turns her face up toward
the sky, the loose flowing strands of
pink silk gathering on her shoulders
with the backward tilt of her head. “I
can’t believe we played for so long …
Joe, did you lose on purpose?”
I suppress my emerging grin. “Why
would I do that?”
“I really don’t believe I won those
games against you, I’m not as good
as you.”
I got more pleasure out of letting
her be the victorious one than I
would have if it had been me, but I
had to let it be close so it wasn’t
obvious. “You deserved to win.”
“Are you avoiding my question?”
“Nope, you won fair and square.” I

shrug, lightheartedly.
She looks at me, suspicion in her
eyes. I hold her mesmerizing gaze.
Her brows knit together, as though
she’s thinking of something. Now she
breaks our connection, lowering her
chin to rest between the peaks of her
knees.
I have an overwhelming urge to
slide my arm forward, scoop her into
my side, and hold her. And then ask
her what she’s thinking. Right now, I
want superpowers, which make me a
mind reader. I’d love to know the
way her mind works, understand her
deeper than any other man.
If I was enough of a dick to pursue
Callie, regardless of her relationship,

I’d be wasting my time. After seeing
her with Nick at the expo, I know for
sure she wants to be with him. I also
know that she and I connect in a way
that tells me things would be
different between us if Nick hadn’t
found her first. That doesn’t help with
things right now, I know she doesn’t
feel the same way for me as I do her
– and that won’t change as long as
she’s with her boyfriend.
I should stay the fuck away from
Callie, but it is one hell of a
motivator to feel that things could be
different.

Sixteen: Callie
I got straight into bed as soon as I
arrived home. It’s now daylight
outside and a streak of brightness
peeps in between my curtains, which
I clearly didn’t close tightly enough.
The house is quiet; mom is at work,
Elena and Dad are still sleeping. The
silent residential street outside
doesn’t interfere with the serenity of
my room, either. Nick will be coming
by at some point this morning, so I
have to get some sleep.
Still, I lay here heavy eyed, but
awake. It was the same after getting
back from Joe’s party and after the

expo and the other two times I
briefly saw him when I was with
Saffron. The man is consuming my
thoughts. All I can think about is the
things we’ve said to each other, the
way he speaks, his expressions, his
masculine, yet beautiful face, his
physique. He even has gorgeous
feet.
I feel guilty, it’s like I’m mentally
cheating on my boyfriend, and I don’t
welcome it.
It’s all so weird and unexpected,
uninvited. I’m fighting whatever this
is, but it’s difficult. It’s confusing, too.
Before I met Joe, I thought Nick was
my Mr. Perfect, the man I wanted to
be with forever. I still do. But I feel

something for Joe. Just thinking his
name has my body temperature
rising, how freaking weird is that?
Joe ... Joe ... Joe ... I could
spontaneously combust.
Sighing heavy, I roll onto my back.
Switch off brain, please. I grab my
cell from my nightstand. I’m calling
Su.
“I was just having the best dream
ever,” she says, in a drowsy voice.
“I’m sorry, but I have a question for
you. Can you love two guys at the
same time?”
She’s silent for a moment. “What’s
this about? And why have you
disturbed my fantasy for this?”
“I wanted your opinion, sorry, I

thought you might still be awake. So
what do you think?”
“Please ask me something I know
the answer to.”
“Can you love a guy you haven’t
even kissed?”
“Oh, no, you are so not asking me
this. You are so not in love with Joe.”
“How’d you know I’m talking about
him?”
“How long have we been friends?”
“Okay, okay. Can I love Joe, even
though I already adore Nick to
death? And when I haven’t so much
as kissed him, or done anything other
than talk to him?”
She giggles, but I don’t know why
she finds this funny. “Love isn’t about

a kiss, Callie. Sure you can determine
chemistry, but emotions run deeper.
I think you can love two people at
once, sure, but I also think one will
be more dominant than the other. So
really my answer is no, I guess. Cuz
if one overrides the other then that
must be true love, right? Christ, I
don’t know, Callie. Are you sure it’s
that deep with Joe? You two do get
along well, but love?”
“I don’t know.” It’s more than a
simple case of liking him, I’m certain
of that. I could ignore that. But love
does seem a little extreme, right?
The thing is, when I looked into his
eyes when we were out on the
balcony this morning, what I felt

exceeded anything close to like.
“Oh, I wish I knew what to say, but
I don’t. I only want Zack. I can see
other cute guys, but he’s the only
one for me. I’ve been with him longer
than you have with Nick, though, so
... this is hard. Maybe we should see
what happens over the next few
weeks. It could just be good old
fashion lust and you’re confusing
things.” She yawns and I feel guilty
for waking her up with my silly
uncertainties.
“Yeah, I guess. Go back to your
dream, sorry for waking you.”
Two amazing men, both get to me
in different ways.
Joe is unbelievable. He’s confident,

in an attractive way, with a physical
presence of manly dominance and
raw, highly tempting sex appeal, but
with eyes that seem to say so much
more. What they say I don’t fully
understand, it’s like a different
language, but it makes me feel warm
and wanting, it’s so intense. That
penetrates me deeply, even without
his touch.
His presence alone is enough.
Nick is exactly what I wanted in a
guy; his looks and physique are
faultless, he excites me, he makes
me feel special, and I completely
trust him with my heart. I adore
being with him, and physically we’re
great together, we have perfect

chemistry. He’s perfect.
So what’s the deal with Joe? Why is
he invading my thoughts? Does he
feel anything for me? He’s nice to
me, always talks to me, but he’s like
that with Su, too. Am I his type?
Does he consider me attractive? That
Cher song springs to mind right now
– if I kissed Joe what would it tell
me?
I can’t kiss him, I won’t kiss him. I
have a boyfriend.
Okay, this analysis needs to stop.
He’s new on the scene and that’s
probably it. Maybe I’ll skip the arcade
night we all have planned for
Thursday. I knew I should’ve said no
when it was suggested, but I didn’t

want to, so I said yes.
I’m seeing Joe again in six days.
(Between you and me, that seems
like forever away)
I should cancel. Or go and not look
at him. Not possible, my eyes would
betray me and do it anyway.
The doorbell sounds. Shit.
****
Su and I pass the evening diners, the
smell of fried chicken and meat
encapsulating us as music flows
below the conversations. We enter
the pool hall and pass a series of
tables, most of which are taken. Joe,
Adam, Gerard and Dane are playing
in teams of two at the far end. By

them, Saffron is sitting at a small,
circular table, watching. When Su
and I approach her, we all hug and
sit down together.
As the three of us fall into chatter,
I also watch the game. At least, I try
to, it’s impossible not to be
engrossed in Joe, as I expected. Su
discretely nudges my foot with hers,
pulling my attention back to the two
of them. They’re talking about
Saffron’s event, coming up next
month. It’s for Halloween and the
opening night of a club in
Sacramento. That means it’s fake ID
time. I’m super excited and, of
course, my mom is happy that I’m
making new friends.

Unable to stop myself, my head
turns in the other direction. God,
Joe’s hot. The full length of his lean
back is pressing against his fitted
snow-white sweater as he leans over
the green felt to take his shot, the
muscles rippling with his movement.
The cue ball and the red stripe he’s
aiming for are awkwardly placed at
the opposite end.
I allow my gaze to travel from the
waistband of his low-hung jeans,
where his shirt is tucked, up along his
torso, over his sculpted shoulder, and
down his strong arm to his hand. The
end of the cue is resting in the curve
between his thumb and forefinger.
What the hell? Out of nowhere, a

vision of my tongue running along
that long, slim forefinger, from thirdknuckle to tip, entered my mind,
uninvited. This is so not okay.
Shaking my head, I drag my interest
away from him, back to the girls, at
this point hearing the ball pocket.
Oh, man. I take a deep breath.
“Callie, are you okay?” Saffron
asks, leaning across the table toward
me.
“I’m fine, just hot.” I shrug out of
my denim jacket. The cool air
caressing my stomach, uncovered by
my cropped black shirt, is soothingly
welcome. I can think of somewhere
else a little lower down that also
needs caress– stop it! I could really

use an ice-cold soda. Fuck that, no
way am I walking by you-know-who
to go get one.
“Let’s go get some drinks,” Saffron
says, “that might help.”
Dammit. I force a smile. “Great
idea. You’ll know what the guys
want, right?”
“Sure.” She nods.
Dumbass, of course she knows,
Adam is her boyfriend and they’re all
friends.
I’ll have to be careful not to pay
too much attention to Joe in front of
her, she’d probably tell Adam. Maybe
even the guy himself. The last thing I
want is for Joe to think some silly
teenager has a crush on him. Even if

it is true.
As I walk to the bar, that way-toosexy man is in my peripheral. I
strongly order my head not to turn
and it obeys. My eyes have no choice
but to stay looking in the direction
I’m going in. Waiting for our
beverages, I’m in full control and
disciplined. This is good, very good.
All of our drinks fit on the one tray. I
wish I’d known that, I could’ve
avoided getting up.
On the way back, I fail. A slip of my
betraying gaze, in the direction of the
game, locks in on Joe’s deep brown
eyes staring back at me. Busted. I
smile politely and carry on my way.
Shit, I’m scorching, this is not normal.

I need an escape.
“Hey, I’m just going to the
restroom,” I tell Su and Saffron.
Rushing into the first stall, I close
the door and pull the lock across.
With my forehead against the cool
wood, I take some deep breaths. The
sterile, bleachy smell in here is
making me feel sick. I make my
breathing shallow and try to control
my-silly-self.
“Callie,” Su whispers from the other
side, “are you okay?”
I slide the catch back and march
out. “Yeah, it’s just kind of hot out
there.”
“You mean normal hot, or Joe
hot?”

I look at her and we giggle like a
pair of teenagers, one of whom does
have a crush on Joe. “This isn’t
good,” I say, shaking my head.
Stopping at the sink, I turn on the
faucet. “I can’t like someone else. I
could understand it if I didn’t have a
boyfriend I was actually happy with.
This is crazy.”
“We can make our excuses and go
if you want.”
“No, I’ll get over it. I have to if we
want to spend time with Saffron,
sometimes he’ll be around.” I wash
my hands and dry them on the paper
towel.
“Let’s get back out there then,” she
says, walking to the door. “If you get

Joe hot again, and you wanna go,
just lemme know.”

Seventeen: Joe
“Saff, you wanna play?” Gerard calls
to her. “How ‘bout you girls, too?” he
says to Callie and Su.
“I’m okay for now,” Callie answers,
after a brief hesitation.
Saffron and Su get up from their
seats, and Adam stays with Gerard to
even out the teams.
“You don’t wanna play?” I ask
Callie, sitting across from her.
“I do. Just not yet, it’s a little hot in
here.” She starts fanning her face
with a coaster. She could always take
her clothes off. “I’m not as good as
any of you, though,” she says,

placing the tip of her straw against
her bottom lip. She seals it in with
the top one. And sucks. Damn. I hold
back the thoughts those lips of hers
start to provoke.
“You should go up against Gerard.
He’s okay, but he’s not great
competition.”
“It’s true,” Dane says, taking up
the stool beside her.
“Why don’t we go check out some
of the games?” She sucks on her
straw again.
Fuck. That mouth.
And, yes, I do want to do that.
“Sure, why not? Dane?” I ask,
looking at him.
“Let’s do it.”

We pass by the others to tell them
where we’re headed. The entire floor
below the pool hall is filled with a
variety of games; racing, shooting,
dance competitions. It’s busy and the
crowd’s all adult, which I prefer, and
we’re submerged in sound effects,
music, and voices, meaning we have
to speak up to hear each other.
“Let’s start here,” Callie says, her
strides leading toward the
motorcycles.
As we approach, Dane stands in
front of her and lightly places his
hand on her shoulder. “We’re pretty
good on these things, you know.”
Straightening her already perfect
posture further, she looks up into his

eyes. “Are you trying to say I can’t
race well?” Dane smiles, I know he’s
impressed and that he also wants to
laugh. At six-foot-one, he’s the same
height as me, and stands head and
shoulders taller than her. He likes her
spunk just as much as I do. “I’m not
so sure about Joe,” she continues,
throwing a glance my way, “you do
know he couldn’t even avoid my little
bug without ending up sprawled on
the sidewalk. I’m not concerned.”
She shakes her head, folding her
arms.
I chuckle with mirth. “Baby cake,
it’s on,” I say, walking to the bike
closest to me. She’s challenging me,
I like that. I sincerely hope she brings

that attitude of hers to the bedroom.
We take up the last three bikes
and, without giving the lady-with-anattitude the option, Dane jumps on
at the end, placing Callie in the
middle. Doing that is his way of
putting her in her place, since she’s
the one who decided to bring it.
Glancing in her direction, my stare
gets stuck. This vision is way too
good, makes up for missing out on
seeing her bent over the pool table.
Maybe I’ll crash out early, watch her
from behind. I’d gladly lose for that. I
can already imagine how those petite
black-denim clad legs of hers look
from the rear, spread wide, and her
exquisite ass fitting nicely on the

seat.
Fuck, that’s hot. Focus!
We feed our money into the
machine, the sound effects starting
up and the screens flickering brightly,
as they come to life, showing us the
road ahead from the rider’s point of
view. We’re ready to race and Callie
looks at me, an eyebrow arched.
“Fair and square,” she silently
mouths.
If that’s how she wants it, then
that’s what she’ll get.
We do it, she’s good, but as
expected, Dane and I kick her butt.
She jumps off the motorcycle,
happy as though she’s won, dropping
some kind of victory dance. “I knew I

wouldn’t win, but I wanted to see
how I’d fair against you guys.” She
props her hands on her sexy hips, her
perky tits raised high with the proud
lift of her chest. You really would
think she won that race.
“And you’re happy because?” Am I
missing the point?
“I came third.” She shrugs. “That’s
good and it was my personal best. I
didn’t actually expect to beat the two
of you, but I didn’t do too bad
keeping up.”
Damn, if I lacked self-restraint, I’d
have her straddle me the way she
did that bike – right fucking here.
Watching her all excited like this is
insane. The red, blue and white

lights coming from the game are
dancing across her exposed flesh,
and the tight-ass fit of those jeans.
Dangerous! This girl is dangerous!

Eighteen: Callie
Tonight has been fantastic, I’m glad I
came after all. Being around Joe is
easier when there are other things to
do, and I’ve had a blast competing
against Gerard. It’s been war
between us and we seemed to keep
up our dance routine of win, lose,
win, lose.
I like Gerard more now, but he is
trouble, and he’s definitely what my
mom would call cheeky. The jerk
actually asked me if “The bushes
match the rest of the lawn!?” (For
the record, I do not have pink
pubes). He’s the most flirtatious guy

I’ve ever met, and he gets a lot of
attention. For sure, he’s handsome,
but he uses his sense of humor as
well, and the chicks seem to love it.
Really, all these boys get noticed.
Dane is beyond hot, but he also
knows all the right things to say. He’s
charming with a capital ‘C.’
Joe gets a lot of interest, not that
I’m surprised, but he gave less of his
time to women than his friends did.
Maybe he’s more selective. I did see
a woman slip a piece of paper, no
doubt with her cell phone number on
it, into the back pocket of his jeans.
He saw what she did and didn’t
react. I noticed he didn’t throw it
away, either. I don’t doubt he’ll use

that number; she was pretty and
probably around his age.
It occurred to me that the only one
of them in a relationship is Adam.
He’s committed to Saffron, it’s clear
she’s all he wants. Is he the only one
of them who desires that? It’s made
me think of the party and what I saw
Gerard and Dane getting up to – not
that I haven’t thought about it,
anyway, but I wonder more so
whether it’s Joe’s thing, too. He’s
young, hot and single, why wouldn’t
it be?
But is that his preference to what
his brother has?
The three guys seem happy to
indulge, even if Joe does appear

picky in comparison. Is Joe like his
ménage à trois loving buddies, but
less obvious about it? Is he the kind
of man who offers something on a
deeper level than just physical, or is
he the type of man who prefers
single life and the freedom to enjoy a
wealth of women? Who is this man
that’s been dominating my every
thought? What is he about?
I approach Su while everyone else
is distracted by Saffron and Adam’s
dance off, on one of the games. At
the lowest level I can manage, but
still audible to Su, I speak. “Have you
noticed all the interest these boys
get?”
“You can’t miss it,” she replies, her

gaze fixed on the dancing.
Nodding slowly, I contemplate my
next question. “Do you think Joe’s
the same as Gerard and Dane? Like
where the ladies are concerned?”
“I didn’t, but I’m not sure now. We
don’t know them that well.” She
stops talking and observes him for a
moment. “I really don’t know.”
“No, I don’t either. If he is, he’s
definitely more discrete.” Before we
can continue, Saffron and Adam
finish.
We start making our way back up
to the pool hall to leave.
“Oh,” Su says when we’re at the
top of the stairs and heading for the
exit, “I just need to use the

restroom.” She rushes toward it.
The others are ahead of us, and
now that Su’s gone, it’s just Joe and
me. I lean back against the railing,
acting nonchalant. I’m not certain I
should say anything, but there’s
something I’ve had on my mind since
my first day in BlackArt.
“Do you think I could photograph
you and Adam doing Jujutsu?” What
the fuck are you doing, Callie Ann
Rogers? I shove my hands in my
jacket pockets. Shit, too late to take
it back, though I wish I could, and
he’s waiting for the rest of my
request. “I’ve done a lot of
motocross, and a little surfing … I’d
like to capture what you two do. No

pressure, though, it’s just an idea.” A
stupid idea.
“So, you want to take pictures of us
throwing each other around?” he
says, with a teasing smile.
“I didn’t actually think of it that
way, but ... yeah, I guess.” Help.
“I’m sure Adam will be cool with it,
I’ll ask him. Do you wanna come to a
class?”
“No, just something with you both.”
I think I’d prefer to keep it simple.
Maybe a group thing would be better.
I don’t know. Shit. When did I
become so damn indecisive?
“Okay, I’ll figure it out.” Oh, no, I’m
fucking mortified. I wish I hadn’t said
anything.

Su joins us and we leave. I
should’ve gone with her in the first
place.
Once we’re in the parking lot, and
after the goodbyes, Su and I head to
my car. Before I key the ignition, I
turn to her. “I asked Joe if I can
photograph him and Adam doing
Jujutsu.”
She chuckles. “You can barely be
in the same space as the guy. How
are you actually going to take
pictures of him?”
“I said it before I could stop myself.
He said yes. It was a stupid idea, but
I would like to get the shots. They’ll
go so well in my portfolio with all the
other stuff I’ve done. Shit, what was I

thinking? Maybe I won’t mention it
again.”
“Adam will be there, right? That
won’t be so bad. I’ll even come if you
want.”
“You have to be there. If tonight is
anything to go by, I’ll have no
problem being in the same room as
Joe. He has more than enough
female admiration without my
teenage-ass lusting over him. I
wouldn’t stand a chance against
some of those women, even if I were
single. Did you get a look at the one
who slipped him her number?”
“They’ve got nothing on you, doll,”
she says, confidently.
I grin at my sweet friend,

appreciating the compliment.
Anyway, none of this stuff matters,
though, I’m still confused about Joe’s
character and whether he, like
Gerard and Dane, is the kind of man
my mom warned me to stay away
from. The kind of man my bastardex, Ryan, turned out to be, but it’s
not for me to be concerned with. It’s
none of my business.
Whatever happens, if Su and I are
going to be seeing more of Saffron,
I’m going to see more of him, so I
have to get over this. If Saffron’s a
friend now, then Joe’s a kind of
friend. It seems to be going that
way. Yeah, I’ll get over it.
“He called me Baby cake.” A few

times. I liked that none of the others
did.
Su smiles as she clicks her safety
belt into place. “I noticed.”

Nineteen: Callie
I’m standing outside the movie
theater on Van Ness Ave with Su and
Saffron. We came to see Rock Star
with Maria, who I know from high
school, and Saffron’s friend, Tracy.
Now it’s just Su, Saffron and me, and
it’s only ten o’clock. We don’t want to
go home yet and we’re hungry. “We
could go to my mom’s deli, on Geary
Boulevard,” I suggest. “It’s closed,
but there’ll be stuff in the fridge we
can have.”
“Your mom won’t mind?” Saffron
asks.
“Nah, she’ll be fine, I don’t make a

habit of it. I’ll call her on the way and
tell her.”
“Cool, let’s go there then.” She
slips her hands into the pockets of
her leather jacket, we all start
walking.
“God, I hope there’s still some
apple pie left over,” Su says.
“Saffron, you have to try Callie’s
mom’s pie. It’s to die for.” And she
looks as though she’ll keel over right
now if there isn’t any. It’s the best
there is in the whole of San
Francisco, as far as we’re concerned.
Saffron chuckles. “Sounds good.”
We arrive at Mary’s – named after
mom – I turn on all the lights, but
leave the blinds down, so people

won’t think we’re open. I have to get
rid of this silence, or better yet the
buzzing of the fridges. I turn the
radio on, keeping the volume at
background level. Kryptonite by 3
Doors Down starts to play and we all
start singing along. I freaking love
this song.
Mary’s is cozy, with six circular
tables along the wall that runs
parallel to the counter, which during
opening hours displays fresh food.
Blue and white form the color
scheme, with check tablecloths, and
we have photographs on the walls
that I’ve taken of items from our
menu. Dark wooden shelves display
oils for salads and cooking, as well as

cans and jars of foodstuffs. There’s
such a traditional and homely feel to
the place.
“Sit anywhere you like and help
yourselves to drinks. Mom said
there’s some vegetarian lasagna here
from today that she forgot to take
home, so we’ll have that and I’ll see
what else there is.” It’s my favorite
dish in the whole world, but only my
mother’s version.
I bring out potato salad for us all,
some cold cuts for Saffron, and lay
them out on the table they’ve chosen
at the back of the shop. “Guess what
else we got?” I sing to Su, as I walk
toward the counter.
“Apple pie,” she screams like I’ve

just honored her with the greatest
gift she’s ever received. Saffron and I
giggle at her. “Tell me there’s vanilla
ice cream to go with it,” she pleads
as though she fears I’ll suddenly
shatter her joy.
“There’s vanilla ice cream to go
with it, but you’ll only get desert if
you eat up all your dinner,” I
mockingly scorn.
I grill some garlic bread and then
put the lasagna in the microwave.
“Gosh, that smells great, so
tomatoey and ‘erby,” Saffron says.
“How long has your mom had this
place?”
I lean across the counter, forearms
propped on the surface. “Ten years.”

“Wow, business is good, huh?”
“Yeah, lots of regular customers
and it’s useful for tourists. It’s
perfect, really. Dad even sometimes
comes in on his lunch breaks.”
“Ah, so he’s a customer, too?” She
chuckles.
“Yeah, my sister and I work here
some days. We like to tease him
when we serve him. It’s quite funny.”
She smiles, warmly. “You and your
family seem close.”
“We are. You’ll have to come see
Elena, I keep telling her about you.
She wants to meet you.”
“Sure, anytime you want. She’s two
years older, right?”
“Yeah, but she’s way more serious

and more organized than me. Her
head is much older than it should be,
in my opinion, but I wouldn’t change
her for the world.”
Su and Saffron continue to chat
while I get the flateware and lay
them out. The microwave dings. I
take out the warm dish and gather
the garlic bread onto a plate. I join
the girls, we eat everything and right
after we squeeze in hot pie and ice
cream.
The smell of warm apples and
cinnamon lingers, taking over the
scent of herbs and garlic, as we relax
back in our chairs. “My tummy’s
going to burst,” Su says, sluggishly.
“Talking and eating are not

compatible; you don’t realize how
much you’re stuffing your face with.”
I want to laugh, but I can’t because
it’ll hurt. “We’ve all got food babies,”
I say, rubbing my stomach, which
feels as though it’s doubled in size. “I
swear to God I’m going to explode,
any second now.”
“Thank you so much for all this and
please thank your mom for me,”
Saffron says, looking as stuffed as I
feel.
“I will.” I smile at her appreciation.
We sit in silence for a short time,
allowing our bodies to recover. I so
badly want to sleep, but I fight it.
We go on to discuss our Halloween
costumes for the club opening night

next month. We also chat about a
girlie camping trip we’ve planned for
early October, a weekend thing.
Saffron is a perfect addition to this
new stage in my life and, despite a
certain someone, I foresee a strong
bond forming between Saffron, Su
and me. And, attractions aside, the
guys are great, too, all four of them.
“Su, you won’t be there on Tuesday
when Callie takes photos of Adam
and Joe?” Saffron says.
“No, it sucks, but I have to go out
with my parents, some family dinner
with my mom’s sister. I’d love to see
them in action, are they good?”
“They’re freaking awesome.”
“I can’t wait to see the pictures.”

Su gazes at me, thoughtfully, and
then switches her attention back to
Saffron. “I noticed Joe, Dane and
Gerard are popular boys. What’s the
deal with them?” This is unexpected,
interesting, but unexpected. Have I
ever told you how much I love my
best friend?
“Girl, don’t get me started. I’m
always on their backs about it,
especially my brother’s.” She folds
her arms, looking all motherly and
responsible.
“Why don’t they have girlfriends?
They all seem like good catches,” Su
says.
“None of them want commitment.
They each have different

motivations, but they’re no different
when it comes to women and sex –
they all like a lot of both. It’s
ridiculous, really, they make each
other worse, I’m sure.”
“They’re nothing like Adam then?”
Su says.
Saffron shakes her head, no, and I
have my answer.
Joe doesn’t want commitment.
He does like a lot of women and
sex.
This should put things into
perspective, but I’m now more
confused than I was before. I love
Nick and I’m happy with him, yet I’m
deeply bothered by this new
information.

Why can’t I just not give a damn?
****
I walk through the center doors to
find Joe, Adam and Saffron sitting in
the middle of the room, on the floor,
which is covered in large gray mats.
The three of them look my way at
the same time. “Hi, sorry I’m late,
guys, I got caught in traffic.”
“That’s okay, you’re only ten
minutes late,” Saffron says, padding
toward me. Joe and Adam remain
seated with their legs crossed.
They’re dressed in the same white
suits with black belts that they were
wearing in the picture at BlackArt.
I did some Jujutsu research, after

we agreed on tonight, to prepare
myself and get an idea of what I
want to make a point of capturing. I
also want to leave some of it to
chance and grab the moment. Some
of my best photos have been the
unplanned ones, snatched
opportunities.
I’m excited by this, and Jujutsu is
an obvious art, but it’s still fighting.
Strikes and throws and all kinds of
moves I imagine would hurt a whole
lot. I’m hoping Joe and Adam won’t
actually inflict pain on each other.
I also looked up the etiquette, so I
know the mats they’re sitting on are
called tatami and once they’re put
down the room becomes a dojo, and

not the gymnastics hall it usually is.
The place should be respected the
way you would respect someone’s
home and I should not walk onto the
tatami with my shoes on. I felt too
uncertain to bow when I came in, but
I assumed as I wasn’t barefoot and
I’m not participating it may be okay.
I hope it was okay.
In keeping with my mark of respect
for the dojo, I toe-off my tennis
shoes, and pull off my socks, before
heading over to Joe and Adam. They
smiled at that, I figure I did the right
thing. Shit. I just remembered
reading that I should ask for
permission to walk on the mats. It’s
too late now, and they don’t seem

offended. How literally am I to take
the rules as a non-participant? I’m
not sure and thinking about it so
much is making me nervous.
I take a deep breath and sit down
with them. “Hey, guys.”
“Hi,” they say in unison. Yes, I did
just feel the Joe related heat lick
through me. I extinguish it. I will
focus on what I’m here for and
remain professional. My photography
is important to me, so I will keep
things under control.
After explaining what I’m looking
for, they tell me some of the things
they’ll do. I get the impression it
won’t result in any pain, but I did pick
up on an air of competition between

them. They’re clearly competitive,
but there’s an unspoken affection
behind it. They’re passionate about
Jujutsu and obviously respect the art,
as well as each other. It’s great to
see this side of them.
I get up, without asking for
permission to leave the mats, and
walk over to the table Saffron is
sitting on. Picking up my Nikon, I’m
glad I asked to do this after all.
Kneeling, facing each other, the
guys bow. I snap and capture it.
They proceed with the warm up, and
I work my way around the action to
gain various angles. I’m getting some
good stuff already and I’m certain
there’s more to come tonight.

By the end of the warm up, a light
sheen of perspiration covers their
skin and they’re breathing heavier.
That’s not something I expected at
this stage, isn’t that supposed to be
the easy part?
I couldn’t completely suppress my
reaction when I watched Joe wipe
sweat from his forehead with the
back of his hand – I got the shot. A
rebellious part of my brain had me
thinking about how much I wanted to
lick his face. Who the fuck licks
someone’s face? I haven’t even done
that to Nick, other things, yes, but
not his face. What the hell?
As they continue, I hold back
personal, inappropriate thoughts. I’m

impressed by how well coordinated
the moves are. They do look like
they could be pretty painful, and
even deadly, but it’s a seamless flow
of fists and feet and holds. I can’t
believe the way they throw each
other down, but there’s even an art
to landing. They break their falls.
This is unbelievable and better than I
imagined. The physical demands are
beyond belief; they’re strong, flexible
and disciplined. I feel tired just
watching them, but I’m in awe of
them, also.
Before I know it, we’re done, and I
have so many images. They bow to
finish – snap, capture – and start to
put the gray flooring away.

I head back to the table where
Saffron is still sitting.
“God, that was amazing,” I say to
her, as I tuck my camera into its
nylon case.
“I know, right? I never get bored of
watching them.”
“Have you tried it out yourself?”
She appears to be quite strong, even
though she’s small. I’m aware she
works out, and it shows in her nicely
defined arms.
Her smile is suggestive, as she
catches her bottom lip between her
teeth. “Yeah, Adam and I have a few
times, but we don’t get far. My
boyfriend seems to like the idea of
pinning me down too much, he

completely takes advantage.”
We giggle, and I can’t help the
visions that enter my badly behaved
mind. They’re an affectionate couple,
and the chemistry between them is
so clear. I don’t doubt they’re hot
between the sheets. Or on the
tatami.
The guys join us, and the four of us
head out to the parking lot.

Twenty: Joe
When we’re in the small lot, I notice
Callie’s car is parked beside my bike.
Adam and saffron jump on his
motorcycle, on the other side of
mine, and they leave first, because
Saff wants pancakes at her favorite
diner.
It’s just Callie and me now. This
isn’t what I was expecting, but it’s
good, time alone is more of an
opportunity to talk. She puts her
photography equipment and purse on
the back seat of her bug and closes
the door.
“I know I keep saying it, but thank

you so much for tonight,” she says,
turning to face me.
“No problem.” I perch on the side
of my seat. “You happy with all you
got?”
She smiles wide. “For sure. The
difficult part will be narrowing down
my choices for which ones I’ll put in
my portfolio. I’ll be keeping them all,
but I’ll only develop a select few.
That won’t be easy.”
“Too much is definitely better than
not enough.”
“I know, right?” she agrees with a
raise of both pretty brows.
Shit, this is the most ‘alone’ we’ve
been and it’s difficult, tempting. I just
want to pull her close to me and kiss

her. She’s only around two feet
away, so I don’t have to reach far.
I’ve got to keep my hands to myself,
she’d probably freak.
She steps back and leans against
her car. That’s made the distance
between us greater, but I can still
draw her to me with little effort. I
anchor my hands in my jacket
pockets.
The lot is empty, but for the two of
us, and our vehicles. The center is
closed now. We’re by a street lamp,
and it’s casting a low amber glow,
just for us. It’s like the perfect setting
from some fucking romance novel;
ideal for a first kiss. Not so ideal for
us. I can’t believe I don’t want to be

alone with her now, but I’ve got to
get used to it.
I guess the phrase ‘practice makes
perfect’ applies here.
“It’s unbelievable what you and
Adam can do. How did you get
started?” Her eyes hold excitement
and wonder, eyes that I’m constantly
resisting the urge to draw. It’s
intriguing how much those toffeebrowns of hers say without her
needing to speak the words. Women
are often impressed when they find
out I do Jujutsu, but that’s more
about being strong and able to fight.
All night and right now, I can see
that Callie respects the art itself.
How many things can I possibly like

about her?
Or love? Face the fact, dude.
“We were eight and nine and one
day we were in a park where a group
of local guys were demonstrating it.
We stopped to watch. One of them
must have seen the fascination on
our faces and he took us to one side
and started showing us some basic
moves, fighting stance and front snap
punch. We were hooked immediately
and started going to the recreation
center where they ran classes.” She
looks so gripped. I just want to grab
her and tell her, “Get rid of that
damn boyfriend.”
“You don’t compete, right?”
“Nah, it’s a hobby, and I like to

keep it that way. I wouldn’t want the
risk of injury, either, not with the job
I do.”
“That makes sense. Adam said you
do classes with local kids.”
“Yeah, we do a Wednesday night
session with our Sensei. Now that’s
amazing, they love it. It’s good for
their self-confidence and discipline,
and they’re so committed. Seeing the
effect Jujutsu has on those kids is
something else.”
“Wow,” she whispers, a small
furrow taking shape between her
brows. Mind reading superpowers
would be useful right now. “Oh, by
the way,” she says, seeming to pull
herself out of whatever it was she

was thinking, “I owe you and Adam.
You’ve given me some great shots
tonight. I’m gonna make dinner for
you both and Saffron and I won’t
take no for an answer. I know neither
of you want anything for this, but I
have to give you something and that,
at least, would make me happy.”
“Okay, if you insist, but we really
don’t expect it.”
She purses her lips and shakes her
head. “Yes, I know, but I want to.”
That attitude of hers gets me every
fucking time.
“So can you actually come up with
more than baby cakes?” I tease.
“I’m a damn fine cook I’ll have you
know.” You’re damn fine, that’s for

sure. “It’ll be vegetarian, but don’t
worry I won’t stuff you full of lentils. I
will actually feed you all well; I’m
quite creative with ingredients,
thanks to my mom.”
I can only laugh. And fight the urge
to grab her.
We talk about food, music,
dancing, movies, her parents, my
parents, and even her grandparents.
Friendship, at the least, is a
guarantee. No way in hell is that
enough, but I’ll accept that for now. I
can be patient, she’s worth the wait.
She’s only eighteen, anyway.
Eighteen year olds are always in and
out of relationships, thinking they’re
in love, right?

How long could it possibly take?
“Shit, look how late it is,” she
says, glancing at her watch. “It’s
after midnight – we’ve been here for
over three hours. Sorry.”
Sorry? “For what?”
“I’ve taken up your whole evening.
I didn’t realize how cold it’s gotten,
either.”
Moving from my seat, I straighten
up and reach for my helmet and
gloves. “I could say the same thing
about me, don’t worry about it. I’m
gonna ride behind you and see you
home.”
“That’s a little off route for you,
Joe.”
“You’re not that far from me, it’s no

problem.”
She walks to me, shifts up onto
tiptoes, and hugs me. I bend forward
to make it easier. Peaches. Tonight
she smells of peaches.
I’m aware it was just a general
hug, no different to the ones she
gave Saffron and Adam, but damn
she felt good. It took every bit of
restraint not to keep her in my grasp
and hold her tighter. I can imagine
how it would feel to have her hot
little body wrapped around mine, and
right now, I want that more than I’ve
ever wanted anything else.
She starts her bug and reverses out
of her parking space. I follow.
As we head out of the lot, I am

absolutely certain that I love Callie. I
have for most of the short time I’ve
known her, I just didn’t want to
admit it to myself. From the first time
I saw her, Callie captivated me in a
way no other woman ever had
before.
Even the one I thought I was in
love with.

Twenty One: Callie
As I drive in the direction of my
house, I can see Joe in my side
mirror. He looks sexy and mysterious
in his shiny black helmet, tinted visor
down, and his black leather jacket.
He’s riding a Honda Fireblade, the
color of a cloudless midnight sky. My
protector.
I love Joe, I know that for sure. It’s
not ideal, and it’s not okay, but it’s
the truth. I’m now facing up to
feelings that were intense from the
start and have only deepened with
each passing week and every word
we’ve exchanged.

I love Joe.
It’s still complicated and just as
confusing, because I don’t doubt
what I feel for Nick. It seems like
Joe’s invaded my heart, without
permission, and squeezed in there,
too.
I knew when I got with Nick that I
wanted us to go the distance and
over time, I fell in love with him. It’s
like I got to choose falling for him.
I did not ask, want, or expect to
fall for Joe. But I have.
The truth is, even if I wasn’t with
someone else, I still couldn’t be with
Joe. A girlfriend, commitment, isn’t
something he wants in his life, and
that would still be the case even if I

was unattached. So, either way, a
friend is the most we’d ever have
been to each other.
It’s the most we will ever be.
Acknowledgment of that will make
things easier. I can do the buddy
thing with him and continue to be
with Nick in the way I would have
been, had I never met Joe.
Maybe it’s not so complicated after
all.
I park on the street, outside my
house, and Joe stops behind my car.
Once I gather up my stuff from the
backseat, I approach him. He lifts his
visor, revealing his eyes. They’re the
hardest thing to look at, even on a
dark street with only artificial light.

I’m certain it will get easier over
time, but right now those coffee
beans are intense, warm and damn
right demanding. I know he only has
to glance at a woman to lure her into
bed. And that’s just his eyes, they
say it all. He doesn’t need words –
Joe Williams is devastating, and I
don’t doubt that, even with my
morals, if I’d met him single, I’d have
let him have me right there on his
table the day he pierced my nipples.
Assuming he’d have wanted to, that
is.
“Thanks for escorting me back.” A
slight nervousness I didn’t experience
back at the parking lot starts to take
hold. I’m doing my best to hide any

physical evidence of my nerves and
my attraction to him, both of which
seem to have become more profound
now that I’ve faced up to the way I
feel. I’ll have to become skilled at
hiding my reactions until my feelings
change, I’m sure they will over time.
I take comfort in him not knowing.
“It’s cool.”
“Well, you know exactly where I
live now, so I’ll contact you about
dinner.” I see his smile in his eyes,
just before he slides his visor down.
When I get to my front door, I
glance back, we wave at each other,
and I go inside.
I’m aware that it’s because of my
guilty conscience and my sudden

need for reassurance; I call Nick as
soon as I get in. It’s late, but he
answers, and I’m instantly soothed
by his voice.
Nick is the man for me.

Twenty Two: Joe
Seven years later: August 2008
I’m sitting outside the coffee shop,
enjoying some tobacco and my early
afternoon caffeine fix, when Adam
waves at me from BlackArt. I knock
back the last of my espresso, stub
out my cigarette, and head over to
him.
“This lady here wants you to check
out the tat I just finished.”
“Why?”
He shrugs his shoulders. “Dunno,
man.”
I go into the studio, and there’s a
red-head at the far end, straddling a

chair, with her back to me. She’s had
a naked green and gold fairy
tattooed on her lower back, at the
sexy part, between the two dimples
either side of her spine.
Stopping behind her, I bend over
and check it out. “Very nice. Do ya
like it?” I ask her, having no idea why
she wanted me to see it. My
brother’s work is never a
disappointment.
“Yes, I love it,” she says, in a voice
as smooth as satin, effortlessly
seductive. “I just wanted to know
what you think.”
“It looks good, suites you. Adam
explained the after care and all, I
trust?”

“Yes, but I have one last thing to
ask.” She twists her upper body
around, to see me properly, her hazel
gaze meeting mine. “Can I still fuck?”
Ah, I see where this is going.
Maintaining a serious expression, I
respond. “Yes, of course. You’ll want
to be careful with some positions, to
avoid scratching or friction on your
tattoo, and also beware of sweat and
other bodily fluids getting on it.”
“In that case, you better take my
number.”
And as simple as that, my
Thursday night is set. I do have to
laugh at that nice approach. The
sexy red-head, Geraldine, leaves me
with her number and a request that I

meet her at eight, at a bar I’ve never
been to before, but will gladly go to.
I love how forward women can be,
especially as they mature. My guess
is that Geraldine is in her early
thirties and successful in almost
every aspect of her life, but for
whatever reason, she’s still single. I
made sure of that before she left.
After finishing my final client, I go
home, shower, and change into a
short sleeve black button-down shirt,
charcoal colored jeans, and my
boots.
The place is swanky, just as I
expected it would be. Geraldine is
already here, sitting on a stool at the
end of the bar. Her little black dress

and deep-fiery hair, travelling
halfway down her back, contrast with
her flawless pale skin and
complement it nicely.
I approach and order a Jack on the
rocks and whatever Geraldine is
drinking, some kind of cocktail. We
say nothing to each other, I remain
standing with my hands braced atop
the bar and look at her. She holds my
gaze, and right now the foreplay has
begun. The sweetness of her
perfume has me imagining smelling it
directly from her skin and her lipstickpink lips say more than any words
can.
The bartender places our
beverages down in front of us.

Geraldine pays a lot of attention to
my hands, watching me handling my
cash as I get the tab. I thank the
guy, and my female company thanks
me. Deciding to tease her, I move to
her ear and tell her, “You’ll be
thanking me a lot tonight.” I knock
back some of the double shot, loving
the familiar sweet warmth working
its way down my throat.
She smiles. “How old are you,
Joe?” Her voice is sure and even
more seductive than earlier in
BlackArt.
“Twenty-nine.”
“You’re a confident young man,
aren’t you?”
I always find ladies like Geraldine

to carry themselves with a lot of
class and elegance. She’s all women,
with a slim but curvaceous figure.
Her face is naturally pretty with
penetrating, hazel eyes. She’s like a
real life Jessica Rabbit! She’ll be
spoiled for choice, where men are
concerned, and I know she only
wants fun with someone like me,
which makes us perfect for each
other. My tattoos sometimes scream
“bad boy” or “tough guy” for this type
of lady, without me coming across as
overly intimidating. Something about
having angels on my skin seems to
assist in that.
“Do you have a girlfriend?”
“I wouldn’t be here if I did.” She

raises her ruby colored cocktail to
taste, and my attention gets stolen
by her mouth. I get up close and tell
her, “I want you on your knees with
my cock in your mouth.” No sense in
time wasting.
Her pink lips curl up at the corners
in unspoken agreement. Maintaining
eye contact with me, she gets up off
of her stool and turns to walk out.
We arrive at her place, a couple of
blocks from the bar, and the moment
I walk through the front door she has
me up against the wall. Her mouth
glued to mine, she reaches over and
hits the lights. There’s nothing sweet
or loving about our kiss, it’s
passionate and aggressive – clashing

teeth, biting lips – and appropriate
for two people who’ll fuck like crazy
tonight and then never see each
other again.
Moaning as she makes her way to
my neck, she has my shirt
unbuttoned and off me in no time.
Greedy, greedy, Geraldine, I do like
her. “What a body, Joe,” she says,
with her feather light touch running
up and down my arms. “I see you
workout.” She looks like she wants to
eat me, which, of course, I do not
object to.
Without a second’s hesitation, she
drops to her knees and starts tracing
kisses across the skin above the
waistband of my jeans. With my eyes

closed, my head falls back against
the wall. The condo is silent,
enhancing the metal clinking of my
belt buckle, the flick of my button,
and the slow release of my zipper.
“Fuck.” I feel her wet heat on the
tip of my dick. Her palm enclosing
me at the base of my shaft, she
teases me with light suction and
circular strokes with her tongue. Our
synchronized heavy breathing fills the
silence now. Sliding my fingers in
among her silken strands, I grasp her
hair as she works her way down my
shaft, inch-by-inch, taking me all the
way to the back of her throat, and a
little farther. “Oh, fuck, damn.”
Retreating, she sucks and her moan

vibrates through my cock and up my
spine. “Sonofabitch,” I mutter. Now
I’m pulling on those fiery-strands
tighter, which only encourages her to
moan more and suck harder.
Holding my hips and engulfing my
full length with a fierce enthusiasm,
this woman loves giving head. And,
damn, good head game can bring a
man to his fucking knees. Keeping a
firm grasp on her tresses, I spear her
mouth and before I know it I’m close
to spilling into her throat. “I’m gonna
come, decide what you wanna do
about that,” I tell her. Fucking hell,
she sucks harder, faster, my cock
spasms, a harsh curse ripping out
through my gritted teeth. She

gracefully drinks it all down and
doesn’t stop sucking me off until the
final spasm passes.
She stands up, meeting my gaze,
her tongue swiping across her shiny
lips. “Thank you, Joe.” Geraldine is
more than willing to play along, and I
am more than willing to give her
many reasons to say, “Thank you!”
With my hold on her slender waist,
I draw Geraldine to me. “Where’s
your bedroom?”
She leads the way into a large
room with a four-poster bed taking
pride of place against the wall to the
left. Passionate feeling red and
brown dominate and the smell of her
perfume lingers still. I don’t doubt

those crimson sheets are real silk.
Pausing for a moment, I watch her
slip out of her dress, which slithers
down her body and forms a pool of
satin at her feet. All that remains is
her black lace underwear, perfect for
her divine curves. As she steps out of
her stilettos, I approach from the
rear, pressing myself against her. My
attention is, temporarily, snatched by
a large, wall-mounted, full-length
mirror. Guiding Geraldine from
behind, I usher her over to it.
She makes eye contact with me
through her reflection, the top of her
head reaching my chin. Hooking my
thumbs into the sides of her panties,
I lower them, and she kicks them off

to the side when they reach the
bottom. I unfasten and remove her
bra, revealing full breasts and tight,
pale pink nipples. After bracing her
hands against the wall, either side of
the ornate gold frame, my right leg
between hers, I silently command a
wider stance from her. Once I pull
Geraldine’s hips back, I have a full
view and easy access to the
exquisiteness between her legs, bare
of hair and glistening with arousal.
I’m already hard again.
With my finger tips, I skim up the
backs of her thighs and over her slick
lower lips, at which point she
releases a long sigh. “So wet
already,” I mutter to myself. I

continue to float over her flesh, the
curves of her butt, inner thighs, and
then I slide my middle finger into her
pussy. Moaning, she pushes back
against me as I press deeper,
stroking, slowly finger fucking her as
her honey coats my hand.
Condom on, I bury my cock in her
welcoming, moist heat. Grasping her
hips, holding her in place, I withdraw
and drive deep into her. “Ah, fuck,
yes,” she cries, and the male-ego in
me wants to hear more of that.
I get exactly what I want, her
moaning loud and commanding
more, as I take her hard. Her brows
pull tight, her fingers press into the
wall as though she wants to grab a

hold of something. I take her harder,
faster, and she pushes her butt back
against me, meeting my thrusts, the
slapping sounds of our hot, slick flesh
filling the room.
Our gazes connect through the
mirror. Her moans become more
pronounced and I can feel her
tightening around my cock. As she
gets closer to orgasm, her eyelids are
getting heavy. “Keep them open.
Watch with me.” Now we’re both
staring into the eyes of her reflection.
My hold remaining firm on her hips,
I drive with more determination.
She’s on the verge and fighting to
keep focus. “Keep them open,
Geraldine,” I command, keeping my

voice as steady as I can – I’m not far
off myself; sensations pulling and
building in me, intensifying, taking
me closer to the point of no return,
and now her body is squeezing the
life out of my dick. “Let go,
Geraldine.” She goes over with a high
pitched scream, only just looking into
her own eyes, and I’m right behind
her with my own release.
We’re both breathing heavy, as I
ease out of her. Her pale cheeks
flushed and irises glazed over, she
looks at me in the mirror with a soft,
breathless curve to her lips. “Thank
you, Joe.”

Twenty Three: Callie
“Su, can you come here a minute,
please?” I call out through my open
bedroom door.
“What’s up?” she asks, on entry.
“Which one?” I point to the two
outfits laid out on my comforter.
Option one is some black skinny
jeans and a white asymmetric shirt;
simple and sexy with a bit of a funky
edge. Option two is an indigo
spaghetti dress, tight fitting and it
ends mid thigh; not as simple and
way more sexy.
“The dress,” she says, heading for
the wicker chair at the foot of my

bed. “Are you ready for this, Callie?”
“I don’t know. I don’t want to go,
but it’s too late to get out of it now.”
I stare down at my clothes. If I look
as miserable as I feel then I need to
pull myself together, and fast, I only
have thirty minutes.
“I don’t know why you agreed to it,
you never wanted to go.”
“I have to try and move on, and
Michelle’s been begging me for this.
I’m giving into four weeks of
pressure.”
“Never thought I’d see the day you
go on a blind date.”
I laugh, though, I can’t quite find
the humor to accompany it, but if I
don’t laugh I’ll cry. “I just hope he

knows what he’s in for.” I loosen out
the bath towel I have wrapped
around me and put on my purple lace
boy shorts. One foot propped on the
bed, I start to rub citrus scented
lotion on my leg.
“I feel nervous and it’s not even
me. Are you nervous?”
“Not yet, I probably won’t be. I just
wonder if he likes platinum-blondes
with pink highlights.”
“Will you kiss him?”
“Su, how could you even think
that? It’s a first date,” I say, with a
mock frown. I chuckle at myself. “I
sound like I’m back in high school. If
he’s hot then yes, but if he’s not – no
way. There’s nothing wrong with

kissing, but I will not fuck him. I’ll be
stoked if he’s cute, I’d like to make
out with someone. It’s been forever.”
“Six weeks is not forever.”
“Easy for you to say, I heard you
and Zack in the shower this morning.
I’m totally jealous of you. I don’t
think I like single life.”
“You’ll be snapped up in no time.
Maybe Eddie will be just right for you
and you can get some lip action. Text
me first chance you get.”
“Eddie! I do not like that name.”
Su giggles. “Callie and Eddie,” she
teases. I cringe.
I pull on my dress and check myself
in my full-length mirror.
“Tight and sexy,” Su says, grinning

with approval.
“Too much for a first date? A blindfucking-date?”
She laughs. “No way, it’s perfect for
it. There’ll be the four of you anyway,
so that’ll help.”
“I wouldn’t have agreed otherwise,
it was one of my conditions. That,
plus he knows what I look like.” I
step into my black stilettos. “Hair up
or down?” I ask.
“Lemme do it in that twisted up
style for you.”
I gather my accessories and comb
and sit on the floor by the chair. Su
shifts to position herself so that I’m
between her legs. “Do you want your
bangs down?” she asks.

“Yes, please. I wonder if Eddie
likes women with brow-skimming
bangs. And funky hair colors. And
tattoos and piercings – not that he’ll
be seeing those. Guys who wear suits
for a living don’t dig chicks like me. I
never had to think about this when I
was with Nick. I must be insane
putting myself through tonight.”
In the art gallery where I work
part-time, my colleague has decided
I’d be perfect for her boyfriend’s
friend. This week I gave in and now
I’m spending my Friday night on a
blind date foursome. I don’t have a
problem with the way I look, but it’s
not as if the guy has picked me,
we’re being set up. He probably

doesn’t approach women who look
like me when he goes out to fancy
bars.
“All done and please stop
worrying,” Su says, and right on cue
a car horn beeps from outside.
“Who’s the designated driver?”
“Michelle, but if I hate it I’ll be
getting a cab back within two hours.
How’s my makeup?”
“Perfect.” She hugs me tight.
I grab my jacket and clutch and
leave.
I wake up to a too bright room,
instantly squeezing my eyes shut. I
didn’t close my curtains, when I got
in last night, and now the unwelcome

daylight is shining through. I drag the
comforter up over my face and go for
the opening my eyes thing again. I
didn’t even get drunk. Maybe it’s the
lack of sleep that’s got me feeling
shitty. Or the broken heart – the one
I fully deserve.
A light rap sounds at my door.
“Come in,” I say, peeling back my
cover.
Su peeps in. “You’re awake.” She
walks in and sits in her usual spot, in
the white and red wicker chair. I
stack my pillows, propping myself up
to see her better. “So,” she says,
putting her feet up on the seat and
hugging her knees to her chest, “your
text said cute. Tell me more.”

“I was pleasantly surprised by
Eddie. He was everything I expected,
but sweet. Blond with nice brown
eyes and athletic, he surfs. He’s the
first fair-haired guy I’ve ever dated.”
“Did you make out?”
I nod.
“Good?”
Another nod.
Su giggles. “You made out with
Eddie.” We both chuckle.
“Yeah, it was nice. He was nice.”
“Seeing him again?”
“He wants to. I took his cell phone
number and said I’d call.”
“Will you?”
I shrug, unsure. “I’ll think about it.
I need to be certain it’s what I want

and I’m not at the moment.”
“Just do what feels right, okay.
What’s on your agenda today?”
“I have to give those photos to
Saffron from last Saturday night. I’m
meeting her at BlackArt at one. If
you didn’t have your hair
appointment you could’ve come, we
could all do lunch. I can’t wait to see
you with a blonde bob, you’re gonna
look super hot.”
An eyebrow arches, approvingly.
“Why, thank you. At least I can test
the theory about blondes for myself,
right?”
“Well, in my personal six-week
experience, as an almost-blonde, it
sucks!”

She wriggles my toes through the
comforter. “That’ll change soon. Let’s
have breakfast together. I’ll make
pancakes while you shower.”
After my filling breakfast, I sit at my
desk with my laptop fired up and
ready for the transfer of Saffron’s
photos to disc. The first one to pop
up on screen is of Joe, which isn’t a
surprise to me. Somehow, whenever
I’m around him, and I have my
camera, most of the pictures I take
are of him. Apart from him being the
embodiment of absolute perfection,
he is ridiculously photogenic, too. I
love to capture him when he’s deep
in conversation with someone, or

doing something that distracts him.
Most of the time it’s like that; Joe
snapped unaware.
In this shot he’s talking to Dane at
the bar, Jack in hand, and he’s finger
combing his hair back from his
forehead. He does that a lot, it’s a
subconscious habit. He’ll push back
his gorgeous ink-black strands and
they instantly return to their rightful
place, either side of his face, like
open silk drapes. The back isn’t long,
but the front skims his cheekbones.
The next image is an adorable one
of Adam and Saffron. He was saying
something in her ear, and she’s
smiling as she listens to him. They’re
an inspiring couple, so strong and in

love, still after so many years
together. There are some group
photos, of the seven of us, and many
of the dancers Saffron hired, ice
sculptures and people in body paint.
It was a great night, but it always is
when she’s the one running the
show.
Everything is transferred now, and
my embarrassing excess of Joe goes
into my secret folder. I would hate
for anyone to discover how many
shots I have of him in there. I’ve
never counted them, I can’t bring
myself to, but there are a lot, for
sure. Seven years is a long time to
know someone, especially when you
see them all the time.

I don’t even need images of him on
the computer, I have his face
memorized to exactness and I’m
familiar with every expression he’s
capable of. I know his happy face,
when he smiles with both his mouth
and his eyes, white teeth gleaming.
His angry face, when he’s so pissed
he can barely find the words, though,
that’s a rare one. I know when he’s
deep in thought and when he’s
stressed, that’s a rare one, too, and I
know when he’s simply content. My
favorites are his happy face and his
content face. Oh, and his
concentration face – it’s so sexy. He
always has that one when he’s doing
a tattoo. I love to watch him ink.

I love to watch him, period!
Shit, I’ll be late if I don’t leave now.
Ridding myself of my robe, I quickly
scrape my hair up into a ponytail and
put on my long denim halter dress
and tennis shoes. I grab my cream
cardigan, my purse, Saffron’s disc,
and I leave.
Saffron meets me at the door of
BlackArt. Joe, Adam and Noah are all
with clients. Joe is tattooing some
guy’s forearm and he has his cute
concentration face on. He glances
over at me, as though he sensed me,
and smiles. I beam and wave back.
We sit at a table outside the coffee
shop next door. It’s reasonable

weather with only a slight breeze
playing on the air and hints of blue
sky peeping out between the clouds.
There’s enough sun exposure to keep
the chill at bay. I shrug out of my
cardigan and start flipping through a
magazine someone left behind, while
Saff checks out the photos on her
laptop.
“Callie, these are great. You do it
every time,” she says, once she
finishes.
“I loved the ice sculptures, by the
way.”
“Thanks, I knew you would.”
“Su said you can’t make camping
on Thursday.”
She tucks her short, purple-

highlighted hair behind her ears. “No,
Tracy really needs my help at an
opening, and I owe her. I didn’t mind
so much cuz it’s only one night and
we’ll catch up to you guys at the
house. Friday will be awesome,
Adam’s hired us a boat for the day.”
“Really? I was already excited. This
is perfect timing for me, it can’t come
soon enough.” I relax back in my
chair, delighted with the additional
plans ahead.
“Why’s that?” Saffron asks.
“Ladies,” a familiar voice booms.
We look over at Gerard, who’s just
about to walk into BlackArt. “Hey,”
we both reply.
“We’ll talk later,” I tell Saffron. She

closes her laptop and starts putting it
into her bag, and I return my
attention to the abandoned mag.
“The Commitment Test: Are You a
Commitment-Phobic?” I say, reading
out the article title I’ve just reached.
“I’ll quiz Gerard on this, even though
we know the answer already. He’ll
score zero to ten, making him a
phobic, for sure.” Saffron chuckles as
she sips her latte.
“Drinks?” Gerard asks, as he and
Joe join us. I nod a yes, but Saff’s
only just started hers. He goes inside
the coffee shop, and Joe sits with us.
On Gerard’s return, I slide the
magazine to him, sitting across from
me. “I’ve got a little somethin’ for

you to do.” I take a taste of my iced
lemon tea as he scans the pages.
“Bring it on,” he says,
enthusiastically, his grin
characteristic of the Cheshire cat, as
always. He’d probably be
disappointed if he scored high.
Joe is to my right and I can smell
him, he smells of mild soap and him.
Over the years I’ve mastered the fine
art of checking out the beautiful man
without anyone, including him,
knowing. So while the three of them
are occupied with the test, I let my
gaze roam freely.
His elbows are pointing outwards,
resting on the table, finger tips light
against the espresso cup. My

admiration travels from his gorgeous,
talented hands, up his strong, inked
arms, and rests on his biceps and
shoulders, nice and snug under his
white T-shirt.
The man is fucking delectable!
He finger combs back his hair and
it plays out in slow motion. At least,
in my head it does, anyway. Heat
sizzles through me and I discretely
smile to myself, loving the effect he
has on me. The only thing Joe could
give me that would surpass that
feeling is an orgasm.
Ah, I wish.
I inhale his scent again and watch
as he presses his soft lips to the rim
of his cup. My gaze clings to the

movement of his Adam’s apple as he
swallows. Now his tongue peeps out
and slides between his lips. I want to
taste his tongue. I want to suck it.
With a deep yearning, I sigh at the
thought.
“Callie’s a commitment-phobe,”
Gerard states, breaking into my
moment of lustful bliss. “Nick’s asked
her to live with him how many times?
Over seven years with the guy and
she still won’t. If that’s not a phobia
then I don’t know what is.”
“I’m not a commitment-phobe,” I
say, trying to figure out how this
came to be about me, and from
Gerard of all people.
“So why’d you end it with him all

those times when things started to
get heavy? You’re supposed to love
him.”
What were they talking about? “It’s
not as simple as that.” Seriously, how
did we end up here? Maybe I
should’ve read the entire quiz first.
He rolls his eyes, shaking his head,
dismissing my response. “The guy’s
crazy about you, Callie. It seems
simple to me. You love each other,
you’re together for years, he asks
you to move in, you move in.” He
shrugs his shoulders, convinced of
the simplicity of it all. In most cases
he’d be right, for most couples it is
that straightforward. “Instead,” he
continues, with his sky-blue eyes

piercing mine intently, “you get a
place with your best friend and her
husband.” He goes silent. Nobody
else is speaking either.
I wish I had some sunglasses with
me, at least then I’d feel protected
from the three pairs of eyes burning
into me right now.
Gerard leans toward me, frowning
like a scientist trying to crack a
complicated formula, or determine
the species of an unidentified living
thing. “What about marriage then?”
“What about marriage?” I don’t like
where this is going.
He props his chin on his fist, elbow
on the table. “What will you do if he
ever asks you? Is he showing any

signs of asking the big question yet?”
“Since when were you the fucking
expert on relationships, yours are
non-existent? And why exactly are
you kicking my ass today?” I’m
working to keep my tone level now.
“I’m not kicking your ass, I’m just
askin.’ It’s only because we’re on the
topic and this question relates to
you.”
What question? “Yeah, well don’t.
Relate it to someone else,” is the
best I can come up with.
“Okay, I’ll drop it. Just answer me
one thing,” he says, holding up his
forefinger.
I don’t say anything, I just look at
him. He doesn’t know it, but he’s

really getting under my skin. That
isn’t usually an easy thing to do, but
this couldn’t have come at a worse
time for me. I’ve never wanted to
punch Gerard before, but I do now,
right in the freakin’ gut.
I sigh, defeated. “What?”
“Would you marry Nick if he asked
you?”
Whoa, of all the shitty questions.
“Well?” he pushes, both brows
rising in question.
Tell them or lie, tell them or lie?
Shit. “No.”
“So, you’d say no?” he asks, as
though he’s solved his formula, or
determined whatever the fuck I am.
I’d love to slap that victorious grin off

his face.
“Yes. You’re such a fuck, you
fucking fucktard.”
“What?” he asks, with his arms
stretched out to the sides.
I know he didn’t intend on pissing
me off, but he sure has. “I wouldn’t
say yes. That’s none of your
business, and it doesn’t make me a
commitment-phobe. I’m not.” I’m
trying hard not to boil over. Or cry.
Or do both. I want to do both. No
one is saying a word and that’s
making things worse. How did this all
end up on me? I don’t look at a
single one of them. Instead, I reach
for my iced tea and take a sip.
“Okay, I’ll drop it, firecracker. But if

you won’t live with him, or marry
him, then what’s the point? That
does sound like a problem, if you ask
me. You profess to love the guy. Girl,
you’ve got issues. I think we have a
commitment-phobe here, people.”
He winks at me, his lips curving
teasingly.
“Issues? I’ve got fucking issues?” I
slam my glass down on the table and
stand up.
“Callie, sit back down, please,”
Saffron says, reaching for my arm to
halt me, “Gerard, shut up?”
I pull away. “No, I won’t.” I unhook
my purse from the arm of my chair
and grab my cardigan. “I’ve got other
things to do.” I feel tense in my gut

and the best thing I can do is leave.
Without saying a word of goodbye,
to any of them, I walk away.

Twenty Four: Joe
“Go after her, please, Joe. Gerard
and I need to have a word,” Saffron
says, staring him in the eyes.
“When did she become so
oversensitive?” he asks, truly
dumbfounded. I’d like to know that,
too.
I get up out of my seat and head
after Callie, who’s nearing the corner.
There’s a whole lot of furious going
into that stomp of hers. Speeding up,
I catch up to her as she turns onto
the next street. “Callie,
wait.”
“I don’t want to talk, Joe,” she

says, through gritted teeth. So
maybe Gerard was a bit of an
asshole, prying like that, but I don’t
get why she’s this pissed. He’s said a
lot worse to her in the past, just as
she has him. They fight, but they
don’t fall out, and she doesn’t get
offended and walk away.
“I want to talk. Why are you so
upset?” I grasp her elbow.
“What’s the point?” she shouts,
yanking her arm out of my grip. She
turns to face me. “He’s made up his
mind about me and no doubt you all
have, too. Bit of a fucking double
standard, though, you asses don’t
fucking do commitment. Why do I
have to be the commitment-phobe?”

she asks, stabbing her forefinger at
her chest.
This is insane. “No one else has
said anything, no one else thinks
that. He doesn’t even think that, he
was just teasing you. You’re
overreacting.”
She shakes her head firmly. “He
wouldn’t have said it if he didn’t
mean it. When’s the last time any of
you had a real relationship? Why am
I the bad person? You, Dane and
Gerard, you’re all full of shit.”
“Hey, I am not your enemy, Baby
cake.” I’m using that name in an
attempt to add a soft edge to this
conversation, and calm her down,
because she’s shouting, and now I’m

working to keep my voice even.
We’ve never said a hard word to
each other before, but she’s damn
angry, and I feel like I’m being
pushed. At what point did I piss her
off? “You need to calm down.” I
succeed at keeping my cool.
Her eyes narrow. “Fuck you, Joe.
Fuck you all.”
Man, I just want to grab her and
shake her. I’d also like to kiss her,
but she could do with a really good
shake and seeing some sense right
about now. Of course, I wouldn’t
handle her like that, but fuck. I don’t
know what her problem is and
because of that, I don’t know what to
say. Maybe I’m being a dumbass

here, but I don’t get it. Her point
about ‘double standards’ was
justified, but not this reaction.
She turns and storms off, heading
for her car.
As she gets closer to the door, I
run in front of her, blocking her from
opening it. “Callie, you’re way more
upset than you should be.” I want
her to look at me, but she won’t. Her
gaze is level with my chest, refusing
to meet mine. She’s never been
evasive with me before. “What’s
going on with you, Baby cake?”
“Nothing,” she mutters, her
eyebrows pulling tight. Aw, shit, it’s
getting awkward for me now. Tears
are pooling in her eyes, they haven’t

fallen, but I can see she’s fighting it.
Over the years we’ve had a lot of –
non-sexual – physical contact. We
hug all the time and we’re playful, it’s
just the way we are. I’ve seen her
emotional twice; at Saffron and
Adam’s wedding, and at Su and
Zack’s. I’ve never seen her cry
because she’s hurt and in situations
like this a comforting hug and a
shoulder are necessary. The worst
thing for me will be to hold her under
these circumstances, because I won’t
let go. It’s also clear that that’s the
last thing she’d want from me. Her
outburst just then made it clear how
she views me.
She’s never made me aware of that

before today.
“I just,” she says, her voice
softening, “… I don’t see why I’m
being judged when you all behave
the way you do. When’s the last time
any of you had a real relationship?
You probably don’t even know how
to. Look at you and Paige. She told
you she loved you and you ran a
mile. That sounds more like a phobia
to me.” How did she and I end up
here, from one comment Gerard
made?
“You don’t know anything about
me and relationships,” I say, keeping
my tone light. “I’m more than
capable of having them. Just because
I don’t, it doesn’t mean I can’t.”

“But you avoid them. You avoid
them, Joe.”
I’m at a loss for words. I don’t even
think of her as a commitment-phobic,
I know she’s with the wrong guy. I
can’t exactly tell her that, so it’s at
this point I’m going to cut my losses,
because this conversation is taking a
shape I don’t like and it could go
anywhere. “I’m gonna call you later,
when you’re not so upset.” I step out
of her way.
She gets into her car, keys the
ignition, and glances at me before
driving off.
I do not understand that girl.

Twenty Five: Callie
When I get home, Su is back from
the hairdressers. We sit at our dining
table in the living room, and I relay
everything.
“I think you need to tell them
about you and Nick. Gerard wouldn’t
have said those things if he’d known
you guys split.”
“I know. I just needed time to deal
and after the other breakups I was
worried they’d think it was the same
old crap with us.”
“They’re your friends, they wouldn’t
judge you.”
“God, I can’t believe I reacted like

that.” I cover my tear-soaked-face
with my hands. Such an overemotional reaction to something I’d
usually just battle with and laugh off.
“You’re still getting over Nick.
They’ll understand when they know
about it.” She slides her arm around
my shoulders, hugging me from the
side.
“I can’t face them. Damn it, I can’t
believe I freaked out on Joe like that.
I was such a bitch to him.”
“We both know why he got the
worst of it.” The door bell sounds.
“I’ll get it.” Su gets up from her chair,
and I reach for a tissue to wipe away
my tears. No more crying, I’ve done
way too much of that over the past

six weeks. I’m sick of it.
Saffron enters the living room with
Su. My red eyes must alert her and
she rushes to me, hugging me.
“Callie, what’s going on with you?
Gerard was teasing. I chewed him
out, anyway, but he was just playing.
You know that, right?”
“I didn’t mean to react like that.”
She sits on the seat beside me, and
Su sits back in her place on the other
side. “I know I overreacted. Nick and
I split up six weeks ago.”
Her eyelids widen. “Why didn’t you
say?”
“It’s for good this time. I just didn’t
want to talk about it yet. It’s been
hard.” She cuddles me again,

stroking my back.
To everyone else, my relationship
would’ve appeared complicated. It
kind of was. We loved each other,
everyone knew that, but what they
also saw was me being unable to
commit fully. Nick and I discussed
living together, a number of times,
but I couldn’t do it. We spent many
days and nights in each other’s
company, took vacations together
and, in actual fact, had a fantastic
relationship. Yet, I couldn’t do
anything that was permanent, and
we broke up several times, during
our seven and a half years together,
because of it. We always got back
together, but this time that’s not

going to happen. He made that clear
to me right before walking out of my
front door, and my life, for the last
time.
And I let him go.
What no one except Su and my
sister is aware of is why I found it so
difficult. Saffron knows everything
there is to know about me except
that I love Joe. She would be in on it
if she wasn’t married to his brother. I
couldn’t guarantee that she wouldn’t
share my secret with Adam and I
couldn’t risk it getting back to Joe.
Nick and I would definitely have a
place together by now, and maybe
be married, if I didn’t have another

little problem making that hard. Even
now, after all these weeks of being
apart, I’m still hurting and I’m angry
at myself for letting him go. But I had
to, he deserved better.
Gerard, unintentionally, upset me
because commitment is exactly what
I want. The problem isn’t what I
want it’s who I want, and it only
became an issue when Nick asked for
a more permanent step with me. I
just couldn’t do it.
“Hey,” Saffron says, taking my
hand in hers. “Let’s have a girlie
night. No man talk, no commitment
talk, just us three.”
I smile at my sweet friend. My
sweet friend who is sister-in-law to

the man I love. A man who doesn’t
even know it. A man who is one of
my closest friends. How messed up is
that?

Twenty Six: Joe
I’m in a local bar with Dane and
Adam, seated in the corner around a
table. The place is filled with people,
many who intend on hitting the clubs
soon and others like us, who just
want to hang out and suck down
some beers. Gerard is off, no doubt,
causing trouble somewhere else.
Dane arrives with our drinks.
“Spill, dude,” Adam says to him,
over the beats sounding from the live
DJ on the other side of the bar. My
brother is crazy about his wife and
he’s never once been tempted by
another, but he damn well enjoys

hearing about his buddies’ activities,
activities that are rarely innocent or
straightforward.
Dane chuckles as though the
simple recollection of the dirt is
funny. He leans in closer, the gold
stud in his nose reflecting the light.
We all end up sort of huddled, our
closeness around the small surface
area providing the suggestion of
privacy.
“So we’re at her place, and she’s all
deep-throatin’ me and shit – her
head game was off-the-fucking-chain.
Out of nowhere, she’s like, “Fuck me
in the ass, Dane.” Usually you have
to work up to that stuff, right, but no,
not with her. So we’re on her bed,

I’m fuckin’ her ass, and the next thing
I know her shits all over me.”
“Oh, shit!” Adam roars with
amusement, leaning back in his
chair. “Pardon-the-motherfuckin’pun.” I can’t help but join his guffaw,
and who wouldn’t? Fortunately, that
shi– that has never happened to me
before, thank God.
“Who the hell asks for that if they
haven’t taken a shit that day?” Dane
says with a genuine quizzical
expression about his face. “I’ve seen
that stuff on the net. I did not see it
happening to me. There’s a hella
things I don’t mind doing, but that
...” he shakes his head. “Fuck me,
man.”

“What happened then?” Adam
asks, holding in another fit of
laughter.
“Took a shower and stuck to
convention.” He takes a large gulp of
his Bud.
Bro starts chuckling again, and so
do I, until my mind begins to wonder.
The rest of their conversation fades
out.
I’m still trying to figure out Callie’s
retort toward me today, but I don’t
think it’s the time to question her.
Now, thanks to Saffron texting me, I
know she and Nick have split. That,
at least, explains her being so
emotional, but it gives me no
indication as to why she reacted with

me the way she did. I will call her
when I leave, as I would have
anyway, but I can’t expect an
explanation when she’s upset about
her breakup. Her opinion of me
bothers me, so I have to talk to her
about it at some point.
“Where’s your head at, man?”
Dane asks, breaking into my
thoughts.
“What?” I ask, looking over at him.
“What’s up?”
I shrug, casually. “I’m cool.”
“Yeah, right, tell that shit to Gerard
and he’d buy it. Not me.”
“I’m just ... thinking.”
A brow arches. “That’s obvious.”
I shake my head, still attempting

to throw off an air of indifference.
“It’s nothing major.”
“If it’s nothing major then tell us.”
“Callie and Nick broke up. It’s for
good this time.”
“She okay?”
“I don’t know for sure.” Lifting my
bottle, I take a swig of my beer.
“Why exactly is it such a big deal to
you? It was always gonna come to
this with them two, right?” I hold his
gaze, saying nothing. Several
seconds pass. He nods in recognition,
chuckling. “I see,” he says, leaning
back in his chair.
“No, you don’t,” Adam pipes up.
“He’s wanted her the entire time he’s
known her.”

I glare at him. “Thanks.” It sounds
ridiculous. If I heard that said about
someone else, I’d think the dude was
crazy.
Dane frowns at me. I nod, waiting
for him to conclude that I’m crazy.
“Man, that’s ... shit, that’s, um ...
maybe a little crazy. How do you
wait for one chick for seven years?
You see her all the time. We go
camping every year. How?”
I laugh myself at this point and rub
my face with my hands. “I wanted
her from the first day,” I sit back,
folding my arms across my chest,
“but she was already with Nick. I
wasn’t about to chase some other
man’s girl, so figured I’d wait. I was

arrogant enough to think they’d finish
a lot sooner than they have; I didn’t
expect it to be years. When they
started all that on-off bullshit, I
started thinking she wasn’t ready for
the type of relationship I wanted with
her. I wasn’t gonna get caught up in
anything messed up like that with
her. I thought she just needed time
to grow and figure out what she
wants. She made it easy for me to
keep my distance, especially after
that stupid-ass rebound thing with
that Jackson dude. That was when I
tried to give things a chance with
Paige. Now that was a stupid-ass
thing to do. I don’t just like Callie.”
“And for the record,” Adam adds, “I

thought his idea was shit. It wasn’t
so bad to start with, but after the
first year I started to think it was
stupid. I told him to tell her, then
Callie would be aware of her choices,
and he’d know for sure where he
stood. He doesn’t even know how
she feels about him. And, um ... Saff
thought your idea was crap, too.”
“You told her? You were sworn to
secrecy, brother! Thanks.”
“C’mon, you know I don’t hide
anything from her. She didn’t tell
anyone; what’s said between us
stays between us.”
I shake my head in disapproval,
even though I’m not surprised he told
her. Maybe that’s why Saffron made

a point of texting me when she found
out about Callie and Nick.
Dane laughs again. “One thing the
two of you have in common is fucked
up approaches to relationships. It is
insane, Joe, waiting for someone
when you don’t know how she feels.
So what’s the plan?” He takes a gulp
of his beer.
“I’ll call her when I get home, see
how she is. If she’s upset over Nick
then it’s not exactly a good time to
say anything about us. I get that this
all sounds crazy, I don’t know what
she feels for me, or if she’s ready for
the type of relationship I want with
her. If she’d moved in with Nick, or if
I’d met someone else I felt strongly

for, it would’ve changed everything.
We wouldn’t even be having this
conversation.” I hate to admit it, but
I would’ve said something if Callie
had agreed to move in with Nick – I
wouldn’t have let her go without
letting her know her options. Instead,
with her actions, all she’s done is
make it clear that she isn’t ready for
me as an option.
“I think it’s time you found out, you
might be surprised. You two are
tight, and I know for sure she liked
you when she first came on the
scene.”
I freeze with my bottle millimeters
from my lips. “What are you talking
about?”

“When I first met her at your party,
and a few times after that, I could
see it. The way she looked at you
when you spoke to her. Even the way
she listened to you. Putting the
pieces together, the way you both
are with each other, it wouldn’t
surprise me if she felt something for
you, also. Even after all this time. I
can’t believe you didn’t notice.” He
sighs. “If I knew how you felt back
then, I’d have told you. You hid it
well, I had no clue you were
interested in her like that.”
I can’t even speak as I lower my
drink to the table. How did I miss it?
Over the years, she’s given me no
indication of an interest, none

whatsoever. Yes, we are close – we
connected from the start, and I still
believe that things would’ve been
different between us if she hadn’t
been with Nick when we first met,
but the group as a whole is close,
too. She and Su fell into place with
us quickly, and better than I
expected they would. Callie and I
may be tight, but she has a brothersister type relationship with Dane,
she and Gerard are competitive,
always challenging each other, but
you can see the fondness between
them. She has a special connection
with Adam. And Saffron goes without
saying.
Even if she was into me at the

start, that was a long time ago and it
doesn’t necessarily bare any
association with now. Did I miss my
chance? My frown is making my
forehead ache. I can’t believe what I
just heard. After today, I was
beginning to have second thoughts;
she doesn’t exactly hold the best
opinion of me. Maybe she was
interested before, but I don’t see
how she would be now if she
believes the things she said.
I lock gazes with Adam. “I need
you to hold off on running to Saff
with this, while I figure things out.
Don’t say anything.”
He holds his hands up in defense.
“Okay, I won’t. It’s probably better

that she doesn’t get caught up in any
of it, anyway, especially with next
weekend’s plans.”
Fuck, I forgot about that. We’re all
going to Hillsborough for my birthday
on Friday. This isn’t the best time for
tension, so Callie and I need to be
our usual selves with each other, or
the weekend will go to shit.
By the time I get home it’s later than
I intended, so I text Callie to see if
she’s still up. I’m not pushing
anything between us tonight, but I
will talk to her after my birthday
weekend. For now, I’ll just make sure
she’s okay.
She’s in bed, but awake.

“You okay?” I ask, lying back,
resting my head on my pillow.
“I am now … I’m sorry about today,
Joe. I didn’t mean what I said.”
“When did you start taking Gerard
so seriously?” I’m not ignoring her
apology, but I am avoiding talking
about our words. For now.
“Because he was wrong and he
knows me. I didn’t realize he thought
of me in that way.”
“He doesn’t actually think that, no
one does.”
She sighs lightly. “I’m sorry about
the things I said to you, you didn’t
deserve that.”
I feel like I want to explain myself,
tell her that I’ve avoided

relationships because I want her. If
she’s still hurting over Nick then this
is not the right time.
“If you say you didn’t mean it, then
you didn’t mean it. Put it out of your
head.”
“You don’t believe me.” Shit, now
she’s disappointed. Wrong response.
“Look, you’ve got stuff going on,
today doesn’t matter.”
“It matters if you’re upset with me,
Joe.”
“I’m not. I was surprised, yes, but
nothing more.”
“I didn’t mean to freak out on you
… it’s just that you were there. That
doesn’t make it right. And it wasn’t
personal.”

“It’s over with, okay, stop
worrying.”
“You’re absolutely not upset with
me?” she says, with more certainty in
her tone. This is a step in the right
direction.
“Never was, Baby cake. End of
discussion. What did you do with the
rest of your day?”
“I had a girlie afternoon and
evening with Su and Saffron. We
watched the first two Saw movies.”
I’m glad to hear the smile in her
voice, this is more like her.
“The three of you watching horror
together is one of the funniest things.
You scare each other more than the
damn movie does.”

She giggles. “I know, right? We
were going to watch Hostel after, but
switched to Porky’s instead, so we
could clear our heads. Then we
finished with Dude, Where’s My Car?
I forgot we even had that DVD here.
It was fun. What did you do?”
Now we’re having our typical kind
of chat, which will go on for hours.
We get to talking about the plans for
the weekend. We’re camping for one
night on Thursday and then driving to
Hillsborough the next day. My
parents are on a trip, so we’ll stay at
the house. An old high school friend
of mine recently opened a nightclub
in Burlingame, so we’re partying
there on Friday.

We don’t have calls like this – late
at night, when she’s in bed – all the
time, but we’ve achieved quite a few
over the years. Every single time I’ve
wanted to ask Callie what she’s
wearing. There’s never a natural
route to that type of question, it’s not
the kind of thing a “friend” asks. I’ve
always kept within the boundaries,
even if I have sailed close to them a
number of times. On all the camping
trips we’ve been on she slept in
panties or shorts with an undershirt.
Maybe that’s what she has on when
we speak, but I prefer the idea of her
being naked; both of us, naked and
close, skin to skin.
We’re back on track now, even

though one or two questions loom.
We have reached a point where
something’s got to give, it’s getting
old now. I do need to know if she still
feels something for me, and it’s time
for her to be aware of how I feel. I’ll
let the weekend happen, and then
it’s time to sort this thing out.
It’s gone on for more than long
enough.

Twenty Seven: Callie
Curling up on my side, buried under
my bed cover, I feel a million times
better now that we’ve spoken. I’d
stay on the phone to Joe forever, if it
were possible. His slow, smooth
voice always soothes me and the
edge of late night and sleep
approaching make it huskier, sexier.
I wondered what he’d have thought
or said if he’d known I’d slipped out
of my undershirt and panties during
our chat. For some reason, I felt the
need to be naked with him, even
though he wasn’t here in person. It
brought him closer. I imagined how

we’d feel, skin to skin, under my
comforter.
I wondered what he’d have thought
or said if he knew that most of the
time I had my hand between my
legs, my own dirty little secret. His
voice is like sex to me, creeping up
inside me, his warmth running
through me. It was easy to allow that
tonight; I have no one to suffer the
guilt over, it didn’t feel wrong. If this
is the way things will be, I’m certain
I’ll be establishing another fine art
based around Joe; the art of coming
quietly.
I spent the whole conversation
wondering what he’d have said if I
told him all of a sudden, out of

nowhere, that I love him. And that he
is why I couldn’t make a full
commitment to Nick. This secret has
become a heavy burden to bear, but
Joe doesn’t commit, he can’t give me
what I want. I’d never make do, even
for him. We have a strong friendship
that’s worth keeping, irrespective of
anything else.
My sister and Su have always told
me Joe behaves the way he does
because he, “Just needs the right
woman,” and that I should confess
my feelings. “You’re close, you have
a special bond,” they always said.
Yeah, right! Not a chance, never
would I risk rejection from him. When
Paige told him she loved him, he ran

away. Joe is not the type of guy you
profess your love to – period! No way
am I stupid enough to believe that I
can be the one to tame him, how
deluded would that make me? Why
would I be so special?
Friendship is our best option, and I
prefer that over nothing at all.
****
After finishing my shift at the gallery,
I arrive home miserable and restless.
For the past three nights I’ve been
this way and I didn’t sleep much last
night.
Sitting at the kitchen table, with
my laptop, I’m looking up the latest
movie releases. An evening lost in

fiction might help me relax and not
think. It’s the thinking that’s the
problem and it’s starting to drive me
insane.
When my relationship with Nick
ended, I knew it wouldn’t be easy,
that I’d have a few difficult weeks,
but I didn’t expect to feel worse over
time. I still miss him and a part of me
regrets my decision. Deep down I
know I did the right thing, but that
doesn’t stop me questioning my
choices. My feelings are conflicted at
the moment. I’m uncertain whether
it’s Nick I miss, or having someone,
though I believe it’s more likely the
former. I also question if I let it all go
on for too long with him, or if I

should’ve tried harder. Maybe I
should’ve moved in with him, to see
how it felt, I could always have
moved back out. I wanted time by
myself, yet being on my own isn’t so
great. A complete contradiction of
emotions and that’s what’s causing
the restlessness.
I’ve been back and forth between
all my options and decisions without
any kind of conclusion. I couldn’t
even bring myself to see Eddie again,
who thankfully understood it’s too
soon for me. The last thing I want is
to add further complications into the
mix.
“Hey, what’s up?” Su asks, walking
into the kitchen.

Still scanning the screen on my
computer, I reply, “I’m just looking at
the movie listings. I need to get out.”
“Why don’t we go together? Zack
can do his own thing, and we can do
something, just us.”
“That’d be nice. Is there something
you want to see, or do you wonna go
eat somewhere?” I ask, gazing up at
her standing beside me.
She shrugs, smiling. “I really don’t
mind, either. You decide, I’m gonna
take a quick shower.”
We arrive at the local theater forty
minutes before the thriller we’ve
chosen is due to start. There isn’t a
line, so we get our tickets right away.
We sit in our preferred spot, middle

of the back row. There aren’t many
people in here, just one small group
of friends at the front.
Throwing a salted popcorn, up in
the air above me, I tilt my head back
intending to catch it in my mouth. I
miss, narrowly. Instead, it hits
against my chest and rolls down into
my cleavage. I pick it out with my
fingers and eat it.
I have another attempt – throw,
tilt, miss it.
And another – throw, tilt, third time
lucky, I catch it. Hell, yeah.
‘Simple things please simple
minds.’ It’s working as a good
distraction, so I keep doing it. After a
few more successful and unsuccessful

attempts, I notice Su watching me
with curiosity in her brown eyes. She
really fucking rocks that blonde bob
like no other.
“What’s wrong?” she eventually
asks.
“Nothing.”
“Hey, guys,” a female voice I
recognize calls, from my right.
“Saffron,” I say, my attention
darting to her.
She and Adam sit with us, seeming
pleased to have encountered Su and
me here. Usually I wouldn’t mind.
Usually I’d be as happy as they are,
but I don’t need this tonight. I don’t
envy what they have, I admire it.
I desire it.

They’re a perfect couple. Just like
Su and Zack are. It isn’t their fault
I’m so miserable, but encountering
Saffron and Adam in this type of
scenario isn’t good for me. It
especially doesn’t help that it’s Joe’s
brother, of all people. I just don’t get
it, so many things about Joe and
Adam are similar; their features,
their beliefs, and a number of their
interests. Yet what they want from
women is at opposite poles.
I’ve been thinking about Joe more
than usual, since our call on the
weekend. I’ve realized that having
Nick made it easier to keep my
feelings for Joe somewhat
suppressed. Don’t get me wrong, my

love for him has always been there,
and at times it’s been hard, but I
could deal when I had someone else
I cared about. The other breakups
with Nick were more like time outs,
meaning there was still a connection
between us. I knew we’d get back
together. When we did, we’d be good
until it wasn’t enough for him and he
wanted more. I loved him, and the
relationship we had, I just couldn’t
commit on a deeper level, even
though I hoped I’d change over time
and want the same thing. But it
never happened.
Now I’m officially single and in love
with Joe, and dealing with that is so
much harder.

Another set of conflicting emotions;
thinking about Joe so much more,
but not wanting to think about him at
all. I’ve even gone from being super
excited about the plans we have
coming up to questioning if it’s really
bad timing. Overall, I hope the fun
and distractions will help.
The four of us discuss the thriller
we’re waiting to see. The lights are
still on, and people continue to
arrive. Time has frozen. The minutes
don’t seem to be passing. I just want
the movie to start already.
More popcorn throwing. The first
one I catch. The second one lands in
Saffron’s lap.
“Sorry,” I say, snickering as I pick it

off of her.
“You okay?” she whispers, though I
know Adam can hear.
I nod with the best smile I can
manage. Not at all is the real answer
to that question.
Another throw, this time it bounces
off of my chin and onto the floor in
front of me. The lights start to dim,
the darkness consuming us. The
previews start, bringing the theater
back to life.
Perfect picture selection, the plot
had me tense and gripped
throughout. That was just what I
needed, one hundred and two
minutes of something other than my
emotions to focus on. Outside the

building, Su and I hug Saffron and
Adam and say our goodbyes. Linking
arms, my best friend and I start our
walk home.
“So what’s the matter? And don’t
say nothing,” Su says, glancing
sideways at me.
I shrug, conflicted, fed up, pathetic.
“I wish I knew.”
Tugging on my arm, she pulls me
into a diner we’re passing. There’s
only a group of four people sitting by
the window, and the chef and one
waitress talking to each other behind
the counter. We sit at the back of the
restaurant, in the corner, with veggie
burgers and fries. I’m not hungry, so
pick at my bun and a fry or two. Su’s

silent, her gaze following my fingers
as they fiddle with my food. She
hasn’t touched hers.
“I don’t know what to tell you, Su, I
don’t understand my own head at the
moment.”
“Zack saw Nick last week. He only
remembered to tell me last night.”
I’m happy they don’t do motocross
together anymore, so any meetings
between the two of them will be by
chance only. It makes things easier
for me.
“I feel a lot of guilt where Nick is
concerned; I couldn’t give him what
he wanted. He deserved better, I
never should’ve kept him for so
long.”

“Is that what’s bothering you?”
“No.” I slouch back in my seat and
push my plate to one side. “He
offered me everything I desired from
a relationship. Who in their right
mind walks away from that? Who in
their right mind, instead, loves
someone who offers nothing?”
“You don’t really know that, Callie,
not for sure.” I shake my head. “You
don’t. Sure, he doesn’t act like it, but
I stand by what I say, the guy just
needs the right woman.”
I stare her straight in the eyes. She
has way too much faith in Joe, and
as much as I love him, I’m not too
blind to see what is obvious. Joe
doesn’t have relationships; one night

stands and fuck buddies is as good as
it gets. “When he got with Paige I
hated it, but it gave me some faith in
him and look what happened there.
He can’t offer me what I want.”
And right there is my problem. I
want love, commitment and trust. I
want Joe. But he can’t give me those
things. So where does that leave me?
Fucked, that’s where.
Absolutely fucked!
Sighing hard, I tip forward and rest
my forehead on the table top. “Su,
I’m gonna be single forever. I’m
growing old alone, unless I fall out of
love with Joe.” I close my eyes, my
chest tightening with pain and
recognition. I’m now, for the first

time, truly facing up to the reality of
this bullshit. If I was ever going to be
with anyone that isn’t Joe, it
would’ve been Nick. I’m positive
about that. But I couldn’t do it, so
that’s it, I am fucked.
“If that’s the way it is then it’s time
you talk to him.” My head snaps up,
eyes-wide, my jaw literally smacks
off the table. “Don’t look at me like
that. You can’t go on like this. Think
about how you two are with each
other. I’m not saying he feels what
you do, but he’s probably never
considered it because you’ve always
been with Nick. Have you forgotten
that first day we arrived in BlackArt?
The way he looked at you?”

Actually, yes, I have. I straighten
up. “That was seven years ago, that’s
got nothing to do with now.”
“As I said, he probably hasn’t
considered it because of Nick. You
never know now that things have
changed. Either way, your feelings
aren’t going to alter, so you either
tell him, or you can’t be friends. You
can’t go on like this, that’s for sure.
You do have choices. You’re scared, I
can see that, but don’t let your fear
hold you back. Carrying on as you are
isn’t an option, Callie. I’ve never seen
you so unsure, or troubled.”
Just the idea of telling Joe brings
on a rush of nausea, but excluding
him from my life doesn’t seem

possible, at all. Going on like this
doesn’t seem workable, either, not if
the past three days is anything to go
by. But if I tell him and he doesn’t
want me, then what? He’ll know how
I feel, and I’ll probably hate myself
for sharing it with him. How could we
stay friends after that? I don’t want
to lose his friendship, not ever.
“How about this,” Su says, as
though an idea has suddenly struck.
She leans toward me. I mirror her
body language. “What if I talk to Saff
after we get back? Maybe even on
the weekend, if the opportunity
presents itself. I won’t go straight in
with the love talk, in fact, I won’t
even say you like him. I’ll just drop it

as a, “I think they’d be great
together,” and see what she says.
She’ll know for sure if there’s a
chance. If it’s a bad idea, then you’ll
have no choice but to get over him.”
Even thinking of that makes my gut
tighten, but it would be much easier.
Christ, the thought of finding out he’s
not interested scares the shit out of
me. Maybe I do need to know. My
feelings for Joe have remained solid
over the years and I don’t see that
changing without cause. Something’s
got to give. “Okay,” I mumble, with
fear spiking through me.
“Perfect! Now, please, relax until
then and enjoy the weekend.”

Twenty Eight: Joe
I’m the first to arrive at the meeting
point. Gerard and Dane decided to
harass some women at the coffee
shop. I have no interest in that shit,
so instead of joining them, I’m
waiting here, finishing my espresso.
As I head to the trash can, to throw
away my cup, I see Callie pulling into
the lot, in her dad’s black Escalade.
She parks and gets out, her gaze
scanning the area.
I’m yet to be seen. The slight
furrow that forms between her brows
makes me melt. Braving the chilly
morning, she looks damn sexy in her

denim hot pants and a tight white Tshirt with a dancing leprechaun on
the front. Her shoulder length hair’s
pulled up into a neat ponytail, just
the way I like it, showing off her
beautiful face further.
Those expressive eyes, peeping
out from under her bangs, have been
on my mind every single day since
last weekend. I don’t know what
Dane saw that I didn’t, but of all the
emotions I’ve seen them offer me
over the years attraction wasn’t one
of them – fascination, intrigue and,
yeah, admiration, but never
attraction. I saw the way she looked
at Nick, which, on reflection, makes
me feel like a total jackass for ... I

don’t know, continuing to love her.
But how the hell do you reverse
something like that? It’s not possible.
One thing I’m sure of is if I’d
suspected Callie had feelings for me,
I wouldn’t have been capable of not
telling her it was a mutual thing.
As I hang here, thinking and taking
her in, she turns her back to me. I
take my opportunity.
Sneaking up from the rear, I lift her
from around her waist and spin her
around. “Hey, Baby cake.”
“You bastard!” she screams. I put
her down and she whirls around, to
face me, and playfully slaps me on
my arm. “You scared me half to
death, Joe.”

“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t resist, you
looked all lost and vulnerable,” I
tease, poking her in the ribs.
Su jumps out of the passenger seat
and joins us, and I snatch her up in a
hug. Gerard and Dane arrive and,
after we lavish Su with compliments
for her latest hairstyle, the girls
decide to go grab a bite to eat. We
guys wait by the car talking typical
boyish bullshit.
When they return, Callie jingles her
keys in the air. “Who wants to take
the wheel?” she sings excitedly,
knowing full well who that person will
be. As expected, Gerard grabs them.
Once our bags are all in the trunk,
Su assumes her former position and,

of course, that leaves Dane, Callie
and me in the back. None of us want
to be in the middle, so we turn into a
bunch of overgrown kids arguing over
who will sit where. With that attitude
of hers, Callie makes it clear that
because it’s her dad’s ride and she’s
the girl she gets first choice. She gets
in and positions herself by the
window, behind Gerard. Dane and I
wrestle like idiots, after he decides to
claim travel sickness and needing to
be by the other window.
In the end, I have to endure the
inconvenience of sitting in the middle
– beside Callie.
Not being one to take advantage,
once we’re on our way and heading

out of town, I start tickling her. She
has no way out, so wriggles and
giggles like crazy, trying to tell me to
stop. She’s small and soft and she
smells of strawberries.
“Hey, pipe down back there, kids,”
Gerard says, in a mock parental tone,
looking through the rearview mirror.
By now she’s squirming even more,
and I have to stop before the girl
gives me a fucking hard-on.
“How the hell did I not notice?”
Dane mutters to himself, sounding
mystified.
I glance at him, hoping I’m the only
one who heard that. His expression
says exactly what he verbally said.
No one else reacts, I guess they

remain oblivious.
That’s how it needs to stay, just for
now.

Twenty Nine: Callie
We’re close to the campsite now and
the ride so far has been the perfect
start to our long weekend. It’s
confirmed that this is just what I
need – with the way we all are
together, I’ll barely get a moment to
think.
Gerard is bugging Su about her
cousin, Linda, who lives in
Sacramento. He met her at Su’s
wedding a year and a half ago and
still till this day tries to get her
number. She’s probably the only
woman he wanted, but didn’t get. He
fails to get anywhere for the one

millionth time. “Hah! Callie, I can
imagine you being just like that chick
in 27 Dresses; a closet full of
bridesmaid dresses. Always the
bridesmaid, huh?” He chuckles,
humoring himself.
“Actually, fuckhead, I’ve only been
a bridesmaid three times, that
doesn’t exactly count.”
“I’m just teasing don’t go getting
your panties in a wad.”
This is typical Gerard, and I’m not
going to overreact this time. “How’d
you know I’m wearing any?”
“That is not the kind of info you
wanna be throwing my way, little
girl, you don’t have a boyfriend who’ll
come kick my ass for hittin’ it.”

I lean forward, peering around the
side of his seat, getting a good view
of his handsome profile. I can smell
his cologne, strong and masculine.
“Hittin’ it? Gerard, you wish, that’s
your best dream ever and my worst
nightmare ever.” I sit back, chuckling
hard. As much as I love that guy, I
can’t imagine getting it on with him.
“Dude!” Dane says, firm and
demanding. “What the fuck were you
doing watchin’ 27 Dresses?”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“How do you even know what it’s
about?”
“I saw the advertisements, it isn’t
hard to know, but something tells me

you’ve actually seen it.”
“What, can’t a guy watch a movie
like that?”
Dane and Joe snicker at him.
Smiling, Su runs her hand slowly over
Gerard’s short, wispy hair. “Are you
watching for tips, or is there a hidden
romantic in there?”
“Chicks like chick flicks. I can’t
exactly have movie nights with
bullets spraying all over the place,
can I? It doesn’t do much for the
mood. Though, horror comes in quite
useful. I’ll let you into a little secret;
I’m a romantic guy and I’ll make a
perfect boyfriend some day.
Especially for your cousin, so how
‘bout you give me her number.”

Su shakes her head, still smiling.
“Not in this lifetime, buddy, not in
this lifetime.”
“Whatever. Hey, Callie, I think
maybe it’s time you try some girl-ongirl action.”
“Why would I do that?”
“You’re young, you’re single and
you’re super hot. You should
experiment. I know a couple chicks
that would totally go for you. You
need to getcha self out there, so long
with one dude isn’t good.”
I peer around his seat again. FYI:
when I do this, my knee touches
Joe’s knee. Such simple, innocent
physical contact, but it’s so pleasing.
I love how playful we are, too,

though it can sometimes send my
body temperature up into the
stratosphere. “Thanks for the advice
and the offer,” I say to Gerard, “I’ll
let you know.”
His lips quirk up, mischievous as
always. “Will you let me watch? Join
in, even.”
“Sorry, dude, I don’t do carrot-tops.
I’m more of a tall, dark and
handsome kinda girl.”
Su, Joe and Dane all guffaw.
Gerard hates being called that. He’s
not even a red-head, but he still
hates it.
“I’m fuckin’ strawberry-blond, okay.
Remember you’re sleeping in the
same tent as me tonight. Revenge

will be sweeeet!”
“I’m sleeping with Su in her bag.” I
am going to shut up now, because
when he gets an idea in his head it
sticks. I sit back, fold my arms across
my stomach, and silence myself.
I watched that movie, 27 Dresses,
and I thought it was funny and
romantic. I’ve been bridesmaid to
Elena, Su and Saffron. I don’t think
there’ll be a fourth dress for me, but I
do hope I get my own big day. I’ve
never been into any of the fussy stuff
surrounding a wedding, but I do want
to be a wife. It’s totally weird that
I’m sitting next to the man that I’d
like that to be with, and he has no
idea about that.

We arrive at our camping spot and
pitch our huge tent. This is the first
time Saffron and Adam haven’t been
present, it’s strange without them
here. For the past five years the
seven of us have done this, usually
for three nights. It’s become our
tradition. My vacations were always
with Nick, but he and Zack had no
interest in camping. They weren’t
into the clubbing scene, either.
“Anyone for skinny dipping?”
Gerard asks.
“Yeah, right,” Su responds, “I’m not
sure if you arrived with your eyes
closed, but we do have company. I
don’t think the other campers are

ready to see you naked. I don’t think
I’m ready to see you naked.”
“You know you want it, baby,” he
replies, with a sexy grinding of his
hips. He does have a great body, but
he doesn’t need to know that Su and
I think that.
We did all skinny dip on one of our
trips, purely for the fun of it. It was
at night, so we didn’t actually see
each other nude with good vision,
just dark silhouettes.
After we all agree on the lake for
our afternoon’s entertainment, Su
and I put on our bikinis, she in her
orange, which is divine against her
beautiful oriental skin, and me in
silver. Deciding on a little sunbathing

first, we arrange our towels and lie
down.
There are a few small groups of
people around and several kids, but
it’s not too busy. We’ve picked a
good time to come, the site as a
whole isn’t too crowded. The guys
are already in the water, acting like a
bunch of ten year olds, doing
handstands and fighting each other.
We do have a tendency to become
childlike when we do things together,
especially something like this.
I lie among the lupines, close my
eyes, and allow every single one of
my muscles to relax. I can hear some
kind of flying insect buzzing around
nearby, which is nice, and I love that

there’s no sound of cars passing by
and none of the traffic we’re
accustomed to. It’s perfect and calm.
No work, no rushing around, just
relaxation. I focus on the feel of the
sun’s heat covering me, warming my
skin, while breathing in the scent of
nature and the open space around
me. “Gosh, it’s so soothing.”
“Glorious,” Su replies.
Suddenly, I’m being lifted up. I
scream and my eyelids snap open.
Joe’s picked me up and he’s running
toward the lake. Su’s screaming tells
me someone has hold of her, too. I
spot Gerard, waiting, ready to
pounce on the first one of us in. “No,
Joe, don’t take me in there, please,”

I beg, fighting like crazy to get loose
– as if I stand a chance against Mr.
Jujutsu himself.
Just my damn luck! I’m the first
one in, and as soon as I am, Gerard
attacks and I’m being pushed under.
I wriggle around, trying not to gulp
down the water, and I fight back. We
all end up like a bunch of ten year
olds, splashing around and dunking
each other.
We calm down after a while of
fooling around. Gerard is now
hanging with some kids, giving them
swimming tips. Su and Dane are
sitting on the grass, talking.
Joe’s giving me a piggy-back in the
lake. Where we are isn’t too deep,

it’s level with his chest, as he walks
and floats around with me on him.
Watching the shimmer of the sun
over the surface of the rippling water
is hypnotic, and the heat enveloping
my back and arms adds to the calm I
feel. This is typical behavior for Joe
and me. I’m so pleased he hasn’t
held my unfair outburst against me.
“It’s good to have you back to your
usual self,” Joe says. Our faces are
side-by-side, making it easy to speak
and hear each other.
“No more freaking out for me.”
He chuckles. “That’s some temper
you’ve got on you, Baby cake.”
“I know. Silly girly emotions, I’m
over it now.” I’ve never lost it with

any of my friends before. I think Joe
handled it well, an irrational female
spazzing out on him like that.
“Good. Let me know when you
wanna get out.”
“I will.” Hmph! I’m in no hurry – I’m
all wrapped around Joe’s big, strong
body. This’ll give me plenty to have
my imagination run wild with
tonight.
As evening approaches, the weather
cools slightly, but it’s still nice and
warm. Su cooks dinner on our stove;
vegetarian fajitas for us and chicken
fajitas for the boys. We drink beer
and talk, as always we have plenty
to say.

“I think we should sleep outside,”
Joe suggests, lying back on his
sleeping bag, one arm behind his
head and the other hand resting
casually on his bare abdomen.
“Yeah, great idea,” I agree. “What
do you guys think?”
Joe suggests a small clearing that’s
close by, a little higher up. “Closer to
the stars,” he jokes, though he’s
serious about his idea. We all agree,
after a brief debate about eventual
cold and safety. It’s not officially a
camping spot, but it’s getting late, so
I guess it’ll be okay. It’s not the first
time we’ve broken the rules on one
of our trips.
“This is so great,” I say, getting

excited by the prospect of
languishing beneath the sparkling
night sky. I’m already in my
undershirt and panties, so I wrap my
sleeping bag around myself. We pick
up some beer and water to take with
us.
“I’ll keep an eye on our stuff,” Su
says, “I don’t really want to leave it
unattended.”
I look at her, frowning, because I
do want to go, but I’m not leaving
her here.
Dane sits back down. “Yeah, I’ll
stay, too. I’m not leaving Su alone.”
“We’ll all stay then,” I reply, as I
start walking back to where I was
sitting.

“No reason why we should all miss
out,” Su says. “Also, I’m not so keen
on sleeping outside. Anyone who
wants to should still go. It’s only over
there, anyway.”
“She’s right, you two go on and I’ll
join you in a bit. I need to take a piss
first,” Gerard says.
“Okay, if you’re sure?” I say,
staring Su straight in the eyes.
She nods firmly, certain. Joe and I
head off. It won’t surprise me if it
gets too cold and we have to return.
Even an hour up there will be good.
We get to our new spot, it’s lovely
and I do feel closer to the stars.
Gazing up at their beauty, I linger for
a moment. Not a single cloud up

there. “Great idea, Joe, it is perfect
here,” I whisper, not wanting to
disturb the splendor above, or the
silence surrounding us.
The almost-full moon and the soft
amber glow from our small lantern
provide just the right amount of light.
We lay out our sleeping bags, sideby-side. After taking off my flip-flops,
I slide into my bag and sit up with
my crossed-legs tucked in and the
excess material gathered around my
waist. It’s quite warm now, but I
probably should’ve brought some
extra clothing, just in case. I hope it
stays this nice.
Joe’s wearing only his dark green
cargo shorts, the soft skin covering

his perfectly developed muscles
painted gold from the light of our
lamp. He looks like a god of beautiful
masculinity.
“I thought Gerard would be here by
now,” I say, to cover over my
yearning sigh.
“You’d think so.” He glances back
in the direction we came from.
“Maybe he changed his mind. Looks
like it’s just us, Baby cake.” He
finishes the last of his beer and sits
on top of his bag, facing me, with his
legs crossed. “Tell me if you change
your mind and wanna head back.”
I nod, though there’s no chance of
that – we’re alone. Gerard may show
up soon, but I’ll make the most of

Joe until then. Freaking A!
We get talking about our camping
trip at Lake Tahoe last year. As a
group, we share so many memories,
but I forget some stuff until we talk
about it.
Thirty minutes later, it’s still just
us. If I had the guts I’d take this
opportunity to speak to Joe about my
feelings, but I don’t, so I won’t. I
could sit here all night just watching
him, and listening to him, I’ll enjoy
doing that.
Fifteen minutes later, it’s still just
us. My gaze keeps falling from Joe’s
even darker brown eyes to his lips,
enjoying the way they move as he
talks. He’s playing with a twig or

something, and is looking down at it,
meaning I can freely admire him. I’m
totally taking advantage.
I wonder what he’d think if he
knew how much I want to kiss him.
I’ve never wanted it more than I do
right now. Even without knowing for
sure, I feel certain he’s an
exceptional kisser. His lips have the
perfect thickness and when he’s
pecked me on the cheek they felt like
the softest lips in existence. He just
licked them. I so badly want to lick
them, nibble them. My tongue is
literally begging me to let it slip out
and run it along his beer flavored–
damn it. I sigh and make do with my
own.

This is torture. It’s so much harder
than usual, tonight. We’ve been
alone before, many times, and on
some of those occasions I’ve been
tempted to say or do something, but
it’s never felt like this. I still have my
heart to protect, he’s still the same
man, but my resistance feels weaker.
I could so easily move forward … a
little ... and then ... press my ... I pull
back with the realization that I was
actually moving toward him. I tip my
bottle of water to my mouth and sip
the contents.
I could do it. Couldn’t I? Maybe a
drunken kiss and then I could
pretend to be embarrassed when I
apologize in the morning. I think I

like that plan, it’s a good one. Nope,
no damn way, then I’d know what
I’m missing and that would only
make it worse.
And what if he pulled away? Nofreakin’-way, Su can talk to Saffron
first.
Joe looks at me, and I meet his
gaze, refusing to be distracted by
anything lower. Just looking at this
man makes me want to come. I am
so masturbating when he goes to
sleep. I’m frustrated beyond belief
and I’m certain our bodies would be
a wonderful fit, regardless of the
height difference. Horizontal, we’d be
perfection. I’m going out of my mind.
Okay, he just asked me about my

latest sculpture; a mother and her
newborn child. Someone bought it
and donated it to a hospital. I
welcome the chance to talk and
divert my attention away from that
mouth or any other part of Joe.
Somehow, I need to suppress this
temptation.
Maybe I needed Gerard here after
all. Where the hell is he?

Thirty: Joe
It’s just us. I wasn’t expecting this.
Today Callie’s been her usual self;
relaxed and happy. The whole time
I’ve looked for signs and apart from
the occasional moment, when she’s
clearly been thinking about
something, she’s been cool, she
doesn’t seem upset any longer.
Maybe right now is the ideal
opportunity. Maybe the greater
powers are at work here.
I don’t know, but there’s no better
way to find out.
I haven’t even decided how to
approach the situation yet, this is

happening sooner than I expected.
What would be best, a spontaneous
kiss out of the blue, or a sensible
talk? Until I decide that, we’ll
continue as we are.
I’m proud of her recent sell of a
sculpture, as I always am, so I’m
happy just to hear about that, for
now, and take her in at the same
time. The novelty of checking her out
has never worn off, and I’ve become
skilled over the years at doing it
without making it obvious. When she
speaks, I listen. I also observe,
admire. That is the type of multitasking I can do, damn well.
I’m taking in every inch of her; hair
– slightly messy, with loose pink and

blonde strands framing her face, the
bangs that somehow emphasize her
beautiful eyes, eyes – big, excited
and darker under this lighting, nose –
the prettiest I’ve ever seen, with a
thin silver nose ring; her preferred
choice, cheeks – smoothly curved,
lips – full, tasty looking and temping,
collarbones – nicely defined and
perfect for nibbling, breasts – no bra!
She doesn’t need one, anyway. That
white undershirt hides very little. If I
look closely enough, I can see the
slight shading of her nipples and the
bars in them. Shit, I wonder if she did
have panties on earlier. Hearing her
speak like that in the SUV almost
sent me over the edge. Just thinking

about it now’s got my dick close to
half-hard.
Right, focus! Kiss her, or talk to
her?
If I make a move on her and she
says no, then what? Will that mess
with the weekend? I could say I’m
drunk and I’m sorry. Shit, I really
don’t know. We’ve been wasted
around each other, countless times,
and nothing happened, so that won’t
work. She’s the most impulsive
person I know; an unexpected sober
kiss might be the best way. I’ve
never had to think twice about how
to approach a woman before, but sat
here facing the one I love doesn’t
even compare.

This is insane, ridiculous.
Finally, after some pussy-ass
waiting, I shift just a fraction toward
her. She smiles and throws her arms
open. “Happy birthday, Joe.” It’s just
past midnight; it’s my thirtieth
birthday. How fucking inconvenient?
Callie gives me a peck on the cheek
and one of her squeezing hugs.
Keeping me in her hold, she whispersings happy birthday in my ear. This
makes me laugh. It’s so like her to do
something like this.
When she finishes, I intend on
moving my lips to hers, but hesitate
and miss my opportunity. She pulls
back. Shit.
“So, Joe, what do you want for the

next year of your life? You already
have shitloads of money, BlackArt is
yours and Adam’s, and you’ve had
plenty of sex, drugs and Rock ‘n’ Roll.
What’s next for Joe Andrew
Williams?” She beams. It sounds like
she’s interviewing me. Good
opportunity to go for another tactic,
though.
“When you put it like that, what is
there left?” I shrug, casually. “Maybe
it’s time to get myself a girlfriend.”
She snickers. “You know that
means you can’t sleep with other
women, right? No one night stands.
No fuck buddies. It’s just you and one
lady, unless she’s polyamorous.”
“I can do faithful. I found it easy

enough when I was with Paige, I’m a
faithful guy.”
“Wow, what an achievement? What
was it with Paige? Three whole
months?” Her lips shift into a sassy
smirk. I smile to keep it light, but I’m
aware now that she doesn’t rate me
as trust worthy. That also means she
doesn’t rate me as a boyfriend. For
her. That is an opinion I will change,
she is so very wrong about me where
relationships are concerned.
I’m going with another tactic.
“Since we’re on the topic of
relationships, what happened with
Nick?”
“It’s complicated.” She sighs in
deliberation. “I’m not a commitment-

phobe,” she quickly tacks on,
pointing her forefinger at me. There’s
no anger, only jest, which is good.
“I don’t think you are. He obviously
wasn’t right for you. I don’t
understand how you go for over
seven years in a complicated
relationship. In every other aspect of
your life you seem to be in full
control and so certain.”
“It’s hard to explain. I did love him,
in some ways I still do. We had a
really good thing and we were close.”
This doesn’t tell me why she couldn’t
commit to him. Talking about Nick
this way only makes me think she
should’ve been able to. Her words
and her actions, during her years

with him, always contradicted each
other. I don’t understand it and this
is why I chose not to tell her how I
feel. I don’t think she knows what
she wants.
“What is it you want? Do you even
know?” I’m holding her gaze, aware
of how serious my expression is. I
didn’t intend on being intense, but
this is something I do need to know.
I’m not up for being a rebound guy,
or getting into a messy relationship,
so I need to know where her head is
at.
Otherwise this entire conversation
is pointless.
“I know exactly what I want, Joe.
My sister married her soul mate, my

mom and dad did, grandma and
grandpa did, even Su and Saffron did
theirs. I want the same thing. I loved
Nick, but it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t
my soul mate.” She sighs heavy, her
eyebrows pulling tight. “It always
seemed like such a simple thing to
want, like my God given right. Turns
out it’s not so easy after all.” She
goes silent, thoughtful, her gaze
lowered.
That statement was unexpected.
I’ve never heard her talk that way
before, about soul mates, yet, I’ve
always thought of her as mine.
At least I can understand her
better now, but where exactly does
that leave me?

“I know it probably sounds terrible,
like I played him. I didn’t, I just
handled it all wrong. I should’ve let
him go a long time ago.” She falls
quiet again, looking down at her
hands in her lap. I can’t help but feel
there’s more she wants to say. I’d
give anything to know what she’s
thinking about.
She glances at me and then looks
up to the night sky. Closing her eyes,
she exhales.
So damn beautiful.
For the first time in all the years
I’ve known her, I don’t stop myself
from doing what I want to do right
now.

I move toward her.

Thirty One: Callie
Soft, warm lips press against mine.
He’s kissing me. My eyelids fly open,
I pull away. Joe cups the back of my
head with his hand, bringing my face
to his. As stunned as I am, I can’t
pull away again.
I want more.
I open up for him, the tips of our
tongues connect and heat surges
through me at the speed of lightning.
Overcome, a moan of need escapes
me. Our kiss rapidly becomes greedy
and passionate, like two people
who’ve been starved of each other.
Joe has a firm grasp on the back of

my hair and his other arm is around
my waist, holding me tight to him. I
fit into his lustful, possessive
embrace. His skin is on fire, it feels
smooth and firm, but so hot. I can
feel him everywhere, consuming me,
I almost can’t breathe. This is
amazing, overwhelming. His mouth
tastes of newness, freshness and
beer mingled together. His tongue
caresses mine, deeply, thoroughly.
Oh, my God, I’m kissing Joe! Yes,
yes, yes, he is definitely a good
kisser. Too good, I will regret this.
Before I know it, we’re no longer
sitting up facing each other. I’m flat
on my back with Joe on top of me,
one of his legs between both of

mine, his erection pressing against
my hip. Erection! What. The. Fuck.
Oh, oh wow. I’ve never experienced
so much passion in a man before
and– holy fuck, my shirt is off. What?
How did that happen? Maybe
drunken sex, too? I start to moan,
gripping his hair with my fingers and
thrusting my pelvis against his.
No, no, no.
Reluctant and overwhelmed, I
break our contact by turning my face
to the side. I’m gasping for air, I feel
as though I’ve been held under water
for too long. “God, Joe,” I just about
manage to say. “We can’t do this,” I
pant.
“Why?”

Kisses start dancing along my jaw.
Shit, shit, shit.
“Because we can’t, Joe, we’re
friends. Let’s not make this messy.” I
shove him away using all the
physical, and mental, strength I have
and keep him back from me with my
hands to his chest. I can feel his
fierce heartbeat pounding away
under my palms. It’s as heavy as my
own.
“I love you, Callie,” he says, his
gaze claiming mine.
My entire body becomes as still as
a clay model. I can’t move. I can’t
believe my ears.
Would he really go so far just to
fuck me?

I drive him farther away and sit up.
“What the hell, Joe? You can’t do
this. Go put that shit on someone
else, don’t you dare try it with me.”
I’m furious and confused; confused
by his words, and the raging desire
still within me, and furious because I
don’t know why he’s saying this.
This man does not do love, and I’m
no fool.
“I’m serious, you have no idea how
much I’ve wanted you.”
I can only stare at him. Speech is
impossible, I can’t even blink. Before
I become mobile, his lips are all over
me, my nose, my mouth, down my
chin to my neck. I still can’t move.
Why is he saying this? Warm mouth

covers my nipple.
Shit, shit, this is way too much.
I move away and this time I stand
up. “This is fucking ridiculous, Joe,
you can’t be serious. Do you really
think I would buy this shit?”
There’s a rustle in the bushes to
my left. Joe jumps up and takes up a
defensive stance in front of me, both
of us looking to the noise.
Gerard leaps out.
“Bastard!” I shout at him, as I bend
down to pick up my shirt and start
putting it on. I’m not embarrassed
about being dressed in only my
panties, but right now I feel more
naked than ever before. For the first
time ever, I need to be away from

Joe. I can’t comprehend the crap he’s
trying out here.
Gerard walks toward us, slowly,
with his hands raised like it’s a
stickup. He stops still on the spot.
“Sorry, guys, I didn’t mean to scare
you. I heard raised voices, so came
up to check on you. I see you’ve
finally made moves on each other.”
“What?” I spit at him. “What the
fuck does that mean?”
“I’m just sayin’ it’s about time is all.
I see I’ve gotten the wrong idea,
though.”
“Yeah, you have,” Joe says.
“Please, fuck off, Gerard,” I say,
turning to pick up my stuff.
He makes a quick exit, and I feel

nothing but anger now. I can’t
believe Joe would drop that love shit
on me. I’m aware of him standing
there, behind me, watching me. I’m
rolling up my sleeping bag, ready to
return to the tent. I’m leaving
tonight.
“Look, I’m sorry, please stay. I
won’t say another word, or do
anything.”
“You just can’t do that, Joe, it’s not
fair,” I whine. I feel quite fucking
pathetic now.
“I know, don’t go. Let’s just forget I
said anything.”
I want to stay. Why did he have to
do this?
Sighing heavy with frustration, I

replace my sleeping bag on the
ground. I slip into it, zip it up, and lay
back with the top pulled up to under
my armpits. My arms folded over my
chest, I stare up at the stars.
Joe sits down. I know he’s
watching me, probably waiting for
me to say something. I close my
eyes. I can’t look at him, or speak to
him.
Why would he try that with me, he
can have any woman he wants? I
didn’t, for one second, think Joe was
like that. Confused, I sigh as light as
I can, so he won’t hear me. Shit, this
is messy. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Before I
can stop myself, I exhale hard with
annoyance. Dammit.

I replay it all in my head; his
actions and his words.
Is it really possible that he … that
we? It seems too good to be true,
but is it? I’m sure he wouldn’t mess
me around, we’re too close for that.
He’s not like that. When Paige said
she loved him, he ended things, so
he wouldn’t say it if he didn’t mean
it. But he said he didn’t want
anything that deep, that’s why he
ended it. He hasn’t gotten close to
any of the women he’s been with
since then, and there’ve been more
than a few, I can tell you. None of
this makes sense.
“Joe?” I whisper. I don’t know what
to say.

“Yeah?” he answers, in a voice
level with mine.
I lose my nerve. “Nothing.”

Thirty Two: Joe
Damn it, what did she want to say? I
can’t believe I screwed up like that.
What an almighty fuck up?
I lie back on my sleeping bag, arms
folded behind my head. If she’d
rejected me and said she didn’t feel
the same, I could find a way to deal
and move on. I’d have no choice. But
the problem seems to be that she
doubts me, she doesn’t believe me.
She even kissed me back.
She kissed me back.
Not only that, her passion matched
mine – she wanted it just as much as
me.

Looking over at her, biting down on
her bottom lip, brings the memory
right back. I can still taste her. That
was so much more than I ever
imagined. I never intended on kissing
her as hard as I did, not for the first
time, but the feel and taste of her
took me over. That mouth was
beyond any I’ve experienced before.
Maybe it was too much. Maybe I
should’ve spoken to her first.
Allowing my gaze to linger, I can
see her beautiful eyes, now open,
sparkling in the low light of the
lantern. I’m right back at her mouth.
I know for certain it won’t be possible
for us to move forward from what’s
happened tonight, not without

talking about it. No matter what, we
have to resolve things. “Callie?”
She covers her face with both
hands. “Please, not now, Joe.” Shit,
she sounds so confused.
I will get her to talk to me, I still
have all night. Somehow, I need to
make her realize that not only do I
mean what I say, but she can trust
me. I’m disappointed she believes I’d
play her like that, I thought she knew
me better.
We remain in silence for some
time, us each with our own thoughts.
I’ve never wanted to know what
she’s thinking as much as I do right
now.
“Joe?” she calls, just above a

whisper.
“Yeah?” I keep my gaze aimed up,
and I can see that she is also.
“Do you … do you remember the
night I took those Jujutsu photos of
you? After we talked in the parking
lot … then you escorted me home?”
“Of course I do.”
I hear her take a deep breath.
“That’s when I knew for certain that I
loved you.”
I stop breathing. Now my heart
starts to thunder. What the ... did
she really just say that? I prop myself
up on my elbows and look over at
her. “What did you say?”
“Nothing, forget it.” She closes her
eyes and turns her head away from

me.
“Not likely. Callie, look at me.”
After a significant pause, she does.
I can’t believe what she said, that
goes way beyond anything I’d even
hoped for at this stage. She loves
me?
I move over to lie next to her.
Supporting myself on my forearm, I
stare down into her eyes, which shift
from mine and squeeze shut. I know
she meant it. I don’t need to hear it
again, it was right there. It was right
there along with her fears and her
doubts.
Somehow, I have to find the words.
She needs that.

Thirty Three: Callie
Is this really happening? If this is a
dream then I’d like to wake up,
please. Right now! I’m hoping it’s a
premonition telling me how not to do
things with Joe.
It’s not a dream. It’s not a
premonition, either. Shit.
Using every shred of determination
I can muster, I open my eyes and I
look into Joe’s coffee colored depths,
which are darker, more intense. His
face is inches away from mine. My
respiration halts, as he moves closer.
His lips barely touch mine. He waits.
I place my hand against his cheek.

And kiss him.
Unlike before, this time we’re
reserved, hesitant. It’s nothing more
than a simple press of our lips. It’s
perfect.
I want to stay like this forever.
Moving from my mouth, Joe softly
pecks the tip of my nose. We stay
silent, our gazes locked, my hand
curled around the back of his neck. I
don’t think either of us can find the
words right now. He did mean it. I
can see it. For the first time, I can
see it.
The worst thing is – it’s always
been there.
How did I miss it? Recognizing that
intensifies the love I feel for him.

Breathe, Callie. I close my eyes and
inhale.
Joe breaks the silence. “If this was
just about sex, I’d have made a
move long ago.” His voice is low,
gentle, wanting. I look at him. “It’s
so much more than that. You’re the
only woman I’ve ever loved.”
I can’t believe this. “Why haven’t
you said anything before now?” I
whisper.
“You were with Nick. And I wasn’t
sure you were ready for the type of
relationship I wanted with you. All
your resistance with a guy you said
you loved and then that rebound
thing with Jackson. I wanted
something that could go somewhere,

and you needed to be ready for that,
or so I thought. I was waiting for the
right time.”
“Joe ... you were my problem. I
couldn’t stop loving you, even though
I wanted to. I saw the way you were
and I thought I could never have you,
so I tried to make it work with Nick.
Loving you made that impossible.”
He pauses, disbelief clouding his
expression. “You gave me no clue,”
he says, shaking his head. “I didn’t
see it. If I had, I’d have said
something from the start; I wouldn’t
have waited all this time. I’ve wanted
you since the first day you came into
BlackArt, no way would I have waited
until now if I knew. You are so

fucking right for me, in every way. All
those one night stands and flings
were just because I wanted to be
free the moment you were. None of
those women came close to you, so I
didn’t invest time in them. You set
the bar, Baby cake.”
Just when I thought he couldn’t
surprise me anymore, he went and
said that. I pull away to sit up. I look
down at him, still lying on his side,
propped up on one elbow. “Joe,
seeing that is what kept me away
from you. I didn’t think I could have
what I wanted with you, it seemed
like you sought the total opposite.
Saffron said you weren’t interested in
commitment, when I first met you,

and that never seemed to change.”
“Before you came on the scene the
last thing I wanted was a
relationship, but that wasn’t because
I was against them, or couldn’t have
one. I just didn’t want to deal with
anything too intense at the time.
That changed when I met you, but I
couldn’t exactly tell you that.”
“This is unbelievable. I ... I don’t
know what to say.” This is surreal.
Sitting up to face me, he clasps my
waist with one hand. “You said you
love me, too. We both feel the same
and we’re both available.” He shrugs
his shoulders like it makes absolute
sense. And it does, of course it does.
I can’t believe this is happening.

“I do love you, Joe. I just wasn’t
expecting any of this.” I was praying
he’d like me as more than a friend.
I’d have been satisfied with that, for
now.
He skims his lips across my cheek
to my ear. “You want me, right?”
“Yes,” I whisper, with a shiver
running through me in response to
the caress of his tongue down my
neck. “Damn it, yes. Yes, Joe.” Goose
bumps attack my skin and I’m certain
my nipples are about to rip through
my shirt. I take a deep breath,
inhaling only him. Joe. My exhale
becomes a moan before I can
suppress it.
As he starts to lay me down, I

place a hand on the ground to keep
myself up. “We can’t have sex.” I
said that pointing at him, probably to
try and make up for the pathetic tone
that even I didn’t find convincing. All
I can think of is the open silence that
surrounds us and I want to embrace
every second of my first time with
him. I can’t do that out here. “I’m not
saying you’re lying or anything. I just
need to not go there with you yet,
even if I do really want to.”
He presses his lips to mine. “This is
okay?” he asks. My kiss back is the
“Yes” to his question. I hope to
heaven and back that I am awake.
The zipper to my sleeping bag is
lowered and the top peeled away.

Joe lays me down on it, positioning
himself at my side. He kisses me
deeply, but remains slow, patient. I
thread my fingers through his silkysoft hair and anchor him to me. Time
and anything that isn’t us fades
away.
His touch slips under the hem of
my undershirt, working up the center
of my body, pushing the cotton layer
up over my breasts. I release my
hands and place them on the ground,
above my head, in invitation. I gasp
when he frees my lips. “I never
forgot what you looked like,” he says,
against my mouth, his voice low with
the undertone of yearning. His
intense-admiring gaze lowers to my

mounds. With his forefinger, he
circles my left nipple, and it achingly
hardens in response. “I’ve always
wanted to kiss them. Suck them.” His
stare is unwavering, his voice
unchanging. I can’t speak, I can just
about draw air, or I’d beg him to do
it. My need for him is agonizing.
He lowers his head and trails his
warm, wet tongue around my hard
peak, one delayed sweep. Reclaiming
my hold on his hair, I arch as he grips
my bar between his teeth, tugs it
lightly, and sucks my flesh into his
mouth. “Joe,” I whimper. I’m going
insane, I want him so bad. I just
want to open my legs and clamp him
between them. I want him inside me.

His palm travels down to my
panties, stopping over them, and he
clasps my crotch tightly. His
responding groan vibrates through
me and I moan. “Fuck, you’re so
warm,” he mutters against my
breast, sounding tormented. I now
know for certain that I’m not the only
one going crazy here.
I tilt my hips, pushing against his
grip, seeking relief from all the
pulsating tension. Biting my bottom
lip, I suppress the moans fighting
their way out, but it’s impossible not
to writhe beneath his touch. I wish
we weren’t out here. Remaining
outside my underwear, he presses
his two middle fingers between my

soaking wet folds and strokes my clit.
Heaven help me, I’m truly losing my
mind. As I feel the pleasure start to
build and almost succumb to the
verbal release, Joe’s mouth captures
mine and I cry out into his.
He breaks our connection and rolls
me onto my front. My shirt still up
around my chest and upper back, he
kisses hungrily down my spine, all
the way to my butt, and pulls my
panties partially down. The
combination of warm breath, licking
tongue, and grazing teeth across my
ass overwhelms my mind and body.
I’m close to begging him to take me
right here, hard and fast, so fucking
hard and fast, especially now that

he’s pulling my underwear off. If we
had condoms I’d do it, screw where
we are, I don’t care anymore.
As I urgently fist my sleeping bag,
Joe flips me over on to my back,
hooks one of my legs over his
shoulder and pushes the other one
wide. His face right in front of my
pussy, he inhales deeply through his
nose. “Holy-fucking-shit,” he mutters,
pressing his cheek against my inner
thigh, his eyes squeezed shut and a
tight frown tugging at his brows. “I
can smell your arousal.” His grip on
my hip tightens, almost painfully, his
deep groan a sound of desperation, a
reflection of my own. “I’m going out
of my mind.” He looks up at me,

across the contours of my body, his
face partially obscured by his hair
falling like open drapes. “It’s
beautiful.”
“Joe,” I sob, over-aroused. I can’t
say anything more.
I swallow hard, against my tight
throat, and as I attempt to speak
again, he says, “I wanna taste you.”
Um, what do you say to that? I
give a small, pleading nod. He looks
ready to devour me. I reach for the
shirt he brought with him and hold it
tightly over my face, to muffle the
sounds already coming from me. I’ve
never felt this aroused, or desperate,
in my life.
Heaven is fucking torture.

He licks me once, slowly. I arch
and whimper and flex my toes. He
licks me twice, slower, the entire
length of my pussy. “I love the way
you taste,” he whispers, his cool
breath caressing the spot he just
stroked. As his tongue delves into
me, over and over again, the rough
texture combine with his ravenous
invasion has me parting my legs
wider and thrusting into his face.
Teasing, slick swirls over my clit,
spearing in and out of me with
persistence, it feels like he’s
intentionally delaying it, yet he’s so
determined and unforgiving about it.
He starts pressing into me with two
fingers, all the way to the third-

knuckles. Rocking my hips, I ride his
hand, moaning into the garment. He
brings the sole focus of his tongue to
my clit and attacks ... “Ah … Joe,” I
scream into his shirt. My orgasm
erupts like never before, taking me
over entirely. I tremble and goose
bumps assault me with a vengeance.
For a second, I think I’ve gone blind,
but it’s just the clothing over my
face, which I’ve almost suffocated
myself with.
Over sensitive and panting like I’ve
been deprived of air, I could cry. I
want to cry, but I don’t have time;
my legs pushed wide, hot mouth
back in place, one hand cupping my
breast, firm and demanding. If I

could speak I’d tell him to stop,
because I feel like I’m going to die. I
come hard again, sooner than I
thought I was capable of. If pleasure
could kill, I would expire right now,
right here, and I would be happy to
do so.
Tender kisses and gentle licks
cover in and around my folds,
avoiding my too-sensitive nub, and
then they travel slowly up the center
of my body. Joe eases my hands and
the shirt away from my face. A soft
peck to the tip of my nose and,
remaining silent, he pulls me into a
tight embrace, on our sides, facing
each other.
I nuzzle my face against his throat.

I’m lost for words. My eyelids are
heavy and I’m vaguely aware of the
sky being a cloudless sapphire-blue.
It’s dawn. No, it’s twilight. I’m not
sure what the hell it is, I’m delirious
and just don’t give a damn.
My body is humming in pure
rapture.
And Joe loves me.

Thirty Four: Joe
I wake up first, the brightness of the
sun making me squint and shield my
eyes with my hand. It’s quiet, except
for some birds singing in the trees
and a few faint voices off in the
distance.
Once I’m fully adjusted, I gaze
down at Callie, sleeping peacefully.
“Baby cake, wake up,” I whisper in
her ear.
Her brow furrows and she stirs.
“What?” She’s so pretty and
unwilling. We barely got one hour of
sleep.
“We’ve gotta get up.”

As she turns onto her back and
slowly opens her eyes, the bright
daylight hits her. She covers her face
with her forearm and smiles in my
direction. I let her adjust in her own
time. The moment she moves her
arm, I press my lips to hers.
I’m going to kiss this woman
everyday for the rest of my life.
“You got me dressed,” she says,
looking down at herself inside the
sleeping bag.
“Yeah, all that skin to skin contact
disguised the drop in temperature
over night. That’s why I put us in the
same bag.”
“I’d have been disappointed if I
hadn’t woken up in yours with you.”

She snuggles into me like a content
kitten. Really, we should be getting
up, but fuck that.
“Joe?”
“I love the way you say my name.”
She laughs, lightly. “I’m not sure
why, but if it makes you happy.”
It’s spoken with sweet affection.
It’s always sounded this way, and
I’ve always liked it, but I never
understood it. Now I get it.
“Did you wanna ask me
something?”
“Yes, but you don’t have to
answer.”
“Go ahead, I’ll tell you anything
you want to know.”
“Well …”

“Go ahead,” I encourage.
“When was your last girlfriend? Not
Paige.”
“Megan. We got together when we
were sixteen and I was with her five
years.”
She pulls away enough to look at
my face. “Five years! Are you
serious?”
I chuckle at the shock in her
expression. “Is that so hard to
believe?”
She frowns, nodding slowly. “Uh,
yeah, it … kinda is. What happened?”
“We were good for the most part, I
thought I loved her. After around four
years we were still going great. Then
her dad upped and left one day, out

of the blue, just like that. Her
parents were happy as far as she and
her mother knew. After he took off
they found out he’d been having an
affair with someone he met on a
business trip a year earlier. A man.”
Those slender eyebrows shoot up.
“Joe, are you serious?”
I nod. “I’m serious, Baby cake.”
She blinks a few times. “Sorry.
Please, continue.”
“Megan was devastated. That
would’ve been the case anyway, but
leaving her mother for a guy. They
didn’t know he liked men, nobody
did. Her mom wound up on
antidepressants, and Megan
distanced herself from everyone.

Including me.
“I didn’t really know what to do, so
I tried to be patient and be there for
her. My parents tried, too, my mom
even put her in contact with a
counselor friend of hers, but Megan
just refused any help. Instead, she
began drinking, starting with all the
liquor in her house. Any attempt I
made to help she rejected and we’d
just end up fighting. We went on like
that for about a year.
“Then, one day, she told me she’d
been with some other guy, her
neighbor who was home for spring
break. He wanted her for a long
time, even before I got with her, but
she wasn’t interested in him like that.

She was so messed up, and he took
advantage of her vulnerability.
“When she told me what she’d
done it was clear we couldn’t
continue as we were, so I ended it.
Soon after, she moved away, her
mom couldn’t afford the house
anymore. They went to stay with
family in New York.”
“My God, Joe, that’s awful. Did you
ever hear from her again?”
“About three years later she called
my parents’ house and left me her
number. She wanted to let me know
she was okay, and to say thanks and
sorry. I didn’t think she had anything
to apologize for, but she did. I guess
you could say we made our peace.”

“Is that what stopped you having a
relationship?”
“After she left, I decided I should
be by myself. I knew I’d be with
someone else, eventually, but I
wanted my head to be clear of
everything that’d happened with us.
It didn’t help, I guess, that Gerard
and Dane were with me when I
moved to the city. We arrived with
one fundamental thing in common –
none of us wanted commitment. We
just turned into a bunch of dudes
who were fucking.
“That was never my intention, but I
liked that there was no deeper
connection with the women. I liked
not having to deal with emotions. I

liked the freedom I found and more
than embraced it. It didn’t take away
my belief in relationships, or my
desire to have a good one, but I was
young and I figured I had plenty of
time for all that. Until you nearly
killed me.”
“Hah!” her lips curve on the verge
of a giggle, “I totally did not nearly
kill you. You almost rode into my
bug, if anything, you tried to kill me.”
She pauses, a soft smile remaining.
“Did that guy coming between you
and Megan in anyway influence you
not telling me how you felt?”
“To start with it did, yeah. I wasn’t
gonna shit on some other guy like
that, and I knew from that day at the

expo Nick was insane about you. It
was obvious you were into him, too,
and I figured I didn’t stand much of a
chance while you felt that way. I
didn’t know you had feelings for me,
but I did sense a connection between
us, like things would’ve been
different if someone else hadn’t
found you first. To me, the obvious
thing to do was wait, which doesn’t
seem as logical now as it did then,
but chasing you while you were with
Nick was never an option. Eventually,
it came down to you and how you
were with him, your reluctance. I’d
been considering talking to you these
past few months. I was starting to
feel done.”

She cuddles into me, tightly. “I
wish I knew how you felt, Joe.”
“You should’ve been mine a long
time ago, Baby cake.”
Once we’re up and ready, we start
heading back to the others.
Callie stops, suddenly, her eyes
widening slightly. “Am I taking the
walk of shame?”
I chuckle. I’m not sure what’s more
funny; her expression or the way she
said it. “I guess some people might
say so.” I can’t help laughing again,
she looks horrified. “This isn’t exactly
the same thing, but you know
Gerard.”
“Yeah, I do. You know you can

actually buy walk of shame kits?”
“Are you serious?”
She nods. “I’ve never needed one,
I might add. For the record, you’ll be
my number two.”
Shit, I don’t need that in my head
right now. Son of a bitch, I’m finding
this resistance hard enough as it is. It
also doesn’t help that I know how
little she has on beneath the sleeping
bag she has wrapped around her
body. I focus on her expression as a
distraction from the stirring in my
shorts. I’ve never seen her get
embarrassed before, but she is now.
“Stay behind me, I’ll show my face
first,” I say, as I pace ahead of her.
We approach the tent, and the

others are outside.
“Hey, birthday boy,” Gerard says,
grinning in a way I know all too well.
He’s thinking someone got lucky last
night. I did, but not in the one track
mind way he’s thinking. He starts
chanting at a lower level, with his
hand cupped at the side of his
mouth, “Walk of shame, walk of
shame, walk of shame.” He follows it
up with a guffaw.
“Fuck you, Gerard,” Callie says.
“Nah, you’ve already done Joe.”
“Ouch,” Dane responds. “Shut the
fuck up, man.” He chuckles.
And this is exactly why she felt
awkward. Callie ignores the smartass comment and goes off into the

tent with Su. “We’re getting ready, so
no entry permitted,” Su calls out.
Gerard’s had his laugh now, and
that’s okay, but I’ll be making sure he
doesn’t embarrass Callie further,
when she comes back out.

Thirty Five: Callie
I am so cringing right now. For the
first time, after years of knowing
them, I feel self-conscious walking
out to the faces of Dane and Gerard.
I feel like I have ‘I fucked Joe last
night’ written all over me. It’s
embarrassing.
Su and I kneel down on the ground
and start going through our bags for
the clothes we’ll wear after our
shower. Then we’ll change properly
at Joe’s parents’ house. Su’s smiling,
and so am I. She whispers, “So did
you cram seven years of sex into one
night?”

I giggle silently. “No, I couldn’t,
everyone would’ve heard.”
“But you’re together?” I nod with
my biggest grin ever. We hug tightly.
“This is freaking awesome,” she
mutters in my ear. We release each
other. I feel giddy with excitement.
“What happened to Gerard? He
didn’t show up after Joe and I moved
to the new spot.”
“Dane and I told him not to. When
you guys were in the lake yesterday,
Dane asked me if you still liked Joe. I
saw it as an opportunity and told
him, “Maybe.” Then he said that Joe
was in love with you, and I was like,
“No way,” and he totally knew by my
reaction, so we started plotting. We

were going to wait and plan properly,
military precision and all that, but
then when Joe said about sleeping
outside, we just grabbed the chance.
Some eye contact between us and
we knew that that was the time.
When Gerard came back from the
restroom we told him everything.”
“I can’t believe it, Su. He said he’s
loved me since the start.”
“Yeah, I couldn’t believe it myself.
Joe told Dane after you freaked out
on him the other day. I almost
freaked last night when we heard
your raised voice, it didn’t make
sense if you both felt the same. We
sent Gerard to check on you guys so
he’d take the shit if there was any.”

We laugh as low as we can. “When
you didn’t come back we figured
things were okay. I’m totally stoked.”
“Me, too. We better get going, but
we’ll talk properly later. I hate that I
have to go back out there. This is
one time I hope Gerard backs off.”
Su grins, unconcerned. “You can
take him, girl.”
When we arrive at Joe’s parents’
house, Adam and Saffron are here.
Adam charges at me, picking me up
in a big hug like I’m his long lost
sister. “Did I really see you and my
bro walking in hand-in-hand? This is
some development, nice going.” He
kisses me on the cheek, his neat

stubble tickling my skin.
“Yeah, I know,” I reply, as he
releases me.
Saffron comes down the stairs in
response to our voices. We cuddle,
and just like with Adam, her hold has
an additional tightness compared to
our usual hugs. “Good move, girl,”
she whispers in my ear. “We’ll chat
soon, okay? I want details.”
“We’ll talk.”
I’ve never been to the Williams’
household before. It’s remarkable
and large with a lot of natural light,
courtesy of the floor-to-ceiling front
facing windows. The pastel colors
throughout complement it perfectly.
As we walk in, we’re immediately in

the kitchen and dining area. To the
right of me there’s a huge oval dining
table, made of oak. Its position in
front of the marble fireplace is ideal.
Images of Thanksgiving and
Christmas dinner flood my mind.
I’ll have to ask if the paintings are
the work of their mom. There’s an
amazing portrait above the fireplace
of, who I assume to be, Joe and
Adam. They’re sitting on the floor in
front of each other, drawing on
pieces of white paper. They seem
unaware of themselves being
sketched, a real capture the moment.
The kind I’d photograph.
I didn’t realize I was moving. Joe
walks up behind me, and I’m

standing in front of the picture of him
and his brother, as boys. “Your
mom’s work?” I ask, still gazing up at
it.
“Yeah, most of it in this house is.
My dad insisted on it, he’s her
biggest fan.”
“It’s you and Adam, right?”
“Yep.”
“How old were you?”
“Six and seven.”
“It’s amazing.” He kisses the top of
my head and slips his hands around
my waist. Along the mantel are
photos. “Your father’s parents?” I
ask, observing a young, immaculately
dressed couple, standing side by
side. It’s in black and white, and they

appear to be at a dance.
“Yeah.”
I observe the woman closer; his
grandmother as a girl, my guess is
that she was around twenty. This is
the first time I’ve seen her, knowing
who she is, but her face is familiar. I
look down at one of the arms around
me. “The angels are her,” I
unintentionally say, thinking aloud.
“They are. She died when I was
seventeen. I sketched some images
and got Adam to tattoo one on me. I
only ever intended on having the
one, but before I knew it, I had
barely any clear skin left on my arm.”
I silently contemplate the sweet
reasoning behind all those angels,

angels with one beautiful face and so
many different expressions.
“The last one I had done,” he says,
quietly, cutting into my thoughts,
which are now verging on emotional,
given the motivation of his ink, “was
inspired by you.”
“Me? How? I didn’t know you when
you had them done.”
He shows me the inside of his right
forearm. “Adam did this for me about
a month before you came into
BlackArt. The very first time I
properly saw you, right after I took
off my helmet that day on the
sidewalk, the expression on your face
stuck with me. Concern mixed with
what seemed like fascination, maybe

curiosity. I wasn’t sure exactly, but I
drew it and I liked it so much I
designed the final angel based on it.
They all relate to different emotions.”
If I thought I was at a loss for words
before, then I don’t know what I am
now.
After a few silent moments, I bring
my focus back to the photos on the
mantel. The next picture along is
Joe’s mom and dad. I met them at
Saffron and Adam’s wedding, but if I
hadn’t I’d still know who they are.
“You and your brother really do
look like your dad and your
grandfather. The good news is you’ll
always be handsome.”
He chuckles. “I’m glad you think

so.”
I adore that Joe comes from such a
strong family unit, it’s no different
than my own, and being in the home
he grew up in feels special. Standing
here with him like this makes me
want us to be together more than I
did before. I want to be his future
and I want him to be mine. I want
my home to have photos and
drawings of us and our children. I
want to have a son that looks just
like Joe, and his father, and his
father’s father. I want and love Joe
right now more than ever before, and
more than I even thought possible.
In fact, I think I just fell in love
with him all over again.

He takes me by the hand, picks up
our duffels, and leads me upstairs.
Now it hits me – I am sharing Joe’s
room.
I am sharing Joe’s room. Shittttt!
Stick a happy face right on the end of
that!
As soon as we walk in, Joe drops
the bags down on the floor and pulls
me over to the bed. We lay
diagonally across it, kissing and
groping. We’re getting into it, and I
can feel his erection against my hip.
Screw waiting. I start tugging at his
belt–
Adam charges through the door
and jumps on us, landing on Joe’s
back. I’m at the bottom of the three

of us. I can barely breathe.
Thankfully, Joe pushes up a little,
easing the pressure. “Come on, you
two, there’s plenty of time for that.
We need to get the day rolling.”
Turns out big brothers are totally
not cool.
“Okay, bro, just give me a minute.”
“Is that all you need, Joey boy?
Maybe Callie needs to rethink
things.” A wink my way and he gets
up laughing as though he just told
the funniest joke ever. He staggers
out of the room. Popping his head
back round the door frame, he tells
us, “You’ve got twenty minutes to
get ready.”
Joe’s up, the second Adam’s gone,

locking us in, and then he’s back on
top of me before I can move. We’re
back to making out, I’m gripping his
hair with my fingers, and he’s
grinding into me. He’s so damn hard,
so passionate.
“I want you to fuck me right now,
Joe.” I open my legs and capture him
within them. He groans from deep in
his chest and I feel the vibrations
from it against my lips. I start
tugging at his belt again, I just get
the buckle open, and he pulls away
from me. He’s about to say
something and then kisses me hard,
before hauling himself up off me. I’m
breathing as though I’ve been
running. Funny, so is Joe.

“My first time with you is not going
to be some quickie and that’s as
good as it can get right now. You,
Ms. Rogers, will just have to wait.”
Taking me by the hands, he lifts me
into a seated position. What? No. I’d
be happy with sixty seconds. How
much longer can we possibly wait?
Stick a fucking pout on the end of
that one!
He walks to the door and picks up
our stuff and puts it on the floor at
the foot of the bed. Sitting back on
his haunches, he unzips each of our
duffels and starts searching through
his. We might not have time for full
sex, but there’s something I do want
to do, and I’ll make sure that it

doesn’t take long.
Silently and quickly, I strip out of
my clothes, leaving on my peach
colored lace boy shorts and matching
bra. I position myself on all fours, on
the mattress, facing him at the end
of it. “Joe,” I whisper, not that it’s
necessary to keep my voice so low.
He stands up, an air of shock about
his face as his gaze locks with mine.
Now I’m looking up at him like a lazy
cat waiting to be stroked. Smiling, I
shift forward slightly and grab his
waistband with one hand, supporting
my body weight with the other under
me. “I want you to fuck my mouth,
Joe.” I tug him closer and release the
top button. “We’ve got time.”

“This is honestly the sexiest thing
I’ve ever seen,” he says, his hungry
stare roaming my flesh, down my
spine, lingering on my butt. Slowly,
he shakes his head. “Damn, I love
your ass.” His focus is so intense it
feels as though he’s actually touching
me, warm palms and fingers gliding
across my skin. I suppress the moan
his phantom caress rouses, but I
can’t control the throbbing between
my legs.
“Come here.” My breathlessly
whispered words were because it’s
the best I could manage, I’m
overwhelmed with arousal. Today is
going to be a very long, very hard
day.

Once his jeans and underwear are
down, I get to see something I’ve
thought about many, many times.
Fuck yeah. It’s bigger and better in
reality; standing to attention, long,
thick and ready, blood filled veins
bulging. Yes, please and thank you
very much.
I curled my hand into a tight fist
around the base of his cock and pull
along the full length, all the way to
the tip. A slow, low hiss sounds as
Joe sucks in air between clenched
teeth. A bead of pre-come makes an
appearance, and I lick it away. I
lower my upper body just enough,
arching my lower back, leaving my
butt high in the air. Overeager, I take

him all the way to the rear of my
throat, capturing a fair amount of his
length. I leave his shaft wet with my
saliva, as I draw back, so this time
when I take him he slides in easier.
Mmm, yes. Pulling back again, I suck
harder, and Joe lets out a groan. I
moan right back, it’s impossible not
to, he sounds sexy as hell, all
masculine and aroused.
Taking his balls in my palm and
massaging them, I use my tongue on
the head. Slick swirls and some firm
suction, and I can hear him reacting
to the attention this sensitive area is
getting; low, deep groans. I could
come just listening to him. Releasing
him, to admire his masterpiece, I say

the most prominent thing on my
mind. “I seriously fucking love your
cock, Joe.”
Claiming him again, Joe cups the
back of my head with his hand, but
not firmly, and thrusts into my mouth
in time with me. “You have no idea
how hot you look from here,” he
says, his voice tense. Mutually, we
become more vigorous. “Ah, fuck,
Callie.” His dick starts to thicken and
spasm, his moans becoming more
strained. He comes in my mouth, and
I willingly swallow everything he
gives.
Pulling away, I kneel upright and
run my thumb across my saliva
drenched bottom lip. All of a sudden,

I’m trying to come across elegant.
There was nothing elegant about the
way I just sucked him off, why am I
even bothering? Reaching for my
discarded shirt, I wipe my wet face
with it and check my watch. “We’ve
got about ten minutes.”
I stand up, and Joe grasps my hips
firmly. “I’ve never wanted to fuck you
as much as I do right now. I didn’t
think it was possible to want you
more than I already did.” He draws
me to him, and I wrap my arms
around his shoulders, his forehead
pressing between my breasts.
It’s impossible not to grin to myself
– I just had Joe’s cock in my mouth.
We’re one step closer to the biggie

now. Hurry up today!

Thirty Six: Joe
Leaning my shoulder against the
door frame, I watch Callie put in her
pink ear studs. Her long-sleeved,
tight lace mini dress reveals her
entire back, the cream color of the
clothing a shade darker than her fair
skin. I focus briefly on her sparkly
stiletto sandals, imagining her in
them and nothing else. Simple
makeup, her hair pulled up into a
high bun with pink roses; she has no
idea how beautiful she is.
Turning from the mirror, she sees
me watching her. Walking to me, she
compliments my attire, part of which

is a luxurious dress shirt she and Su
bought me for my birthday. “I love
this shirt on you,” she says,
smoothing her hands over my chest.
“You look sexy all in black.”
“I love this dress on you.” I trace
my finger tips down over her hip,
feeling the super soft fabric clinging
to her curves. “I’m looking forward to
taking it off soon, too.” I take Callie
by the hand and we walk along the
hall, to the stairs.
Everyone is drinking tonight, so we
get a couple of cabs to the club.
We’re in the VIP section, so we don’t
have to join the line outside. The
music is a mix of genres, which is
ideal given the varied taste among

the seven of us. A heavy Hip hop
beat plays while we sit in our semicircular, purple and black leather
booth, knocking back shots and
cocktails. I’m not getting hammered,
not tonight, but I am in the mood for
alcohol.
The three girls get up and start
dancing when Justin Timberlake
sounds. My focus locks on Callie and
her sexy rhythm. Summer Love is
playing, demanding those hips of
hers to work with it. I’ve always liked
the way she moves and the way she
gets lost in the music and doesn’t
give a damn if anybody’s watching.
She notices my attention and
makes eye contact with me. I feel

like I’m getting my own private show,
nobody else exists – it’s just the two
of us. Singing along with the chorus,
she lifts her small digital camera,
which she uses when she’s not
working, and starts taking my
picture. I don’t move. I watch her
watching me.
We’re all up now, the atmosphere
is electric, everyone in the room is
feeling the vibe as the track goes on
in an extended version. I’m behind
Callie, taking in the sensual, fluid
movement of her spine and that ass,
oh, that ass. My grasp on her hips, I
move in closer.
After a few other songs play, Callie
goes to the ladies’ room. I take the

opportunity to talk to Johnny, the guy
who owns Blaze.
Callie returns soon after. She hasn’t
been gone long and she has a
mischievous look about her face,
which amuses me and turns me on.
The dance floor is busier, hotter, the
beat still heavy, though slightly
quicker. We move over to a corner.
Her arms up around my neck, mine
tight around her waist, she feels so
small. If I held her the way I want to,
I’d probably break her. Her heels
assist with the height difference, and
I adjust myself to help some more.
We find our own pace, slower than
the song playing, but perfect for us.
She knows I’m hard, it’s impossible

not to be. I seize her butt, partly in
frustration, and pull her tighter to
me. Reaching behind herself, she
takes one of my hands and guides it
in between us and up under her
dress.
I feel her warm, slick folds. No
panties.

Thirty Seven: Callie
Joe’s eyes widen and then his lips
curve into a bigger smile, as he
realizes I have no panties on. The
hold on my butt gets tighter, so tight
it almost hurts, but I like it. I’m wet
already and then he slips a finger
into me, tempting me more. I put my
mouth to his chest and grip a chunk
of flesh between my teeth, from the
outside of his shirt.
He speaks in my ear. “I wanna be
naked with you.”
“Let’s get out of here then,
birthday boy.”
We jump in a cab, the extent of our

arousal ludicrous. We’re as discrete
as possible on the way back to the
house, but we’re still all over each
other, kissing and touching. I can
smell our fragrances, my apple, Joe’s
sweet-spice, and our desperate
perspiration all combined, creating a
heady aroma. I’ve imagined sex
between us countless times, what it
would be like, the different ways we
could do it. The way we are right
now, I can tell we’re going to be
fucking hard. We’re horny as hell and
frustrated. Maybe that’s the result of
a seven year wait, plus an additional
twenty-four hours of knowing the
inevitable. The slow stuff can wait.
The moment we’re through the

front door, Joe picks me up from
behind and takes me over to the big,
sturdy dining table. I swear he read
my mind. Bending me over it, he
presses my chest and my cheek
against the smooth, cool surface, my
arms spread wide across the width of
it and my ass up in the air. Kisses
and grazing teeth all the way up my
spine, the sensations and the
anticipation have me breathless. He
tugs on my hair, lifting my head
enough for me to feast on his
tongue. Our moans fill the large,
empty house, echoing off the walls.
Pulling away from me, Joe tells me
to, “Wait right there.” I like the
demand within his tone and can only

obey.
He returns in rapid time, with
condoms, and raises my dress up
over my hips, the chill of the air
lightly stroking butt. I eagerly await
his next move and gasp against the
table when I feel his tongue dive into
me from behind. I clutch the edges
tighter with my hands, taking every
bit of pleasure his wicked mouth
unleashes; licking, sucking and
spearing into me. I moan louder, on
inhalation taking in the polishedwoodsy smell from beneath me. He
keeps going, taking me almost to the
point of climax.
Then he moves away.
I’m over ready and barely feel his

entry before he drives into me. He
curses through gritted teeth and says
something I can’t hear through my
own cries. His fingers link with mine
as he takes me deep, hard, fast.
Every single thrust propels through
my entire body, owning me. “You
feel amazing,” he almost growls in
my ear.
The sharp press of teeth on my
shoulder momentarily stuns me. “Ah,
shit,” I breathe, as the bite through
my dress just brushes the pain
boundary in a quick and arousing
way. I cry out and grip his fingers
harder. “Damn you, Joe.”
“I wanna see your face,” he
demands. He backs off from me.

I stand on shaky legs, turning to
him. He’s still fully clothed, only with
his shirt unbuttoned all the way down
and his fly open. Before me is god of
sex and beautiful masculinity, a
vision exceeding any I’ve witnessed
before, and being dressed all in black
enhances the effect. The mystery
that remains with only limited
exposure is insanely hot. Should I
jump on him, like a crazed
nymphomaniac, or just stand here
looking at him?
I loosen out my hair, letting it all
hang down. “You look so sexy, Joe. I
want you to stay like that.” He stares
at me. We’re both respiring heavily
and I’m certain the raw need in his

eyes is a match for mine. Pulling up
my dress, I take it off and throw it on
the floor. Only my stilettos remain.
His face becomes more serious,
he’s looking at me as though he
hasn’t already seen me naked.
Stepping to me, he lifts me up. I
wrap my arms around his neck, my
legs around his waist, and he carries
me up to the bedroom. On the way, I
unbuckle my stilettos and drop them
on the floor by the door. Joe toes-off
his shoes, keeping me in his hold.
The coolness of the unoccupied
room tickles my bare flesh and the
feel of the soft, cool cotton bedding
against my skin, as he lays me down,
is a welcome contrast to the heat of

me.
The light from the hallway bathes us
in faint luminosity.
Kneeling between my legs, Joe’s
expression right now is a new one to
add to my collection. It isn’t as easy
to identify, it’s an interaction of
emotions. Love is in there, but it
always has been, it was just
unknown to me. “I’m drowning in the
scent of your arousal. I can still taste
you. Yet, I feel like I can’t get
enough of you,” he says, his voice
low and full of desire, his palms
gliding up and down my inner thighs.
“How is it you’ve only made me crave
you more?”
“Take me, Joe.”

As he lies over me, I snake my
arms around his neck and push my
hips up to meet his first thrust into
me. He moves slow and deliberate.
My entire body and all its senses
become submerged in him; I’m lost
in a haze of pure Joe.
“You feel so much better than I
imagined, so perfectly-fucking-right,”
he tells me, softly in my ear.
“I can feel you everywhere,” I
whisper back.
Our warm skins press together,
hips rocking in perfect
synchronization. The feel of him
inside me, sliding back and forth,
unhurried, filling me deeply, is
impossible to put into words and so

much more than just fucking.
Never have I felt this way before,
emotionally or physically.
Hooking one of my legs over the
crook of his elbow, he thrusts harder.
One hand around his neck, I grip his
waist with my other and welcome
everything he gives me. Right now,
we’re verging on aggressive and
there’s a luscious, sexy vulnerability
in being taken by Joe, me naked and
him fully clothed. The vision of sex
with him is just as astonishing as the
way it feels. Watching this beautiful,
dominant man take me hard like this
is mind blowing.
A glistening sheen of sweat covers
the exposed section of his torso now.

I’m hot, strands of my hair are
sticking to my face and beads of
perspiration have formed down the
center of my body. I reach for the
collar of his damp shirt and start
sliding it over his shoulders.
Together, we take it off, and he
lowers himself down on me. Our
pelvises press together as he grinds
into me with intent. “Ah,” and there
it is, “oh, shit.” In an explosion of
sensation, I’m taken over mind and
body. This time I bite him, right on
the top of his shoulder.
As I ease my hold on Joe, his grasp
on me tightens as he reaches his
own powerful climax. I clench my
pussy around his cock as it spasms,

wanting to hold on to this moment
forever.
He relaxes over me, supporting
most of his weight with his forearms,
and slowly withdraws. We exchange
a lazy, salty kiss, the heavy thumping
in our chests starting to calm. I can
feel his against my own; two
ferocious heartbeats taking each
other on.
“Did I really just have sex with
Callie Ann Rogers?”
“I think you did, but we can try it
again if you wanna make sure.” I
smile, still finding it difficult to
believe he wants me this much. I’ve
spent years thinking I didn’t stand a
chance and the past few days

dreading his rejection.
After a bit of time, he shifts off of
me. “I’m gonna go pick up your
dress.”
He leaves the room. I turn onto my
side feeling tired, but too wonderful
to care. My restless nights are
catching up with me, but I don’t want
to sleep, I want to stay awake and in
this moment.
I turn on the sidelight and relax,
but keep my eyes open, so I don’t
succumb to slumber. It still feels as
though Joe’s inside me and I don’t
want to doze and miss out on this,
even if there are going to be other
times. There’ll never be the first time
again.

Wow! I just had sex with Joe.
Of course, I knew what I was doing
when I was doing it, but right now it
fully registers. All those years of
wanting and imagining and now it’s
really happened. It more than
surpassed any of the things I came
up with. I shake my head in disbelief.
The whole time I’ve loved him, he’s
loved me. I never knew. Again, I
shake my head in disbelief.
Just as my eyelids fail, Joe walks
into the room, closing the door
behind him. I turn onto my back and
watch him. He has my dress slung
over his shoulder and a beverage in
each hand. “You have no idea how
much I need that,” I say, pleased

with his way of thinking.
“You know, I think I might,” he
says, grinning. He sits at the edge of
the bed, still wearing his pants, the
fly closed and belt unbuckled. I’ve
seen his exposed torso, all that
muscle and ink, so many times, but
now it’s all mine. Mine.
He passes me my drink, the glass
ice cold and wet. I sit up as he gets
up to drape my clothing over the red
leather chair in the corner. Sipping
my soda, the chilled bubbles fizzle on
my tongue and down my throat.
Closing my eyes for a moment, I
enjoy the refreshment it brings. I
take another taste.
“How long have your parents had

this house?” I observe my
surroundings with more attention
than I gave earlier.
“Nineteen years. Are you checking
out my teenaged-inspired room?”
“Yes.” It’s intriguing seeing the
room he grew up in, it’s obvious a
younger man once occupied it, yet
it’s quite mature at the same time.
My gaze travels from the chair to the
white, glossy dresser that runs along
the whole length of the far wall. On
top of it there’s a large TV and a
music system. I imagine DVDs and
CDs would once have occupied some
of the ample surface. There’s also a
poster on the closet door.
Laughing lightly, I ask, “Was Pam

your teenage crush?”
“Oh, yeah.” He grins, looking at the
picture. He shifts to sit beside me,
and we rest back against the
headboard. I snuggle into his side,
enjoying the feel of his warm, bare
upper body next to mine. “Who was
yours?” he asks.
“Jared Leto.”
He chuckles. “Figures.”
“I thought I was going to marry
him some day.”
I reach across Joe to put my glass
on the nightstand. Shifting, I sit
sideways on his lap, my arms around
his shoulders. He holds my naked
body tightly to his. I press my lips to
the side of his neck, above the throb

of his strong, steady pulse, and work
my way along his jaw. My mouth to
his, I move to straddle him, my slick
center against his erection from the
outside of his pants.
Sleep can wait, I have one or two
things I want to do with this man of
mine.

Thirty Eight: Joe
Late morning and we’re the only two
up, we’re making breakfast for
everyone. While I’m preparing the
pancakes, Callie, who’s supposed to
be in charge of the scrambled eggs,
is bent over the kitchen island,
elbows resting on the granite top,
one leg crossed in front of the other,
reading a newspaper someone must
have brought with them yesterday.
She’s in pink skinny jeans and a black
tank top and she’s playing with some
loose strands of hair falling free from
her ponytail. Sexy as fuck, as always.
As I return to the food she’s

distracting me from, Callie comes up
behind me, her soft hands gently on
my hips and her cheek pressed
against my shoulder blade. “Joe, this
is so weird.” She wraps her arms
around my waist.
“What’s weird?”
“You and me – here like this.”
I switch off the stove and turn to
her. Every time I look at her I find it
hard to believe she’s mine, I’ll never
fail to be amazed by that detail. Or
fail to appreciate it. Moving her back
toward the island, I lift her up to sit
her on it. “Is that a good weird or a
bad weird?”
She pauses, briefly. “It’s a weird,
weird.” She shakes her head, her

expression thoughtful. “Just ... weird.
But not a bad weird ... you’re, like,
my boyfriend. That’s weird, Joe.”
I laugh, but not for long before she
pulls me into a kiss. I know what she
means, even if she couldn’t explain
it. Shit, I can’t even explain it, but I
get it.
“I really love you, Joe Andrew
Williams.”
“I really fucking love you, Callie
Ann Rogers.”
She giggles at my returned
declaration, and a thought occurs to
me. Looking in her eyes, I say
something absolutely unplanned,
absolutely unexpected, but
absolutely true. “I don’t want to be

your boyfriend.” Her brows pull tight
with uncertainty, so I quickly rectify
my impromptu words. “It’s not
enough. Marry me?” Her jaw drops
and she stares at me, eyebrows
raised. “I don’t want to scare you,
but I have to be honest.”
After a few more seconds, her
expression softens. “You’re serious,
aren’t you?”
I can’t work out what her thoughts
are, but I’m happy that she knows I
mean it. I won’t let her off this island
until she says yes. I nod. “Yes, I am.”
My stare continues to burn into hers.
I don’t doubt that I’m as shocked by
my proposal as she is, but I’m certain
it’s what I want.

After what felt like an eternity, she
finally says, “I want to.”
Now I’m the one frowning. “Is that
a yes?”
“Yes,” she almost laughs out. “Shit,
Joe.”
“Yeah ... I know.” What a turn of
events?
“You know we’re insane, Joe. You
do know that, don’t you?”
“It’s our kind of insane, right?”
“It totally is.”

Thirty Nine: Callie
The others are still sleeping, and Joe
and I have eaten. Taking advantage
of the warm, sunny day, we’re out by
the pool. I’m still in a state of shock,
but unsure whether it’s from Joe
asking me to marry him or me saying
yes with such ease. It’s probably
both, although, I don’t know why,
he’s all I ever wanted and I’ve never
been more certain of anything in my
life. I can’t think of anything better
than spending the rest of my
existence with my soul mate. His
proposal may not have been candlelit dinner for two, but, honestly, I

wouldn’t have had it any other way. I
loved the spontaneity of it.
We squeeze onto the same lounge
chair, lying face-to-face, our legs
entwined. Joe sneaks his hand into
my top and starts circling my nipple
with his thumb, bringing it to a hard
peak. It isn’t long before he moves
his mouth to my breast, and I slip my
hand down into his cargo shorts. I
stroke his shaft, down and up, with a
twist at the head. He groans and –
“Get a room, kids. Damn!” Gerard
shouts, pulling us from our moment. I
laugh, surprised and slightly
embarrassed, abruptly pulling my
hand from Joe’s shorts, the point at
which he corrects my clothing.

Gerard drops his ass on the chair
beside us, acting as though what he
just saw was a typical occurrence. I
lie on my back and look across at
him. “Did we have a good night,
kids?” he asks, his brows slowly
rising.
Joe’s paying him no attention; he’s
kissing me down my neck on the side
that’s exposed to him. He’s in his
own world, like we’re still the only
two people here. “Did you have a
good night?” I ask, switching the
topic from us. I know these guys
have gotten up to all kinds within the
presence of each other, but not me.
“Oh, yeah, fo’sho. I take it you
didn’t see the pretty little thang that

just left. She was hella hot.” There’s
an air of gloating in his tone. This
guy loves to chase and conquer and
he enjoys nothing more than telling
all.
“I’m not even going to respond to
that, Gerard.” Just as I’m about to
turn my head, Su comes out onto the
patio and immediately after her is
Dane. Su and I smile at each other,
and she says good morning to Joe as
she passes us to get to the other
chair. After she reclines it, she lies
down and slides on her sunglasses.
Shades are a key accessory for Su
and me after a night of heavy
drinking. In her case, that’s the only
indication, because she’s never

anything but cheerful. She’s the most
awesome friend a girl could ask for.
Joe stops his kisses. “Morning, Su.”
She snickers at his minimal response.
It isn’t even morning anymore, but
everyone seems to think it is. Joe
turns my head to his and presses his
lips to mine. I know at this point
we’re one of those annoying couples
who make out like crazy, paying no
attention to the people around them.
Annoying, yes, but saying “No” to
Joe’s lips – no way. Moving his mouth
to my ear, he whispers, “I want you
to sit on my face.”
“Hah!” I guffaw and all three gazes
shoot to me. With my hand, I muffle
the sound as best as I can. I did not

expect to hear that right now,
especially given that I spent quite
some time before breakfast doing
exactly that. Still caught up in my
suppressed chuckle, I’m vaguely
aware of someone’s text alert on
their cell phone.
“Shit, those two from last night are
on their way,” Dane says, loud
enough to make Su, Joe and me
pause at the same time. We look
over at him, sitting beside Gerard.
“No-fuckin’-way,” Gerard says, and
they both chortle in their typical weare-so-going-to-bang-those-chicks
way. With no further words, they
rush off. I assume to go and get
ready.

“Unbelievable,” Su says, shaking
her head with humored disapproval.
“Those damn boys,” I say, not that
we’re surprised. This is characteristic
of them, the man-whores.
“What are we going to do today?”
Su asks, resting her head back down.
Joe’s gazing at me, and I know what
he’s thinking, but I can’t just drop Su
like that. Zack will be here later, but
until then, I’m not disappearing. We
all agree on a barbecue.
Early afternoon Gerard and Dane
arrived back with two women they
met at Blaze, not the ones they
brought here last night. Now we’re all
by the pool and the barbecue is lit,

filling the air with the smell of smoke
and grilled chicken. I’m sitting with
the girls, including our guests, at the
table under the shade, keeping a
watch over the food. Joe, Adam,
Dane and Gerard are playing water
volleyball. There’s low music
sounding in the background and it’s
turning out to be a wonderful
Saturday in every way.
Su’s talking with the visitors, and
Saffron and I are having our own
chat.
“What do you think your parents
will say about you getting married?”
Saffron asks.
I shrug, uncertain. “It’s so out of
the blue, I might tell my sister first

and get her to break the news.”
She chuckles. “I like your thinking,
good plan.” She pauses on a sigh. “I
get why you didn’t say something
about your feelings for Joe, but I
wish you had. It would’ve saved you
years of delaying the inevitable. It’s
obvious you two were meant to be
together. I always thought you were
a good match.”
“Really?” I look over at Joe and
admire him, wet and exposed from
the waist up. He finger combs back
his sodden hair – snap, capture.
That’s another one for my secret
collection. Maybe I’ll tell him about it
when I’m eighty. Definitely not
before, though.

“Yeah, I did. Adam told me in
confidence that Joe wanted you, and
I wished you’d been available when
we all first met. You two got along so
well, such great chemistry. If you’d
even just hinted it to me, I’d have
told you. I couldn’t otherwise,
because it was a secret Adam shared
with me. There were a couple times I
was tempted, especially when I
watched you and Joe dancing
together at my wedding. I wanted to
cry, you looked so right for each
other and I knew how he felt. If only
I knew what you felt.”
I remember that day, I wanted to
cry. Joe was best man and he was
devastatingly handsome in his suit.

We slow danced together and I
allowed myself to hold him tight. He
felt firm, strong and incredible; my
heart ached. He even carried me up
to my hotel room that night. I didn’t
want him to go and for a crazy
moment I almost asked him to stay
with me. I’ve cherished the memory
of that day, for a number of reasons,
and it’s one of my many favorites
with Joe, even if it did hurt at certain
points.
I wish I’d said something to
Saffron, shared my secret with her. It
all seems like such a waste – years
of Joe and I being apart, when we
didn’t have to be. I hate hindsight.
The water volleyball ends, and Joe

and Adam go off to get some more
alcohol. My sleep deprivation is
taking hold and everyone seems
entertained enough, so I sneak off
upstairs.
I wake to soft lips skimming my right
cheek. Keeping my eyes closed, I
smile knowing who it is. The teasing
continues until I raise my lids. Joe’s
kneeling on the floor beside the bed,
his forearms resting atop the
comforter. I glance at the clock on
the nightstand. “Shit, I came up here
to take ten minutes.” Shifting onto
my back, I languorously stretch
myself out, lengthening my muscles
and limbs. As I release the stretch, I

gaze at Joe. “What’ve you been up
to?” I ask. A smirk tugs at his lips.
That’s all the response I get.
“What’ve you been up to, Joe?”
“I just got back.”
“Just?” He nods, and I realize he
looks proud. “Joe Williams, what’ve
you been up to?” Turning onto my
side, facing him, I prop myself up on
my elbow.
“Well, first I called your dad and
asked him if I could have your hand
in marriage.” My eyes widen and my
jaw drops, only silence leaves my
mouth. “As you can imagine – a little
like you are right now – he was
surprised, because, of course, he
didn’t even know we’re together.” He

snickers like he’s recalling the
memory. “And he’s only met me a
few times. I explained everything
and even though he thought it was
strange and kind of quick – and after
he realized it wasn’t a joke – he said
that you never would’ve said yes if it
wasn’t what you really wanted and
we have his blessing. I think it
might’ve helped that your sister was
there.”
My throat is tight and the buildup
of tears is stinging my eyes, but I’m
holding them back. I sit up and cross
my legs in front of me. “Mom and
dad know?”
He remains kneeling, but uprights
his posture with his hands braced on

the comforter. He nods. “You’re
under orders to call him ASAP.”
“That’s why you’ve been gone the
whole time I was asleep?”
He shakes his head, smile
widening. Reaching into the rear
pocket of his jeans, he pulls out a
black velvet box.
“Joe,” I whisper, unable to look
anywhere other than at what he’s
holding.
Seriously, how much can a girl
take?
He opens the small case and there
sits the most extraordinary thing I’ve
ever seen. My reaction is pretty much
traditional, my hands fly over my
mouth with a, “Oh, my God.” I watch

as he eases out the ring. He takes
my left hand, which is still stuck to
my face, and slowly slides the band
on.
A perfect fit.
Amazed, stunned, overwhelmed, I
admire it, still speechless. It’s nontraditional and coils around my finger
like a snake made out of platinum,
embedded throughout with bright,
white, round diamonds, the largest of
which sits at the top, in the center of
my finger. Twisting my hand from
side to side, the stunning stones
wink. “Joe, this is amazing.”
“I adore the way you look when
you see or talk about things you
love,” he says, staring into my eyes.

Even after all these years his slow,
smooth voice gets me.
“I don’t love anything more than
you, Joe.”
“I can’t believe you just said that.”
Utterly taken aback by my words, he
buries his face in my lap, his arms
going around my hips. I lay my hands
on his head and stroke his satin-soft
hair. We remain just so.
After some time, I have to ask,
“How did you get the fit so right?”
He gets up and sits beside me.
“Just before the game, I snuck up
and looked in your jewelry bag. I
knew you had a ring that you
sometimes wear on the same finger
of your right hand, so I took it with

me. There’s a jewelry store I’ve
always liked not far from here. I was
certain they’d have something for
you. I didn’t expect they’d actually
have your size there today, I thought
we’d have to wait.”
“I couldn’t have picked better
myself.” Still taken aback, I can’t
take my eyes off it. “Thank you for
asking my dad, that means so much
to me.” I hug him, squeezing him as
tight as I can. I don’t let go.
“I knew it would. And it’s only right,
he is your dad.” He laughs. “It was
funny, he was so surprised.”
“I can imagine. One minute his
daughter is single and the next she’s
getting married. That’s just weird.

What would you have done if he said
no?”
“Kept on asking until he said yes.”
Though I heard the smile in his voice,
I know he meant it. I smile, too. I
like that. “So what do you think
about getting married on Friday?”
I pull out of our hug to look at him.
“A Friday?”
“No, Callie, on Friday.” My mouth
feels paralyzed. Joe chuckles at me.
“Are you trying to make me die of
shock or something? I may only be
twenty-five, but I could so easily
have a heart attack, right this
minute. It’d probably kill me.”
“Say yes to Friday and I’ll shock
you no more.” He’s dead serious. (I

love his serious face, by the way)
“Say yes to marrying you in six
days?” I giggle, hysterically, as the
words sink in. “I’m quite sure we
need longer to plan a wedding. We
actually need a marriage license and
everything.”
“Baby cake, I’ve done all my
research. What do you honestly think
I’ve been doing for the past three
hours? We can go to Vegas, it’s easy
and we can get a license in no time.
The people who count the most can
be there, and if you want, we can
have a big party when we get back
home. We don’t have to do it yet, not
if it feels too quick, but if we know
we want it, why wait? Also, I know

you don’t like all that wedding fuss.
I’m not so keen on it myself.”
Staggered into silence, yet again,
part of me wants to laugh, but the
muscles needed won’t enable it. This
is the biggest surprise of all. Am I
really having this conversation, or am
I asleep and dreaming? I turn my
attention away from him, briefly,
taking it in.
Married to Joe.
In Vegas.
In six days.
I look at him and this time I can’t
stop the fat grin that forms. “I love
the idea. Let’s do it, but it has to be
the drive-thru, on your Harley.” Of all
his bikes, that’s my favorite.

This is definitely insane, but I’m
not taking any of it lightly. I know
this is right.

Forty: Joe
Giving Callie time with Su and
saffron, and a chance to talk to her
parents, I sit with the guys at the
dining table. It goes without saying
that everyone is surprised. I’m
shocked myself. I never intended on
things moving so fast, but, I don’t
really feel like settling for anything
less.
“Hold up!” Gerard says, smiling
with the suggestion of scheming in
his eyes. With the look on his face, I
probably won’t like where this is
going. “You know what this means,
right? I get to organize your bachelor

party.” Nope, I don’t like it – I know
this motherfucker too damn well.
Dane and Adam cackle. It’s
probably at my expression, which is
no doubt one of dread. “I don’t even
wanna know, just remember how
easy it would be for me to kick your
ass,” I say, meeting his
untrustworthy stare.
He places his hand on my shoulder.
“Brother, you’ll be fine, just leave it
to me.” I shake my head. If
necessary, I will kick his ass. “You’re
having two. One at home and one in
Vegas, baby.”
Fuck him. Subject change. “Where
are those chicks you had here?”
“Gone to get ready,” Dane

answers. “Tonight’s all about
celebration, we’re headed back to
Blaze. Johnny’s hooking us up with
free celebratory champagne. There’s
a hella alcohol on the agenda
tonight.”
“Damn, you’re just as bad as he
is,” I tell him, pointing at Gerard.
“We’re losing you,” Gerard says.
“It’s devastating, there’s got to be a
pay-off somewhere. I’m gonna miss
you once that ball and chain is on.” I
probably shouldn’t tell him that I like
the sound of that.
Shit, I feel totally lame. I’m running
on two nights of very little sleep. All I
want to do is get lost in my woman
and then sleep. I probably shouldn’t

tell these guys that, either.
****
When we got back home on Sunday
night, Callie decided she had enough
to do that we wouldn’t see each
other until Wednesday. With the time
we had before leaving for Vegas, we
agreed that she’ll move in with me
after we return.
Gerard’s picked tonight for the first
bachelor party. I don’t know anyone
who does this thing on a Tuesday,
but we are. In two days, we’re doing
it all again in Vegas. Neither is going
to be what I want, I know exactly
what kind of shit he’ll come up with.

Callie thought it was funny and
encouraged it, and so did Adam and
Dane. Before we’d even left
Hillsborough I started plotting my
way out, at least, from tonight.
I know, for his benefit, the occasion
will include scantily clad ladies and
lots of them. Naked women and
fuckloads of alcohol would once have
been my kind of action, too, but
there’s only one female I want to see
unclothed and I can’t get enough of
her. I’m not willing to wait until
tomorrow to see her, either.
Gerard’s plans involve the
penthouse his father owns, so based
around that, I’ve schemed against
him. He’s too predictable for me to

fail. I’m going ready to play along,
even dressed for the occasion in a
gray dress shirt and black dress
slacks.
When I arrive, Gerard is at the bar
doing his best, but a lousy
impersonation of Tom Cruise in
Cocktail. Almost every guy I know is
here and the atmosphere is set. I
probably would’ve loved this if it was
for someone else.
“Whatcha drinking, buddy?” Gerard
asks, flipping over a bottle of vodka
in his right hand.
I chuckle at the seriousness he’s
putting into it. “Jack and coke.” I’ll
keep it light by diluting the whisky.
He’s so caught up in his juggling

exhibition he didn’t even catch on to
that. That’s the first part of my plan
in place; stay sober. I glance at the
glass next to me on the bar. “What in
the hell is in this purple stuff?” I’m
sure he’s forgotten, he seems more
interested in the number of different
liquors he can get into the shaker
he’s holding, rather than what they
actually are.
“Vodka, tequila, white rum, a touch
of cognac, a dash of vanilla essence I
found in the kitchen, and some
purple food coloring. The final
ingredient is lemonade. No harm in a
little experimentation, right? That
right there is the first of its kind. Go
ahead, give it a shot.”

“Dude, it sounds like shit. You
better drink that yourself before you
give it to anyone else.”
“How can I stay focused on my
creations if I drink them? I’ve got all
night, anyway. I’m gonna knock up
somethin’ special, soon, Just for you,
brother.” Staring into his eyes, I’m
reminded why my escape is
necessary. He is out to cause trouble.
I can only imagine the kind of potion
he’d have me drinking, no-fuckingway. I take my watered down alcohol
and decide I should at least go and
talk to some of the guys that came.
After an hour, Gerard comes out
from behind the bar and declares,
“We need some women up in here.

All these men are no fun!”
“It’s supposed to be guys, it’s a
fuckin’ bachelor party,” I reply. The
music’s gotten louder, so we’re
shouting in each other’s faces.
He puts his hand on my shoulder
and squeezes it. “A party without
women is no party at all, man.” He
slowly shakes his head and speaks
through hungry, gritted teeth.
“Tonight is gonna rock, brother.” His
smile tells me to get the fuck out of
this place ASA-fucking-P! Bachelor
parties were made for men like him
and if he ever has one he’ll be
planning it himself.
I hold up my empty glass. “I need
another drink.”

After I create some distance, and
he’s occupied with chatter,
unnoticed, I walk the outer edge of
the room, all the way to the other
side where the front door is. And the
restroom, too, so it’s not a suspicious
move on my part. It’s easier than I
thought it would be to slip from
under the radar, my planning wasn’t
even necessary.
I sneak out the door, closing it
behind me. A line of women stand in
the hall, against the wall. They’re
obviously waiting for their arrival
time, which I guess to be at nine. It’s
approaching the hour now.
Ten chicks, a mix of blondes,
brunettes and red-heads, all dressed

in police officer outfits. Gerard has a
thing for female police officers. My
bachelor party and he’s organized
strippers dressed according to his
own taste. I’m not surprised by that
aspect, but I didn’t expect this many.
Yes, I was right to leave and my
timing couldn’t have been more
perfect. I know this is only the start.
God only knows what kind of
condition I’d wake up in, or where I’d
wake up.
Glancing along the line, I offer a
smile to be friendly. “Hello, ladies.” I
make a point of not adding the shake
of my head that I’m tempted to.
“Are you leaving already?” A blueeyed brunette asks.

“Uh, no, I’ll be back. I have to go
get something. The man you want is
in there, though.”
“Yes, Joe, right?”
“No, no, someone’s gotten the
communication wrong there. His
name’s Gerard.” I hold back my
chuckle, the fucker’s going to love
this. He’ll thank me for it, I’m sure.
“Oh,” she says, with a small furrow
of confusion settling between her
brows. “Okay. Gerard it is.” She puts
the sparkly grin right back on her
face.
“He’ll adore you, every last one of
you,” I say, scanning them all. I
already know the blue-eyed brunette
that spoke will be his favorite. “I’ll

see you all soon.” I walk to the
elevators.
As I get out of a cab, Su is exiting
the door to her apartment building.
She shakes her head in disapproval,
as I approach. “Joe, why aren’t you
with the guys?” Sometimes she has a
motherly vibe about her, like right
now. It’s in her tone, unimpressed
gaze, and the way she’s got her
hands propped on her hips.
“Gerard,” is all I need to say, and
she pushes the door open. “Where
you going?”
“To Elena’s. Saff’s meeting with us,
too. I decided we should since Zack
and Adam are at your bachelor party
and Callie is otherwise occupied. She

said she was tired and wanted an
early night, but she only went to bed
about ten minutes ago. She’s
probably still awake.”
Su lets me into their apartment
and leaves. Once I’m inside, I turn
left and walk to the end of the short
hallway. The place is in complete
darkness and it’s silent. Even if she
isn’t awake I’ll stay, all I wanted to
do is lie with her, anyway.
I leave my shoes outside Callie’s
room and, as quietly as I can, turn
the knob and push the door open,
wide enough for me to fit through.
Once I’m inside, I close it carefully.
The moonlight is barely penetrating
her curtains, but the shapes of the

furniture are visible enough, and I
know the layout, so I don’t need to
be concerned about walking into
anything. I can vaguely make out
Callie’s small figure under the covers.
I approach, lift the comforter and
climb in beside her, sliding my arm
over her waist.
“Joe?” she whispers, in surprise.
“Yeah,” I whisper back, pulling her
closer to me and breathing her in.
Citrus fruits.
“You scared the shit out of me.”
“You heard me?”
“I heard the front door, I thought
Su forgot something and came back.
Then I heard my door, but nothing
after that. I knew someone was in

here, but Su wouldn’t do that, I
thought it was a fucking pervert. I
was totally plotting my defense,
you’re lucky I smelt you.”
I snicker at her serious, but
relieved murmur. “I’m sorry, I didn’t
wanna wake you. Did I?”
“No, I was just thinking about you.”
I heard the smile in her hushed
voice.
“What were you thinking?”
“I’ll show you, but only after you
tell me why you’re here.” Fuck, I’m
already half-hard. “And I want you
out of those clothes before you
start.” Good thing I didn’t stay long.
Faster than ever, I strip naked. As I
detail the non-eventful night, right up

to and including the ten strippers
dressed as police officers, I remove
Callie’s clothes, noting the nice
camisole and panties made from a
satin feeling material.
“It sounds like fun.” She’s now
face-to-face with me and drapes her
leg over my hip. I pull her pelvis
closer to mine. “I don’t think Gerard
will be disappointed with you if he
gets to act out man of the hour.”
“That’s exactly why I did it ... why
are we whispering?”
“I guess it just feels appropriate in
the dark.”
Pushing my hard cock against her
pubic bone, still in a whisper, I ask,
“So what were you thinking?”

She presses a single kiss to my lips
and then tugs on my bottom lip with
her teeth. Her gentle moan makes
me want to ravish her right now, but
I’ll wait and let her show me.

Forty One: Callie
I trail kisses down Joe’s chin and
neck before pushing him onto his
back, to squat over him and straddle
his hips with my feet. My hands
braced on his chest, I sit cradling his
cock with my slick pussy. Lowering
my upper body to his, I catch his
nipple bar between my teeth and tug
it, before sucking it into my mouth.
“Shhhit,” he mutters, pushing his
fingers into my loose flowing hair and
gripping it. I smile at his reaction and
cover his chest with soft, teasing
kisses and licks. Giving my full
attention to his other nipple, I work

my tongue over and around it.
Returning to my squat-straddle
position, I start sliding my slickness
along his shaft, back and forth. The
only sound now is our deep breathing
and my wetness as I slither along
him. I release the sweet pleasure on
a sigh. “You feel so good under me
like this, Joe, flesh-to-flesh, but I
need you inside me.”
“You’re the one in control here.” I
know he’s fighting against taking
over. I can hear it in his tense voice
and feel it in the demanding grip he
has on my hips.
This will be our first time without a
latex barrier between us. It’s been on
my mind constantly. Rising up

slightly, I position myself right and
slowly slide down on him, my walls
closing around him, holding him,
keeping him. All mine. I remain still,
my body claiming his. “Mmm, Joe.”
“Fuck, you’re driving me crazy,” he
says, at the same time pressing his
hips up, and I feel the delicious bite
of his dick pushing against my cervix.
My hands braced on his firm abs, I
start to move, up and down,
leisurely. I tingle throughout at the
feel and exhale his name, it sounding
like a sob, even to my own ears. As I
get faster, Joe thrusts upward,
increasing the depth, which has us
both moaning and my nails biting
into him.

In an unspoken agreement, I
reposition my legs, moving from my
feet to my knees, and Joe pulls me
down to him. Our upper bodies now
glued together, breasts to pecs and
soft tummy to taut abs, I grind on
him. A soft shiver passes through me
and I prickle with goose bumps as his
touch traces the length of my spine,
from neck to butt. His fingers lightly
brush over my rear entrance and I
sigh at the pleasant, teasing thrill.
Dipping into my wetness, making
them slick with my arousal, Joe uses
the tip of one finger to test the tight
opening. I relax, allowing him in. The
heated sting his entry creates quickly
subsides, replaced with sparks of

sensation as he works his way in,
slowly, a little at a time. After my
body accepts the full length another
one joins the party. I’m lost in the
dual pleasure, an overload of
stimulation. I grind harder, and Joe
pushes into my ass deeper, faster.
“Ah, yes, I like that,” I tell him, our
faces now cheek-to-cheek and my
mouth at his ear.
“I’m gonna take you and claim you
in every way possible after I make
you my wife,” he says, and I can hear
that he means every single word.
“I can’t wait,” I moan.
The double-penetration feels
amazing, now joined by the slow
spiking ripples in my clit. I grab the

bed sheets into my fists and nestle
my face against his shoulder as I’m
taken over, the intensity is only-just
bearable. Joe’s not far behind me
with his own climax, his clasp on me
remaining firm until the final second.
Somewhere deep in my foggy
brain, I’m excitedly aware of the fact
that I have Joe in my bed.
In my freaking bed!
You can’t know how many times
I’ve thought about this, wanted this.
*****
It’s mid afternoon, the next day, and
Joe’s gone to Adam’s to collect his
bike and bring it back to his garage.

While he’s doing that, I’m waiting at
the condo. Sitting on the couch, with
my laptop, I’m running through the
photos I took at the campsite and
Hillsborough. It’s the first chance I’ve
had, since I’ve been so busy with
wedding stuff. I’ve gone through
them all twice and now I’m looking at
the pictures I’ve taken of my
engagement ring. Even though it’s on
my finger, I’m still fascinated by the
images of it.
The intercom sounds, disturbing
my admiration. I set my laptop on
the coffee table and get up to
answer.
“Hi, I’m here to see Joe,” a delicate
female voice says through the

speaker.
“I’m sorry, he’s not here. Can I
help?”
Silence … more silence ... If it
wasn’t for the noise coming from the
street, I’d think she was gone. “I
really need to speak to him. It’s
important.”
“Is he expecting you?”
“No.”
Back to silence.
Torn over what I should do, my
only option is to let her in. I think?
I’m hoping she isn’t some crazy
stalker bitch. It feels like a stupid
idea, permitting her entry, but I’m
praying Joe won’t be long. He’s been
gone a while, so it’s likely he’ll be

back soon.
Two slight knocks sound at the
door. After a peep through the spy
hole, I open it.
Standing there is a woman, a few
inches taller than me, with blonde
hair cut to jaw length and pretty, but
uncertain, green eyes. She doesn’t
say a word, she just stares at me.
“How can I help you?” I eventually
ask. Damn this is awkward.
“I-I’m really sorry about this. I’ve
...”
Maybe it’s a case of checking out
the competition. Maybe it’s instinct.
My own stare, for whatever reason,
lowers down her body and stops at
her ... oh, shit. A cold wave washes

over me, freezing me in place.
I can’t look anywhere other than at
her swollen belly.
“Do ...”
I know she’s speaking, but I’m not
listening and my stunned gaze isn’t
moving. I close my mouth so quickly
my teeth clink together. “Maybe you
should come in,” I barely manage to
say, as I step aside. I can only just
make my legs move.
I close the door and stand with my
hands braced against it, preparing to
face her. I take a deep breath and
turn. “I’m sorry,” I say to her. I don’t
know why, but somehow I feel like I
should apologize for my reaction.
“Take a seat.” She hesitates and

then makes her way over to the sofa.
“I’ll call Joe. He’s not far, but I’ll hurry
him up.”
“I appreciate it. Thank you,” she
says, as she sits down.
I pick up my phone and go into the
bedroom.
“Baby cake,” he answers. I shiver.
Not in my usual I’m-crazy-about-Joe
way, this is something entirely
different, something cold and not so
nice.
“Joe, you need to get back here.
Right now.” I hang up and stand
clutching my cell in my hand, holding
it to my chest. I don’t want to walk
back out there. I don’t want to see
that … bump.

It’s strange, that ladies condition
could be due to anyone. She could
just be an old friend passing by,
wanting to say “Hi.”
But instinctively, I feel it has
everything to do with Joe.
And she’s too nervous for it to be
the alternative.
Okay, if Joe is at Adam’s, he could
ride back and be here in no time. If
he answered, he must have been at
his brothers.’ He’ll be here soon. I
force myself to move and, in a split
second, go from not wanting to see
her belly to needing to see it.
I head out to the other woman and
sit on the sofa facing her.
Her lips twitch into a nervous

smile. “I’m really sorry about this. I
called and passed by the other day,
but I haven’t had any luck contacting
Joe. We seem to keep missing each
other. Are you ...” I wait, but she
doesn’t continue.
“Yes,” I answer, looking to her
eyes and then down her body.
Reaching forward, I push down the
screen to my laptop, closing the
image of my engagement ring. “Yes,
I’m his …” Fiancé? “Girlfriend.” I
can’t say the F-word, for some
reason.
After a few moments that feel
more like forever, I stand up and
head for the kitchen. “Would you like
a drink?”

“No, I’m okay, thanks.”
I stop and turn to face her, sitting
with her back to me. I’m glad I can’t
see it from here. “Is that ...” Ask her.
“Is it Joe’s?”
Remaining seated, she shifts
around to face me and nods. She
seems sympathetic as well as
worried. I want to ask if she’s sure,
but that isn’t my question to ask, it’s–
I hear a key slot into the lock and
turn, the front door opens, the
rattling of Joe’s key chain
accompanying it. Joe walks in. I stare
directly at him, but can’t meet his
eyes. He glances at the other lady,
but his gaze rests with me. I want to
smile at him. If I could, I would. “I’ll

let you two talk.” Stiffly, but as
quickly as I can, I pad to his
bedroom.
As I press against the door, to
close it, Joe pushes it open and
comes in, closing it behind him. He
cups my cheeks and attempts to look
into my eyes. I try to turn my head,
to break the connection I can’t take
right now, but he won’t let me, so I
close them. “Joe, you need to go talk
to her.” I know he hasn’t seen the
bump.
“I will, but I need to talk to you
first. Look at me.”
“No.” I try harder to move my face,
but he holds it tighter.
“Please, look at me.”

“No, go talk to her.” I start to
shove him away, but I may as well
be pushing against a brick wall.
“Please, Joe.”
He sighs heavy and kisses the tip
of my nose, then my lips.
I don’t kiss him back. I can’t.
He leaves and I run over to the
bathroom, across the other side of
his room, and lock myself in. I don’t
want to risk hearing any of their
conversation, I know enough already.
If I hadn’t been so shocked by it all,
I’d have left the condo all together.

Forty Two: Joe
Callie’s stare and the rejection of her
lips told me different things, none of
them good. The moment I walked
through the door her eyes told me
fear, disappointment and uncertainty.
Why?
I’ve never seen her look that way
before. I know it’s bad, it concerned
me the moment I saw her. Her lips
told me she needed to be away from
me, she rejected me.
Why?
As I close the bedroom door behind
me, Emily stands up from the couch
and turns to face me ... and now I

know. Shit.
So many times I’ve had
conversations with the guys where
one of us would question what we’d
do if something like this were to ever
happen. Stupid-ass questions,
probably arrogant, none of us
actually thinking it would happen.
Very fucking stupid and very
fucking arrogant!
This is a moment when you say, “I
never thought it would happen to
me.” I truly didn’t believe that it
would, I’ve always been careful. But I
do recall a condom splitting incident,
the only time that ever happened to
me. Fuck.
“I’m sorry to drop it on you like

this, Joe, but I didn’t really know
what to do. I didn’t know you had a
girlfriend, I never would have showed
up like this.” She starts fidgeting
nervously with her fingers. If I wasn’t
in shock I’d feel sorry for her, but I
just can’t believe my eyes. “Maybe I
should go. Maybe–”
“No ... sit down ... shit, Emily.” I
rub my hands over my face. Right
now, I have no words. She turns and
sits down. I walk over to the couch
facing her and slump back into it.
We sit for quite some time and
speak very little, but make many
attempts. It’s probably my reaction
that’s leaving her silent. I want to
say the right things, and make this

easy for her, but what? What do I
say? Until I put that ring on Callie’s
finger, I hadn’t thought about having
kids any time soon. I always knew I
wanted them, at some point, but not
yet, and not with a woman I only
shared a few nights with.
“Is it definitely mine?” An impolite
question, but a necessary one
nonetheless.
She nods, almost sympathetically.
“You’re the only person I’ve been
with since my ex. I’m one hundred
percent certain, I’ll prove it if you
want. I don’t expect you to take my
word for it, but it is your baby, Joe.”
It is your baby, Joe.
I put my hands over my face again.

Fucking hell. What I would give to
have passed up this woman. That is
one time I really should’ve kept my
dick in my pants.
We have an awkward conversation,
with the most important aspect
remaining unchanged.
Emily is pregnant by me.

Forty Three: Callie
When I hear Joe enter the bedroom,
my heart kicks up. I’ve been in his
bathroom for … I don’t know – too
long, but not long enough. I’m still
not ready to see him. I can’t do it. If
we weren’t so high up, I’d climb out
of the fucking window. Yes, I would
run away and hide for a while, for a
very long while. I’m not angry at Joe,
I’m angry for things being so messed
up. I’m definitely not angry with him.
I don’t know how to communicate
with him right now, my mind is all
over the place.
We’re supposed to get married in

two days, and another woman shows
up carrying his child. I don’t need full
details and I don’t want them. One
thing that always kept me away from
Joe was the fear of never really
having him. Right now, I feel like he’s
been snatched away from me.
What am I supposed to do?
Slowly, with legs that feel like
they’re made of stone, heavy and
rigid, I walk over to the door and
stand facing it. I can ‘feel’ Joe on the
other side. He’s silent, but I know
he’s there. I picture him leaning
forward, his forehead against the
door and his hands braced either
side, on the wall. Sighing, I put my
forehead and my hands forward,

mirroring the image I have of him.
I’m trying to convince myself to
release the lock.
“Please, come out, I need to see
your face,” he says, in a low voice.
Just like before, in a split second, I
go from not wanting to see Joe to
needing to see him.
I open the door, keeping my gaze
level with his chest. As I step
forward, he cups my face between
his palms. He’s so desperate his grip
almost hurts. Now, I meet his
worried, questioning eyes and it’s as
though he’s seeking answers from
mine. As bad as I felt from the
moment I realized the other woman’s
body, it’s right now that I want to cry

– staring into the dark, coffee colored
depths that have held me for years.
But I don’t.
“I don’t like the look I can see in
your eyes,” he says, his tone
strained. “I feel like I’m losing you. I
won’t let you go.”
I take a deep breath. “Joe, you
can’t make me stay,” I whisper.
He draws my nose to his. “I won’t
let you go.”
Suddenly, I’m hit with an
overwhelming surge of something.
Clutching Joe’s shoulder blades
firmly, I press my body against his
and breathe in his scent. Not his
soap, or his cologne, just him. Joe.
Desperation and fear are coursing

through me, and other things I can’t
identify, but needing him is the
biggest emotion. I have no idea what
I’m doing, but I start lifting his
sweatshirt up, to take it off. I need to
feel as close to him as I can and I
want to take away his fears as well
as my own. His torso now bare, we
start kissing in a clumsy, urgent way.
I reach back to untie my halter top
and pull it down, before unbuckling
his belt. By the time we make it to
the bed, we’re naked, and a trail of
clothing is left in our wake.
This is what I need; to be naked,
close, together.
When he thrusts into me, I gasp at
the sudden, rock-solid fullness. Joe

moves powerfully, I grip his
shoulders harder, digging my nails in.
His hold gets even tighter and for the
first time he isn’t being careful with
me, it’s demanding and it hurts, but I
welcome it – I want to think of
nothing other than us in this
moment. I grasp his hair and lock my
legs around his waist.
This is nothing other than a
desperate, needy fuck, and I’m not
the only one who’s desperate or
needy.
My climax quickly builds. “Come
with me,” I beg against his lips.
As we release together, I cry out
into his mouth and I swallow his
groan.

He stills, our lips easing apart. A
warm tear rolls from the side of my
eye, down and over my ear ... and
another... and another. Maintaining
my clasp on him, with my body and
my limbs, I give into the tears. Joe
wipes and kisses them away, the
whole time telling me, “I won’t let
you go.”
I don’t know how long I’ve cried
for, but I feel intensely tired and my
throat and eyes hurt. Joe moves me
under the comforter and wraps me in
his embrace.
Sleep starts to claim me and I’m
vaguely aware that this is the first
time I’ve been in Joe’s bed.

Forty Four: Joe
When I woke, I’d have panicked if I
hadn’t noticed Callie’s shoes still
there by the bedroom door. I wanted
to wake up and find that yesterday
was nothing more than a bad dream;
a baby with a woman I feel nothing
for, the hurt and disappointment in
Callie’s eyes, the taste of her tears.
But it’s real.
The sun has already risen, and I
know where Callie will be. I pull on
my sweatshirt and jeans.
As I step out on to the balcony,
Callie doesn’t look my way. “I don’t
know why, but this is my favorite

part of your home.” I probably knew
that before she did. I also know that
I’m closer to losing her than I am to
keeping her.
She’s on the love seat, wrapped in
a blanket, her feet up and knees
hugged to her chest. I sit down, put
my arm around Callie, and draw her
to me. She lets me hold her, and for
a little while we say nothing.
“Do you think maybe it’s time to
talk about things?” I ask, keeping my
tone light, giving her a clear choice
whether we speak about it or not.
“I don’t think we need to. I know
you, Joe, so I know what you’ll do.
You’ll do the right thing and you
should. I’m just not sure if I can.”

With those words, I’m even further
away from keeping her. I can’t even
disagree; I have to face up to the
consequences of my actions.
I let my head fall back against the
window behind me, closing my eyes.
Nestling her nose into the side of my
neck, Callie curls her arm around my
waist. I hold her tighter. She was
right, I can’t make her stay. I
wouldn’t try to force her, either, no
matter how much I want her. “I do
think we should talk about it.” I lift
my head to see her face.
She looks at me and then lowers
her gaze, avoiding mine. “Maybe
you’re right, we probably should.”
“Do you want to ask me anything?”

She sighs. “I don’t know.” I stay
silent and wait. She makes eye
contact with me, her pain clearly
spoken. I hate myself for doing this
to her. I hate myself for doing this to
me, too. “How do you know her?”
That isn’t a question I wanted her to
ask. It’s logical, but I know she won’t
like the answer.
“Emily was the interior designer I
got in for my parents’ house.” Even I
don’t like the way that comes across.
It was a fucking gift from Adam and
me for their thirty-fifth wedding
anniversary.
She laughs. I know it isn’t because
she finds it funny. “That’s nice.” Her
tone wasn’t totally sarcastic.

Frowning, she takes her focus away
from me. “Better than a one night
stand, I guess. At least, I’m assuming
it wasn’t?” There’s a hard edge to her
voice this time. She has every right
to be pissed at me, but I don’t think
anyone can possibly be as angry with
me as I am right now.
“No, it wasn’t.” I wouldn’t be in this
position if it had been.
“It’s so strange that hearing her
name makes it all the more real.
How far along is she?”
“Five months.”
“Wow!” Her gaze clashes with
mine, her brows pulled tight. “You’ve
got just four months to prepare for
fatherhood. Why did she only tell you

now?” Now it seems her worry is
about me.
“She was scared. She wasn’t going
to keep it at first, but then decided
to. She said she wasn’t going to tell
me, but felt I had the right to know.”
“Why did you take such a stupid
risk?” she snaps.
“I didn’t. I wish I had. At least then
I could be pissed at myself for being
a total fucking dumbass. The condom
split.”
“Shit, that’s unlucky.” For a brief
moment her lips fight a smile. A very
brief moment. “I’m sorry for accusing
you like that.”
“Why? It was an obvious thing to
assume.”

“How do you feel about it?” I can’t
understand why she seems so
concerned about me. I want to know
how she feels, but if I ask her we’ll
probably conclude our conversation
too soon. And not with the outcome I
desire.
“Obviously I wouldn’t have chosen
for things to be like this, it’s not what
I want. It’s the last thing I want. But
I can’t just tell her to fuck off and act
like nothing’s happening, I have no
choice but to go with it. I don’t want
to lose you over it.”
She moves, with the blanket still
wrapped around her, and sits on my
lap, resting her cheek against my
forehead. “I just don’t know if I can

do it, Joe. I’ve loved you for so long,
the whole time feeling that I couldn’t
have you. And now when I get you
there’s someone else, another
woman. Even worse than that, she’s
having your baby. I know you’re not
with her, but she’s still going to be
there. You’re having a child with
someone else. It should be me.” She
barely whispered the last part, and
that felt like a knife through my
heart.
“I need time to think, Joe, I can’t
tell you want you want to hear right
now.” She presses her lips to my
forehead and sighs, I close my eyes.
We stay here like this for a long
time.

Forty Five: Callie
All the way home I asked myself
whether I’m overreacting, being
stupid, being selfish. I felt so at
times, but nothing could or can
override the horrible emotions that
hit me when I think about someone
else having Joe’s child. Nothing can
stop me from feeling like I don’t want
to share him. Not with another
woman and not with a baby, a baby
that will depend on him in some way
for the rest of his life. Being with Joe,
as his girlfriend or as his wife, means
my commitment has to stretch to
that kid. I don’t know if I’m capable

of that. I want to be okay with it, but
all I feel is angry, nauseous, jealous,
disappointed and scared.
On the eve of what was going to
be my wedding day, I’ve spent hours
going over the situation with Su, my
parents and my sister. Saffron called
and we spoke, but I could hear how
difficult it was for her. I didn’t find it
easy, either. It’s all pretty pointless
anyway – I can’t be given the
answers, it has to be my decision.
One thing I’m certain of is that I
won’t be marrying Joe tomorrow.
Su said I should see how I feel over
the coming weeks, when things
aren’t so raw. My parents and my
sister think it’s too much

responsibility, but if I want to be with
Joe then I should be, but not get
married, so I won’t be tied to him if I
decide I want out. They all make
sense, and it’s what I would advise if
it was somebody else, but it’s not
somebody else, it’s me. I felt like a
selfish little brat the number of times
I asked, “Why should I share?” “Why
should I watch some other woman
have his baby?”
I can’t bear the thought of another
woman having his child, and having
to stand back and watch it all. Joe’s
features and characteristics mixed
with those of someone he didn’t and
doesn’t love. How can I do that? It’s
impossible for me to get past that

barrier.
We only just got together and I
want to enjoy it being the two of us,
I wouldn’t have even wanted my own
kid with him yet. This should be our
moment. Instead, he’ll be preparing
for fatherhood and he’ll share a
special bond with someone else and
it’ll surpass the connection I’d have
with him. I know he loves me, but it’s
different. I wish I didn’t feel like this,
we’d get over things more easily.
I can’t accept this other woman, or
the baby they’re having.
Rejecting that child is a rejection of
Joe. How do I move forward with him
under these circumstances? How do I
move forward without him? I’m stuck.

I have a shower and change into
an old, oversized T-shirt. Sitting in
my wicker chair, I comb through my
wet hair.
A light rap sounds at my closed
bedroom door. “Come in.” I rise from
my seat.
Dane walks in. “Hey, you,” he says,
pulling me into a hug. I’ve had
cuddles all day, but I love Danes.’
He’s like the older brother I never
had and he’s so big and comforting.
“I’m glad you’re here,” I say,
against his chest.
“I wasn’t sure if you’d wanna see
me, but I had to check on you.” He
kisses the top of my head. There’s
something about being comforted by

someone; it either makes you smile
or it makes you cry. Dane’s caring
embrace causes the latter and the
flood gates open. We spend quite
some time hugging, with me weeping
into his shirt, but he doesn’t seem to
mind.
Once I pull myself together, I sit on
my bed with my legs crossed, and
Dane sits beside me. “Talk to me,”
he says, wiping away a tear on my
cheek with his thumb. His warm,
hazel eyes are full of understanding
and concern.
“I don’t know what to do. I don’t
know how to be with Joe when
someone else is having his baby. I’m
sick just thinking about it.”

“I know it’s a messy situation and it
seems impossible right now, but I
think you’re underestimating
yourself.”
“You do?” I sniff.
“Yes. It’s a lot to take in, and on
top of all that’s happened with the
two of you over a matter of days.
You guys have moved so fast, but it’s
been the most natural thing, right?
There’s a reason for that. You can
deal better than you think, but don’t
expect to be okay with it just yet. It’s
too soon, and you’re too emotional
and scared to make sense of it. Give
it time to sink in. You can’t know how
you’ll feel when the kid arrives. You
can’t even know how you’ll feel this

time next week.”
“I can’t imagine having to sit back
and watch it all unfold.”
“That’s understandable; this is
huge and so out of the blue. This
baby wasn’t part of the plan, but it
doesn’t change the fact that you and
Joe are right together – try not to
lose sight of that. I can’t imagine
you’ll find another man who loves
you the way he does, and I’m certain
you won’t love anyone the way you
do him. You tried it, remember? It
wasn’t exactly successful, was it?”
“No.” He’s right, I’ve thought those
same things myself today. I’ll never
love anyone like I love Joe. “Dane,
did he send you here?”

“He doesn’t even know I’m here.
I’ve only spoken to Saff so far. Don’t
let your emotions get in the way of
you seeing clearly. Give yourself time
and some space and take it from
there.”
We sit silently, and I try to
determine how I could possibly
handle this better. I’m not sure why,
but this has been the easiest talk I’ve
had all day. “Why are you always so
nice to me?” I ask the lovely, patient
man sitting beside me.
“You’re good people.” He laughs.
“You know, when you arrived at Joe’s
party that night, I fully intended on
hittin’ on you.”
“What?” I grin for the first time

since yesterday afternoon. I never
knew that. And I do recall the
‘activities’ I witnessed that night.
“You were irresistible in your short
skirt, with your pretty smile and your
trays of baby cakes. First of all, I
decided you were too sweet and
innocent, and I should leave you
alone. Then I saw the way you
looked at Joe, especially when he
spoke to you. It was like some kind
of awe.” He sighs heavy, frustrated.
“I really wish I’d said something to
him. You already had a boyfriend,
and I knew Joe wouldn’t want that
type of situation on his hands, but if
I’d known he liked you I would’ve
told him, regardless.” He shakes his

head in disappointment. “Anyway, it’s
been innocent on my part ever since
that first night. I like your energy,
you have a good spirit. You’re like my
adopted sister.”
I beam, hugging him. “Thank you. I
love you like a brother, so I
appreciate you adopting me.”
He chuckles and then becomes
serious again. “What are your
thoughts now?”
“I’ll give it time. I’m gonna go stay
with my aunt and uncle for a while, I
can’t be so close to Joe and feel like
I’m getting the space I need. He
could do without taking on my
emotions, along with everything else,
for sure. I think it’s best for both of

us if I’m not here.”
“Tell me you’re not talking aunt
and uncle in Ireland.”
I laugh, but not because it’s funny.
“It hadn’t even crossed my mind to
go there.” As much as I need to be
away from Joe, I could never be that
far from him. “The ones in Arizona.
We’ve always been close, I’ll be
happiest there.”
“Promise me this is temporary.”
“It’s temporary, Dane. I can’t say
how long for, but it won’t be forever,
I promise. I will have to not have
contact with anyone, though. If I talk
to you guys all I’ll think about is Joe
and the baby and that won’t help. I
have to be completely out of it, but I

don’t want you or Saff to be
offended, I adore you both. I don’t
want anyone to take it personally for
that matter.”
He stares at me, contemplating.
“Okay, if you think it will help. I don’t
like it and I have conditions. If you
don’t meet them, I’ll follow your ass
there and bring you back myself.”
This makes me giggle again, and it
feels good to do so. “Okay, what are
your conditions?”
“First of all,” he says, holding up
his forefinger, “take the time you
need, but get in touch at some point,
sooner rather than later. Secondly,”
he holds up another finger, “and
most importantly, do not – I repeat –

do not rule out the chance for you
and Joe. Things are a little fucked up
right now, but the fact still remains
you love each other. Don’t let
anything get in the way of that. We
don’t get forever, right? You two
have already missed out on a lot of
time.”
“I promise, promise, promise, I’ll
get in touch as soon as I’m ready and
I will not rule out the chance of a
future for us. Honestly, Dane, I still
love Joe and I want him. I just can’t
take the situation as it is at the
moment. He’ll be going to hospital
appointments and ... I can’t do it,
Dane. I’ve got to be away from it all
and when I’m ready I’ll make contact.

Everyone I love is here, I will be
back.”
I know he isn’t happy with my
decision, the others won’t be either,
but this is for the best.
It’s got to be.

Forty Six: Joe
I’ve spent most of the night talking to
Adam, and even Gerard for a while,
but I’m no further forward. A woman
I had a few nights with is having my
baby, and the one that I love I’m
losing.
This is the worst night of my life.
Dane arrives at my door. It’s
unexpected; it’s three in the morning
– the morning of what should’ve
been the day Callie married me. I’m
not surprised when he tells me he’s
just come from her place. I’m
grateful more than anything, happy
that she had someone with her.

Although, I’m not sure I want to hear
what he has to say.
We sit down with some coffee. I’m
tired, but the last thing I want to do
is sleep. Indolently, I ease back in
the couch. Folding my arms across
my chest, I look at Dane, sitting
beside me. “How is she?” It’s a stupid
question, but the most obvious one
to ask.
What I really want to know is if I
still have her.
“Not good. Emotional mostly, but I
think you know that without me
telling you.” I nod. Of course I do.
The worse thing about this whole
mess is that she’s hurting. “She can’t
stand the idea of you and someone

else having a baby. I told her I think
she can do it, she just needs time.
She’s stronger than she thinks, but
she really doesn’t see it, not right
now, anyway.”
“Fuck!” I let my head fall back
against the leather. “I don’t even
know if I can do it. I have no choice,
though, she does.”
“Man, this shit is seriously fucked
up. It’s definitely yours?”
“She said I’m the only one since
her relationship ended seven months
ago. I believe her, but I will make
sure. I have to.”
He hesitates. That tells me I won’t
like what’s coming next. “Callie
wanted me to tell you she’s gonna go

stay with her aunt and uncle in
Arizona for now.”
“She’s leaving?”
“Yeah. I don’t know that going
away is the answer, but she seems
to think it is. She thinks it’ll be easier
for both of you if she isn’t here for
the next four months or so. Maybe it
will help if she can be away from the
situation for a while.”
“Fuck, I wasn’t expecting that.
She’s leaving the damn state.” It’s
worse than I thought. Having her
close by, even if we weren’t together,
I might’ve just been able to tolerate,
but being gone completely is
something else.
My heart has officially just been

yanked out of my fucking chest.
“I don’t like to tell you this.”
I can’t even bear to ask “What?”
How much worse can things possibly
get?
“She said it will be a lot easier if
you don’t try to talk to her, or stop
her leaving. She wants space to
think, she’ll come to you in her own
time.”
I whack my head back against the
couch; a pointless move that won’t
solve shit, but there’s something
quite appealing about knockingmyself-the-fuck-out right now.
“She’s dropping the gallery and her
photography commitments.”
“I didn’t expect this to be easy, but

to leave. Shit. There’s no way I’d
have laid a finger on her if I knew
this was coming. My bullshit and
she’s the one hurt, how fucked up is
that?”
“I know.” He places his hand on my
shoulder, squeezing it. “I tried to get
her to stay or at least speak to you,
but once she got the Arizona idea in
her head she wouldn’t budge. She
gave me this for you.” He passes me
a folded piece of yellow paper. “You
know where I am.”
When Dane leaves, I sit staring at
the closed letter. I already know her
choice, but seeing it written is too
final. I have another cup of coffee
and cigarette.

Now I open it.

Joe,
I’m sorry for taking the chicken shit
way out here, but I can’t see you
before I leave. If I do it’ll make it
harder to go, but staying? Right now
that’s the hardest option. I can’t stay,
everything around me is you. It’ll be
torture.
I don’t want to leave you, but I can’t
see any other way at this point in
time. My heart hurts and too many
emotions are going through me. I’m
really not in the best position to
make any decisions.
The one thing I’m sure of is that I

can’t watch someone else have your
child. I’m so sorry. Please understand
and please give me the space I need.
Focus on your baby.
God, I love you, Joe. So much more
than you know. I didn’t even get the
chance to show you.
Do you remember that night, about
four years ago, when you and Adam
came back to your condo, and Su and
I were there with saffron, we were
watching Blade Trinity? You both
joined us. After Blade finished we put
on Saw. Ten minutes into it Saffron
totally freaked out and refused to
watch it. She went to bed, and, of
course, Adam went with her. About

halfway through it, Su fell asleep on
the couch, and I was shitting myself
watching that damn movie - in the
freaking dark. Something you found
entertaining. Then you sat with me,
close, like my protector.
When I was huddled beside you, I so
badly wanted you to hold me. I
wanted you to kiss me. There was
one precise moment when I almost
kissed you, can you believe that? I
was doing that silly girlie thing and
pressing my face against your
shoulder and for one very brief, crazy
moment, I so nearly moved to kiss
you. I was scared. I thought it was
the most unlikely thing in the world –
you and me. I fought against it

initially because of Nick, but
ultimately it was you that stopped
me – the fear of not being able to
have you, of you not wanting me in
the same way.
If I were to sit here long enough and
allow myself to think about it, I could
list all the other times something
similar happened. Other times when
I almost said or did something that
would have given it away.
In my heart it always felt so right
being with you, but my head was
another story. I chose to protect the
heart that wanted you. I regret all
the times I decided not to take a
chance with you. If only I had. I was

always yours, Joe.
Callie x
I’ve lost count how many times I’ve
read that letter. I want the words to
read differently. I want the mess
we’re in to suddenly clear up and be
non-existent. Fuck, how did she and I
end up here?
If the situation was different, like
fucking up in a way that wasn’t so
permanent, I wouldn’t let her go
without trying to talk to her. I would
fight for her. With things as they are,
I have no choice. I have to let her
deal in her own way, even if I can’t
bear the thought of her leaving – it’s
killing me already and she hasn’t

even gone yet.
I can only hope it will help.
Resting my head back against the
couch, I close my eyes.
My biggest regret is that I didn’t
tell her how I felt from the start. If
only I had. We’ve missed out on a
whole lot of fucking years together.
I can remember every time I came
close to saying something. One of
those times was at Saffron and
Adam’s wedding. Callie was more
than stunning in her minty green,
strapless bridesmaid dress. She blew
me away. Nick was competing at a
motocross event, so he was absent.
After the reception finished, we
were all pretty wasted, and Callie’s

feet hurt from the high heels she’d
had on non-stop. I carried her from
the wedding venue to our hotel. It
felt so good to hold her. I could smell
her apple scented skin and her face
was just a few inches from mine the
entire time. Her shiny lip-glossed lips
kept stealing my attention.
When we arrived at her room, as
soon as she was standing, she
hugged me. She held me tighter and
for longer than usual. I just thought
she was grateful for my help, and
drunk. During that lingering hold, it
was on the tip of my tongue to tell
her I wanted her. It was the closest I
ever came to it, but I stopped myself.
It was also the closest I ever came to

kissing her, but, again, I stopped
myself.
Saying nothing and walking away
was both emotional and physical
agony. She’d only just gotten back
with Nick, and I’d just got together
with Paige – who was waiting in my
room for me. The whole thing was
too damn messy.
I can recall the fleeting looks I
received from Callie that day and
night. I didn’t pick up on it, even
though she was looking at me every
time I stole a glance at her.
Dumbass!
So many times, over the years, I
was tempted to say something. So
many times I could’ve said

something. I realize now, there were
so many times I should have said
something.

Forty Seven: Callie
Sitting in my car, outside my
apartment building, I’m tired. Not
only have I hardly slept, but I’ve
spent hours trying to convince my
dad I’ll be okay travelling alone. The
last thing I want is to have to try and
fill the drive to Arizona with
conversation. I just need to be alone
and be miserable by myself.
So now I’m sitting here and I can’t
turn the key in the ignition. This is
the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Not
only am I leaving Joe, but I’m leaving
my family – that includes Su.
Although it’s temporary, and I’ll be in

regular contact with them, it still
hurts.
But when I think about what I’ll
face if I stay, staying feels harder.
I turn the key, shift into gear, and
start my journey.

Forty Eight: Scottsdale, Arizona
As I park in the drive of my aunt and
uncle’s house, I think about the times
I spent here with my mom, dad and
Elena. I have so many good
memories, and though it’s been a
few years since my last visit, in some
ways it feels like home away from
home.
I decided during the long-ass drive
that my stay in Arizona will be my
time to be Callie without Joe. He’s
owned my head and my heart for
seven years, even influenced my
relationship with Nick. I’m certain
that any decision I make will be

better if made with a clear mind and
I can’t have that if my thoughts are
all about Joe. Coming here was the
right thing to do, so I’m treating it as
a vacation. I can explore as much as
I want, since I have enough money
saved that I don’t need to think
about work while I’m here.
Su, my sister and my parents have
agreed not to tell me anything about
Joe when we speak. Updates will not
help; I need to be as free of him as I
can be. The baby is due in four
months, I’ll give it a little time
beyond that and then I’ll make
contact. I’ll know for certain how I
feel about him and the situation by
then. For all I know, if he and I

hadn’t remained friends for all these
years, I might’ve gotten over Joe a
long time ago. This now is our test.
If we’re meant to be together, we
will be.
As I walk to the door, Aunt Maria
and Uncle Vince come out to
welcome me. I can see they’re trying
to hide their sympathy, which makes
me feel worse, but I know they mean
well. They’d planned to come to
Vegas for the wedding, they’re fully
aware of the details.
My aunt pulls me into a hug. “You
stay as long as you need to, you
hear?”
“Thank you, Aunt Maria.” I squeeze
her, taking in her sweet scent. She

never seems to age, and that’s
without any kind of surgical
intervention. She’s in her mid forties,
but could pass for ten years younger.
She’s without a doubt a MILF, with a
pretty smile, moss green eyes and
long chestnut tresses. My natural
color is the same as hers.
Uncle Vince, who looks like my dad
with brown eyes and mousy hair,
gives me a great big bear hug, just
like he always did when we came to
visit.
We gather all my stuff, from the
trunk, and head inside. I’ve always
loved their home. It’s an open, split
level house with maple plank wood
floors, soft coordinated colors

throughout, and great mountain
views. I’ve swapped the hills and fog
of San Francisco for the mountains,
desert and the blazing heat of
Arizona. It’s different here in so many
ways.
That should assist in this deluded
plan of mine to treat this as a
vacation.
While I’m here, I’ll be sleeping in
my cousin’s bedroom. Jennifer’s an
only child and left home two years
ago to work as a journalist in L.A. I
sit on the double bed, my butt
molding into the mattress, and take
in my surroundings. Her room is just
as it was the last time I was here;
lemon walls, a sturdy antique pine

double bed and matching furniture. I
feel comfortable already.
After I finish unpacking my stuff,
and speaking to my parents, I go
down to the kitchen and help prepare
dinner. My aunt’s making vegetarian
enchiladas, especially for me. Mom
will be happy; we ended our call with
her telling me to make sure I eat,
regardless of my lack of appetite. As
I reach for a knife, to start chopping
onions, a hand lands lightly on my
shoulder. “We don’t have to talk
about anything back home if you
don’t want to, but if you decide you
do, just know that we can, okay?”
“Thanks, Aunt Maria, I appreciate
it.” I return her smile and grasp the

wooden handle. As much as I want to
talk, not that it will resolve anything,
I have no intention of discussing Joe,
or my feelings. I need to stick to my
plan of eliminating him from my head
and focusing on only me, or this
won’t work.
After we eat and watch TV
together, I go upstairs to dye my
hair. Tonight, I’m switching to a full
head of shocking pink; so much
brighter than my mood. It’s a shame
to say goodbye to the white-blonde
and pale pink, but it’s too Joe, even
though it was my post-Nick hair. I
think I’ll let my brow-skimming bangs
grow out over the coming months,
too.

Once I’m finished, I get into bed.
It’s comfortable among the soft, thick
pillows, but it’s too warm for the
comforter, so I drape a lavender
scented sheet over myself. With the
blinds raised, the room is lit in silver
by the moon. A perfect atmosphere
for what I should be doing right now.
I’m tired enough, too, but surprise,
surprise, all my head wants to do is
think about you-know-who.
I wish I could fall into slumber, I
need it. I haven’t had a complete
night’s sleep in over a week.
Obviously some of those were
because of my passionate late-night
antics with Joe – and there I go,
again, thinking about him. I can’t

seem to stop.
It’s just after midnight. I wonder
what he’s doing now. Is he awake,
too? Is he thinking about me as well?
Is he angry with me? Disappointed in
me? Missing me?
I knew this would be easier in my
brain than in actual reality, but I
didn’t expect to feel his absence
physically. I ache to be with him, to
have him close. Every single part of
me aches for Joe. I can barely
breathe, it hurts so much. I grip a
pillow tightly in my fists, wanting the
pain to go away, but it doesn’t work.
I’m starting to doubt that I can stay
away from him. Should I just go
back? Can I? The moment I consider

it, I know I can’t, just like I knew I
couldn’t the four times I stopped
during the drive here and considered
turning back. The situation is still the
same, a situation I can’t deal with.
Maybe I should call him. I’d love to
hear his voice. But what would I say?
What would he say?
I have two clear options; stay here
or go home. I can’t go back yet, so
coming here was the right decision.
It’s not like its forever. I just have to
hold out until after the baby’s born,
then I’ll know what to do. I can do
this. I can. Five or six months at the
most, I managed seven years. This is
nothing in comparison.

Forty Nine
For the past three months, I’ve been
a tourist in Arizona. I drove out to
the parks and forests, covered desert
land and visited a variety of
attractions. With my camera, I got
lost in my own world and captured
anything that caught my eye; lakes,
the various cacti, mountains,
butterflies, birds, Jackrabbits, I’ve
even caught coyotes and a
rattlesnake – for the two seconds I
could force myself to stand still and
take the picture. I’ve explored
everywhere I possibly could, and one
thing’s for sure – I kinda love

Arizona. Though, when I first got
here, it was just a little too hot.
Scrap that, it was way too hot.
I’ve started a blog, so that I can
post some of my photos and
communicate with people who have
an interest in photography. It’s
provided an additional distraction,
which I’ve craved. I’ve spoken to my
mom and dad every night. They’ve
been great and supportive and even
flew out here with Elena and Su. I
speak and text with Su and Elena all
the time.
My days have been well occupied,
so far, but now I need something
new. Aunt Maria has given me a job
in her 5th Avenue jewelry store, in

downtown Scottsdale, which I started
this week. It’s only a few hours a
day, but it’s something to do. She
sells pretty beaded accessories that
she makes herself, as well as silver,
gold and platinum pieces. As she and
Uncle Vince won’t accept money from
me for rent, I’ve refused to be paid
for the work I do for her. I have few
expenses, and it’s cheaper here, so I
don’t need the money, anyway.
Aunt Maria’s friend, who owns a
Gifts and Collectables store, has also
offered me the opportunity to sell
some sculptures there. So far I’ve
made the type that take a lot of
focus and detail, because when my
mind is on the task it’s an escape,

I’m completely absorbed. What I’m
finding hard is when I go to bed.
That’s when my thoughts take hold
and keep me awake; it seems
heartbreak is worse at night. When I
wake in the morning those feelings
resurface until I busy myself.
I miss Joe like crazy; he was a
close friend and a major part of my
life before we got together. I’ve
come close to calling him, a number
of times, but the nearer it gets to the
baby’s due date the harder it gets to
push the ‘call’ button, no matter how
much I want to. So three months on
and we haven’t spoken. I miss the
others as well, simple things like
hanging out as a group, and texting

and talking with Saffron. I almost
allowed Su to lure me into talking
about Saffron, a couple of months
back, but I stopped her. The link is
too close to Joe, it was inevitable
we’d end up at him as the topic of
conversation. I just haven’t felt
ready.
It’s Friday afternoon, and I’ve got
one hour left at work. “Aunt Maria,
your catalogues are almost finished.
Why don’t we put a new one
together?” I continue to flip through
the small rectangular booklet. It’s
nice, but she has some new pieces in
the shop that aren’t in it.
“Is that something you can do?”
she asks, looking over at me from

the display she’s arranging by the
window.
“For sure, all I need to do is take
pictures of your jewelry and then I
can design the pages in Photoshop.
I’ll show you the proof, and when
you’re happy with it, we’ll go get it
printed professionally. It’ll be easy.”
“Great, go for it.” She’s pleased,
and so am I. I love doing stuff like
this and an extra perk is that I have
a project to keep me busy now.
Anything that distracts me is a good
thing. I’ll make a start tomorrow.
I finish my shift and head to a
coffee shop a few blocks away. I like
to stop there after work, before
heading home.

As I cross the street, approaching
the café, which sits on a corner,
something catches my attention.
Parked outside is the funkiest vehicle
I’ve ever seen. I just felt myself fall
in love with it. It’s a Volkswagen bus
and it’s all hippified, with painted
designs all over it, in an array of
bright colors. It has the word ‘Love,’
an impressive portrait of Jimmy
Hendrix, a peace sign, flowers,
clouds and a large rainbow across
one side. I’ve seen funked-up rides
before, but this one is by far the
best. Wow!
I walk up to it, for a closer
inspection and to ask the owner if I
can take a photo. A man climbs out

of the driver’s side. “Omigod, your
Kombi’s awesome.” No doubt the
expression on my face is like that of
a kid on Christmas morning,
confronted with a room full of gifts
Santa left the night before. It’s just
so ... groovy, baby!
The owner smiles at me and
gestures with his hand toward it.
“Take a look, sugar.” I instantly pick
up on his slight southern accent.
“This is my baby, Roberta. I saw her
at an auction and just had to buy
her. She was born the same year as
me, the Summer of Love.” He
finished with a mock hippy type of
tone and suggestively raised
eyebrows. I can’t help but laugh. “I

like your hair, sugar.” He admires my
shocking pink, which now has purple
highlights, with his ocean-blue eyes.
I grin at the compliment. “Thanks.
I like yours, too.”
I’d been appreciating his short,
loose, blond curls. We’re in the
shade, but I imagine they appear
golden in the sun. I loved Justine
Timberlake’s when he had them, but
this guy’s are even better. He’s an
attractive man, with fair stubble and
a lean physique. I’d like to capture
him, but it feels inappropriate to ask.
Going by his image and his manner,
so far, I’ve decided he’s a modern
day hippy.
He slides the door open, so I can

check out the inside. It’s amazing,
cozy and cute. With the exception of
the lack of a toilet, it’s a perfect
living place if major space or storage
isn’t required. The rear has seating
that looks like it could fold out for
sleeping and the area just behind the
driver and passenger seats are
cooking facilities. Synthetic
sunflowers and daffodils form part of
the décor and lime drapes add a
splash of brightness to the brown and
beige interior. What a ride?
After making my request, I snap
away at the interior and exterior and
I do wonder if he lives in it, but I
won’t ask that. There aren’t clothes
or anything to suggest it, so I guess

not.
“You’d go nicely in here, sugar.
Picture us driving along, the windows
down, your pretty hair blowing in the
wind.” This time he spoke with a
dramatic edge to his tone and hand
movements. You’d think he was
trying to sell me a tour of Arizona in
his Kombi. I have to chuckle again. It
feels so good to laugh.
“Thanks for letting me take
photos.” I say goodbye and go into
the café, already looking forward to
putting some of the shots up on my
blog tonight.
Sitting at a corner table, with my
café mocha and newest book
purchase, I’m barely halfway down

the first page when I ‘feel’ a presence
in front of me. I gaze up to find the
Kombi Man standing on the other
side of my table, a mug in hand. “Hi,”
I say, being friendly.
“Hey, want some company?”
“Sure, why not?” I close my novel
and place it by my beverage. He
takes the seat opposite me and puts
his mug down. I read the label
hanging over the side. “A fan of fruit
and herbal tea?” I ask.
“Yes, actually, I love this rosehip
and strawberry one.”
“It sure smells nice. So are you a
health freak?” I smirk, in jest, so that
I don’t offend him.
“Most days, yeah, I’m vegan every

day and I don’t smoke, but I do like a
beer or two. Gotta have some vices,
right?” I giggle at him and myself. My
judgment of him as a modern day
hippy had him smoking dope every
night. “And you?” he asks.
“Well, not really. I’m vegetarian
every day and I don’t smoke, but I
like a coffee or five a day and a
cocktail or two some nights. I’m just
normal, I guess.”
His lips curve with a mix of
friendliness and humor. “What’s your
name, sugar?”
“Callie. And yours?”
“Roman.” He reaches across the
table to shake my hand.
I return the gesture. “I’m picking

up a very slight southern accent
there, Roman.”
“Yeah, I was born in Kentucky, but
I left at the age of twenty to travel
through Europe. I met my wife in
Italy, she’s from Arizona – we moved
back here five years ago. I haven’t
lived in Kentucky since I left, but I
visit the folks every now and then.
The ‘slight’ to the accent is because
of all those travels and trying to be
better understood; I had to go easy
on the southern drawl, and now I’m
left talking like this. I picked up on
the “dude” word several times
outside, and other such vocab, being
“totally” stereotypical, I’m thinking
you’re from California.”

“Yes, San Francisco.”
Roman’s response is to break into
the opening verse of The Mama’s and
the Papa’s San Francisco (Be Sure to
Wear Flowers in Your Hair). I guffaw
so loud the other customers turn and
look at me. He even put actions to
the words. “Well, don’t you have a
pretty smile?” he says, grinning wide.
“Thanks.” I’m still trying to
compose myself. He doesn’t know it,
but he’s made my day, and not
because of the compliment. Laughter
is such a good thing.
“So what exactly brings you here?”
He takes a sip of his sweet smelling
fruity tea.
I don’t have a problem composing

myself now that he’s asked me the
one question I don’t want to be
asked. I clear my throat. “I just
needed to get away for a while. I’m
staying with my aunt and uncle.” I
offer a small smile and take a taste
of my café mocha, my gaze dropping
to the table top.
“Oh, I get it. Don’t worry, sugar,
there are lots of other things we can
talk about. Not many people in this
part of the world refer to Roberta as
a Kombi. You know a thing or two
about that type of vehicle?”
“God, I love them. And the old
style bugs – I had my own a few
years back. After I finished college I
took a trip to Australia with my best

friend and our boyfriends. We came
across a Kombi parade, the most
amazing thing ever. That name is
way cooler than bus and technically
it’s more accurate, if you think about
its origins.”
He grins. “I couldn’t agree more.
What happened to your poor little
bug?”
We hit it off instantly. Our
conversation is fun, as I expected,
and everything about Roman is
relaxed, easy going. I’ve met
eccentric characters before, but
Roman is in a league of his own. I
can only think of him as random, with
his hippyisms and worldly influences.
His name doesn’t even sound

southern to me, and then he tops it
off with his veganism, but I guess
that could be categorized under
hippy. He’s totally random and
actually pretty awesome.
Roman’s open during our
conversation, telling me so much
more about himself than I need to
know, but I like his honesty. He’s a
little suggestive at times, but not
pushy or sleazy. I do wonder if he
practices free love, though. We talk
about my career and interests and
after a while I give him a condensed,
vague version of my reason for being
here; a difficult breakup. He seems
understanding and tells me about
meditation, which he says is good for

‘quieting the mind.’ He’s been
teaching that and Yoga for almost
sixteen years and says it was the
only thing that kept him sane during
his divorce, two years ago. I figure if
it can help get someone through a
separation like that then it should be
helpful with my problems.
“Well, I must say, sugar, your
company this afternoon has been
exceptional,” Roman says, smiling
with sincerity in his eyes. It’s dark
outside now - we’ve spent hours
talking about everything and nothing.
“Make sure you keep that pretty
smile on your face.”
“I’ve loved your company, Roman.
You are without a doubt King of

Awesome. Thank you.”
He places his open hand over his
heart. “That has got to be one of the
nicest things anyone has ever said to
me. I’m touched.” He’s still grinning,
but I actually think he means that. I
meant it - he’s the coolest freaking
dude, and in his company, smiling is
effortless.
I pick up the leaflet for Roman’s
classes and slip it into my purse. This
is perfect timing for me, because I’m
overly aware that Joe’s baby is due in
a month. I’ve been fighting questions
like, will it be early? Will it be late?
Will it be a boy or girl? Is it already
here? I desperately need a
distraction, now more than ever.

****
I’ve been doing either Yoga or
meditation every night, for the past
two months. Well, sort of. I achieved
the headstand and a bunch of other
poses, and the King of Awesome said
I was a natural and perfect for that
type of class, but after one month I
dropped Yoga.
I like to be active and keep busy,
but anything gym based is not my
thing. I’ve never been one for any
kind of exercise that goes beyond
walking from one place to another or
a night of dancing. Although, I did
hike my ass-off when I first arrived in
Arizona, but I had the motivation of
wanting to capture beautiful sunrises

and sunsets from the tops of various
mountains. Yoga asked more of me
than I wanted to give, although I did
like the idea of being more flexible.
That benefit only had me
wondering if Joe would’ve liked me
suppler.
I’ve continued with the meditation,
because it relaxes me and only
requires me to lay or sit and be still. I
can also do it on my own when I
need to switch off my thoughts. It’s
not easy at all, it’s mentally
challenging. I’m not perfect at it, but
even just trying to achieve a quiet
mind distracts me. I’m happy I found
this method and it fills in the time of
day that needed something, when

I’m lying in bed and can’t sleep.
I haven’t escaped those questions
about the baby being due, I didn’t
expect that I would, but I’m getting
through it. I’m certain the child has
arrived by now and that makes it
harder to call. I don’t feel ready to
hear the details and until I do, I
won’t be calling. I miss Joe every day
and love him no less than when I
left, but I try not to focus on those
things as best as I can, because it
only makes my stay harder. The
meditation is a godsend.
Things have become unexpectedly
interesting; I’ve started getting
freelance photography work. After I
finished my aunt’s catalogue, Roman

was so impressed he hired me to
design his new class leaflets. Then a
woman who attends his Yoga liked
them and asked me to do photos for
her granddaughters christening.
Word of mouth has gotten me more
work, so I’ve started advertising
myself. This, of course, wasn’t part of
the plan, but for the first time since
coming to Scottsdale I feel good, and
it’s been a great way to busy myself.

Fifty
I’ve been living in Scottsdale for over
thirteen months, which is so much
longer than I intended. The demand
for my photography has been
unexpectedly high, and it’s been the
most successful and the happiest
point in my career.
All this enjoyment and success has
made it easier to stay. Problem is,
the longer I’ve been here the harder
it’s felt to go back. That was
especially the case around the
significant dates that related to Joe
and me; his birthday – the day we
got together, the day I saw him for

the last time and the day we were to
marry. I don’t miss or love Joe any
less than when I first arrived, but I
don’t hurt as much, although, I don’t
allow myself to think about it in
detail. I block the thoughts out as
soon as they present themselves. I’m
even doing wedding jobs, which I
avoided to start with, but I was
missing out on a lot of work. Taking
them on is largely why I’ve been so
busy. I’ve made an unexpected
switch from fashion magazines and
nightclubs to wedding photography,
but I’m actually enjoying it.
To date, I still don’t know anything
about Joe or his baby. I’ve chosen
not to, I wanted to learn those things

from him directly. I should’ve made
contact by now and I have tried.
Countless times.
Like right now.
I’m sitting here on the bed, phone
in hand, and I can’t make myself call
him. This is Déjà vu. I pick up my
cell, sometimes I select his name, I
think about what I’ll say – I don’t
press the ‘call’ button.
Déjà-fucking-vu!
I don’t know what to say to Joe, or
how talking to him will make me feel.
I don’t know where we fit in with
each other’s lives anymore. All these
unknowns, among others, stop me
calling.
One person who I might be able to

speak to is Dane; I’ve always found
him easy to talk to. He’s also a step
closer to Joe without it actually being
Joe.
Okay, here goes …
I select Dane in my cell and …
press ‘call.’ The dial tone sounds. My
stomach flutters and my heart races.
No, I’m losing my nerve. I want to
press the ‘end’ button, but he’ll know
I’ve called. Dammit, I have to see
this through. Shit! Why isn’t he
answering? Answer already–
“Damn, girl, I began to think I’d
never hear from you again.”
“Hi, Dane.” I start to fiddle
nervously with the hem of my denim
skirt. “I’m sorry it’s taken so long. I

hope you don’t hate me.”
“No, I don’t, silly. But, madam, you
are lucky Su was willing to keep me
updated. I was serious when I said
I’d come after your ass.”
“Su kept you updated? She didn’t
say.” I realize that would be my fault,
because of my ban on talking about
Joe or anything to do with him.
“Yes, she did. Sounds like you’re all
right, with your business and stuff. I
didn’t expect you to settle. I thought
we’d have heard from you a while
back. I thought you’d be back by
now.” He sounds disappointed. I feel
bad.
“I didn’t plan on staying so long.
The business just like ... kind of came

out of nowhere and took off, a weird
sequence of events that led from one
job to another and another. It was
more about having a distraction, so I
went along with it. I really needed to
keep my mind busy. I’ve been
meditating most days, too. I think
you’d like it, it’s pretty awesome.”
He laughs lightly. “Probably.”
“I am sorry, Dane. You deserved a
call way before now, but it turns out
I’m totally lame, I didn’t have the
guts. I wanted to, I honestly did.”
“It’s okay. You’re good, right?”
“I guess. Even though it’s been
over a year and a lot’s happened, it
doesn’t feel so long ago. It’s gone by
quick. I kinda like blocked everything

out. That’s why I went along with the
work that came my way. Tell me
what you’ve been up to. Has anyone
tamed the wild beast yet?”
He chuckles and starts filling me in.
We chat about him, which has me
smiling the whole time, Gerard,
which has me laughing hard in places
– I miss that cheeky bastard, and
Saffron and Adam.
“They have a kid?” I ask,
astounded and wondering if I’m
hearing things.
“Yeah, they found out Saff was
pregnant a couple weeks after you
left? Su didn’t tell you? I know you
two don’t discuss Joe, but you didn’t
even know that?”

I shake my head, to clear it, still
unable to believe what I heard. “No.
Wow! I guess it shouldn’t be a
surprise, I knew they were trying, but
wow.” Now I know why Su was so
eager to talk about Saffron soon after
I got here. She tried to push a few
times, but I wouldn’t allow it.
“He was born four months after
Joe’s boy.” I suck in a deep breath,
feeling like I just took a sucker punch
to the gut. I was so not ready to hear
that.
Joe has a son.
“Callie?”
“Um, yeah ... shit, this is all a bit of
a shock. Su and I don’t talk about
this stuff at all. It’s nice that they

were born close. They’ll probably
grow up more like brothers than
cousins. ” Stop the babbling already.
I silence myself.
A little Joe exists.
I recall how much I wanted that to
be me someday; to have a son that
looked like Joe, and his father, and
his father’s father.
This call’s made me feel worse. I’m
insanely jealous.
“So what’s the plan?” he asks.
“I don’t know. I think ... I think a
lot has changed.” Solid details make
things too real.
“Yeah, maybe you’re right.” This is
a surprise.
“You agree with me?”

“After you left, Joe was hoping it
would help and that at some point
you’d at least speak to him. He
concentrated on the baby coming,
and supported Emily, but he was
waiting for you.”
“What are you trying to say?”
He sighs. “He waited, then you
started your business and you hadn’t
made contact. He even knew from Su
that you didn’t really like to talk
about him. So he gave you time.
When it got to a year he felt he had
to let you go.” This still isn’t making
sense.
“Dane, please get to the point.”
“Joe and Emily are together now.”
Uh, I can’t breathe.

“Callie?”
Joe and Emily?
“Callie, talk to me.”
“Um ... I ...”
“Shit, I’m sorry. He didn’t plan on
getting with her, but they got close
and it just kinda happened. There
wasn’t anyone else for him the whole
time. It really seemed like you’d
started over again, like you made
your choice.”
“No, I ... I get it. I understand. It’s
a good thing, right? Their son
deserves that they try, that’s what I
would want if it was me. It’s good.
Listen, I should go now.” He sighs
heavy, and I know this wasn’t easy
for him, which makes what I’m about

to say harder. “Do something for me.
Make me a promise.”
“What?”
“Don’t tell Joe we spoke.” My
throat tightened around those words.
“How can I not tell him? He still
cares, he’d want to know.”
“No, he doesn’t need to. Let him
focus on his family, that’s what
matters. Please, you know it’d be
better this way.”
He curses on a hard breath. “I can’t
do that,” he says with finality.
“Think about it, you know it makes
sense. What good will telling him do?
It’ll just stir shit up when it’s better
left at that. He’s moved on now, and
in some ways so have I. C’mon,

please.”
“Fuck! Why didn’t you call, Callie?”
“I tried, I really did. Look, just do
this one thing. It’s not for me I’m
asking.”
He makes me wait for his reply.
“Okay. I don’t like it, but I think
you might be right, no sense in
messing things up. I’m only agreeing
because there’s a kid involved,
otherwise there’s no way in hell I
wouldn’t say something. Understand
that.”
“Thank you, Dane.”
I sit, immobile, staring at the blank
screen of my cell. When I eventually
unfreeze myself, I drop the phone on
my bed and turn the radio on, to

block out the outside world and avoid
my aunt and uncle hearing me. I
head into the bathroom and whack
on the shower. After stripping naked,
I step in under the hot spray and sob
my fractured heart out.
By the time I curl up in bed, I’ve
cried like never before and I’m barely
able to keep my eyes open. Crying is
exhausting.
I feel empty and lonely. And
betrayed, though, I know I don’t
have the right; Joe waited and I
didn’t make contact. It’s my fault. My
feelings are strangely, and painfully,
split in two. On one side it seems
only right that Joe and Emily create a
complete family unit for their son. On

the other side, I hate myself for
leaving it so long. Now I have no
choice; Joe’s someone else’s. It’s not
even just someone else; she’s the
mother of his child. I can’t compete
with that.
This is worse than finding out that
Emily was having his baby. At least
then I had options, it wasn’t so final.
I regret the decision I made, I regret
it with every fiber of me. I know I
made a mistake leaving for so long –
I practically gave Joe away. Given
the choice, I’d have stayed his friend
and remained ignorant to his
feelings. At least then I had a part of
him, now I don’t even have that.
Even if I were to go back right now

we’d never be the same, too much
has happened and too much has
changed. I couldn’t be friends with
him like I was before.
Now I have nothing of Joe.
Does it make me weak and
pathetic if everything – life – now
feels pointless? The only good thing I
can take from this is that his boy
deserves the chance of being part of
a family. That’s exactly what I
would’ve wanted for my own kid, and
that’s probably how Joe felt. I can
also imagine that with the bond he
and Emily developed it was the most
natural progression into something
more.
And I let it happen.

My cell phone vibrates against the
wooden surface of the nightstand. I
glance at the caller displayed and
grab it. “Su.”
“Hey,” she says, and the softness
of her tone feels almost like a hug.
“Dane just called me. He wanted me
to make sure you’re okay … I’m
sorry, I wanted to tell you about Joe
and Emily, but I couldn’t do it. I
wanted to tell you about Saff, too.”
“We both know I wouldn’t have let
you. I know you tried to tell me
about Saff. It’s okay, there’s nothing
you need to be sorry for.”
I close my eyes. I don’t want to cry
again. I don’t want to care anymore.
Joe’s moved on. Now, somehow, I

need to do the same.
I guess we failed our test. Clearly
we were never meant to be.

Fifty One
I’ve wallowed for the past couple of
weeks, now it’s time to pull my shit
together and move on with my life. I
love it here and work is amazing, so,
though I know I’ll return home at
some point over the next year or
two, I’m staying for now.
I feel like perhaps it’s time to meet
someone. Joe has always been there
in the background, which made it
harder for me to succeed in a
relationship. In his absence, I’ll most
likely stand a better chance of
getting it right. It’s time to try, at
least.

After countless invites on his part,
I’ve decided to go on a date with
Roman. He won’t know I’ve changed
my mind, and I’m not sure if, or
when, he’ll ask again. So, I’m going
to take the initiative. It’s Sunday
afternoon, I’ve just attended his
meditation class. Everyone else has
left – I’m taking the plunge right
now.
“Hey,” I say, as I approach him.
“Callie, you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks for class.”
“Pleasure as always.”
Just ask him. Ask him. “Um, I don’t
know if you’re busy, but would you
like to go for fruit and herbal tea?”
He looks at me, pauses, and then a

slow smile tugs at his lips. “Sure, why
not?” Okay, so it isn’t exactly a date,
but it’s a start. It’s the best I can do
at this point, I’m so damn nervous.
As we walk into the café, stupid,
unnecessary thoughts are running
through my head. It’s at the forefront
of my mind that I haven’t been close
to a man, in any way, in over a year
– almost fourteen months to be
precise. I know that’s hardly forever,
and I’m jumping to silly conclusions,
it’s only tea for crying out loud, but I
can’t stop the thoughts.
We sit at a corner table, and
though I could so easily do it now,
I’ve decided to hold off on the date
talk. Yes, I’ve lost my nerve. I never

used to be so self-conscious, or this
lame, but there you have it – it is
what it is.
As always, we laugh and talk about
things ranging from irrelevant to
important. Mid conversation, Roman
leans toward me, from across the
table, and whispers, “So is this like a
date?” I can tell he’s joking, so I
giggle. He always makes me laugh.
Still at a murmur he says, “Seriously,
though, does this mean you’re ready
to let me take you out?” He’s looking
me in my eyes, his ocean-blue gaze
the most intense I’ve seen from him
so far, but with a hint of his usual
friendly affection.
I shift forward and whisper. “I think

so, yes.”
“In that case, how about coming to
a music festival with me on
Saturday? Some of my pals will be
there, including Jerry and Veronica –
the two you met a few months back.
It’ll be kind of a group thing, but we’ll
get to hang out together, also.” I
know he’s trying to make my first
date with him easy, this is typical
Roman.
Now I’m really glad I’ve taken a
couple of weekends off from work; I
started to feel burned out and being
so over-emotional had me close to
the edge. I feel great today, though.
“I’d like that, it sounds fun. Where
is it?”

I haven’t been to any kind of
music event since the Electric Daisy
Carnival, in L.A., over a year ago. I
love festivals and street fairs, so
Roman’s invite is perfect.
****
Last night I got my hair done, it’s
now white-blonde with a mix of pale
pink and baby blue highlights. I
decided a while back that I wouldn’t
cut it at all for the time I’m in
Arizona, my own little hair project.
It’s since grown past my shoulders
and the blunt brow-skimming bangs
are gone and instead frame my face,
reaching my cheekbones.
Once I’m ready and dressed in a

short, white tube dress and flip-flops,
I pack some boots, jeans and a
jacket, just in case I need them. If
we’re out late the temperature will
drop.
I’m waiting for Roman to arrive and
the fluttering in my stomach has
started. Even though I’ve known him
for about a year, have seen him
many nights of the week and
consumed hundreds of café mocha’s
with him, the date scenario is making
me nervous.
I realized when I was getting ready
that I’ve never been on a date with
Joe. As the thought came, I pushed it
to the back of my mind. I’ve spent
the entire morning rejecting thoughts

of him. My plans with Roman seem to
be stirring things up, and it makes
me wonder if Joe found it easy to
move on from me. I hope not.
When I hear the Kombi pull up
outside, I go out to meet Roman.
Hah! He only goes and lets me drive
the damn thing. Man, I’d have been
happy to have this journey alone as
our first date. We travel with the
windows down, enjoying the breeze
as it passes through, and Kid Rock
plays in the background.
“Didn’t I tell you we’d look good in
here, side by side, your pretty hair
blowing in the wind?” He laughs,
snapping away at me with my
camera. When he made that

comment I never foresaw it coming
into reality. Life is funny like that, but
I’m happy to be here with Roman,
and he’s gorgeous in his long, loosefitting beige shorts, white v neck Tshirt and flip-flops. As nervous as I
was earlier, it’s impossible not to feel
comfortable with him.
“You so did,” I agree, easily. “You
continue your reign as the King of
Awesome. Keep up the good work,
Roman.”
We arrive at the park at the
intended time. Numerous music
stages and food and beverage tents
are spread across the large open
area. It’s busy, but Roman and I sit
with his friends not too close to the

entertainment, so we have a nice
amount of space. It’s not so loud
here, either, allowing us to talk.
We’re sitting on blankets, drinking
and eating food we all brought as a
contribution to lunch. Well, they all
brought, Roman insisted that I didn’t
need to. I did bring some beer and
lemonade, though, I wanted to offer
something.
It’s a great atmosphere and the
sun feels good, with a thin spread of
cloud across the sky. At this time of
year, in southern Arizona, it’s a nicer
kind of hot and not blazing like it was
as recent as a month ago. I can hear
a man’s voice talking through a
microphone, on the stage closest to

us. The music starts, I don’t
recognize it, but I don’t mind, we’re
in conversation anyway. Roman’s
friends are cool, I’ve met two of them
before, but there are four others.
Thankfully, the only couple is Jerry
and Veronica, so it isn’t awkward.
“You okay?” Roman checks on me.
“Yeah, I’m good.” I smile back,
surprised by how comfortable I am
with this.
“Let’s go dance, sugar.” He takes
hold of my hand and leads the way.
The stage closest to us has a band
performing cover versions of old Rock
and Roll songs; The Beatles’ Love Me
Do just started. We’re dancing
together and it feels great to let

loose as we laugh and sing along.
Rather than being serious, we’re
bouncing around like total idiots and
holding hands. We chime all the way
through, well, Roman does. I hit the
parts that I know, mainly the chorus.
It’s not that I’m unfamiliar with the
golden oldies; I just don’t know all
the words to this particular song. Up
next is The Rolling Stones’ (I Can’t
Get No) Satisfaction.
By the end of the night, Roman and
I have danced nonstop for hours. It’s
the best day I’ve had since arriving in
Arizona and it’s been a perfect first
date.
When we pull up outside my aunt
and uncles,’ I’m tanned from all the

sun exposure, my feet hurt from all
the dancing, and I’m tired, but I’ve
had way too much fun to care about
any of those things. I’ll be asleep as
soon as my head hits the pillow.
Roman walks me to the door, and
doesn’t linger. He kisses me on the
cheek, his stubble tickling me lightly.
“Sleep well, sugar. I’ll call and check
in on you tomorrow.” He squeezes
my hand before letting go and turns
to walk back to the Kombi.
I’m already looking forward to our
next date on Wednesday. This time, I
made the invite; we’re going to the
Arizona State Fair.

Fifty Two
It’s Friday afternoon, and I’m on my
fourth date with Roman. We’re
having a picnic in a park by a lake.
I’m taking a dazzling shot of the sun
reflecting off the water, creating a
gorgeous display of sparkly
diamonds. Once I’m done, I join
Roman.
He’s made a lot of effort with the
vegetarian and vegan picnic he
brought. We sit on a blanket and eat
and talk, and eat and talk, the hours
enjoyably passing by. Roman’s
always been good company for the
time I’ve known him, but he seems

to ramp it up further for our dates. It
feels more personal, too. I like that
his maturity beyond mine shows
through at times, but he can also pull
it back and relate to me as though no
year’s existed between our arrivals
into the world. He’s also a classic
example of how a guy’s looks
enhance with age, not that being
forty-two makes him old. He’s a
handsome, mature man.
I lay back; eyes closed, one arm
behind my head, and my legs
stretched out and crossed over at the
ankles. With hardly any people
around, it’s calm. I feel so relaxed I
could fall asleep right here.
Roman whispers in my ear, “I

wanna ask you something, but it’ll
give me away.”
I open my eyes and gaze up at
him, lying on his side, facing me,
propped up on his elbow. He’s close,
but it doesn’t feel intrusive. “Give you
away?”
His eyes are smiling. “Yeah, you’ll
know where I’ve been looking.”
I grin with humored curiosity.
“What would you like to ask me?”
“Are they pierced?” His tone was
secretive – even though no one
would’ve heard – and his gaze shifted
in the direction of my breasts. It’s
impossible not to laugh at his
mischievous expression. I hadn’t
even noticed him checking them out.

I’m not wearing a bra underneath my
yellow halter top, so it doesn’t
surprise me that he suspects, though,
it does require observation to note
my hidden treasures. I nod,
chuckling. “Nice,” he says.
I close my eyes, my smile
remaining. That’s an example of one
of the many things I like about
Roman. He’s open and suggestive,
but it never feels sleazy or
inappropriate.
After a moment, he moves the
hand that I have resting on my lower
tummy and places his there instead,
but under my shirt. He strokes me
slowly, his palms and fingers are
tender and warm, his skin smooth. It

feels great to be touched. Now I
know it’s been a long time since I’ve
shared intimacy with someone. Now I
also know I can be intimate and
close to Roman. So I don’t stop his
caress.
I also don’t stop him when I feel
his lips press against mine. They’re
soft, the gentle prickle of his stubble
reinforcing his masculinity. He takes
his time, lightly brushing the flesh of
my mouth with his, before gently
nudging his way in. The connection
of our tongues feels right, and our
kiss deepens, but remains slow and
exploratory. It’s gratifying and I can
taste the strawberries he ate a short
while ago. The entire time, he

continues to rub my lower tummy.
When we’re in the Kombi, and
ready to leave, just as I’m about to
turn the key in the ignition, Roman
says, “Would you like to come to my
place, or would you rather go home?”
His offer holds no expectations, or
pressure. I know I have a choice
here. And I’m not naïve, I’m aware of
where this will probably lead.
But I feel comfortable and ready.
“I’d love to see your place.”

Fifty Three
I toe-off my tennis shoes at the front
door, as I walk into Roman’s first
floor apartment in downtown
Scottsdale. I didn’t have him down as
domesticated, but he is, there isn’t a
single thing out of place and it’s one
of the cleanest homes I’ve seen. As I
expected, there are many cultural
influences; Indian rugs on the floor,
African statues, Asian and Egyptian
paintings. The furniture consists of
slouchy couches and lamps, all in
burgundy and navy. There’s even a
picture of Clint Eastwood in Dirty
Harry, which makes me think of

home.
We enjoy some cold beverages in
the open kitchen, and I take the time
to admire the view of the mountains
from the window. Even after over a
year of being here, I still appreciate
the beauty of Arizona. We exchange
words and kisses, and I’m so getting
used to Roman’s sweet lips.
After our drinks, I get a full tour of
the house, the last stop – Roman’s
bedroom. His bed is low like a futon
with different colored, non-matching
blankets that seem to work well
together. The décor goes with the
rest of his place.
As he takes me by the hand, I can’t
decide if I’m nervous. My heart has

kicked up a little, so, yes, maybe I
am. Once we go where we’re headed
there’s no turning back. I’ve never
taken sex with a guy lightly, and this
is no different.
Roman sits at the foot of the bed
with me standing in front of him,
between his legs. “I noticed your
pretty tattoo in the park. When did
you get that done?” Pushing my shirt
up to just under my breasts, he holds
it up with one hand while the finger
tips of his other trace my pink and
red rose vine.
I see my body art all the time, but
I don’t like to think about it. I can
remember both days with perfect
clarity, the way Joe’s touch felt, the

conversations we had, his smell, his
expressions. I’ve heard it said that
you never forget the day you had
your first tattoo. That’s true for both
of mine, though in my case, I
remember for different reasons. It
hurts too much if I focus on them. For
some reason, my piercings don’t
affect me in the same way. Maybe
it’s because it was during my tummy
tat that I first knew my attraction to
Joe was more than physical.
I try to smile, but frown instead. “I
was eighteen,” I mumble. Over eight
years ago, it feels like a lifetime ago,
but I remember it as though it was
yesterday.
“Why does it upset you? Do you

regret it?” His soft gaze holds mine.
“No. No, I love it.” I pause. “Joe did
it.” I’m not sure why I answered in
that way, like I expected Roman to
know who Joe is. It’s the only way I
could answer, but it’s the first time
I’ve mentioned him to the man in
front of me, or anyone else.
He stops his finger traces and
kisses me above my navel piercing.
“I won’t rush you into anything, but I
really hope this can be the start of
something good between us.” His lips
are still pressed against me, his eyes
trained on mine.
I offer a genuine smile. “Me, too.”
And I do, I do want him.
I’m ready to move on.

Lifting my halter top up over my
chest, I take it off and drop it on the
bed. Taking hold of Roman’s hands, I
place his palms over my breasts and
let my head loll back and my
shoulders relax. It feels so great to
be touched. And even better when I
feel light licks across my flesh, along
with the tickle of warm breath. The
delicate slide of tongue around my
nipple hardens it and sends glorious
sensations through me. A thumb
strokes my other nipple and I absorb
the sensation of it tightening under
Roman’s tease. My body feels extra
sensitive, for some reason. I’m
throbbing so intensely, I feel like I
could almost come from this alone.

“Your skin is so soft,” he says, as
serene kisses cover my tummy and
he starts to unbutton my cut-offs. My
fingers get lost in his sun-kissed curls
and I bury my lips among their
softness, kissing the top of his head,
inhaling the sweet almond scent of
his hair.
After removing my denims and
panties, Roman presses a slender
finger into me, and a little moan
escapes me and gets lost in his
golden locks. I can hear my own
wetness, as he strokes my inner
walls.
Bending my knees, I kneel on the
edge of the low bed, between his
thighs, and reach down to unbutton

his shorts. With one hand, I slip in,
taking hold of his hard ... what the
fuck? My eyelids fly open, in shock. I
realize that I haven’t thought about
what Roman’s cock would be like.
Why haven’t I thought about it? I did
with Nick, and Jackson – and I didn’t
even go there with him. Countless
times I wondered about Joe’s.
Roman’s is fucking huge!
Mammoth, behemoth, gigantic ... any
word that sounds bigger than big –
apply it. Lots of foreplay, lots of
foreplay, I tell myself, trying to relax.
And pelvic floor exercises after, to
stay tight. I know the female body is
equipped to deal with much bigger
things than a man’s dick, but shit!

May I remind you that I’m only
five-foot-one? I have guesstimated
Roman to be at around Five-ten, but
it’s not his height that’s of focus here.
It’s that thing that’s thicker than my
freaking wrist. Given my size, that’s
probably not even a useful analogy.
I grip him firmly and stroke him, up
and down, and he lets out a deep
throated moan. That sound sparks
something in me. His stiff monster of
a cock, yes it scares me, it scares the
shit out of me, but it doesn’t stop me
from dropping to the floor, on my
knees.
Roman leans back, supporting
himself with his hands on the
mattress. I tease the broad head

with my tongue, swirling around it,
and then I stroke his full length with
long, slow licks along the underside
of his shaft. Wrapping my lips around
the tip, I seize as much of his length
as I can. I’ve got about half of him
covered. Sucking firmly as I retreat,
my palm forms a tag team with my
mouth and I go to work. My heavy
breathing, through my nose, mingles
with Roman’s groans. “Shit, you’re
fucking incredible,” he says. That’s
the first time I’ve heard him use a
swear word. I like it. And it turns out
that in over a year of no action, I
haven’t forgotten how to use my
mouth. I’d smile if I could.
On perfect timing, with my over

stretched and almost aching jaw,
Roman eases me away from him and
shifts back on the bed. I wipe my wet
lips with my wrist as I stand up and
watch him get naked. His body is
lean and strong, with a sprinkle of
fine blond hair scattered across his
chest and down his stomach.
He’s even sexier than I thought; a
damn fine specimen of a man.
I watch as he unrolls a condom, on
to his monster of a cock, and then he
ushers me to him, not that I need
much persuasion. I’m more than
game. I crawl on the bed and
straddle him. Once I position myself
correctly, I slowly, slowly, very
slowly, ease myself down his long,

thick hardness, letting it stretch me.
“Oh, shit,” he says, as I stop at the
base. “Oh, you’re tight.”
A startled laugh escapes me. “Me
tight! You huge! Is that even
compatible?” I give an experimental
grind of my hips. I feel full and
stretched, quite stretched, but it
doesn’t hurt.
“Opposites attract, sugar.” His
voice is strained and sexy. “Damn,
you feel good.”
Unhurriedly, I rise up and slide
down, and up again. Roman holds my
hips, but doesn’t try to influence my
pace or depth. As I accommodate
him better, sensations heighten, I
get wetter, and so the cycle goes. It

feels sooo much better. “Okay. Let’s
fuck,” I tell him. He smirks at me, his
expression is like that of a lion that’s
about to attack his prey.
As I ride him, taking every inch of
him, Roman thrusts up into me,
bringing about a divine interaction
between pleasure and pain. Hellfucking-yeah. He clasps my breasts
firmly and then tugs on my nipple
bars, the slight discomfort only
adding to the enjoyment, and I
liberate my moans.
“You’re a little package of
dynamite,” Roman says, as he rolls
over, laying me on my back. I giggle
at his words.
Bending my knees toward my

chest, with the soles of my feet
against his pecs, he fucks me harder,
faster. All this action has me gripping
the edge of the mattress, above my
head, and screaming like a fucking
porn star. He’s taking me without
mercy, there’s no pain, just pure,
intense satisfaction.
“Your cunt is insatiable,” he tells
me, his voice coarse. He thrusts
slightly harder, cursing as he comes.
Seconds after he withdraws, he has
his mouth buried in my ‘insatiable
cunt.’ I lay like a jelly fish, feeling like
I have nothing left to give, until the
pulsating pleasure of orgasm
consumes me. As it passes, I free his
curls from my grip.

After, we lay together, side by side,
sticky, our legs entwined –
sometimes talking, sometimes in
silence – comfortable with each
other, as always. I like this other side
to Roman I’ve experienced. I’m not
surprised, he’s always been
suggestive and I suspected he’d be a
beast in the bedroom. But I wasn’t
expecting that behemoth cock of his.
Now that was a surprise.

Fifty Four
It’s the day my parents and Elena,
who’s now pregnant with her second
child, and my cute little nephew,
Caleb, are due to visit. We’ve
planned their stay around the St
Patrick’s Day celebrations at Fountain
Hills.
They’ll be meeting Roman for the
first time. I’m not looking forward to
that part, because I know mom and
dad don’t approve of the age gap.
They also think it’s a delayed
rebound relationship, or some kind of
comfort type thing. They’re wrong;
Roman’s too good for that. Even after

all this time I still feel guilty about
Nick. I’ve learned from my mistakes,
no way would I get involved with a
guy unless it’s what I truly want.
I do truly want to be with Roman.
I’m in a good place at the moment.
Roman is romantic and fun, and
being with him is effortless. There’s
no pressure, or expectations, we’re
just going with it and enjoying each
other.
I’m bursting with excitement and I
can’t stop peering through the
window. Finally, I see my uncle
driving up to the house. I rush out
the front door and wait by the drive.
When Uncle Vince parks up, my sister
assists Caleb out, and he runs to me

with his arms open wide. I adore
being an aunt. I speak to Caleb all
the time, and I love his chatter down
the phone, but nothing beats seeing
him and squeezing him.
The house is full and lively now.
We all sit in the living room drinking
tea and coffee, and my parents and
Roman talk. I’m trying not to watch
them too much. The only person
missing from this picture is Su; she
and Zack are on vacation for their
third wedding anniversary. Other
than her absence, this all feels
perfect.
We arrive at the fountain in Fountain
Hills and watch the water turn

emerald green.
“We should’ve dyed your hair to
match,” Roman whispers to me.
“I did one year for St Patrick’s Day.
It was my worst hairstyle ever, big
mistake.” He nods, amused. “Is
everything okay so far?” I ask.
“Yes, I told you not to worry. Give
them time, it’s only natural they’d be
concerned.” He pulls me into a side
hug, I snake my arm around his
waist.
We spend some time enjoying the
music, and food, and then I let the
adults take pleasure in the beer
garden while I take Caleb to the kids’
activities. He adores the Loving
Leprechaun, who’s giving out lucky

charms. At four years old it’s his first
encounter with one and seeing him
so excited is the best feeling. For a
moment, I wonder what Joe’s boy is
like, but I don’t let myself dwell.
Thoughts like that do me no good.
My sister joins us. We hug. I really
miss her, even though we speak
most days.
“You two look like you’re having
fun,” she says, as we release each
other.
“We’re having the best time. He’s
had a lot of sugar, so he’ll be
bouncing off the walls when we get
back.”
“This little one’s going crazy, too,”
she says, patting her lovely baby

bump. “Maybe a pint of Guinness
would calm pip down,” she jokes, in
a perfected Irish accent. I can’t resist
placing my hand on her tummy. That
flutter, the baby’s kick, is the
strangest sensation. I was obsessed
with it when she was carrying Caleb.
I hope this one’s a girl.
“Are mom and dad okay?” I ask.
“You mean with Roman?” I nod.
“They’re getting along. He’s nice, I
like him and so do they. They’re just
concerned about the age difference –
sixteen years is sort of huge.”
“I understand, but they don’t need
to be concerned.”
She hesitates. As I go to question
her, she says, “They don’t think

you’re over Joe. I don’t, either.”
“Joe and I can’t be together, I have
to move on with my life. Roman’s a
great guy, it’s not some silly rebound
thing and I don’t need a father figure.
He’s younger than dad. But if I ever
do want a father figure there’s this
super hot sixty year old dude who
works in the Salvation Army thrift
store.”
She laughs, her brown-eyed gaze
breaking away from mine for a
second. “If you’re sure.”
“I am. This is the happiest I’ve
been in some time. I appreciate the
mild intervention, but it’s not
necessary. Roman and I really like
each other.”

She sighs, her brows pulling tight.
“We want you happy, that’s what
matters most, but we’re all
disappointed that you’re not thinking
of coming home. We figured you’d be
here maybe six months, and it’s been
like a year and a half. Now you’re in
a relationship as well as working
here.”
“I didn’t expect to still be here,
either. I don’t plan on staying
forever.”
Her frown deepens. “So what’s the
point in getting with Roman then?
Would he move to San Francisco?”
I shrug my shoulders. “We haven’t
talked about that. It’s only been
three and a half months, it’s early

days. We’re just seeing how things
go, like any other new couple. I’ll be
with Roman for as long as it feels
right and I’ll deal with where my
future lies when I get there.” If
there’s anything to be learned from
knowing Roman, it’s living in the
moment – that’s what he does. I like
it that way and I prefer not getting
caught up in thoughts of what’s to
come – too much time gets wasted
with that. I’m living in the now and
I’m happy right now. That’s all that
matters.

Fifty Five
Time flies when you’re having fun.
The past twenty-one months, with
Roman, have been an amazing
journey. We’ve been living together
since the five month mark. It wasn’t
intended, but it was a natural, even
though quick, progression. We spend
every free moment with each other
and we’ve had many adventures,
taking trips across the U.S. and
beyond, to France, England and
Ireland.
I don’t know how, but somehow,
this boyfriend of mine persuaded me
to participate in the Scottsdale Fiesta

Bowl half marathon – the 24th annual
run. It’s taking place on September
2nd and we started training for it in
April. I’ve hated every second of it
and I’ve complained like crazy. I even
tried to get out of doing it, a number
of times, but Roman was having
none of it. Apparently, I’ll be glad I
did it after. I beg to differ.
He drags me out of the house most
mornings, just after sunrise when it’s
nice and cool, and we run Scottsdale
Road. He says it’s that part that will
be the hardest point of the run,
because it’s the steepest bit. Six
freakin’ miles he makes me do, and
then I spend the day eating like a
horse. What’s up with that? I’m

certain I’ve gained a few pounds; I
can feel it in my denim. God only
knows how I’ll manage the fourteen
miles on the day. I don’t know how,
or why, people do full marathons, it’s
insane.
I have to admit, I’ve improved my
stamina and I’m more flexible
because of the rigorous stretch
sessions he puts me through. I’ve
even succumbed to doing Yoga twice
a week, and our sex is pretty
athletic, too. That part I do enjoy.
I appreciate all the additional
benefits of the running and the
stretching, but I know, even if Roman
doesn’t think it, that I’m stopping the
exercise stuff right after the

marathon. I’ll stick to Yoga, but that’s
it. Working out is just not my thing, I
don’t like it and I never will. I
probably take advantage of the fact
that my weight, with the exception of
now, has barely budged throughout
my adult life, and so far my sister
and I are taking after mom. If we
continue this way, we’ll never
actively have to work to keep our
size. If that changes, then I’ll haul my
ass off to the fitness center.
The weeks are drawing closer and
between training and work, I’m the
busiest I’ve ever been. My business
has gone from strength to strength,
most of which has been due to
wedding photography, which I’ve

come to adore, especially creating
the photo albums.
It’s Sunday today and I’m doing a
wedding – the likes of which I’ve
been brainwashed by, in two ways.
First of all, I never considered doing
this as part of my career as a
photographer, but I’ve loved it.
Secondly, I’ve come to admire the
big traditional types and I find myself
making mental notes of what I would
and wouldn’t want. My sister started
playing the bride from the age of six,
I was always the priest. From then
on she spent her entire life, up until
her big day, planning it. I’m now
doing what she did then, at age
twenty-eight.

I arrive at the hotel the bride-to-be
is staying in, which is only a short
distance from St Mary's Basilica, a
lovely church in phoenix where she’s
getting married. As I take pictures of
the pretty lady getting ready, in her
lace and silk gown, I can’t believe I
almost got married myself. I don’t
always have these thoughts, when I
do jobs like this, but every now and
then I do. It seems as though it was
a lifetime ago, in some ways
someone else’s life.
Now that I’ve been brainwashed,
I’m glad I didn’t. I know I wouldn’t
have regretted my choice then,
especially as that’s what suited me
most at the time, but if and when it

does happen, I’m doing the whole
Bridezilla thing. I still want a day that
reflects my style, edgy and funky, but
with a traditional feel to it as well,
and I want all my family and friends
there.
I feel like I’ve grown, and in certain
ways changed, since I first arrived in
Scottsdale.
The day finally ends. It was
enjoyable, but long. I’m happy to be
home. I’m also glad to find Roman is
still up.
“Hey.” He greets me with his
fabulous smile. “How’d it go?”
“Great.” I put down my stuff on the
floor, by the front door, and join him.
We sit at the breakfast bar and I

tell him about the day. If it were a
female I was with I’d give every last
detail, something I do frequently with
Elena who loves hearing about some
of the weddings, but I spare Roman
with a brief version.
Long days like this earn me a neck,
shoulder and back massage. Once I
finish talking, I lie face down on
Roman’s massage table, and he
rewards my hard work. I close my
eyes, winding down, and listen to
him talk about his happenings.
****
It’s my day off from photography
work, so it’s sculpture time. Before I

get started, I’m sitting out on the
deck, shaded from the hot sun, with
the newspaper and a coffee. I’m
blocking out all thoughts of Friday’s
marathon, I can’t believe it’s only
four days away. On the plus side, my
family’s due in three days. That’s the
only good thing about this week. I’m
aching to see my niece and nephew,
I’ve missed out on so much of
Madison’s first year of life. I can’t
wait to see Su and my sister and my
parents.
Damn it, I can’t wait to see them
all.
Scanning the front page headlines,
today’s date literally jumps out and
smacks me cold in the face. My cup

falls from my hand, hitting the
ground with a fracturing crack. I
barely register the feel of warm liquid
splashed down my lower leg.
August 29th 2011. Joe’s birthday.
He’s thirty-three today.
A chill runs through me and my
skin prickles with goose bumps. I’ve
prepared for this date, and the other
significant dates that follow it, for the
past two years. Call me sentimental,
or call me stupid, but these dates
mean something to me, even though
they hurt. I’m amazed I could’ve
forgotten, but I have. I’ve been so
caught up in preparing for the run,
work, and my family’s visit, I didn’t
consider anything else.

It’s three years from the day that
Joe and I got together, in four days it
will be three years to the day that I
left his condo, and the last time we
spoke, and in six days it will be three
years to the day we were to marry.
How could I forget? It was only
yesterday I thought about how close
I was to getting married. God, it still
hurts. It’s as painful now as it was
back then.
When will I stop loving that man?
Why does it seem as though my
feelings for Joe are stuck in a time
warp? Why can’t I get over him? He
rode into my life ten years ago, and
I’ve loved him almost every single
day since.

A freaking decade!
We didn’t even last a week.
I have to let this go, we were
never meant to be. I’m with Roman
now and my life is here with him.
I can’t love Joe anymore. I don’t
want to.

Fifty Six
The past three days have been
internal torture, and I’ve tried to
suffer in silence. I’ve snapped at
Roman, unnecessarily, several times.
I hate myself for it, that’s not how we
are, but I’ve been unable to stop it.
Thank God for PMS, or, at least,
having it as a cover up. I detest lying
to Roman.
I’m relying heavily on the
distraction of my family, for the next
few days, as well as the physical and
mental pain of the run to get me
through this week. Once it passes, I
can get on with my life, again, just as

I had been. All I need is for this week
to be done.
I’m at my aunt and uncle’s and two
cars pull up outside. I sprint out the
front door, and Caleb and Madison
run straight for me. I squeeze them
both, breathing in their delightful
kiddy smells.
We all have lunch in the backyard
and there’s so much to talk about, it’s
impossible to get everything out.
After we eat, Roman leaves for work.
My guilty conscience for my mood
these past few days has me hugging
him on the door step for way too
long. It’s the only way I can express
an apology without saying the words.
Eventually, I have to let go – he does

have a job to get to.
Soon after, the rest of us go to the
park. When we get there, Su and I
take the kids to the play area, while
the others head for the sheltered
picnic tables.
“Su, can you hold Madison’s hand
while I get my camera out.”
“Sure.” She reaches out to the
blonde cutie and heaves her up into
her arms, squeezing a giggle out of
her.
“No.” I’m literally pushing my face
into my backpack.
“What’s wrong?”
“I don’t have it. I think I left it in
the backyard with my cell phone. I
thought I picked them up.”

“You were distracted with this
young lady.”
“Yeah, I guess. I want photos of
today. I’ll have to go back and get
it.”
“Use my phone, it has an awesome
camera.”
“Okay, thanks.”
Caleb is a typical six-year old and
gets to entertaining himself fast.
Maddie takes more care, so Su and I
stay with her, but I keep an eye on
the little guy. The heat means our
time is limited; it’s too hot for the
adults, never mind the kids, so we
head back and hang out at the house
with the A.C. on.

I’m under strict orders from Roman to
get a good night’s sleep for
tomorrow. Not easy when I’m here
with Su. I’m staying at my aunt and
uncle’s, so I can make the most of
my family. Su and I are in the living
room, on an air bed. We’ve talked
non-stop; there’s been so much to
catch up on, even with frequent calls
and texts. Nothing compares with
face-to-face.
We’re the only ones still awake and
we’ve been talking about Su’s new
house. I’ve seen pictures by e-mail
and I want to see the real deal. I’d
been thinking about whether I should
finally visit San Francisco, I started to
feel ready, but with the pain Joe’s

birthday has caused I’m not so sure.
I did have some concerns already,
namely, unexpectedly bumping into
Joe. I even had a dream one night
where I was in the grocery store,
strolling along with my cart, not
looking where I was going, and then,
thump – I walked straight into the
back of him. Just as he started to
turn around, I woke up. I didn’t see
his face, his eyes. I was thankful.
A beautiful fucking nightmare!
Picking up Su’s cell, I start checking
out the photos from earlier in the
park. The first picture I see is the last
one I took. “Aww, this is so cute.” I
hold out the phone in Su’s direction,
she’s beside me but lying down. The

image is of her with Madison and
Caleb. “Three people I love, all
together. I’m framing this one.”
“Yeah, I like it, too.”
I keep going backwards through
them, they’re all lovely and I’m so
grateful there was an alternative for
me to use to capture these special
moments. “This is nice.” I show her
the screen again. It’s her and Zack in
their backyard. “I love your new
place.” I wanna come visit.
Continuing through the images, I
come across two super sweet kids. I
don’t know them, but I know who
they are. “Su ... is this?” I don’t need
to ask, I can see it.
One boy has lovely chocolate

colored eyes, loose light brown curls
and his skin’s the shade of mocha.
He has the most delightful smile, just
like his mother; Saffron. I can see
Adam in him; he has his eyes, nose
and the same shape face. The male
Williams’ features are a force to be
reckoned with.
The other child is one hundred
percent his dad, with the exception
of the rich auburn hair. It’s not black
like his dad’s, but he has the same
coffee bean brown eyes. He’s exactly
like Joe, in every other way. His hair
is cut in the cutest style; short, with
the top brushed forward and trimmed
in a neat fringe at the hairline. I can’t
help but wonder whether it was Joe

or Emily who picked such an adorable
cut.
My throat tightens and my vision
starts to blur. As I blink, a tear
trickles down my cheek.
“I’m so sorry. I forgot that was in
there.” Su reaches out to take the
phone from me.
“No, it’s okay. It’s okay.” I sniffle
and wipe my wet face with my hand.
I can’t stop staring at him. “Do you
have others?”
“Uh, yeah, just keep going.”
The next one is of Saffron and her
son. “Omigosh, he’s super cute.” I
sniff again. “Saffron looks great, so
happy. God, I miss her so much.” Her
hair is jaw length, straight and black,

with the ends tinged blood-red. The
three of us always shared our
hairstyle intentions with each other. I
knew before Su got here that hers
would reach her shoulders and it’d be
blonde with black highlights and
she’d have horizontal bangs. I miss
the things we all used to share, it’s
my fault we don’t any longer.
“His name’s Nathaniel,” Su says.
“After Saff and Dane’s dad,” I
whisper to myself. That knowledge
warms my heart.
The next picture is another of the
boys together. They don’t know this
photo is being taken; they’re
distracted by something that isn’t
caught in frame. I view several more,

all just as beautiful. Not a single one
with Joe in it. I’m not sure if I’m
disappointed, or happy about that.
Not that I need a photo to see him. I
only have to allow myself to think
about him. “They’re amazing, Su.”
“Yeah, they really are ... Joe’s son’s
name is Jack.”
I glance at her, but can’t speak. I’m
too overwhelmed. Joe’s son looks
just like him and his name is Jack.
These are two pieces of information I
didn’t know, until now, and
something in those details has a
magnetic pull. I want to know more.
I want to know about Joe.
“How is Joe?”
“He’s good. Loves being a dad, he’s

great at it, too. He see’s Jack all the
time.”
“Doesn’t he live with Jack and
Emily?”
“No … he’s not with Emily
anymore.”

Fifty Seven
Su is fast asleep, but I’m not. My
brain is on full alert. I’ve got her last
words and the image of Jack at the
forefront of my mind.
When I arrived in Scottsdale it was
my chance to be Callie without Joe,
but it hasn’t exactly gone that way.
He’s been here all along, just not in
the physical sense. I’ve done well at
pretending that wasn’t the case, but
now I have to face up to it.
I have a fantastic relationship with
Roman, and I want it to work. It was
working. Even better than I thought
it would. But when I saw Jack’s photo

I felt something I wasn’t expecting.
When Su told me Joe is not with
Emily anymore what I felt was
profound. There’s a pull toward Joe
that wasn’t there two hours ago.
Ignorance was bliss, now I know too
much.
Now I feel too much.
Even seeing Saffron I was drawn to
her. I’m appalled at myself for cutting
her out. Su said she understands, but
I’m not okay with it. I wish I could’ve
been strong enough to keep my
friends. I wish I’d been strong
enough to stay in San Francisco. I
wish I didn’t love Joe so much. No, I
wish I’d told him in the beginning
that I love him. If I had, I wouldn’t

have experienced any of the hurt,
and we’d have been together all
along.
Sighing heavy, I close my eyes.
Regret is one hell of an emotion.
“Still awake?” Su says.
“Yeah.” I open my eyes and see
only the ceiling above me, slightly
illuminated by the silver moonlight.
“What’s up?”
“I can’t stop thinking about Joe.”
She turns onto her back and clasps
my hand, resting on top of the
blanket. Our fingers interlink. “I’m
sorry about the photos, I should’ve
thought.”
“It’s not your fault. You’ve been
super supportive, Su, you haven’t

even mentioned his name. You’ve
been the best.”
She sighs. “I’m still sorry. I hate
seeing you upset. So … what’ve you
been thinking?”
“That I’m not over him. Not that I
didn’t already know that. Seeing his
son and knowing he isn’t with Emily
has stirred things up. I was doing
good, until then, now I don’t know
how to move on knowing this. It was
doable when I had no choice. I’m not
saying I do now, just because I still
love him it doesn’t mean he feels the
same way about me, but it was
easier to accept things when I didn’t
have a choice. I also didn’t expect be
so ... okay with seeing his son. It’s

not just somebody’s kid, he’s Joe’s.”
“I don’t know the details of why he
and Emily didn’t work, but they’re
good friends. Jack is what’s most
important to them and they work
together so he has stability. I’ve
spoken to her, she’s nice. She felt
bad about you and Joe, she felt
responsible. I liked her because she
seemed to care about that, she even
apologized to me because of you
being gone. This might sound weird,
but you’d actually like her.”
When I think of Emily, I remember
how scared and nervous she was that
day she came to the condo. The
situation was awful for all three of
us, but I was the one with the

freedom to walk away.
And that’s exactly what I did.
“I know Joe was spending time
with someone else, but I don’t know
for sure what his relationship status
is right now. He doesn’t get around
like he used to, Jack and BlackArt are
what he mainly focuses on. You could
totally have him back if you wanted.”
I look at her wide-eyed, even
though it’s dark. “Su. I wouldn’t just
try to take him from someone else.
And I still have Roman to think
about. What we’ve got is good and
he’s great. I don’t want to hurt him.”
“But do you love him the way you
love Joe?”
I gaze back up at the ceiling. “You

already know the answer to that.
God, this is so hard. Tell me what to
do, Su.”
“I can easily tell you what to do,
but I can’t decide for you.”
“I know,” I whine. “I’m torn. I enjoy
being with Roman, and he doesn’t
deserve me to even be having this
conversation with you. But I can’t
stop my feelings for Joe and now that
I’ve seen his son and know he isn’t
with Emily, I can’t help but feel ...” I
sigh.
“Like you want him? Like he’s who
you should be with? Deep down you
know it. I like Roman a lot, but Joe is
who you should be with. I haven’t
just been going along with you – I’ve

been waiting for you to accept it in
your own time. I understood why you
needed to be away from it all, but I
knew eventually you’d find your way
back. Now you just have to be honest
with yourself.”
“Something always kept us apart.
Look what happened when we
eventually did get together. And then
when I called Dane. My heart was
broken twice. I can’t take a third
time, and it’s probably inevitable.
What if he’s not meant to be mine?
Everything happens for a reason,
right?”
“I agree, but I also think there’s a
perfect time for everything. Maybe
before wasn’t the perfect time.

Maybe you were supposed to come
to Scottsdale for a little while. Maybe
you were meant to be with Roman
for a certain amount of time, and run
a half marathon. Maybe now you’ll
cope better with Joe as a father than
you would’ve three years ago.
Maybe, maybe, maybe ... I could go
on all night, but you’ll never know if
you don’t try. Face up to it, Callie,
you can’t hide out here forever.
Everyone you love, including Joe, is
in San Francisco and we’re all
patiently waiting for you to come
home.”
We lay in silence. All I can think is
that I’m with Roman, but madly in
love with Joe – who isn’t with Emily

anymore. Going with my heart would
have me back in San Francisco in the
twelve hours it would take me to
drive there. Or I could ditch all my
stuff here and fly back sooner. Going
with my head, my fears and
uncertainties would have me doing
what I did when I was with Nick. All
these years later I can’t repeat the
same crap.
But does Joe love me anymore?
“Su, you do know I love you, and
you’re amazing, right?”
“Yeah, I’m totally awesome. But
it’s easy, you’re the best.”
It’s the morning of the run, and we’re
all gathered at the start line in

downtown Scottsdale. I want this
distraction, this torture. I deserve to
be tortured.
I look around at all the serious
runners in their official clothes.
Roman’s one of them. I’m wearing
black cropped leggings and a
matching tank top. They were
traditional until I funked them up as
part of my distraction two days ago. I
like my attire, but I’m already
planning on burning these Nikes I
have on my feet the first chance I
get.
It’s the final few seconds before
the signal to start will sound. My
heart is racing already, I’m so damn
nervous. “Roman, I don’t want to

slow you down. If you want to leave
me behind, I won’t be offended.”
“Sugar, I’m not doing this for the
competition, I’m with you every step
of the way.” It’s not as though it’s his
first marathon, he’s even done a few
full ones, but I still don’t want to hold
him back.
The signal sounds, and a heartbeat
later, out of nowhere, a rush of
competitiveness hits me. I feel a
determination I’ve never experienced
before, and as we start, I want to do
this. Breaking into my stride,
alongside Roman, I focus on deep
breathing, in through my nose and
out through my mouth.
“Sugar, don’t give too much here,

or you’ll burn out too soon.”
“Okay.” I pull back a little. I know
I’ll make it to Rotary Park feeling
okay, that’s our six mile mark. I’ve
done an extra mile in addition to
that. Beyond there I don’t know what
will happen, but I’ll be doing my best.
I kind of wish I’d gone with Roman’s
suggestions of longer training runs.
Hindsight’s a bitch.
And I know all too well about that.
We get to the ninth mile, and I’ve
held out well, but I can feel the extra
demands. Roman is right by me,
running at my pace. Such a good
man, I feel so guilty. I’ve spent most
of the night thinking about going
home. I don’t want to leave Roman

and I love my life here, but these
factors put together still don’t
outweigh how much I want to be
with Joe. Surely it’s not healthy to
want one person so much. Maybe I
should be seeking professional help!
My legs and breathing are getting
heavier. I’m trying to focus on my air
intake, in through my nose and out
through my mouth. Other runners
feeling the same and them
communicating that is proving
motivational. I’m not the only one
going through this torment.
Now we’re at the tenth mile. “Why
am I doing this?” I say, through
gritted teeth. My lungs are on fire
and I don’t own my legs anymore.

How do people do full marathons? I’ll
never watch San Francisco’s in the
same light ever again. A full night’s
sleep last night would probably have
helped.
“You’re doing good, sugar, we’re
almost there.” I decide to reserve my
energy and instead of whining back
at him, like I’m tempted to, I stay
silent. We keep going.
“I hate this.” Roman laughs, but
says nothing. I’ve made the odd
complaint through miles ten and
eleven, and he’s figured out that I
don’t want a reply. I’m just being
lame.
“Final mile, sugar,” he says, as we
pass the thirteenth. If I wasn’t

hurting so much I’d cheer in
response, although that one mile is
no different to when he said, “Four
miles left, sugar.”
I notice my family as we approach
the finish line, and Su’s taking photos
with my camera. I can’t imagine how
awful I look right now. Their
presence gives me a final burst, just
as I was considering walking.
I keep running.
I cross the finish line.
Fucking A!
I’m breathing heavy, my lungs are
on fire and my legs don’t exist, but
my grimace becomes a humongous
smile. I made it. Goes to show what
a little determination can do for you.

Roman and I hug a long, sticky,
breathless one. “Good girl, you did
great,” he says, before releasing me.
It’s the evening of the marathon. Su
and I are sitting on a bench at the
end of the backyard, watching
everyone else interact. Roman, my
dad and my sister’s husband, Chad,
are standing on the patio, in
conversation. My mom and Elena are
gathered around the table on the
deck with my aunt. My uncle is inside
the house with Caleb, and Madison is
floating around enjoying all the
attention she gets.
Roman was right, I am happy I did
the run. It’s the greatest physical

challenge I’ve ever faced.
Unfortunately, the pride I feel is
overshadowed by other emotions.
I feel like I’m on the verge of my
greatest emotional challenge yet,
and for more reasons than one.
“I’m coming home, Su.” I say,
feeling a horrible pull in my gut, as I
say the words with my gaze trained
on Roman. “I can’t believe I’m saying
this, but I think I’m coming home.”
“You are, or you think you are?”
“I keep changing my mind. I
thought about calling Joe to get an
idea of where his head is at, but it’s
sneaky and dishonest. I won’t do that
to Roman – he deserves better. It’s
one, or the other. The problem is it’s

been three years, that’s a long time,
and in some ways Joe and I are
different people now. I’m scared he
won’t feel the same way anymore, or
that the modern day Joe isn’t the Joe
I knew. What if I’m caught up in
some kind of romantic fantasy? Does
the man I love still exist?”
“Of course he does. You’ve both
grown, sure, but at the core of it
you’re still the same people. I
guarantee it, and I’m positive you
both still love each other, probably
more because you’ve had to live
without each other. You’re soul
mates.”
“I never stopped thinking of him as
my soul mate. That’s why I have to

do this. You know, like one final shot.
I don’t want to look back and regret
this the way I regret never saying
something in the first damn place. If
I’d made a simple move like telling
Saffron I liked him, it would’ve
changed everything for us. If I’d paid
more attention to the way he looked
at me. If I didn’t hide my attraction
to him to the degree I did. There
were countless opportunities for me
to make my feelings known in some
way and I never took them. When I
think about those seven years, and
my first one here, they’re wrapped up
in a never ending stream of if onlys.”
Call me brave, or call me stupid,
but I need to find out if I have a

future with Joe. As much as I don’t
want to hurt Roman, my heart
belongs to someone else and I don’t
have any choice in the matter. I
never did. I have to go home.
I have to see Joe.

Fifty Eight
It’s the evening after my talk with Su.
She and my family left this afternoon,
and this is the point when things
were to return to normal.
It’s ironic that today is also three
years to the day my heart was
broken.
I’m out on the deck with Roman,
watching him read the newspaper.
His lovely golden curls, amazing blue
eyes and mature handsomeness still
impress and fascinate me today as
much as they did the day I met him.
When we first got together, Roman
knew that I wanted to return to my

family at some point, so I haven’t
made any promises. He also
mentioned before our relationship
started that he wouldn’t permanently
reside in Arizona. But we’ve lasted
almost two years, and I don’t think
either of us expected that. I certainly
didn’t foresee everything I own
ending up at his apartment.
We’ve never said, “I love you,” to
each other. We treat each other with
great affection and care, but we’ve
never said those three words. We
haven’t spoken about kids or
marriage. Maybe that’s why I could
live with him, neither of us had any
expectations.
It’s been effortless from day one.

I wonder how much it would hurt
him if I told him right now that I’m
leaving. The thought of causing him
any amount of pain cuts through me
like a knife, but I know I have to find
a way to tell him.
His gaze moves from the
newspaper to me. His lips curve
affectionately, and I smile back at
him.
****
Three nights later and I still haven’t
told Roman my plans. I turned down
two bookings for next year today,
because I know I won’t be here. I
have to talk to him tonight, no

matter what.
Pacing restlessly, back and forth in
the living room, I’m calling Su for
moral support.
“Hey, Callie.”
“Hi, Su.”
“What’s up?”
“I don’t know how to tell Roman.”
“I know it’s hard, but if you’ve
decided you want to come back then
you have no choice, right? Just tell
him the truth; you wanna come
home.”
“It’s saying the words. I’ve tried,
but it’s so hard.”
“I’m sorry that you have to deal
with this, but you just have to do it.
It would be different if you didn’t

actually want to come back.”
“Yeah, I know, I can’t keep
delaying it. I’ve decided I have to tell
him tonight, but I still don’t know
what to say.” Stopping by the couch,
I sit down and instantly get back up
and start pacing again. It wouldn’t be
so hard if I didn’t care about him, but
I do.
“You can only be honest. You
totally belong here Callie, with your
family, with me, and with Joe.”
“This is going to sound crazy, but I
can’t think about Joe right now. I just
want to focus on Roman first and
then leaving. Joe can’t know anything
until I’m ready, we don’t even know
how he feels about me – he may

have been able to move on. I can’t
believe I’m risking everything for
him. Does he know about Roman?”
“Yeah, Saff told him. I told her.
Sorry if you’d rather I hadn’t.”
“No, it’s fine. Did he say anything
to her about it?” It’s pathetic and
bratty, but I hope he felt jealous. I
sure as hell did when Dane told me
about him and Emily.
“She didn’t say he did.” So what
does that mean? Did he care? “You
still there?” she asks, gently.
“Yeah, I’m here. Just for now keep
all this to yourself.”
“Okay, I won’t say anything, but I
know you don’t need to be worried.
There’s no way he doesn’t love you

anymore. And FYI: he’s definitely
unattached. I’m totally stoked you’re
coming back. You can move in with
me and Zack if you want.”
“You’re trying for a baby. Until it
happens you need to keep enjoying it
just being the two of you. I’ve saved
so much money while I’ve been here,
I’ll be leaving with more than I came
with. I’m gonna get my own place
and stand on my own two feet. Then
I can think about work. I’m not
looking forward to that part, it’s been
unbelievable here.”
“You’ll kick ass here, too. I can
even speak to my boss at the
magazine; I know they have a couple
openings coming up for

photographers. You can do that while
starting your own thing up again.
Imagine us working together.” She’s
getting excited now. “I’m gonna hunt
for an apartment for you. We can
both search the net, I’ll go view them
and send you any additional pictures
from my cell.”
“Great idea. I’ve got the next three
weeks booked out for work, so I’ll
come after those. I’m gonna have to
travel on occasion, for bookings I still
want to honor, but there are some I
can give to someone I know. I’ll be
there by October, how great is that?”
I can tell she’s jumping around
now. “Yay, dude, this is sooo cool.
You’re coming back. Finally!”

I giggle at her excitement. I’m
nervous, but more excited than
anything. I have no clue what will
happen with Joe, but I’m willing to
take the risk.
I have no choice but to.
I’m sitting beside Roman on the
couch. He’s reading the newspaper,
and I’m flipping through the TV
channels, not seeing a single thing. I
stop on some kind of fishing show.
“Roman, I’m thinking of moving
back home,” I blurt out, staring at
the big fish the man is holding up to
the camera. I actually felt a
sensation liking to a crack forming in
my heart, as I said those words – I

wasn’t expecting that. In my
peripheral, I can see Roman looking
at me. “I’ve loved being here with
you and knowing you, I really have ...
but I want to be home.”
I see the slow nod of his head. I
look at him, trying my hardest not to
cry. I can feel the tears building up in
my eyes. I take a deep breath.
Roman hooks his arm around my
shoulders and pulls me into his side
and holds me. That, although kind, is
the worst thing he could’ve done. It’s
impossible to fight it now, the dam
lifts and I sob in his arms.
I can’t decide whether loving Joe is
more of a punishment than the
wonderful thing I’ve witnessed

between so many other couples.
Where I’m concerned, it seems to be
causing me more heartache than
anything else. If my heart gets
broken a third time – I’m done for.
When I can eventually speak, I tell
Roman why I moved to Scottsdale
and everything there is to tell about
Joe, and Nick. I make sure he knows
that I want to be with my family, too,
although he already knew I missed
them. I even tell him that I love him,
because I do.
He’s one of the greatest human
beings I know.
“This may sound a little crazy,
sugar, but I do think you need to
explore the possibilities with Joe.”

I pull away enough to see his face.
“You do?”
“Yes, I do.” He lightly brushes his
knuckles against my cheek. It’s so
tender it’s almost enough to set me
off again. “You already have a few
regrets locked away. This’d probably
be your greatest of all, if you didn’t
do it.
“When I stayed in Greece, in my
early twenties, I fell in love with a
girl. Her parents were strict and over
protective, their focus was on status.
They didn’t feel I was good enough,
they were wealthy and I wasn’t. I
was working in one of the local
restaurants and I only planned to
stay there a month, before moving

on, but then I met Ina. We fought to
stay together, but it was hard.
Especially for Ina; she loved her
family, too.
“After a tough time, we decided to
go our separate ways, and I left the
love of my life behind. I’ve always
wondered if I gave up too easily, and
when I think back, I regret leaving.
As much as I adored my wife, even
then, I still had moments of asking
myself if I should’ve fought harder for
Ina. Maybe we never would’ve
lasted, but I’ll never know because I
didn’t stay and try.
“You’re young and you need to find
out if Joe is still for you. Of course, I’ll
miss you and we’ve had a blast, but I

don’t want you to spend the next
twenty years wondering if you
should’ve given things another
chance. We get one shot at this life,
right?”
He sounds like Dane. “We don’t get
forever,” he said that night we
talked, the night I decided to leave. I
can see it in Roman’s eyes that he
still holds those regrets. Such an
unexpected twist in our conversation,
we both kept our heartbreak secret.
Sharing them is our final offering.
“Roman, can I ask you something
about your wife?” I’ve never asked
him this because I didn’t think it was
right, given my lack of disclosure for
being in Scottsdale.

“Sure.”
“Why didn’t you stay together?”
“She couldn’t conceive naturally, so
we started having fertility treatment.
That’s why we moved back here, it’s
where she wanted to be. Gloria
always wanted children and it killed
her every time the treatment was
unsuccessful. I wanted kids myself,
but I’d have accepted us not being
able to have them. I’d have been
happy to adopt. It wasn’t the same
for her, and over time we weakened
and fell apart.”
“Do you think you’ll ever marry
again?”
“I don’t make plans, sugar. I just
go with it, so who knows. I wouldn’t

rule it out.” He shrugs his shoulders
in his typical carefree way. Another
one of the many things I like about
him. I snuggle in at his side, and he
holds me tight.
“I’m so glad I met you, Roman. It’s
hard to completely regret not
expressing my feelings to Joe when
those choices led me here to you.”
“I’m super glad I met you, too, but
you know what, I think we’d have
crossed paths anyway. Somehow and
in some way, we’d have been in each
other’s lives. I’m certain of that.”
We hug and talk all night, about
everything and nothing, we laugh a
lot, I cry some more, but my biggest
emotion is gratitude for meeting such

an amazing and inspiring man.
****
A week before I’m due to leave
Arizona, Roman shows up on the
doorstep of my aunt and uncle’s
house. I invite him in, but he
declines. “I just wanted to ask you
something,” he says.
“Sure, what’s up?”
He jingles his keys in front of me.
“Think you could take care of my
baby for me?”
My gaze cuts to the Kombi, parked
in the drive. “What?”
“Think you could take care of
Roberta for me? I’m headed to the
airport now – I’m going to Thailand

for a while. I’ve got a buddy who
runs a Yoga center there, I was
gonna join him a couple years ago,
but then we got together. I figure
now is probably the best time. Who
knows, maybe I’ll even learn Thai
massage.”
“Omigod, you’re leaving the U.S.?
How long for?”
“I’m just going with the flow,
sugar. That’s how I always did it
before I came to Arizona, even with
my wife.” He jingles his keys again,
pulling me from my shock.
“Are you serious?”
“I’m serious all right. You love her
almost as much as I do, she’ll be in
good hands with you.” I slowly take

his offering and then practically jump
on him, hugging him. He chuckles
and squeezes me. We hold our
embrace for some long moments,
and I breathe in the sweet almond
scent of his hair.
“You’re still King of Awesome,” I
whisper.
He squeezes me a little tighter.
“You just make sure you keep that
blog of yours going, so I can check in
on you from time to time and make
sure you’re all right.” He releases me
and turns to walk away.
“Wait! How’re you getting to the
airport?”
“I’ll head home, pick up my stuff,
and call a cab.”

“No way, dude, I’m taking you.
Give me a minute to put my shoes
on.”
I’ll never forget Roman, or regret
being with him. Being with him has
been one of the best times of my life.
Now I really do feel ready to go
home.

Fifty Nine: Callie
San Francisco: October 2011
Su’s been the best apartment hunter.
One week into the search she found
me a place in a newly refurbished
Edwardian building that I will, “Just
love,” because of its traditional
features with a modern twist. The
best part is that it’s close to all the
people I love. It’ll be just like before I
left, but this time it’s my own place.
Of that, I feel so proud.
I arrive outside, with my dad in his
car behind me. Between the two of
us we’ve managed to bring back all
my stuff in one trip, and I got a good

sale on my car before leaving. I’m
already missing my aunt and uncle,
but I know I’ll be visiting soon and
often. They’ve been my second
parents for three years. I’ll never fail
to show them my gratitude for that.
Stepping out of the Kombi, with
gray clouds above me and no sign of
blue sky, I gaze up at the building
before me. I can’t tell you the
emotions I felt when I drove onto
Bay Bridge. I was tired from the longass drive, but the moment I saw the
city with a covering of fog nothing
else mattered, other than being
home.
Mom and Su are here, and we all
form a very long group hug. I snap a

shot of Roberta in her new home, a
parking space right outside my
apartment building. That’ll go on my
blog for Roman to see.
I walk through my front door,
which leads into a large living room.
It’s a complete blank canvas, ready
for me to stamp my ‘Callie’ print on.
There’s an open kitchen with granite
countertops and maple cabinets, and
there’s even space for a dining table.
I stand visualizing how I want the
place to look; I’ll position two large
slouchy couches in an L shape around
the old refurbished fireplace, an
antique coffee table on a shabby rug
in the center, and a big flat screen
TV mounted on the wall. Orange and

yellow will form the color scheme
and my photography will add
character and a personal touch to the
décor.
The place is perfect, absolutely
perfect.

Sixty: Joe
I arrive at the bar later than
intended, after running over with a
client, and head straight out to the
patio where the guys are seated.
Funky Latino music plays live and the
inevitable smell of smoke infuses
with the atmosphere.
These days we all have obligations
that mean we don’t hang in this type
of setting as much as we used to, but
we do make time to suck down a
cold beer or two. On nights like
tonight its quality bourbon,
accompanied by a fine cigar.
We eat and talk about nothing of

consequence and then sit back and
languorously enjoy some vintage
tobacco. After a while, we end up on
the subject of women and Karma.
I can’t help but feel that in some
way our past behavior is catching up
with us. I’ve been blessed with an
amazing son, who I love more than
my own life, but under circumstances
that more than ripped my heart out.
Dane is one hundred percent
committed to his relationship, he’s
crazy about Brooklyn, but she knows
his reputation from before they got
together. Their journey so far is
proving to be a fuckload harder than
it should be.
I hadn’t even considered myself to

be a bad guy, I never lied and I didn’t
take advantage of anyone. I don’t
even consider Dane to have been
bad. Yes, he liked women, lots of
them, we all did, but he didn’t lie or
intentionally hurt anyone, either. But
you can’t just fuck without some type
of problem somewhere along the
line, I know that. And, yes, people do
get wounded, even if you don’t
intend it. So maybe we do deserve
some of the crap that’s been sent our
way. Sometimes, Karma can be a
motherfucker.
“So come on, you, it’s clear
something’s going on,” Dane says to
Gerard.
All eyes are on Gerard, he has no

choice but to talk. “Guys you would
not believe it. One minute I’m
cruising through life, having me a
good time, Jessica, Molly, Mackenzie.
And then ... Bam!” He slaps his
hands together, with one loud clap,
seconds later his palms land atop the
table, with a double thud. “Hold up!
Road. Block. Ahead.” He shakes his
head and simply says, “Peyton.” He
leans back in his chair, like no further
explanation is necessary.
We all glance at each other, and
then stare at him. “And?” Adam
probes.
“And what?”
“You can’t just say that and
nothing more.”

“What more is there to say? She’s
the one.” Get the size of that grin on
his face right now.
Dane shakes his head in disbelief.
“Fuck me, you’ve got it bad. I’ve
never seen that look on your face in
all the years I’ve known you. Who is
she?”
“My dad was getting pissed with
me at work. Said I wasn’t pulling my
weight. He decided I should be
demoted to teach me a lesson, have
me earn my position back, like I give
a fucking fuck. He got in a
replacement; Peyton Jordan. Guys,
you have got to see her. She’s a
smoky-eyed brunette with nice
curves and the prettiest smile I’ve

ever seen. The finest ass, too, and
here’s the best part ...”
We wait.
He makes us wait some more.
“She’s an ex porn star.”
“What?” we all say in unison,
absolute shock evident in our
response.
Gerard chuckles. “I’m kidding, guys.
Everything is true except the last
part, although, she’d be perfect for
that career if she wanted to do it. I’d
be her number one fan, for sure.”
I watch him daydream. The dude is
love stoned. I figured there was
someone, but I didn’t expect this, not
from him. It was only weeks ago he
was using my son as a freaking chick

magnet. Man and child can be quite
appealing to some women, and as a
result, Uncle Gerard was enjoying his
and Jack’s excursions a little too
much. Saffron caught onto his use of
Nathaniel sooner than I did with
Jack. I’d like to make it clear that I
did not loan my kid to my buddy for
the purpose of bagging chicks, and I
haven’t done that myself.
“So what’s going on with you two?”
I ask.
“I watch her all day. If my dad
thought I wasn’t pulling my weight
before.” He smiles and I can see he’s
thinking about her again.
“Dude, man, c’mon. Give us more,”
Dane says.

“I know everything I possibly can
about her. I know where she lives. If
I can get up early enough, I go to her
house and watch her leave for work.
When she finishes, I follow her home.
Sometimes I drive by at night, park
up and just hang outside her house.”
“That’s stalking,” I say. “You’re
stalking the poor woman.”
“That’s not stalking, I’m not gonna
hurt her.”
“That’s not the point,” Dane and
Adam say.
“Guys, it’s not how it sounds, we
speak every day. I’m not some crazy
killer pervert – I wouldn’t harm a hair
on her head. I can’t stop thinking
about her and sometimes I just have

to see her.”
“I get it,” I say. “We all get it. But
you can’t just follow her around and
sit outside her house. Does she know
how you feel about her?” Are we
really having this conversation?
“She knows I like her, but she
thinks it’s a bad idea because she
works for my dad. That’s kinda why I
started following her, I just need to
be near her.”
Shit, this isn’t right, even if I know
he isn’t a danger to her. “You can’t
keep doing it, brother. Whatever way
you look at it, you’re stalking her.
She probably wouldn’t be impressed
– she’d be totally weirded out if she
knew. Just tell her how you feel. If

you really want her, and she doesn’t
like the work situation, get another
job or something. But stop with the
stalking.”
“If that’s what it takes, then that’s
what I’ll do.”
“Damn, you’re serious,” Dane says,
and it’s somewhere between a
statement and a question.
“I’ve never been more serious
about anything in my life,” Gerard
says, reaching for his bourbon.
“Fuck that, I’ll gladly stick to my
own bullshit,” Dane says.
This is some crazy shit. And I
revert back to my point about karma.

Sixty One: Callie
After two weeks, and several visits to
thrift and antique stores for furniture
and fabrics, my apartment is finally
complete. Bright colors and personal
photos, my home is a place of love
and happiness, and anything that
conflicts with it will be left at the
front door on the way in.
Now that I’m settled, I decided to
get my hair done today and the
growth of my roots inspired my
decision to try my natural color for
once. I’ve had the full rainbow,
though more often than not pink
featured in some way, and now I’m

all out of ideas. My little project for
growing it has resulted in a length a
few inches below my armpits. I got
my blunt brow-skimming bangs cut
again and had it dyed chestnut
brown, a perfect match.
Su and my sister are coming over
for dinner and a movie night, but I’ve
arrived home earlier than intended.
I’m going to do something I’ve been
putting off the whole time I’ve been
back. I go to my closet and pull out a
large cardboard box that I hid in my
parents’ house, before I left San
Francisco.
I sit on my bed with my legs
crossed and the large package in
front of me, my fingers twitching

from the urge to open it. I’m
hesitant, though. I don’t know what
emotions opening it might bring. But
this is another important step
forward I need to take.
With some scissors, I start cutting
away at the overenthusiastic amount
of tape I sealed the lid with. Once I
get through it all, I turn out the flaps,
revealing the contents. At the top is
a disc of all my photos of Joe, which I
cleared from my laptop. I’m
embarrassed even now, it seems
obsessive. Most girls would do this,
right?
For the first time since I left, I
allow myself to fully think about him.
I close my eyes and visualize what

he looked like; his ink-black hair and
the way it framed his face, his
gorgeous coffee bean brown eyes,
and all the emotion they held, the
perfect structure of his nose,
cheekbones and jaw, his silky-soft
lips, and his perfectly sculpted, inked
body. I can recall it all, his array of
expressions, the smooth, slow way
he spoke, and the way he felt. I can
even remember his smell – not his
cologne, or soap, just him. Joe. I
can’t believe how vivid my memory
of him still is, he could be standing
here in front of me. It’s amazing, I
can also recall the instant he
removed his helmet the day we
almost collided. I nearly lost my

mind.
He was always the one.
This reminiscing doesn’t make me
want to cry, it makes me smile. I
haven’t given into this level of
thought and it feels wonderful to do
so now. “God, I love you, Joe,” I
whisper.
I open my eyes and place the disc
on the bed. The next thing in there,
folded in crisp, white tissue paper
that rustles as I open it, is my
wedding dress. A silk, blush colored,
1950s inspired dress. It’s strapless
with a sweetheart neckline that fitted
like a glove around my chest and
waist, with layers of soft tulle
underneath the wide skirt that ended

at my knees. It still feels and smells
brand new. In some ways it is. If I’d
had the time, I’d have made my
dress with my grandma. If I ever do
get to have my big day, that’s exactly
what I’m going to do. I lay it out on
the comforter and pull out the ivory
birdcage veil, sparkly stilettos, and
pearl necklace.
The last thing causes me to pause.
It’s the hardest part. The remaining
item is a little black velvet box. I lift
it out, opened it, and ease out the
engagement ring Joe gave me. New
and barely warn, my platinum ‘snake’
with brilliant diamonds. I slowly slide
it on my finger. It feels heavier than I
recall, but maybe I’m just overly

aware of it. Maybe what I can feel is
the significance of it. When I left, I
felt that giving this back to Joe
would’ve been a punch in the gut he
could do without, so I decided to put
it safely away.
I’ve spent so long going through
these things and then getting lost in
thought, Su is outside. I place the
ring back in its box and go to the
intercom and let her in. By the time
she comes up to my apartment, I’m
back on the bed. On entering my
room, she halts at the doorway,
staring at the stuff laid out. “Wow.
You kept it all.”
“Yeah, it was at mom and dads.’”
Su walks over and sits down beside

me. She doesn’t know what to say.
Neither do I.
“I love your hair.” She starts to run
her fingers through it. Her actions
and tone are comforting. “I’m glad
you didn’t cut it, I like it long.”
“Yeah, I like it, too. They did good,
huh? I might actually keep this for a
while.” We fall silent again, the slow
finger combing continues.
“What are you going to do about
Joe? You haven’t mentioned him
once since you first got back and now
you have all these things out. You
obviously want to do something,
what are you waiting for?”
“Well, there isn’t exactly a plan. I
decided I’d call once I was fully

settled and that’s like sort of now. I
thought it would be easier than it is.
I’ve avoided BlackArt and his street,
so I don’t bump into him unprepared,
but I kinda wish I had. That would’ve
been easier.”
She stops her hand movement.
“Callie, Joe moved. He and Adam
bought a house in Sea cliff. It’s right
up on the cliffs, at the end of Baker
Beach. Wait till you see the place.”
I lean back against the headboard.
“They all live together?”
“Yeah, they’ve been there over a
year now. It works well, and Jack
spends a lot of time there.”
“I can so easily imagine them all in
a beautiful house by the beach. A

perfect family.” Would I fit in? I sigh.
“I know I need to tell him I’m here, I
just ... it’s just that it’s so
unpredictable. What he’ll say, and
how I’ll feel. That’s why all this stuff
is out. I needed to face it at some
point and I figured now a good time.
It was easier and nicer than I
thought it would be, but it hardly
compares to actually speaking to Joe.
Obviously I have to, that’s why I’m
here, but …” I shrug.
“I can’t say I blame you for having
concerns, it’s been over three years
since you last spoke or saw each
other, but it will be fine. You could
always call Dane first. You found it
easier to speak to him before.”

“I’ve thought about that, but I
didn’t want to put him in an awkward
position, he’s Joe’s friend ahead of
mine. And he’s constantly been the
bearer of bad news between us.”
“There won’t be any bad news this
time. Call him. He’d welcome it, you
know he would. Think of it as easing
your way in. And there’s no time like
the present. I’ll even leave the room
if you want, I can hang out in the
bathroom.”
I chuckle. “Okay, I’ll do it. You stay
put, though.”
I pack everything away and put the
box back in my closet. Back on the
bed, I grab my cell from my
nightstand and search for Dane in my

phonebook. I consider passing all the
D’s and going to the J’s, but the
chicken shit in me stops at Dane and
presses ‘call.’
The phone to my ear, I’m nervous,
but a little excited, too.
“Ms. Scottsdale marathon runner,”
Dane answers. Instantly, I feel as
though I spoke to him only
yesterday.
“Hello, handsome.” I grin, so
pleased to hear his voice.
“What’s up?”
“Lots, actually, guess where I am?”
“If it’s not Scottsdale then you’ve
got me already. Where are you?”
“I’ve come home.”
“What?”

“Yeah, it’s been two weeks, got my
own apartment and everything.”
“No shit! Damn, girl.”
“I know, right? Sorry I haven’t
called, I’ve been getting settled and I
wanted to have everything ready
before I started contacting people.
You have to come for dinner. Su tells
me you’ve got a smokin’ hot girl now.
I want you to bring her.”
He laughs, sounding surprised.
“That I would like very much. So
what brought you back?”
“I wanted to be home. I missed
everyone, including you, dude. You
know that, right?”
“I’ve never taken anything
personal, but I’m glad you’re where

you belong. What about that guy?”
“I wanted to be here, and he was
supportive of that. We’re still friends,
he’s in Thailand now. Wait till you
see my ride, he left his Kombi with
me until he returns. It won’t be
anytime soon, so she’s all mine for a
good while.”
“This is some development. It’s
good to have you back, I thought you
were going away for a few months
and it ended up being years.”
“I know, it’s crazy, it’s been a long
time, but now I’m here it feels like I
never left. I totally can’t wait to see
you, are you still hot?”
He laughs hard. “Shit, it’s a nice
surprise this call is,” he pauses a

moment, “have you called Joe yet?”
“No. I wanted to get settled before
anything else.” I sigh, bracing myself
for my next question. “Do you think
he’d want me to?”
“Shit yeah. In fact, you really
should call. He always wanted to
know that you were okay. Su kept
him nicely informed, but you should
get in touch.”
“Okay, listen, I wanna see you, so
I’ll talk to you about it real soon.”
“You do that, but contact Joe a lot
sooner and let him know you’re back.
If you don’t, I will. Don’t think I can’t
pick up on your reluctance.”
“I will, I promise.” I hang up and
turn to Su. “I’m going to do it, I really

am. But not tonight, Elena will be
here soon. Definitely tomorrow.”
“Fine, but if you don’t call him by
this time tomorrow, I’ll do it myself.
You’ve had things your way for long
enough, and you’re worrying when
you don’t need to.”
I say nothing in response, because
I know she means it. Dane did, too.
My family would have brought me
back eventually, but Joe’s the reason
I’m sitting here on this bed right now.
I’ll plan overnight what I’m going to
say to him.

Sixty Two: Callie
The next morning, I run over my
words in the shower. It’s ridiculous,
really, because all it consists of is,
“Hi, Joe.” Obviously he’ll say
something like ... I have no idea. So
all night and that’s what I’ve come up
with. Genius! I’m hoping his response
will be as enthusiastic as Dane’s was.
I’m also hoping that we can at least
have some level of friendship
restored, I missed it and I had that
for longer than I had him as mine. I
feel strong enough to accept that, if I
can’t have more. I’d give it my best
shot, anyway.

I’m moving forward with my life,
I’ve got freelance photography work
at the magazine Su works for and I’m
going to rent a studio for my
sculpture work and photography. I
feel good about everything else, so
speaking to Joe is the final piece to
my puzzle.
I come out of the bathroom,
wrapped in my towel, and grab my
cell from the breakfast bar. Sitting on
the couch, I take a nervous moment.
I select Joe’s number. Okay, I’ve
done this part many times before. It’s
pressing ‘call’ that’s the challenge. My
heart kicks up, I remind myself to
breathe, and ... the buzzer to my
intercom sounds, making me jump

out of my skin. Fuck! Now my heart’s
thudding hard for an entirely different
reason.
“What are you doing here? You
may as well have stayed the night,” I
say to Su, as she struts in, dressed in
dark skinny jeans and a sexy yellow
spaghetti shirt, her black and blonde
hair pulled up into a ponytail.
She heads straight for the couch
and slumps down on it. “Dempsey’s
Carnival is in town for the weekend. I
wanna go, but Zack’s not keen, and
I’m totally not going by myself. They
have all the best rides. Will you
come?”
“Yeah, just let me get ready. I’ll
call Elena and see if she and the

kiddos wanna come.”
“Already did, and they have plans
today. It’s just us, dude.”
It’s a lovely mid-October Saturday,
and I’m glad for the option. I will call
Joe when I get back – I’ve never
been more ready to make contact. I
put on light blue flared jeans that sit
low on my hips and a white off-theshoulder shirt. New hair down, purse
and jacket in hand, and we’re out the
door.
The drive with Su is fun. We’re in
the Kombi, windows down, the
pleasant breeze passing through, and
3OH!3’s My First Kiss is on repeat
with us singing along and making out
with the air. It’s just like old times.

We arrive at the park. It’s early
afternoon and pretty quiet, with
mostly families making up the
attendees. First ride is the Ferris
wheel, then a silly, not at all scary
ghost train just for the immature fun
of it, and then I start losing money
trying to win a large crocodile for
Caleb.
“I’m not appreciating being
defeated like this,” I grumble to Su.
She tugs on my elbow, leading me
to another of the concessions. “Let’s
hammer for frogs instead. Maybe we
can get one of those for Caleb.”
“I damn well hope so, I’m tired of
losing.”
As we approach the frogs’ tent, I’m

thinking maybe we should just get on
with enjoying some of the real rides.
I can buy something for the kiddos,
playing these stupid games is
unnecessary. I raise my frustrated
gaze, ready to tell Su to forget this
shit, and astonishment pins my feet
to the ground.
Stood right there, with his back to
me, is a tall man with skin the color
of cocoa and dreadlocks down to his
sexy freaking butt. “Dane!” I scream.
He turns around to face me,
grinning from ear to ear. “There she
is.” He opens his arms wide, and I
throw myself at him, holding him
tight around his waist. He squeezes
me, and I almost can’t breathe, but

I’m matching his hold with mine. He
smells of freshness and rich-spice,
familiar.
“Omigod, I can’t believe this,” I
squeak.
Dane pulls away from me,
stretching my hands out to the sides,
giving me the once-over. “Well, look
at you, gorgeous as ever. Nice hair.”
“And look at you, like fine fuckin’
wine.” I jump around on the spot
before wrapping my arms around him
again. “I’ve missed you, Dane.” I’m
way over excited, I know I am, but I
don’t care.
“I’ve missed you, too, beautiful.”
He kisses the top of my head.
“What are you doing here?” I ask.

No answer.
I pull back slightly. “Dane–” He
presses his forefinger to my lips.
Remaining silent, he places his hands
on my shoulders and turns me to
face the opposite direction. He leans
in close behind me, crouching slightly
to get closer to my height. My gaze
follows his slender forefinger as he
points off in the distance, to where
picnic tables are scattered. I gasp.
My heart slams against my ribcage
and my legs start to shake.
Dane lowers his arm, kisses me
softly on the cheek, and whispers in
my ear, “Go.” He nudges me lightly
against my lower back, and I step
forward. The distance from me to

him seems like a million miles.
My heart wants to run, but my legs
can just about walk.
Somehow, I make the journey. As I
draw nearer, I start to take deep
breaths to achieve calm. It’s so
strange seeing Joe, even from a
distance, even from behind. He’s
wearing a dark blue T-shirt with
white writing on the back and light
jeans, no doubt loosely hung. His
style always seems to fit
appropriately with the times, even
without changing much.
I’m getting closer. Is it okay to
approach them unannounced? Is it
rude to intrude on their time
together? Does Joe know I’m home?

I don’t know the answers, but I
continue their way. This is the most
nervous I’ve been in my entire life.
Will I be able to speak?
Father and son are sitting across
from each other. The boy is sucking a
popsicle, his lips smeared red from it.
He looks content rolling his little
yellow tank across the surface. It’s
the same content expression I’ve
seen on his dad’s face so many times
before.
This is it, I’m about to come faceto-face with Joe. Please, let this go
well.
I slide in on the bench beside Joe. I
glance at him and then focus on Jack,
who offers me the cutest grin. Then

he carries on munching his popsicle
and rolling his tank across the table.
One of my biggest fears about Joe
and someone else having a child was
whether I could love that kid in the
way that I should. I needn’t have
worried, I’ve already started to. He’s
Joe’s boy and that’s more important
than anything else.
I always have and always will love
everything that is the man sitting
beside me.
“He’s beautiful,” I say to Joe,
hearing the awe in my own voice,
feeling the hard thumping in my
chest.
Joe’s arms are folded, one over the
other atop the table, his posture

relaxed. He says nothing, but the soft
curve to his lips is enough. I can see
he’s surprised by this.
We hold each other’s gaze, his
eyes telling me the same story as
always. Physically, he’s so much
more overwhelming than before, this
guy just keeps getting better with
age. He doesn’t look older, but I can
tell he is. I’m happy he still has the
same hairstyle, my favorite of all,
only it’s slightly shorter at the front.
He’s still my Joe.
Heat sears through me and I
welcome it, I welcome it into every
single cell in my body.
I return my attention the child
again. “Joe, please tell me you didn’t

name your son after Jack Daniel’s.”
He chuckles, with a gentle shake of
his head. God, I missed that laugh.
He finger combs back his hair, and
my respiration ceases to continue for
a few seconds. Now it continues at
an accelerated rate. God, I missed
that subconscious habit, too. “No.
Emily’s dad and her grandfather are
called Jack.”
“I figured something like that. He
looks like you.”
His expression is soft and he nods.
“You’re back?” A small furrow settles
between his brows.
“Yeah, I came home two weeks
ago. I have my own apartment.”
This time his brows pop up. “You

do?”
I nod, grinning, happy about his
response to that. All traces of my
nerves slip away. “I hear you bought
a house?”
And as naturally as ever, we fall
into conversation like two old friends
who simply haven’t seen each other
in a while. Jack adds a few cutely
spoken words here and there and he
asks me what my name is. The talk
between Joe and me isn’t a heart-toheart and we skirt away from
anything that relates to heartbreak.
It feels heavenly hearing his voice
again and being so close to him. I
breathe him in, the sweetness of his
cologne, the faint smell of soap, and

best of all – him. Joe.
Although I still don’t know for sure
what’s going to happen next, one
thing I am certain of is that we still
love each other. And I’ll be sure to
make that clear to him on my part.
I’m not making the same mistake
again.
I cross my fingers in the hope that
Su was right, and this is our perfect
timing.

Sixty Three: Joe
Sitting beside Callie I could easily
convince myself that it hasn’t been
three years since the last time I saw
her. I know those years exist, but
right now they don’t seem to matter.
What does matter is the words in her
eyes; intrigue, amazement, wanting.
All different from the last time I
looked into them.
She wants to be here.
That and the adoration I see when
she looks at my son mean
everything. The signs are good, but I
won’t assume too much. She’s here,
that’s all that matters right now.

As we talk about everything, but us
and what happened, I take her in, it’s
impossible not to. I remembered
every single detail about her to
perfection, but there’s nothing better
than seeing her in the flesh. Her
pretty nose with a tiny, clear crystal
stud, those amazing big toffee-brown
eyes; as expressive as always, and
glossy full, inviting lips – all the
same. Even her body, still as
desirable as ever, remains
unchanged. The only thing different
is her lustrous brown hair, cascading
down over her bare shoulders.
My angel is back, and she smells of
apricot.
It’s crazy that three years can feel

like both an eternity and no more
than a few minutes, at the same
time.
“Joe, did you know I’d be here?”
And she’s still capable of shoving a
ton of sweetness and affection into
my simple one syllable name.
“No. You didn’t know I’d be here,
either, did you?”
She shakes her head. “Dane and
Su knew, though.”
“I was waiting for Adam. He’s
supposed to be coming with Saffron
and Nathaniel.”
She twists around, searching the
amusements behind us. I can’t look
anywhere else, but at her. “I think I
see Adam,” she says.

Our gazes collide as she turns back
to me. My heart stutters. And I just
fell in love with her all over again. I
didn’t even know that was possible, I
never stopped in the first place.
We get up and walk to the others. I
adore the way she keeps watching
Jack as he runs toward Nathaniel, a
smile playing on her lips. When we
reach them, Adam and Saffron seem
just as surprised to see her, so it’s
obvious only Su and Dane knew she’d
returned. Saffron and Callie lock into
an excited and long embrace,
muffled words passing between
them. Adam follows after.
For a short time the only person
missing is Gerard, and when he

arrives he’s just as astonished to see
Callie as everyone else was. He
charges at her, and she knows better
than to wait. We’re all highly
entertained watching him chase her.
Once she and Gerard have their
moment, it’s just like all the times we
hung out before – only there are two
little people included in the group
now.
It all feels perfectly right.
We’ve spent the entire afternoon in
the carnival. When we get to the
parking lot, Callie shows off her
hippie bus. Jack and Nathaniel have
fun climbing around inside, though
the funky outside intrigues them the
most. Gerard seems quite excited by

it, too. Cars are his passion, but I
didn’t expect a vehicle like this to
hold much interest for him.
“You could totally pimp this ride,
Callie. Small TV, some nice seating,
there’s a lot more you can do with
this. I could help you with it.” His
eager gaze continues to roam the
interior.
“I’ll have you know, I love her as
she is. I don’t need to pimp her.”
Same cute attitude as always, she
continues, “Roberta’s perfect.”
He shakes his head, blatantly
disapproving. “Whatever. I still think
you should pimp this baby.”
I can see by Callie’s face that she
loves it just as it is and no way in hell

is she changing her hippie bus.
It’s around ten p.m., I’ve just arrived
home. Callie’s been on my mind
constantly since I left the carnival. If
I hadn’t had Jack with me, I wouldn’t
have let her go. So now that he’s in
bed at his mom’s house, and I’m
here, I’m calling her.
I sit on the couch, select her in my
cell, and dial. She answers, clearly
surprised, but she seems happy to
hear from me. Damn, it’s been a long
time since we did this.
“What’s up?” I ask.
“I’m in bed reading.”
“What are you reading?”
“Some murder mystery. It’s quite

good, I’m almost done.” So many
other things she could be doing right
now instead.
“When are you coming to see my
house?”
“When you invite me.” I heard her
smile.
“You’re invited. Come tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” That was a shock to
her. I hope it pleased her, too. I’m
not sure where things are going with
us, but I’m not wasting any time. Not
this time.
“Yeah, why not?”
“No reason, I guess.” Can I wait
that long?
“What are you wearing?” I’ve
wanted to know that from the

moment I knew where she was and
I’m past that stage of not asking
what I want to ask her.
She giggles. “Joe, are you really
asking me what I’m wearing?”
“I am.” My tone was serious, and if
she’s paying attention she’ll know I’m
horny. In my mind, as always, she’s
naked. The thought alone is making
me hard.
“Well.” She laughs. Not nervous,
just amused. “A green T-shirt, which
is about two sizes too small. I think
whoever owned it first shrunk it bad,
because it’s so not a kid’s.” She
giggles again, still surprised by my
question.
“And?”

“Black panties.” Fuck yeah. Planted
right there, the image of her; sexy
curves, tight T-shirt showing her
lower belly and hips, and her little
panties.
“That sounds very nice.” Tempting,
tasty...
“Thanks.” She’s smiling.
“Hold up!” A thought occurs to my
just-about-still-there brain. “Why
would you buy a green T-shirt that’s
too small when you could get one
from any store? And why is it not
suitable for a kid?”
I pick up on the embarrassment in
her giggle now. I’m even more
intrigued. “Because of the design on
it, it’s definitely, totally not okay for a

child. Su and I couldn’t stop laughing
when we saw it at a yard sale. I had
to buy it. Oh, no, please don’t ask me
to describe it.”
“Now that’s just asking for me to
ask, you can’t not tell me now.”
“It’s just, um ... you know,
different.”
“Tell me.”
She sighs. “Okay, it has a toadstool
on it. There you have it.”
“Not good enough.”
She chuckles. “Fuck you, Joe. It’s a
toadstool that looks like something
else, which almost looks like a
toadstool, and it says ‘sit on me.’
There. Next question?” I laugh, and
so does she. “What are you doing,

Joe?”
I’m still amused, but let her change
the subject and only because I have
other questions I want to ask.

Sixty Four: Callie
I hang up the phone feeling
overjoyed. Joe is just a short ride
away, and things are looking good. I
can’t wait for his call in the morning.
Relaxing back against my pillows, I
try to continue reading, but I realize
after a few pages that I haven’t
taken in a single word. My mind’s on
overdrive; not only is Joe calling me
tomorrow, but I’m going to his house.
I am going to Joe’s house. Shittt!
Stick a great big giant-sized happy
face right on the end of that one!
I’m too thrilled to do anything that
requires focus. I don’t think I’ll be

able to sleep. I feel like I could run a
freakin’ marathon with all this excited
energy I have humming through me.
After a few minutes, I return to
where I was in my book before Joe’s
call. Maybe I’ll get somewhere this
time.
As I turn to the last page of my
novel, my cell chimes. I glance at the
name that flashes up on the caller
ID. “Joe?” I answer, unable to hide
my surprise. He said he’d contact me
in the morning, I didn’t expect that to
be on the stroke of midnight.
“Baby cake,” he says.
Hearing those two words makes
me tingle all over. “Yes?” I’m smiling
like the cat that got the cream. The

buzzer sounds. “Just a sec, I think
someone’s at the door.”
“I’ll wait.”
I put the phone on my nightstand,
drop my read on the bed and charge
through to the intercom in the living
room. “Hello,” I answer, feeling
majorly inconvenienced.
“Baby cake.”
“Joe?” I’m grinning again.
“Yes.”
“How’d you ... I get it, now I know
why you asked all those questions
about my apartment.”
“Can I come in?”
I hit the button and let him through
the main entrance. Quickly, I slip the
chain on my front door. I’m so

excited my hands are shaking. My
hair is down and I don’t have the
time to go check if it’s messy, so I
quickly finger comb it.
He knocks, twice, and I open up,
allowing only the gap the chain
enables. Standing there in a black
leather jacket, dark red T-shirt and
black jeans, he laughs, grasping what
I’m up to. I position myself behind
the door, resting my forearm against
the frame. My heart’s flipping, my
body’s tingling, but I’m playing it
cool.
Joe shifts toward the narrow space,
mirroring my position, our faces just
inches apart.
“What are you doing here?” I look

up into his darkened, intense eyes.
Oh, wow.
“You invited me.”
“I did?”
He nods, smiling with certainty.
“Yes, you did.” Shit, he’s sexy. Horny.
Intent. Holy shit!
“Okay. You’ll need to take your
boots off, no footwear in my place.”
Clothes, too I think, but I don’t say it
aloud. I slip out the chain and step
back.
Joe walks in. I close the door
behind him and lean back against it
with my hands clasped behind me. I
watch him as he stands taking in my
living room.
“Very nice,” he says. He sounds so

enticing, I want to eat him.
The only light is coming from the
lamp on my nightstand and it’s
shining through from my bedroom.
It’s bright enough for a faultless and
complete view of him.
He turns to face me. “Very nice,”
he says, again, scanning me from
head to toe. His stare lingers on my
exposed tummy and hips, a knowing
grin tugging at his lips. “That is a
nice T-shirt.” We hold each other’s
gazes.
“Boots,” I say.
He smiles and complies.
After Joe puts his helmet and his
gloves down and hangs his jacket up,
I watch him take off his footwear. At

what point did observing a man
carrying out such a simple task
become so arousing? This right here,
this sight is crazy sexy. The muscles
in his back press against his T-shirt,
his muscular, inked arms flex with his
movement, and those hands, oh,
those talented, capable hands.
I want to feel them all over me,
inside me. Damn.
As he straightens up, our gazes
lock again. Sure, there’s love, of
course there’s love, but most
dominant right now ... fucking,
having sex, making love. Call it what
you like – we all know what’s going
to happen.
Joe approaches me. My insides feel

hot and I’m throbbing viciously
between my legs. I remain
motionless, waiting, looking up at
him. He brings his finger tips to my
cheek, barely touching it, and slowly
moves his soft lips to mine, pressing
lightly against them. It’s pure magic.
My skin prickles all over, the
sensation a shimmer. He lingers for a
moment and then he pecks the tip of
my nose. “I’ve wanted to do that all
day,” he whispers.
When his mouth returns to mine,
we fall into something profound and
slow, something laced with a mix of
distant familiarity and new discovery.
A moan rises up from my chest, into
my throat, escaping into our kiss.

Taking me by the waist, Joe lifts me
and I wrap my arms and legs around
him, enveloping his body with mine.
Deeply stroking tongues, sensual
swirls, we’re kissing like we have an
eternity to do it. I thrill in the feeling
as I thread my fingers into his soft
hair. Mingled with the scent of his
cologne is the smell of him, I feel
drunk on it.
I’m vaguely aware of him walking
us to my big slouchy couch. Without
breaking our connection, he lowers
me onto it and lies on top of me. For
a long time we do little more than
kiss, occasionally teasing each
other’s lips with playful grips of teeth
and lightly tracing tongues. With our

hands, we mutually stroke each other
outside of our clothes and across
exposed flesh.
Joe eases his mouth away from
mine and rises to kneel between my
thighs. “Cherries,” he says, quietly.
“What?”
“You smell of cherries.” He’s
looking at me all over and unrushed.
I lay watching him as he does.
He starts to lift my too small Tshirt, and I assist by wriggling out of
it. Next he peels down my panties
and takes them off. The way his gaze
is exploring my nakedness, it feels
like he’s making love to me with his
eyes. Slowly, his finger tips travel
down the center of my body. “You’re

perfect,” he whispers, as though he’s
seeing me for the first time.
I need him close to me, his flesh
against mine. “Take your clothes off,
Joe.” I want to watch him do it.
He removes his T-shirt, revealing
his torso with one swift movement. I
re-familiarize myself with the angels
that cover his right arm, the curves
and spikes of his tribal tattoo down
the left side and over his pec, and
finally the bar through his right
nipple. I watch his hands as he
unbuckles his belt, opens his button
and lowers the zipper. Sitting
sideways to me, still between my
legs, he takes off his jeans and
underwear.

Back on his knees, he lowers
himself down toward me, placing his
hot mouth over my breast. The heat
makes me gasp, and before I resume
normal breathing, he sucks my nipple
between his teeth, sending
sensations all the way down to my
slick folds. My throbbing intensifies
further. “I feel like I’m going to
explode,” I just about manage to
say, arching unavoidably.
“You’re in trouble tonight if you feel
like that already,” he says, against
my skin.
Kisses move down, unrushed and
torturously so, soft lips pressing and
trailing tip of tongue; between my
breasts, across my lower ribs,

swirling in my navel and so, so slowly
across my lower tummy. He stops
between my thighs, making me
exhale hard. I’ve been holding my
breath and I didn’t even know it.
“Joe, I don’t think I can stand this,” I
sob, biting down desperately on my
bottom lip, to the point it hurts, and
gripping the couch tightly within my
fists.
Kindly, he doesn’t delay. With his
determined caress on my clit, intense
pleasure surges right to my center,
exploding on impact, making my
entire body shudder and I scream
out. I throw my hands over my face,
and warm tears roll from my eyes.
This is all so beautifully devastating,

and my tears are nothing but pure
bliss and love.
Joe moves up over me and guides
my hands away. He gently wipes
away the wetness on my face, with
his thumbs, at the same time
murmuring sweet words. He slides
his arms under me to lift me.
Carrying me, Joe takes me to my
bedroom and lays me down on my
bed. Picking up my book, he
dismissively drops it on my
nightstand. I can’t help laughing at
that. We start kissing, my lips feel a
little tender, but I don’t care. As he
lowers himself onto me, the feel of
his solid cock against me re-ignites
my desire. I grasp his hips and tilt my

pelvis, pressing against him. “I need
you, Joe,” I plead into his mouth. My
eyelids snap open. “Shit!”
“What?” he asks.
“I don’t have condoms.”
I have no protection.
I’m not impressed.
Joe laughs. It’s a slightly frustrated
laugh of disbelief, but he’s amused
nonetheless. “You stay right here and
do not move, not even an inch.” He
gets up off me.
His word is final.
I do not move.
Not much, anyway.
Once he leaves, I text Sue telling
her; Joe was here. He’s coming back.
xxx

Within seconds my cell phone
chimes and the name ‘Su,’ along with
a cool picture of the two of us,
flashes up on the touch screen.
“Joe’s with you? Are you serious?”
she whispers, like we’re sharing a
secret.
“Yeah,” I whisper, unintentionally,
“he just showed up after we spoke
on the phone. We were getting it on,
but I have no condoms. I’ve been all
over the place with my pill the past
few days, so they’re essential.”
“You were ... Oh. My. Gosh. You
call me tomorrow. Shit, I can’t
believe this. No, I totally can believe
this. You call me. This is so cool. We
can still stick to our pact and have

babies at the same time.”
“Um ... I don’t really know about
that, just yet.” I chuckle.
“No not now, but soon. I’ll wait for
you.” We both giggle and hang up. I
know she’s not serious; we were
eleven when we made that pact. And
she’s already trying.
I lie back with a grin that’s
probably too large and without a
doubt too smug.
My wait isn’t long. When Joe
returns, he sits at the edge of the
bed, naked once again, putting on a
condom. I admire the tattoo on his
back. The nude, embracing couple in
the forest tells me the same thing as
always. Love, comfort and

companionship – three things I want
to give to Joe with my entire being,
for as long as I exist. He waits while
I trace the design with my finger tips,
and then he turns to face me.
I lie back and reach my arms out to
him, welcoming him. I part my legs
wider as he lowers down onto me. “I
so badly need you inside me, Joe,” I
whisper.
“Just hearing you say that makes
me want to come,” he says, looking
into my eyes, guiding the tip of his
dick to my eager entrance.
“You’re in trouble tonight if you feel
like that already,” I say, arching a
single brow, telling him the very
words he told me.

“I was in trouble the moment you
opened that damn door.”
Together, we watch as he slowly
enters me. Thrusts deliberate, our
gazes remain focused down on our
joining; his thick, veiny shaft pressing
into me, filling me, and exiting wet
with my arousal. “I may as well be
losing my virginity again,” he says,
his voice low. “It’s like going from
years of fucking my fist to finally
getting to feel the real tight, wet
warmth of a woman, the unknown
extremes of the pleasure that is sex.
Nothing comes close to being inside
you.”
Nothing comes close to having him
inside me. We were made for each

other, in every way.
I wrap my legs around his waist.
Slipping his hands under my butt, Joe
draws our pelvises together, grinding
into me unrushed and with purpose.
Almost immediately, the sensations
start to build, waves of tingling heat
gathering in my clit, and Joe looks at
my face the whole time. I fight to
keep my eyes open, to stay with him.
I don’t want to close them and miss a
second of the man I’ve been away
from for too long. As I go over, our
locked stares remain.
I breathe his name as my orgasm
passes.
He starts to thrust quicker. Our
faces now nose to nose, I run fingers

into his hair, anchoring him there.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, the words
coming straight from my heart. “I’m
so sorry I left.”
He stills. “You have nothing to be
sorry for.”
“I love you, Joe. I can’t be without
you.”
“You don’t have to be. I love you,
too. All that matters now is from here
on.” He claims my mouth and starts
moving again.
I close my eyes and get lost in the
feel of him, the smell of him, and the
presence of him.
Joe.

Sixty Five: Joe
We’re lying on our sides, facing-toface, so close I can feel the heat
radiating from Callie’s skin, without
us even touching. I can see she’s
thinking. As I intend on asking her
what it is, she says, “Why does the
thought of being away from you still
hurt when you’re right here?” The
helpless sound of her voice hit me
harder than her words. The pain I
caused her kills me, even now.
I cup her face between my hands.
“I am so sorry I hurt you.”
“I never blamed you, Joe, not once.
You don’t owe me an apology. I just

know that I have to be with you.
That’s why I came back.” Shit, she
just said exactly what I wanted to
hear. I wanted to be the reason for
her being here.
Repositioning myself on my back, I
bring Callie with me, her cheek lain
on my chest and her small body snug
at me side. “What happened? Why
didn’t you come home sooner?”
“I didn’t plan on staying so long.
My intention, when I got there, was
to get in touch after your baby
arrived, but it was harder than I
thought it would be. I did want to
and I tried, but I couldn’t make the
call.
“Unexpectedly, I started getting

photography work. It was from word
of mouth to start with, and the
demand just grew. I took what I
could get just to keep me from
thinking, to keep me busy. The
longer I was away, the harder it got
to see a way back. I can’t quite
explain it, I felt kind of stuck. I wasn’t
sure where I’d fit into your new life,
or how I’d feel about the child. So I
just carried on and stayed.
“After the first year I called Dane. I
thought speaking to him would help
me get clear on what I should do and
whether I was ready to call you … he
told me about you and Emily.”
Fuck! I close my eyes, exhaling
hard. I had no idea about that call.

“I didn’t feel I had any choice but
to stay and move on, it was out of
my hands. I made Dane promise not
to tell you we spoke. He didn’t like it
at all, but we both knew it was
necessary for the sake of your son
having his mom and dad together.”
This is worse than when I found
out she was living with some other
fucking guy, something that wouldn’t
have happened if I didn’t get with
Emily.
I open my eyes. “I’d have waited.
Damn it, I would have. If I knew you
were coming back, I’d have waited
no matter how long you needed.
When I heard about you starting a
business and you hadn’t made

contact, I thought I’d been lying to
myself that you’d return. Those
remaining months of the pregnancy, I
just went through the motions, doing
and saying all the things I thought I
should, not really feeling anything.
The whole time it was you on my
mind.
“On the day Jack was born, I sat
outside Emily’s hospital room with
my mom. I knew the second I
entered, and saw him for the first
time, my life would never be the
same again. Part of me didn’t want
to take that step. I wanted to walk
out of the hospital and erase the
whole damn mess. I don’t know for
certain what I would’ve done if my

mom wasn’t there with me, maybe I
would’ve walked out.
“Then when I did go in, Emily
handed him straight to me. He felt so
tiny and vulnerable. He looked so
innocent. None of us asked for what
happened, but he was the only one
who didn’t get a say in anything. I
fell in love with my son right then
and there, and doing right by him
became the most important thing to
me. I still held on to the hope that
you were coming back, and that
you’d be able to accept him, but he,
in those first few moments, opened
me up to a whole new world and
feelings I can’t even describe.
“Time went on, and Jack was

growing fast and developing a
character. It was the most amazing
time of my life, being a dad and an
uncle. At the same time, I was going
crazy because you were still gone
and you hadn’t made contact.
Gradually, I started to accept that
you’d made your choice.
“I was getting on well with Emily,
so much better than I’d expected. I
watched her raising Jack alongside
me and, given the circumstances, I
couldn’t have asked for a better mom
for him. Something between us
started to change. Not love, but a
fondness that hadn’t been there at
the start, or even right after Jack was
born. I felt I owed it to him to try

with her. We were good for the most
part, but ultimately it didn’t feel
totally right. I was kind of holding
back, we both knew it. I still loved
you, and deep down it didn’t feel like
we were completely done. All those
years couldn’t have been for nothing.
If I didn’t believe that, or if we’d had
proper closure, I probably could’ve
made it work with Emily. We only
lasted eight months.”
“Eight months?”
“You didn’t know that. Would you
have come back sooner if you had?”
“Yes. When Dane told me about
you two it broke my heart all over
again, and I regretted not calling
sooner. It was too late.”

In how many ways can two people
keep getting it so wrong?
“There were times I was going to
come to you. I considered it on
countless occasions that first year,
before and after Jack was born, but I
didn’t know if you’d be ready to
accept my son. As much as I wanted
you, he was part of the package. If
I’d known you called I’d have come
for you.”
“You were with Emily, though.”
“I’d have done it, Callie. I came so
close, many times. Jack and the risk
of hurting you, again, by asking you
to accept him was the only thing that
stopped me. I couldn’t chance doing
that to you, but if I’d known about

the call I would’ve been on the first
flight out to you. All I needed was
some sort of sign, but you gave me
nothing.”
“Wow,” she whispers. “I couldn’t
even bring myself to call you. You’d
have come to Scottsdale.”
“You’re here now, what you’ve
done is no different to what I
would’ve done for you. I only wish I
had. We’ve thrown way too many
years away.”
She sighs. “I really wish you’d hit
on me when you first knew you
wanted me. Seduced me on your
damn table the day you pierced my
nipples.” I chuckle hard, and so does
she. “I’d have freaked, Joe, you were

way too hot.” She props herself up on
her elbow, the cream sheet falling to
just below those lovely, tempting
breasts. Her gaze is accusing, she’s
fighting a smile. It’s impossible not to
grin myself.
“What?”
“Dude, you haven’t even taken me
on a date.”
“You’re right.” I place my hand
behind my head, acting the man.
“There’s no need to now.” I reach
forward and tug lightly on her nipple
bar. “You’ve already given it up.”
Her eyes widen and she pokes me
in the ribs. “I don’t even have a
comeback for that one.”
It’s strange to think that we

haven’t been on a single date. We’ve
had countless nights out, as a group,
we’ve been on a bunch of camping
trips, and even almost gotten
married. Yet, we haven’t been on a
date, just the two of us. I’ll have to
do something about that.

Sixty Six: Callie
The lighter sky accompanying the
approach of twilight keeps us in a
deep shade of sapphire. We’re
spooning, tightly, naked, close,
together, the soft tease of Joe’s
breath at the nape of my neck, the
warmth of his flesh against mine, and
the gentle movement of his lips on
my skin as he speaks.
We’ve talked for hours about his
experiences during our time apart;
becoming and being a dad. I felt pure
joy and love hearing it all, I’ve
devoured it greedily, and I’m positive
I can be with Joe as a father. I’ll

never know if I could’ve done it
before, but I do know that coming
back to San Francisco, to Joe, is the
best decision I’ve ever made.
We’re finally going to get this right.
No more if onlys. No more regrets.
“You know I didn’t run off and sell
your ring, right?” I say, smiling.
He chuckles, his hold around my
waist tightening. “I know. And it’s not
my ring, it’s yours.”
“I still want to marry you someday,
Joe.”
“I still intend on marrying you
someday. Soon.”
“Maybe not in Vegas.”
“Definitely not in Vegas.”
Turning over to face him, I snake

my arms around his neck and he
draws me closer. Our bodies perfectly
aligned, I look into his eyes, darker in
my shaded room. “You realize this is
it,” I say, keeping my voice low,
appropriate for the mood and the
silence throughout my apartment.
“I’ll never let you go again. You’re
mine, Joe.” I’ve thought those words
before and I meant them, but they
lacked the determination I felt when
I said them just then. I know what it
is to truly be without Joe and I’m
never going there again.
Tilting his head back, he presses
his lips to the tip of my nose. “I
always was yours, Baby cake.”

This is so not the end! This is our
brand new beginning. x

