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Scene 1: Neanderthal Seeks Honeymoon

Author’s Note: Dear Reader, This scene takes place during Janie and Quinn’s honeymoon, so within a few days after the end of Neanderthal Marries Human. I hope you enjoy. J

***

I knew before we’d departed for the private island paradise—on our honeymoon in the Caribbean—that I was not good at lazy vacations. Therefore, I brought a list of various tasks and research I hoped to accomplish.

Obviously, since it was our honeymoon, we had a lot of sex. I think we christened every surface of the cottage, the beach, the ocean, the inside shower, the outside shower, the ottoman, the wall outside the cottage, the hammock—THAT WAS FUN!—the hot tub… I really had to focus to have sex in the hot tub, however, because it’s the ideal environment for the multiplication of microbes. I couldn’t stop thinking about it…

After seventy-two hours of reenacting the Kamasutra (yes, I did bring the illustrated guide, because it felt like if we were ever going to get a chance to test out all possible sexual positions, our seven-day honeymoon with no access to or interruptions from the outside world was that chance), I think Quinn was experiencing orgasm fatigue.

“Can’t we just…hold each other?” Quinn asked, then groaned—half tortured, half aroused—as my hand moved from his chest to his stomach, my mouth at his neck, biting.

“What about talking? We could talk,” he offered.

I giggled; I couldn’t help myself. Of note, I was giggling a lot. Maybe it was all the intercourse and being dominated by Quinn’s body in all the strange places and positions, but I was feeling giddy, girly, and giggly.

“There are several passive positions in the guide. You can just lie there if you want,” I suggested, my hand drifting lower.

He gritted his teeth, his blue eyes flashing at me, “I can’t ever just lie here, not when you’re so close.”

I lifted my eyebrows, wondering if I could turn this into a challenge of some sort.

I quite enjoyed the fact that I’d worn him out, especially since he’d been responsible for packing all of our clothes—or overseeing the packing of all of our clothes—and had seen fit to bring only string bikinis for me. That’s right; no underwear, no pajamas, not even a sundress. I had my wedding dress and string bikinis.

Our day-one conversations went something like this:

“Quinn! Where are my clothes?”

“In the bag.”

“The only things in here are string bikinis and suntan lotion.”

“I would consider suntan lotion a type of clothing.”

“That’s preposterous.”

“It covers your skin, you put it on, it shields you from the sun. It’s clothing.”

“It’s not made of material, and you can’t take it off.”

He shrugged. “Semantics.”

Another example:

“What do you want to do after dinner?”

“We could play poker.”

“Yes! I have cards. We could use seashells for chips.”

“Or…we could play strip poker.”

“Quinn, you have one article of clothing on. I have two.”

“So?”

“So, it would either be one or two hands at the maximum.”

He blinked and frowned at me. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

And another example:

“Did you know we can go clamming?”

He grinned like he was impersonating the devil. “The only kind of clams I’m interested in are the bearded ones.”

And now he was groaning, sounding tortured, tired, and spent. My giggle turned into a full-fledged cackling laugh, and I took pity on him, withdrawing my hand from his pelvic region and bringing it back to his chest. He grabbed it and flattened my palm against his heart.

“I love your laugh.” He sighed the words, as though he were speaking to himself. His eyes drifted shut, and I felt him relax.

I smiled against his arm and give his bicep a kiss. “I think I’ll go for a walk.”

“No, stay with me…” His words were sleepy.

I propped my elbow on the bed and rested my head in my free hand. I watched him drift off to sleep. He’d tanned during the last four days, whereas I’d freckled. I was constantly applying sunscreen, but still I’d freckled. At least I hadn’t burned.

I waited until I was sure he was completely asleep then slipped my hand from his. With a light peck on his lips, I left the bed and crossed to the small bag in the corner that held my plethora of string bikinis and dressed.

I would go for a walk. In fact, I’d gone for a walk every day since we’d arrived, enjoying the small respites of alone time. For the first time in my life, I may have preferred being with someone—Quinn—more than I preferred solitude, but I still craved the moments to myself, the quiet time for contemplation.

I tiptoed out of the room, shutting the door behind me after I made sure the fan was on high, because I knew he liked taking naps with the fan on high. To me it felt like a windstorm, but this was something new I’d learned about him on our honeymoon.

We’d never taken naps together prior to our honeymoon.

After slathering myself in 50 SPF sunscreen, I grabbed several two-gallon ziplock plastic bags and a towel from the second bathroom. I departed for my walk, all the while happily thinking dirty thoughts about the naked man back in the cottage.

***

I made two complete loops of the island before returning. My plastic bags now full and heavy, I placed them in the freezer then reached in the fridge for a bottle of water.

I’d come to a conclusion on my walk: we were just going to have to slow down the Kamasutra reenactment. We had another three days and, really, no rush. I picked my way through the living room gulping the cold water. I reached into my task bag and pulled out a binder I’d packed just in case we found ourselves with some conversation and/or discussion time. 

I was just straightening when I felt Quinn’s hands slide from my bottom to my ribs, making me stiffen then instantly turn to jello.

“Where have you been, Kitten?” Quinn’s low, close whisper against my ear gave me goosebumps and sent an enchanting shiver down my spine. Instinctively, I leaned backward and against him, offering him my neck.

“Oh…here and there,” I said. My hand not holding the binder covered his where it caressed the slope of my waist.

“What’s in the binder?” His voice was still raspy from sleep, but his hands and body were definitely awake; apparently he’d recuperated from orgasm fatigue… I tucked this away as a data point for future exploitation.

Naps plus Quinn equaled carnal rejuvenation.

I leaned my head back against his shoulder; one of his brilliant hands slipped into the flimsy cup of my string bikini and massaged my breast. His touch was greedy, possessive, almost domineering. I loved how he touched me.

“Vaginas,” I sighed.

His hands stilled. Actually, he stilled. He was frozen for several long seconds.

“What did you say?”

“Vaginas. It’s a binder full of vaginas.”

Quinn’s hard torso stiffened, and his fingers flexed where they held me. “What are you talking about?” He sounded completely bewildered.

I swallowed my lust and cleared my throat, remembering my earlier decision to slow down our reenactments. I propped the binder in one hand then opened it to a random page.

“See. Vaginas. All kinds.”

Quinn choked on nothing. He yanked his hands away.

I turned my head and leaned back, attempting to obtain a good view of his profile and reaction to the pictures. He looked horrified.

“Obviously they’re all over eighteen, of course,” I said quickly, trying to anticipate the source of his horror. I assumed it was because he worried about the exploitation of women. “The salon that loaned me the binder was very adamant that the pictures were all taken with explicit consent and everyone is over eighteen.”

His eyes cut to mine. He didn’t look pacified. “Janie…why do you have a binder of vaginas?”

“For discussion.” I turned and stood next to him, thumbing through the various grooming designs and vagazzlings. “I got the idea when the ladies and I were at the spa in Las Vegas. Someone mentioned vagazzling, so I looked it up, and—even though I think it’s rather silly and maybe unsanitary—I wondered what you thought. So I called that fancy salon downtown, the one on Michigan? Well, they have a binder of different waxing patterns I could get, grooming styles, the whole nine yards…”

I glanced up and found Quinn still staring at me; he didn’t look upset or concerned any more. But he did appear to be oscillating between amused incredulousness and dazed speechlessness. Not sure what to do, I gave him a hopeful smile.

“I thought we could pick out some designs.”

His mouth opened and closed; his eyebrows were doing an odd dance on his forehead. He was completely discomposed.

Finally, he blurted, “I think I need a drink.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah…” He watched me for a moment, his eyes narrowed and assessing, then shook his head as though to clear it. “Yeah. I just need a drink. Do you want a margarita?”

I shrugged. “Sure. Sounds good. But then you’ll come back, and we’ll finish going through the binder?”

Quinn grimaced and pulled his hands through his hair. He turned away, “I’ll be back with margaritas. I hope you like them frozen and strong.”

I nodded absentmindedly as I flipped through the pages of the binder. “Sure, sure. Strong and frozen.”

I’d never been waxed before; it was supposed to be quite painful, especially the first time, but I definitely wanted to give it a try. Waxing was superior to shaving as it was a form of semi-permanent hair removal. Most hair would take four to six weeks to grow back after waxing, which was just fine with me. Four to six weeks would give us plenty of time to enjoy whatever design we chose as well as choose the next.

I absentmindedly sat in one of the living room chairs as I studied an intricate waxing pattern that left the remaining hair in a design that looked suspiciously like a cutout of the Eiffel Tower.

“What the-?” Quinn’s voice thundered from the kitchen.

His What the was followed by string of loud and creative expletives. I sat straight in my chair then turned to look over my shoulder. I couldn’t see him from my position, so I leaned to the side, trying to catch a glimpse of the kitchen.

“Quinn?” I waited for a beat, then asked, “Is everything all right?”

“Janie!” his voice boomed, “Why are there giant frozen frogs in the freezer?”

Oh. Damn.

I stiffened, winced, and sucked in a breath.

After a moment of startled shock, I jumped to my feet, the binder of vag-scaping abandoned, and I jogged into the kitchen.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry!” I called before I’d made it all the way to the freezer. “I’m sorry. I meant to bury those before you found them.”

Quinn was standing at the door to the fridge—it was open—and he held a giant ziplock bag in his hand. In the ziplock bag was a very large, very dead frozen toad. As well, around his feet were several more bags of murdered toads.

And I’d murdered them.

He held the eternally-sleeping carcass between us, his mouth moving soundlessly; his eyes were jumping from me, to the frog, to the freezer, to his feet, then back to me. His typically cool façade was annihilated, replaced with severe and dismayed disbelief.

Finally, he managed, “I don’t understand. Why are you freezing frogs?”

I grabbed the murdered frog—more precisely, a toad—from his grip and tossed it back in the freezer with the others. He watched me do this, his eyes wide and troubled.

“I can explain.” I tucked my hair behind my ears then held my hands up between us. “I’m actually doing a good thing.”

“A good thing,” he repeated.

“Yes. These, all of those, are Cane Toads. They’re an invasive species.”

He blinked at me.

Good news: Quinn looked less horrified.

Bad news: Quinn looked more displeased.

“So,” I rushed to explain, “I’ve been making traps for them around the island. Then I bag them and put them in the freezer.”

Good news: Quinn looked less displeased.

Bad news: Quinn looked more irritated.

“Why are you putting them in our freezer?”

“Because it’s the most humane way to kill a toad! I know, I know—I don’t feel great about murdering them either—but they’re really bad for the ecosystem. And they secrete poison, so they’re really like giant, ugly, serial-killing toads.”

Good news: Quinn looked less irritated.

Possibly more good news: Quinn looked like he was trying not to laugh.

“Janie…” Quinn shook his head, closed his eyes. His long fingers pressed against his forehead, and I heard the beginnings of his rumbly laughter.

I managed a half smile and watched him warily. I hoped the laughter meant that he was no longer dismayed, horrified, displeased, or irritated. He took a step toward me but tripped slightly on one of the bagged toads.

I reached forward, grabbed his forearms. “Watch out, there are giant, ugly, serial-killing toads on the floor.”

Quinn charged forward, through the tripping toad landmines, and reached for me. I squeaked involuntarily as his hands gripped my thighs, wrapped my legs around his torso, and marched us back to the bedroom, biting, and licking, and kissing my shoulder and neck.

“Wait! What about the vaginas?”

“I got married so I wouldn’t have to look at anyone’s vagina but yours for the rest of my life.”

He threw me on the bed, then gripped the two strings at my hips, pulling them and releasing my swimsuit bottoms.

“B-but…” I stuttered.

Quinn peeled back the scrap of fabric, pushed my knees apart and up to my shoulders as he knelt between my thighs. He brought his mouth to my center.

“Wait,” my words were breathless. “Don’t you want to help me pick a design?”

“No.” He licked me with a flat, soft tongue; then he said, “Surprise me. I love your surprises.”

I bucked, panting, watching the top of his head as he loved my undecorated and unadorned vagina with his mouth. “But—wait—we’ve done this position already.”

“Shhh, Kitten. I’m hungry for you…” Quinn gripped my hips and bottom with his large hands, staying any potential shift or modification to my position.

One more pass of his tongue was all that was required for my unconditional surrender. With a deep sigh, I closed my eyes, gave myself over to him, just as I’d done countless times before.

Paradise wasn’t an island in the Caribbean; it wasn’t a place. It was being with the person you love and working through the illustrated guide to the Kamasutra, even if you repeat positions from time to time.

I loved it.

I loved him.

And I planned to stay in this paradise forever.





Scene 2: Friends Most-Definitely-With Benefits

Author’s Note: Dear Reader, This scene takes place three days immediately after the bachelorette party in Neanderthal Marries Human… J

***

I must’ve read the note over a hundred times. Sometimes I would laugh, sometimes I would ball it up and throw it across whatever room I was in, sometimes I would sit silently and…try to remember. 

Dearest Wife,

Now we don’t have to worry about setting a date. You’re welcome.

Your Husband, Nico

I’d missed my own wedding.

Three days had passed; and every time I called my husband he’d answer, pretend there was static on the line, and hang up after telling me he loved me. That was my reality.

Freaking Nico!

But, damn it, I’d missed my own wedding! I’d missed Nico looking into my eyes and saying he loved me and vowing that we’d be together forever. I didn’t even know if I’d promised to obey him…. I hoped that I hadn’t because that was a promise I was incapable of keeping.

Regardless, any promises made while under the influence of Sandra’s Amsterdam Absinthe and Ashley’s moonshine—supplied by one of her brothers who, of course, was named Cletus—could hardly be considered binding.

Except that big one.

You know, that big promise where we were now married by Elvis and I was Mrs. Manganiello (despite the fact that I still couldn’t pronounce the name).

“When did that happen?”

I blinked twice, bringing Dr. Ken Miles into focus.

“What?”

“You’re married?” he asked, his eyes moving between the rings on my finger and my face.

I glanced down at the completely ridiculous diamond ring and band, flexed my fingers, and cleared my throat before answering. “Ah, yes. Three days ago.”

I was an hour past the end of my shift, but I was in no hurry to go home to the empty penthouse. I missed Nico, and being in our home without him made my heart hurt. This was exacerbated by the fact that he wouldn’t call me back. I’d resorted to recording his show nightly and watching it two or three times daily.

Ken was chewing gum; he chewed it several times more, then asked, “Sorta fast, right? Didn’t you just get engaged?”

I squinted at Dr. Ken. “No. It wasn’t sorta fast. We’ve known each other since we were kids.”

“It’s the fame thing, right?” He said this as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the nurses’ station countertop, his gaze traveling up then down my body, a smirk on his face. “You’re rushing things 'cause he’s famous.”

After a moment I nodded. “That’s right. It’s all about the fame for me—and also the great sex. Because, let me tell you, he’s a slow eater…” I winked, “If you know what I mean.”

“Thanks for that,” he said, his tone flat.

I ignored him, feeling like it was my God-given right to get on his nerves since he’d asked such an asinine question. “Our marriage has nothing to do with the fact that he’s the best person I know and the most amazing man on the face of the earth. And it has nothing to do with the fact that I love him more than I love Star Trek and need him more than oxygen. Furthermore, marrying Nico had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that I can’t imagine living a single day without hearing his voice and his laugh and touching him and-”

“Alright! I get it.” Dr. Ken held up his hands, rolling his big pretty blue eyes, then stiffening when his gaze caught on something over my shoulder. Then he rolled his eyes again. “I’ll leave you two to it then. Exam room seven is open. Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

I lifted my eyebrows in confusion as Ken picked up the two charts he’d been holding and walked past me.

The sound of Ken’s departing footsteps was accompanied by his saying, “She’s all yours,” to some unknown person.

I twisted over my shoulder to see to whom he was speaking and subsequently felt like I’d been poked with a bewilderment stick.

Standing behind me, right behind me, was Nico.

He wore a tailored black suit with a lavender shirt and dark purple tie, and he wore it exceptionally well. The violet of the tie brought out the deep green of his eyes, and I would have jumped him, except for the smirk.

He was smirking—with his mouth, with his twinkly eyes, with his entire face, with his whole being—as his gaze affixed itself to my stunned expression.

“Hello, wife,” he said with smirky swagger. “Did you miss me?”

“You…” I said, turning completely around, but nothing else emerged. My heart leapt, and warm girly euphoria filled my stomach and chest and made my limbs feel loose and rubbery. However, the gargantuan delight at finally seeing him was warring with extreme annoyance at finally seeing him. Who marries someone while they’re basically incapacitated, leaves a pathetically short note, then feigns static on phone calls for three days? Three days!

Who does that? My husband, that’s who.

My husband… I loved the way that sounded, even in my brain.

I tried again to speak; this time I managed to point at him and force some strength into my voice. “You!”

“Yes. Me.” Nico stepped forward, slipping his hands into his pants’ pockets and backing me up against nurses’ station, my pointed finger pressing into his chest as he crowded my space. He leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine, stealing the barest of kisses and with it my breath. 

His eyes lovingly caressed my face as he leaned just his head away. “You are so beautiful,” he said, his voice like velvet, his eyes starry and mesmerizing. The effect momentarily knocked me senseless. 

“I’m mad at you,” I said, knowing I didn’t sound at all mad. Because I’m the queen of sending mixed signals, I slid my hands into his suit jacket and around his torso. Everything heterosexually feminine in me loved the hard muscled planes of his stomach and sides and back. 

God…I wanted him naked.

He grinned, gave me another light kiss, then retreated. “Are you? Why?”

“For lots of reasons,” I sighed. He was just too dreamy for starters.

“Is it because I’m the best person you know, or because I’m the most amazing man on the face of the earth?”

Annoyance mixed with amusement made my mouth curve into a reluctant smile. “You’re a dirty eavesdropper. How long were you standing there?”

He pressed his lips to mine once more—making my heart beat faster—then reached around his back, extracting my hand and holding it in his. He nodded to a nurse who walked past, gave her a winning smile, then turned his attention back to me.

His acknowledgement of the nurse was an essential reminder of my surroundings and provided good dose of sobriety. I shouldn’t have been kissing him at the nurses’ station. It was highly unprofessional.

And I was mad at him. I was. I was mad.

“Where is this exam room seven that Dr. Prettyprincess referred to?” Nico scanned the hallway.

I linked my fingers with his and tugged, leading the way to the exam room. I moved the red flag outward to indicate that the room was occupied, then pulled him in, shutting the door behind us.

We were newlyweds. What we did now, how I let him treat me, how we dealt with problems and issues would set the tone for the rest of our marriage. I couldn’t have him run away, disappear for days, every time he thought I might be upset.

At the same time, I needed to control my temper. I needed to show him he didn’t need to disappear for days every time he thought I might be upset. I needed to be calm. I braced myself to confront him.

I turned, squaring my shoulders, my hands tights fists on my hips, and lifted my chin. I was ready for battle.

But as soon as I lifted my gaze to his, Nico stepped forward, his hands immediately slipping under the shirt of my scrubs, up my sides to my breasts. I opened my mouth to speak; instead I squeaked. He took advantage of my disorientation by covering and claiming my mouth with his.

My body—the traitor!—flooded with need. Automatically, I arched into his capable hands, moaned against his lips, and gripped the front of his jacket. I then pushed it off his shoulders. He pressed me to the door, his hips against mine, moving one of his hands down into my underwear and squeezing my bottom.

He tore his mouth from mine, kissed and nipped a path to my ear.

“Nico, we have to…ah…”

“Bella, mi sei mancata,” Nico massaged me through my bra and pinched the center of my breast, “e questo.”

“This is not fair; you’re manipulating me. You’re using your intense sexual prowess to overwhelm me.” I groaned, untucked his shirt; I needed to feel his skin. I burned for him.

He lifted his head and grinned, apparently supremely pleased with what he found, then lowered his mouth back to my ear. “Are you ready to go home?” Nico said in a rumbly whisper, sending lovely shivery spikes of sensation down my spine, tickling me.

“I’m upset with you,” I sighed, reflexively tilting my head to the side, giving him better access, my body clamoring for his touch. “We need to talk, and you want to skip straight to dessert.”

“Fine. Talk.” He bit my neck then soothed the spot with his tongue. “I love your voice.”

Despite how lovely he was making me feel, I gritted my teeth and pushed him away. I braced myself for his handsomeness and charisma assault, then lifted my chin to meet his gaze. Immediately I was glad I’d made mental preparations. I didn’t know how I was going to maintain my self-respect in this marriage when every time I looked at him I wanted to kiss his face off. 

And I wavered, because I also wanted dessert first. “We-” I started but was interrupted by the intercom announcing a Code Triage.

I stiffened, my eyes growing wide, disappointment and a spike of sobering adrenaline turning my stomach cold.

“Damn it.” I rubbed my forehead.

“What’s a code triage?”

“It’s the code for a catastrophic emergency, probably a shooting or a massive pile up…ten or more incoming, most fatal…” I shook my head, frustration choking my words. “I have to…I have stay. I have to help.”

He grew subdued, and he nodded once. “I understand.”

I reached for him before he could pick up his jacket. “When I call you, I need you to talk to me. I need…I need you.”

He nodded again, his eyes growing soft. “I will.”

“How long are you here for? In town?”

“I’m-” He started, but the intercom interrupted him again, announcing the first of the ambulance arrivals.

I tightened my hold on his shirt and took a deep breath. These events, treating multiple victims at once, deciding who would receive treatment first, prioritizing lives, making split-second decisions while short on sleep and high on adrenaline, I hated it. Someone was going to die, and I always went home feeling like a failure.

“Are you okay?” Nico took my face between his palms, tilting my chin up and kissing my lips quickly.

I nodded. “I just hate this.”

“What? What do you hate?”

“I hate that no matter what I do, I can’t save everyone.”

His mouth tugged to the side, and his eyes gave my face a cherishing sweep. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” I turned my lips into his hand, kissed his palm. “I mean it, I do.”

His arms dropped to his sides, and he took a step back. “Go.” Nico indicated to the door with a lift of his chin.

I hesitated. “Will you be there when I get home?”

“Yes.”

“Promise?”

“Yes. I promise.”

I exhaled my relief and threw my arms around him. After a fast, tight hug and a quick kiss, I turned and bolted through the door just as the intercom announced the second of the ambulances. I needed to clear my mind for the grim hours that lay ahead.

***

Four hours later, I’d lost two and saved five.

When the ambulances stopped arriving, and because I’d been there the longest, I was told to go home. I didn’t. I had two families to talk to, two sets of parents to console. I stayed another three hours. I brought tissues, and I gave hugs liberally.

But I was fine.

I went to the locker room and showered; I changed into my street clothes; I grabbed my bag and checked my email on my phone. There was a note from Fiona about the shawl we were all knitting for Janie as a wedding present.

I was still fine.

I jogged to the train station; I jumped on the El; I walked the two blocks to our apartment and nodded to Frank, the concierge, as I crossed to the elevators.

I was just fine.

I exited the double doors when they slid open and dug for my keys. But I found that my hands were shaking and I couldn’t quite focus on the contents of my bag because I was crying and everything was blurry.

I was not fine.

I heaved a sob, covered my mouth with my hand, and shut my eyes. I pressed my forehead against the wall of the hallway and tried to take calming breaths through my nose.

I’m fine…I’m fine…I’m fine… everything is fine.

“Dr. Finney?”

I glanced up from my position hugging the wall to find Dan, Dan the security man as Janie liked to call him, hovering about two feet away. His forehead was wrinkled, and he looked at me—aka, the crying woman—like I was a rattlesnake, with a dash of fear and a heavy dose of trepidation.

I sniffled and gave him a little wave. “Oh, hey, Dan.”

He was going to be Quinn’s best man at the wedding, and he’d been my guard for several months during the fancy stalker incident; therefore, I felt quite comfortable with him. We were a tad more than friendly acquaintances, and, if he were the type to hang out with girls, I totally would have hung out with him.

Alas, he was not the type to hang out with girls. Like Quinn, I doubted he had even one female friend. This was a strike against Quinn in my book but, for some reason, not a strike against Dan. Dan was too adorable for strikes. He deserved reprimands no harsher than a disappointed head shake followed by a hug.

But I digress…

Back to the hallway of crying.

Dan reached his hand out as though he were going to pat my back but then pulled it through his hair instead, sending the short brown spikes in all different directions.

“Elizabeth…are you okay? Did something happen?” His genuine concern initiated a new wave of melancholy, and my chin wobbled.

My voice tight with emotion, I nodded. “Yeah,” I choked then swallowed. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

I knew I sounded and looked not at all convincing, especially since new tears replaced those that had nearly dried; I felt the hot liquid emotion roll down my cheeks.

“Fuck…” he said, like he was just as distraught as I was, and pulled me into a big bear hug. We stood there for a bit—not long, but not super short—with him hugging me and me crying on his suit jacket. Then he added, speaking against my hair, “Sorry. Sorry for cursing.”

I pulled away and looked up at him, confused.

He cleared his throat and shrugged. “I mean, sorry for saying fuck. And, I guess, sorry for saying fuck again—just then—when I was explaining why I was sorry. So, sorry for all the times I just said fuck, including this time, while we’ve been standing in the hall.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. I laughed loud and long and let my head fall to his shoulder and laughed against his shoulder.

Tangentially, I heard the sound of a door open. I wouldn’t have noticed it, as I was too busy laughing like a crazy woman, but Dan became suddenly rigid, and he cleared his throat again.

“Uh, hey, Nico.”

I glanced up from my laughing spot on Dan’s shoulder and looked over mine to find Nico standing just inside the door wearing gray pajama pants and a white T-shirt. His eyes narrowed as they moved between me and Dan. Then they widened abruptly as his gaze moved over my face, and he stepped forward, reaching for me.

“Elizabeth, are you okay? Why are you crying?” He pulled me from Dan’s suit and placed me against the thin material of his shirt. He smelled like Nico. He smelled like home.

I snuggled against him and said, “It’s been a long day.” My voice was watery again. I was a mess.

“What happened?” Nico addressed this question to Dan.

“I don’t know, I swear. I came out of Quinn’s place and found her against the wall, crying.”

“But then she was laughing?” Nico stroked my hair.

“It’s because he said a curse word then apologized for saying a curse word.” I pressed closer to my husband…my husband…mmm…mine.

“That’s why you’re crying?” Nico asked, his hand pausing mid-hair stroke.

“No, that’s why she was laughing,” Dan supplied, sounding tired. “I have no idea why she is crying.”

I sniffled again, then told them, “I lost two.”

A slight paused followed, then Nico asked, “Lost two what?”

“Children. I lost two. It was a bus crash…a school bus.” I felt a new wave of tears; I tried my best to swallow them down, but I couldn’t.

“Fuck…” Nico exhaled the word, his arms tightened just before he released me and bent to scoop me into his arms. “I’ve got you…” He kissed my temple and carried me into our apartment, shutting the door with his foot and presumably leaving Dan in the hallway.

I would have to send Dan a thank-you card, something to express my gratitude for being such a nice person and taking pity on his strange, crying neighbor.

Nico carried me into the master bedroom, set me on a large leather chair, and covered me with a blanket.

“I’ll be right back.” He tilted my head back, cupping my jaw, and kissed my closed eyelids; but he waited for me to open them and acknowledge him before he stood and crossed to the bathroom. Peripherally I heard him turn on the bathtub.

I should have been fine. I should have been able to pick myself up and dust myself off. I knew I couldn’t save every person. Times like these were typically good examples of when my stubbornness was actually a gift.

But that was before Nico, before I stopped being so stubborn.

Before Nico, I would stubbornly ignore my feelings, go home, and get various shades of intoxicated then go to sleep; not the healthiest coping strategy, but it worked for me, and it didn’t happen very often. Or, if Janie were around, I’d stubbornly ignore my feelings, have her over, and we’d cuddle while watching old Star Trek Voyager episodes.

  This wasn’t the first time I’d experienced a breakdown after losing a patient, but this was the first time I hadn’t been able to hold it together long enough to get inside my apartment.

I was rubbing my eyes, willing the tears to stop, when I heard music drift over the speakers. I wiped my nose with my sleeve, tried to bring the room into focus, and found Nico crossing to me. Without preamble, he picked me up and carried me into the bathroom, all the while showering my face with feather-light kisses.

“Is that Frank Sinatra?” My nose was clogged and my throat still tight, so the question sounded strangled and nasally.

“Yes.”

“What song is this? It sounds familiar.”

“Fly Me to the Moon.”

“Ah.” I nodded, sniffling again. “I guess the opening line should have tipped me off.”

He grinned and set me down by the tub. The lights were off in the bathroom, but he’d placed candles everywhere. Their soft illumination embraced me, casting the obscenely large space in gently flickering shadows, softening reality somehow, and making Nico’s olive skin glow bronze.

The bathtub was full of bubbles, the faint scent of my jasmine bodywash in the air, humid and warm.

“In other words…” Nico sang quietly, reaching for the hem of my shirt and tugging it over my head, “I love you...” He undressed me methodically, all of his touches chaste and cherishing. I blinked twice, two new tears falling. He kissed my cheeks, like he could kiss the sadness away, and smoothed his hands down my bare back, a gesture meant to soothe.

Once I was naked, I took a step toward the tub; but he scooped me up once again, and I let him. He placed me in the hot water, in the center of the thick bed of bubbles, just as the song changed.

It was another Frank Sinatra tune.

“What’s this one called?”

“Misty,” Nico said, straightening. As he did so he whipped off his shirt and tossed it in a corner; then he swiftly depanted and climbed into the tub behind me.

“Hard to imagine Frank Sinatra as helpless as a kitten up a tree,” I said as he positioned me between his legs, my back against his chest, his strong arms around my torso, holding me.

“I think any man in love is as helpless as a kitten up a tree,” he whispered close to my ear, then asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

I knew he meant my day, not Frank Sinatra in love and feeling misty.

I shook my head, then turned my cheek so I could listen to him breathe, the beat of his heart. “No. I really don’t.”

“Okay.” He hugged me tighter, resting his chin on the top of my head. “You should cry. Let it out.”

“I don’t want to cry.”

“Just know that you can.” He brought bubbles to my shoulder, then wiped them away with his large hand. “You can cry, you can scream, you can be your feelings, and I will love you just the same.”

We were silent for a long moment as I considered his words, listening to the bubbles fizz and pop.

“I missed our wedding,” I blurted suddenly, feeling overwhelmingly sad. My chin wobbled as I spoke, “Life is the sum total of our memories, and I missed that one…with you.”

“I’m…” He sighed, his hand finding my thigh and squeezing it. “I’m not sorry, Bella. I’m not. It was beautiful and…horrible.” He laughed, his chest rumbling, “It was also weird…and wonderful, and I wouldn’t change a thing about it—other than that, part of me wishes you could remember it, but another part of me is glad you can’t.”

“Then you left.” I turned in the tub so I could see him, so he could see me. “You left right after we were married. And you faked phone static every time I called. Not cool, Nico.”

“Yes,” he nodded, his voice rising, “I did. I knew that I’d be home in three days. We needed to talk about it but not on the phone. Definitely not on the phone.”

“Why?” My hands came down, and bits of soapy water and bubbles splashed against his chin and neck.

“Elizabeth, I’m famous for two things: my apple fritters and my temper.”

I screwed my face up, not wanting to smile and almost succeeding. “I thought you were famous for your alphabet soup recipe and wordy math problems.”

“I’m famous for three things: my alphabet soup, my apple fritters, and my temper. I knew that if we spoke over the phone, one of us—likely both of us—were going to say something we’d later regret.”

“You could have just told me that!”

He lifted a single eyebrow and gave me a look like he knew better. “Really? You wouldn’t have insisted we argue over the phone?”

I twisted my lips to the side, narrowed my eyes on him. A new song, again Frank Sinatra, filtered in through the door; it was one of my favorites, The Way You Look Tonight.

I hated that he was right.

“Fine.” I twisted back to my original position and settled against him. “I’m still angry.”

“That’s fine…” He unwound my hair from its braid, massaged his fingers through it. “We can have angry sex later.” As though to illustrate the superiority of this idea, he tugged on my hair.

“Stop pulling my hair.” I said halfheartedly because I liked it, but I was still upset about missing the ceremony.

Nico released the strands and wrapped his arms around me again. “We can have as many weddings as we want. We can have another Vegas wedding or something with our families there, more traditional.”

“I know.” I sighed, the anger dissipating and disappointment taking its place. “There’s nothing I can do about it, I know that. I’m just still…I love you. I wanted to be lucid for it.”

“Then I am sorry,” he said quietly, sincerely, and I knew he meant it. “Do you forgive me?”

“Yes…but we’re still having angry sex later.”

“Deal.” I felt his smile against my shoulder.

“And I’m going to bite you and smack your ass.”

“Promises, promises...” He nipped my shoulder, his teeth feeling delightfully sharp.

Bundled in his arms, in the hot bubbly bath, in the comfort of shared silence and unobtrusive lights and Frank Sinatra’s velvet crooning, I relaxed. Every so often Nico would place a kiss on my neck or fondle my breast but escalate the touching no further. I sensed he was enjoying the peace and calm and being together just as much as I was.

Abruptly, he chuckled again and squeezed me. “Honestly, I’m just happy this is what you’re upset about.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wondered…” He began haltingly then nuzzled my neck. “Never mind.”

“No, say it. What did you wonder?” I fished his left hand out of the tub and fit mine over it. I compared our rings, they were a perfect match. I felt my mouth hitch to the side; I liked how they looked together, our hands. I liked the contrasts, the big and the small, the dark and the light. I loved how the rings he’d chosen reflected the differences between us, but they complemented each other. They belonged together.

I felt his chest expand with a large breath before he said on a rush, “I wondered if you would be angrier about us getting married so quickly, not about missing it.”

I grunted. “Um…no.” I thought about this statement then continued, “Actually, hell no! I woke up that morning, after you left, and I was…” I paused, not wanting to admit that I was panicked because I thought I’d married some faceless stranger. Instead, I opted to say, “I was angry about missing our vows, missing you, but when I saw your note and the marriage certificate, I was so relieved that it was done. Watching and helping Janie and Marie plan this marriage monstrosity has been more than enough wedding planning for a lifetime.”

“I thought you might have been dragging your feet about setting a date for a different reason.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. All I knew was that I wanted you to be my wife as soon as possible, and you didn’t seem to be in a hurry.”

I shook my head, lacing my fingers through his; I tsked, “Oh, Nico, if you thought these things, why didn’t you ask me?”

“Trusting you with my heart is new. I saw my chance and I took it and I’m not sorry I did. I’m as helpless as a kitten in a tree, you know.” He said this last part quietly.

I felt like he’d knocked the wind from my lungs; my chest hurt, and my stomach plummeted. I turned in the tub and straddled his hips, gripped his face between my palms, and pressed a fast, urgent kiss to his lips.

Before I spoke I made sure his eyes were on mine. “Nico, you understand that I am also as helpless as a kitten in a tree with you?” My voice betrayed the desperation I felt.

He turned his lips into my palm. “Yes. And your heart is safe with me.”

“Good.” My gaze moved between his, and I kissed him again, fiercely, and said against his mouth, “Your heart is safe with me, too. I promise.”

He nodded, “I know,” brushing his nose against mine, and his hands moved from my hips to my bottom. “Your other body parts, however…”

I laughed lightly and rolled my eyes but then quickly gasped as the fingers of his right hand moved to my front.

He nipped my chin. “Sei deliziosa, ti mangerei di baci... iniziando da qui.”

“Oh, Nico…”

He didn’t have to speak in Italian to get me hot, not at all; nevertheless, I wasn’t about to volunteer that fact any time soon.

END





Scene 3: Hacking the Hacker

Author’s Note: Dear Reader, This scene takes place sometime after Sandra and Alex’s 1-year wedding anniversary.

***

Friday’s Horoscope: A confession will lead to a very surprising turn of events. When faced with the improbable, sometimes you just need to press the button.

“I’ve always wanted to taser someone.”

The clackety-clack of the keyboard stopped. Though Alex didn’t glance up from his work and his facial expression hadn’t altered, I knew I’d surprised him.

“Is this on one of your lists?” he asked; his cobalt irises looked eerie, the light from the computer screen giving them the appearance of glowing orbs.

“It is, actually. It’s on my Things To Do Before I Have Children Because They Might Get Me Arrested list.”

I’d made a list, shortly after our one-year anniversary, of the top ten things I loved about being married to Alex Greene. But then I found ten wasn’t nearly long enough, so I decided to make it a top one hundred list instead. After struggling to fit everything within the confines of one hundred, I gave up and decided it would just be a list with no end. 

Although the ranking was sacred.

This led me to create other numbered lists. And, because Alex thought it was hilarious, he kept a list of all my lists.

“Really…? Taser someone?” he asked, resuming his typing. “I find that hard to believe.”

“No. It’s true. I’ve always wanted to do it.”

He shook his head. “Nah. You’re too empathetic. You wouldn’t be able to purposefully hurt someone.”

“I would.” I decided not to tell him about the time I’d pistol-whipped a thug in Elizabeth’s old apartment. It hadn’t come up yet, and I was saving it for a time when I wanted to shock the hell out of him. “I would do it if that someone were a criminal.”

Alex’s answering smile was roguish. “I’m a criminal.”

“No, you were a criminal. And you know what I mean. Someone in the middle of a crime.”

“I could be in the middle of a crime right now.”

I glowered at him, setting my coffee down on the breakfast bar. “I mean a violent criminal in the middle of a violent crime—like assault or armed robbery or…kidnapping. If I came upon someone in the middle of a violent crime, I could totally taser the hell out of that person.”

He was silent, his eyes still on the screen of his laptop, but now he was moving his wireless mouse around and clicking like mouse clicking was a contest.

I sipped my coffee, studied his handsome face, and decided that I loved him more every second I spent with him. I wondered briefly how that was possible.

Then I allowed my imagination to wander; I pictured tasering a violent criminal. I couldn’t do it if the guy was just standing there or had surrendered. Alex was right about that. But if I felt threatened, or was trying to stop her/him, or if I were saving another person, then I knew I’d have the tits for the job.

“I could totally do it,” I said to the room, nodding to myself. “I would do it.”

  His gaze narrowed on the screen, then he lifted just his eyes, trapping me with a stare that looked both challenging and enthusiastic.

“What time do you get off tonight?”

“Depends on what time you get me off tonight.” I winked at him.

I was pleased to see Alex grin then roll his eyes. “God, I love you.”

I laughed like an evil person at his reaction, then volunteered, “I can get off work as early as four, why?”

“Let’s go to the Chicago Museum of Art. They’re having a special exhibition of Monet.”

“Monet? Impressionists? You don’t like impressionists. You told me they look like finger paintings.” I looked at him askance, then gulped the rest of my coffee.

“Humor me. We’ll get cake after.”

“You know I love cake. But if we keep eating cake at this rate, my increasing bottom size will require a new wardrobe.”

“I’m good with that.”

Now it was my turn to roll my eyes, but I couldn’t help my smile. I loved this about Alex. He didn’t seem to care if I was fit or flabby; every change in my body got him excited. After we married I developed a tummy pooch and the very real beginnings of love handles. He loved it, loved them. He’d grab and bite and smack my soft parts during lovemaking and growl his approval.

I didn’t love it because I felt unhealthy, so I started seeing a personal trainer and got mad fit for a period of time. He loved that, too. He exploited my newfound strength and flexibility, and—after borrowing Janie’s illustrated guide to the Kamasutra—we’d been extremely adventurous.

Currently the pendulum was swinging in the other direction. It was my birthday month, and I’d always had a tendency to celebrate by eating dessert after every meal. As well, my trainer was off climbing some mountain in Timbuktu (or thereabouts), so I’d stopped going to the gym because I was, at heart, lazy and hated exercising for the sake of exercising.

“Where my bottom is concerned, I think you’re good with anything and everything,” I said, lifting my eyebrows meaningfully.

“That’s true.” I saw him shrug and felt his eyes move over my body as I hopped off my stool and crossed to the sink. “As long as it’s your bottom.”

My automatic smile was a little shy and a whole lot goofy, his words caused a spreading warmth from my chest to my forehead and stomach and fingertips. He was so good at catching me off guard with these lovely little comments. The best part was that he said them so nonchalantly, like he had no idea they were compliments. Rather, to him it was just plain honesty, and that made the words a gift.

After rinsing my cup and basking in the glow of his impromptu and unassuming admission, I walked around the counter and pressed a kiss to his cheek. He turned to meet me, and before I could withdraw, his hands grabbed my hips to stay my retreat, bringing me between his legs.

“I’ll meet you at the museum at four thirty?” he said, his lovely voice lovely and…just lovely.

I smiled, again shy and goofy, and placed my hands on his broad shoulders. “Uh-huh.”

He pulled me closer, kissed my neck, then whispered in my ear, “Then after we’ll have cake.”

“Uh-huh.” I nodded then shivered because his hot breath tickled me.

  He nibbled on my jaw, his hands sliding up my sides. I pressed myself into his palms and sighed, “I’m going to be late. Being late, I can’t abate or profligate. If I’m late I’ll have to stay, and you’ll wait, as we have a very important date.”

Alex exhaled a laugh, nuzzling my neck, then lifted his head and gave me a fast kiss. “Nice rhyme.”

I squeezed his shoulders and stepped away, reaching for my bag and coat. “See you at eight-”

“Four thirty.”

“Yes, but eight rhymes with late. If you’d let me finished, I was going to say, see you at eight divided by two plus thirty, mate.” Walking backwards, I gave him a salute.

“My wife is crazy.” He folded his arms and watched me back toward the hallway. He wasn’t smiling—not with his mouth—rather he was just looking me with his dark blue eyes, all intense and focused. I knew I had to go, but like most mornings I didn’t really want to. I was under the Alex love spell, and while in his vicinity, I mock-seriously considered leaving real life behind and abandoning all my responsibilities in favor of marathon make-out sessions.

Not really…but sorta…but not really…but sorta.

“You love my crazy. It makes excellent fig chutney.” I turned, grabbed my coat, and opened the door to leave, a big fat smile on my face.

“Looking forward to you getting off.” I heard him call after me, and I laughed—happily and stupidly in love.

***

I was late.

I was a full hour late, and that meant the museum was twenty minutes from closing.

I’d texted Alex and suggested we meet at the cake place and forego the museum, but he insisted that we go anyway. I found him waiting for me outside of the building at the bottom of the steps. He stood out for several reasons. First, he was the only person not staring at his phone; rather, he was people watching. Second, he was—by far—the sexiest man in the world (to me), therefore he stood out like a stripper at Sunday service.

And third, people had given him a wide radius of personal space. He’d grown back his faux Mohawk at my request after having a respectable haircut for over a year. This plus his large frame, dark jeans, black boots, black T-shirt, and general air of don’t fuck with me typically repelled strangers.

As soon as he spotted me, he straightened from where he’d been leaning and jogged over. In a rush, he pulled me in for a fast kiss then thrust something in my hands.

“Here. Put this on.”

I glanced down at the object; it was a black T-shirt. I placed my bag on the ground and shrugged into the shirt, but I didn’t get a chance to read it because Alex grabbed my bag and my hand and tugged me toward the entrance to the museum.

“We have to hurry.” He said without looking back at me. “Are you okay to jog in those shoes?”

“Sure…” I could and I would; but I’d pay for it later. I gave my sky-blue heels a weary once over, then ended up running after Alex. Apparently, his definition of jogging was a sprint.

We dashed into the museum, raced through the lobby, and didn’t pause to pay.

“Wait, what about-” I sputtered in protest.

“Already done, hurry.”

We climbed the stairs two at a time, and Alex pulled out his cell phone. While mounting the steps, he touched out a message then stuffed the cell back in his pocket.

I was breathing heavily and definitely sweating when we stopped just inside a gallery that looked very much like all the others. Alex spun suddenly, and I collided with his chest. He reached for my arms to steady me, his eyes studying my face.

“Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Fine. Water.”

“What?”

“Need water.” I fanned myself, unable to manage long sentences.

He grinned. “We’ll have time for that later; come stand over here.”

Alex reached for my hand again and pulled me to a bench in the middle of the room. I thought he wanted me to sit on it, so I moved to do just that.

“No, no, no—you can’t sit yet. Stand here, like this.” He positioned me next to the bench, angling my shoulders very precisely toward the open doors we’d just entered.

I glared at him because, though the wheels were sometimes slow, the gears in my head just clicked, and I caught on that he was definitely up to something. I glanced down at my T-shirt and read the white lettering. It said, Tasered Anyone Today?

Oh shizterhosen.

“What’s going on?”

Alex lifted his eyebrows, gave me another grin. This time I could see his excitement; it was a living, palpable thing.

“Well, you said-”

“Alex! There you are.”

Alex turned, and I leaned to one side to look around my husband to see who had just entered the room. It was Dan the security man with his stripper eyes.

“Dan…?” I said.

“Sandra. Hey.” He lifted his chin in greeting, then turned his attention to Alex. “You’re late. If we’re going to do this, then you need to get into position.”

“Okay, we got it.” Alex nodded.

“Is she wearing the vest?” Dan pointed to me.

“The vest?” I asked them both; neither answered.

“I was just about to do that.” Alex reached under the bench and pulled out two items: a bag and a bulletproof vest. The first he handed to Dan. The vest he hoisted around my shoulders and helped me slip my arms through.

“What…wait…what is going on?” I knew my eyes were huge as they moved between Alex and Dan.

Dan briefly dug around in the bag, then handed Alex an odd-looking black rectangle, which he took with care, then turned to me.

“We have just enough time to go over the basics. Don’t worry; they shouldn’t be armed, and the rest of Dan’s team will either be chasing them in here or are on the other side of that door. I wouldn’t put you in a situation where there was a chance you’d get hurt. Okay? You’re perfectly safe.”

“What is going on?” I asked again, this time my voice betraying my panic. My heart was racing, I was hot and sweaty, and everything was happening too fast.

Dan ignored my question and pointed to the strange rectangle thing Alex was holding. “You will aim like this, and press here, then the dart electrodes will shoot out—but they’ll stay connected via conductors…”

I blinked at Dan and his calm recitation of how to operate the object, which I’d just realized was a taser. I was so entrenched in my own little world of shock—no pun intended—that I missed most of the demonstration, but I did tune back in just in time to hear the never do’s, aka: never point it like this, and never do that, and never touch here.

“Oh my God…who, who am I going to taser?”

“Just some guy who is trying to steal art.” Alex shrugged, he literally shrugged off the fact that I would soon be electrocuting someone. I wasn’t surprised because Alex was a total weirdo, but I was stunned…again, no pun intended.

“Some guy? Some guy?” My voice cracked.

“Don’t worry about it, Sandra. If you don’t stun him, I’ll do it. Either way these guys are going down. This was the plan all along, to bring them in here. It doesn’t matter who does it; it only matters that-” Dan stopped speaking and pressed his first and middle finger to his ear, his eyes losing focus like he was listening. Abruptly, he turned away and marched over to the open doors, standing to one side.

“Alex, this is crazy,” I whispered.

“I know.” He grinned. “I love your crazy. It makes really good fig salad.”

I laughed—half hysterical, half confused—then said, “I can’t believe you arranged this. I don’t know that I can do it; it feels so staged.”

He gripped my shoulders then smoothed his hands down to my elbows and squeezed. “We’ve been following this scam for months; it was a complete coincidence that it was set to happen today. I saw the chance, and I thought it might make a fun birthday gift; but you don’t have to do it.”

“Your birthday gift to me is to place me in the middle of an art heist so that I can taser someone?”

He nodded, smiling, looking very proud.

“Thank you, Alex. I mean it. I...I just love you so much.”

“Less than a minute.” We heard Dan call from the other side of the room. “Alex, get in position.”

Alex smiled at me. I smiled at him.

As he stood next to me, shoulder to shoulder, I shook my head, feeling a surge of wonder and love and gratitude that we’d found each other, because—really—who else in the world was this weird? Who else was ever going to get me and think I was awesome instead of disturbed?

Alex.

Only Alex.

Because he was awesome.

And I was in stupid love with the fact that we were now, and would forever be, awesome together.

END





Scene 4: Beauty and the Beard

Author’s Note: Dear Reader, This scene takes place between the last chapter and the epilogue of Beauty and the Mustache; specifically, three months after the last chapter but seven months before the epilogue. Also, it has sexy times. So…yeah. <3 Penny

***

“Time flies like an arrow; fruit flies like a banana.”

― Anthony G. Oettinger

 

Waiting for Drew was like waiting for Christmas morning; each day leading up to his March 4 arrival felt like a hundred days; each hour felt like a thousand hours; each minute felt like an eternity.

Time, the sadist, was never on my side.

I paced from my bedroom to the kitchen, looked around at the bare countertops, opened the vacant refrigerator, and then walked to the living room. I was fidgety, restless.

All my luggage was packed. All my furniture sold or given away. The remainder of my boxes had been shipped to Tennessee three days prior. My apartment was empty except for the aforementioned luggage, the sleeping bag and pillow I’d used last night, and my knitting work in progress.

Drew and I would be having dinner with my knitting group and their husbands/significant others where applicable, spending the night at Janie and Quinn’s penthouse, and then driving home tomorrow.

Home.

I was going home with Drew.

I was so ready. Stick a fork in me, I was done.

But time had slowed by epic proportions, and with each glance at my watch a minute or less had passed. I even checked the time against my phone to make sure my watch wasn’t broken. I thought about calling Drew but quickly dismissed the idea.

We’d been separated since I flew back to Chicago from Tennessee after the first of the year, and it had been torture—both the sweet and the terrible kind.

Terrible torture because Drew wasn’t an emailer. He didn’t like cell phones. I’d tried Skyping with him my first week back in Chicago, but we’d both become irritable and frustrated by the intangibility of the contact.

Sweet torture because Drew sent me a letter every day and demanded that I do the same. And by demand, I mean he’d called me one day during the middle of January and demanded that I send him a letter every day. Our conversation went like this:

Me: “Drew! Hey-”

Drew, sounding angry: “I don’t want to talk to you on the phone. It pisses me off. Instead, you’re going to send me a letter every day.”

Me, confused and initially hurt: “Talking to me pisses you off?”

Drew, sounding exasperated: “Yes, it pisses me off. Hearing your voice makes me want to do things to you. You’re not here. I can’t do those things.”

Me, still confused, no longer hurt, but also a little flushed with reluctant pleasure: “A letter doesn’t make you want to do things to me?”

Drew: “I always want to do things to you, Sugar. But I can touch a letter. And I know that you’ve touched it too. Your words, in your handwriting, committed to the page. It’s a gift, not a dangling carrot.”

Me: “Fine, then I demand you do the same.”

Drew: “I was planning on it.”

Me: “Good.”

Drew: “Good. I love you. Don’t call me unless it’s an emergency. Bye.”

And that was the last time I’d heard his voice in ten weeks. True to his word, he sent a letter every day, sometimes two, sometimes three. He was right; the letters were a gift. Five became twenty; twenty became forty; at last count I had eighty-two letters.

They were so much better than a fleeting telephone call. They were a snapshot of Drew, of his thoughts and feelings and desires, a tangible representation of him. They were poetic and raw. They made me laugh and cry and turned me on and fall deeper in love with him. They made the separation more bearable and each cold Chicago day brighter.

But they made my nights agony. Sweet, terrible agony.

Did I miss the sound of his voice?

Hell to the yes.

But would I trade even one of the letters for a hundred phone calls?

Hell to the no.

Huffing out a frustrated breath, I checked my watch for the millionth time in the last ten minutes. Drew said he’d arrive sometime around 5:00 p.m. It was now 2:34 p.m.

I groaned. It might as well be a hundred years since time was an evil, agony-loving whore who enjoyed making me suffer. Gathering a deep breath, I pressed my hand to my chest because my heart hurt. I sat down on the carpet and leaned against the wall at my back, my legs stretched out in front of me and crossed at the ankles, determined to work on knitting my spring hat.

But I missed him so much, and I was crazy anxious; I couldn’t think straight. I kept knitting when I should be purling, slipping when I should be doing a yarn over. After two rows the hat was a mess, and I was exasperated and only five minutes had passed. Thank goodness it wasn’t a colorwork pattern or cables.

Growling, I shoved the hat back in my project bag; I would have to unknit the rows later. My dysfunctional hat caught on something as I was thrusting it into the zippered pouch, so I fumbled around the inside of the bag to remove the object. My eyebrows jumped, my eyes widened, and my heart gave a substantial leap when I found that the object was, in fact, two of Drew’s letters.

They were the two letters I’d read only once when they’d arrived last month. I thought I’d lost them and tore my apartment apart after they’d gone missing.

I was overjoyed that I found them and that they’d been safely tucked away in my knitting bag for weeks. Greedily, I opened the first of the missives, smoothing the pages he’d filled with his neat, efficient letters. I loved that his handwriting was so orderly, so legible. He wrote in small, perfect capital letters and in straight lines, so disciplined and careful, yet completely masculine.

But the words inspired chaos. They saturated my mind and my body, twisted my heart, tangled my emotions. They were a torrential downpour, surrounding me, and made me think of thunderstorms in the old mountains. I loved it.

Dear Ashley,

We found two rabid raccoons in Cades Cove today. One chased a bear up a tree, but madness kept the raccoon grounded. It was unable to climb, its movements too uncoordinated. I shot the raccoon on sight then tranqued the bear. I used the new net design beneath the tree to break its fall. But the bear was infected, so I had to euthanize it. I’m guessing it was just over a year old.

I came home tonight, and I wished you were here, at the house, waiting for me. I needed you and your softness, the sweet gentleness of your voice. I needed you. Sometimes I feel like a monster when I do the right thing. I hope that feeling never fades. I don’t like the idea of becoming anesthetized to life and death, even when the death is a raccoon or a bear.

Being a reluctant monster is less concerning to me than becoming numb. I think I fear numbness and mindlessness above all else. I know the easier path is paved with the simplicity of indifference, of prioritizing hopes based on the effort required for attainment and the likelihood of achievement.

But then wouldn’t we miss out on dreams? Would we ever climb mountains? Isn’t being a realist, striving to be just one thing, accepting our limitations, the same as giving up?

I am a monster; I will not deny it. I exist as many things. All of them are in love with you.

Love, Drew

I sighed with pleasurable pain, wishing I’d been there to hold him after his troubling day, and smiled a little at his meditations. Drew wasn’t overly dramatic, but he was a deep thinker. 

His announcement that he was a monster struck me as extremely pragmatic, like he’d accepted this facet of himself without giving in to it or allowing it to take over. Instead he identified it, labeled it, allowed himself to mourn for the lives he’d taken as part of his duty, and accepted that he would carry this burden.

Furthermore, he would not attempt to lighten the burden. He was so freaking honorable, he drove me crazy.

I reached for the second letter. It had been sent on the same day but in a different envelope. I loved that he didn’t wait, collect them together to send in a batch, but rather made multiple trips to the post office.

This time his handwriting was slightly less meticulous, like he’d written the letter very quickly, in a sudden rush to commit the words to the page.

Dear Ash,

When you are here I will wake you every day. I will not be content to watch you sleep. I will cover your body with my body, with my mouth. I will take the sweetness from your skin. It will be mine to take.

When you are here I will make you laugh every day. I will not be content to see you frown or worry. I will take your burdens and turn them to dust. I will take the sweetness from your smile. It will be mine to take.

When you are here I will make you pie and watch you eat. I will watch you lick the fork with your tongue and taste and savor each of your moans and your sighs with my tongue. I will take the sweetness from your pleasure. It will be mine to take.

Thoughts of what I will take from you keep me from sleep, and I touch myself where I long to touch you, how I need you to touch me. I will take the sweetness from you, Sugar. You are mine to take. 

-Drew

I finished the letter, one of my hands pressed against my flushed cheek, and became aware that I was hot all over.

His words were still very much weapons. They slayed me, burned me, turned me to ash (no pun intended). Often times after reading one of his letters (like this one) my silly heart would dance and twist in my chest, gallop then stutter. Just like me, my heart had become a fool for Drew Runous.

  I re-read it, imagining him doing all the things he’d promised in the letter; his hand on my stomach, inching lower; his lips at my neck…I closed my eyes. I was positively awash in want. My skin was sensitized, my breathing shallow. I was drowning in desire. Maybe losing the letter had been a blessing, because this hollow, unfulfilled craving was anguish.

A knock on my door startled me, and I jumped away from the wall. Blinking at the surrounding emptiness, I checked my watch; it was 2:55 p.m. The person knocked again, a little louder this time.

My heart sped at the thought that it might be Drew, but then I realized it couldn’t be him. He didn’t have a key and therefore would have to use the intercom to gain entrance; I’d have to buzz him in. If I was lucky it would be one of my neighbors. More likely it was my landlord.

I set the letters to the side and stood with the lack of enthusiasm befitting a surly teenager. My landlord was irritating. She’d stopped by four times this week to make sure I didn’t take the faucets out of the apartment. First of all, I knew nothing about plumbing, and even if I did, I didn’t share Elizabeth and Janie’s obsession with bathroom fixtures.

Secondly, the faucets—even by my standards—were lackluster.

I shuffled to the hall just as the person knocked for a third time.

“I’m coming!” I shouted, then mumbled as I unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door, “Hold your monkey wrench, freak. I’m not interested in your damn faucets.”

I lifted my eyes, expecting to see the frowning and freckled Ms. Deveraux. Instead I sucked in a sharp breath, my hand flew to my chest, and my heart was off like the lead contender at the Kentucky Derby.

He was…oh my God, he was breathtaking. He was magnificent. He filled the door, wearing a red and black checkered coat, his beard and hair cut neat, shorter than I’d ever seen them; though it looked like he’d been running his fingers through his blond locks because they’d arranged themselves as perfectly tousled spikes.

But it was his eyes that made me forget myself. They were glowing embers, glinting gray, stormy and feral.

My notice didn’t get much farther than his hair and eyes because, as soon as the door was open, Drew grabbed me around the waist and lifted me off my feet, his mouth crashing down on mine, his arms crushing me to him.

I didn’t try to speak. The relief I felt was too substantial, too overwhelming. Plus, if I’m being honest, his letter had me turned on like a Christmas light display on December 24, and I needed his body more than his conversation.

I wrapped my arms around his neck, and I might have climbed him a little bit, rejoicing in the perfection of his hot mouth sliding over mine. His tongue deserved its own Ken Burns documentary on PBS, and his hands deserved a Hollywood feature film. I moaned when his fingers slipped under my shirt, met the skin of my back. I arched against him while hooking a leg around his waist. 

Obliquely, I was aware of the door slamming shut and a lock being turned, but then I was soon horizontal on the carpet in the living room—on carpet I’d just paid to have steam cleaned—with Drew above.

He tore his mouth from mine. Looming over me, Drew roughly pulled off his jacket, then his shirt. I used this opportunity to reach for his belt buckle, but my hands were shaking and couldn’t gain purchase.

He swatted me away, making quick work of the buckle, and said, “Clothes off.”

I did as he commanded, sitting upright just enough to tug off my shirt and unhook my bra. My jeans were another matter since Drew’s muscular thighs were framing mine. His pants were unbuttoned and unzipped when he seemed to notice my struggle. Again, he swatted my fingers away, his eyes intent on the hem of my jeans.

Swiftly, he pulled them from my hips and down my legs, taking my underwear at the same time. I held my hands out to him, wanting his weight, wanting him bare as quickly as possible, wanting skin on skin contact. But instead of returning to my arms, he slid slowly up my legs, trailing his fingers softly from my instep to the inside of my thighs, opening me, spreading me as he traveled up my body.

Then he paused. His eyes flickered to mine—quicksilver, savage, dark and half-lidded with wild need—then focused on my center. I felt his breath against me, and I shivered, my whole person taut with unbearable anticipation, fueled by months of sexy, dirty, unladylike fantasies.

He lowered his mouth to my apex, and I saw a flash of pink tongue just before Drew administered a slow, sensual lick to my favorite girl parts.

My head fell back, my back arched, and I moaned loud and proud. Curse words gathered in my brain like they were holding a convention, and I bit them back, instead opting to pant and sigh and grunt and groan nonsense.

I didn’t realize at first, but my fingers were twisted in his hair in a way that must’ve been painful. Drew didn’t complain. Instead he grabbed two handfuls of my ass and hips and pressed me more completely against his mouth and lips.

I was reminded of our first real kiss, the perfection of it, how it felt rehearsed, choreographed, like he’d thought about it beforehand, practiced. Because this was cunnilingus extraordinairus, i.e., perfection. This was a man savoring the taste of his mate. The slow, methodical caresses quickly drove me to that magic place where insanity and pain are the same as peace and pleasure.

The curse words erupted then, a steady scream of them—that’s right, I screamed—torn from me as I fell over the edge of madness and floated with the stars.

But I couldn’t stop cussing. I wanted to, but instead of saying, “That was fantastic and I love you and please take me now,” I said, “Holy fucking fuck.”

Drew chuckled against me then licked and nipped my inner thigh; his thumbs tickled my stomach just below my belly button with their delicate circles. I jerked and twisted, the sensations too acute; but he held me down, lifting to his knees and stalking up my body, kissing and biting my hip, my stomach, ribs, then the underside of my breast.

Meanwhile, I was laboring for breath and clumsily searching to make sure he’d removed his pants.

“Drew…” I gasped, “Your dick. My vagina. Now. Make that happen.”

He laughed outright then, his grinning face hovering over mine, his chest making a lovely rumbling sound in perfect tune and pitch with his voice.

“Your body haunts me.” He dipped his middle finger between my teeth; I sucked on it then bit him. “You are my-”

“Drew…” I gasped again louder, forcing him to remove his finger and interrupting him. “Please, less diction, more friction.”

He barked another laugh, his eyes merry, his smile enormous. But then he gasped as I tilted my hips to cradle his length. Drew sucked in a dangerous-sounding breath through his teeth when I rubbed against him, rocking my hips with purpose.

“Now, Drew. Now. I need you now.”

 “Yes, ma'am,” he said in a low growl, then filled me with one thrust. Whether it was the desperation in my voice that made him indulge me or his own raging desire, I didn’t know.

I started to cuss again. I also clawed him and bit his neck and shoulder. My need felt violent, ferocious. My mind was already planning a second seduction, like I was preparing to negotiate another helping of dessert before I’d finished my first slice of pie.

Drew grabbed my hands, maybe to keep me from drawing blood, and held them above my head. He pinned me to the carpet and administered a punishing kiss. I still wanted to bite him, consume him, but he left me breathless and disoriented.

“I have loved you,” he said, hovering far above me, distancing himself, and added, “I love you.”

“Drew…” I tried to grab him, but he still held my hands hostage, his movements controlled and purposeful, steadily claiming. His gaze moved between mine, searching.

“I will love you.” His voice was soft, like he was trying to reach me, calm me.

I stopped struggling and allowed myself to look at him, really and truly look.

His gray eyes studied me with reverence and longing. His newly trimmed beard allowed me to see his full lips and the set of his jaw; both were earnest, verging on stern. He wanted something from me, something more—but not necessarily different—from our physical act.

I relaxed beneath him, sighed, even as he continued to move within me—languid, measured thrusts meant to hold us in place, because we weren’t in a race. There was no finish line, no end, no goal, no urgency. I needed him, and he was here. I was finally here. We were finally together.

I felt tears sting behind my eyes, and I didn’t try to blink them away.

“Drew,” I said, my voice watery. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you so much. I need you.”

His mouth hitched to the side, his gaze softening. “There you are, Sugar…” His voice held traces of satisfaction and relief, as though he were finally seeing me, as though I’d just arrived. 

He kissed the side of my mouth and whispered, “I’ve missed you, too.”

“I love you,” I said though my chin wobbled, because I did love him. I understood what he meant when he’d said it earlier and why he’d said it three times.

He loved me, he was loving me now, and he would love me in the future.

I allowed myself to actually feel our joining, focus on it, on him. With every stroke I felt the anxiety and tension evaporate. I was present in the moment, still greedy for him, but finding peace and fulfillment in the knowledge that we now had nothing but time.

And time was finally on my side.

END





Scene 5: Ninja at First Sight

Author’s Note: Book #5 in the Knitting in the City Series will be Fiona and Greg’s book and is entitled Happily Ever Ninja. It will take place as a contemporary to the rest of the series. These scenes, however, take place fourteen years before the series starts. Fiona is 32 in Neanderthal Seeks Human. She is 18 in these scenes.

***

Part 1: Two ninjas walk into a bar…

“I don’t like this. I feel like I’ve been lied to.” My mother said this loudly, glaring at the open door to the suite area. I was certain her voice carried down the hall. “I’ve never heard of co-ed dorms. It’s disgusting. They might as well just hand out condoms and host an orgy.”

I was silent, though I was tempted to point out that my university did hand out condoms during orientation. Really, the goal was to encourage her to leave as soon as possible. Therefore, any mention of condoms, regardless of how much passive-aggressive joy it might bring me, would be counterproductive.

“I see your face. Just you wait.” She glared, pointed her finger at me.

I lifted my eyebrows and shrugged. “What?”

“Just you wait until you have children, then you’ll understand. When you have your own children, you’ll be calling me up and apologizing for everything you’ve put me through.”

Turning back to the box of books I was unpacking, I muttered under my breath, “Yeah, that’s not likely.”

I heard footsteps approach and turned toward the open door just in time to see my father enter, throwing his thumb over his shoulder. “There sure are a lot of young men hanging around here. When I went to Cornell, boys weren’t allowed to just wander around in the women’s dorm. They weren’t allowed in at all.”

My father winked at me, obviously knowing this statement would drive my mother crazy. He lived for pushing her buttons. I gave him a pained smile.

“They’re not hanging around, George.” She leaned closer to him and loud-whispered, “They live here!”

“Live here? Huh…” His eyes widened with what I knew was mock surprise, then he added thoughtfully, “I need to go back to college.”

“George!” She smacked him on the shoulder, her forehead a maze of consternation wrinkles. “How can you joke about this? Fiona could be raped, murdered, or worse!”

I frowned at my mother, tempted to ask what she had in mind that was worse than rape or murder. She was a reactionary, always had been. She followed the mantra of react first, think later (if at all). I loved her, but she was exhausting.

“Okay.” I said loudly, “Time for you to leave. Let me walk you to the elevator.”

My mother huffed, and I could see the anxiety on her face. My heart softened a little—a very, very little—at her expression but then hardened when she said, “Fiona, you don’t know how much time you have left on this earth. What if the tumor comes back? What are you going to do? Hmm? You’ll be helpless, alone, with strangers. This is your last chance to come home with us. If you insist on staying here, we will follow through with our decision to cut you off. I mean it; you’ll have no support from us, and you’ll have no insurance.”

I held my tongue and glanced over her shoulder to my dad. He gave me the faintest of head shakes, his eyes narrowing just a smidge. Although he didn’t agree with my decision to go to college so far from home, he’d pulled me aside last week and assured me that he wouldn’t be removing me from his work insurance policy.

He’d even offered to provide financial assistance as well, but I turned him down. I didn’t want to cause any more drama in their relationship. My academic scholarship would cover the bulk of my expenses. Plus I had my sponsorship dollars from when I was still an athlete, the accounts just recently signed over to me on my eighteenth birthday.

Like my mother, my father was overprotective. Unlike my mother, his decisions were typically grounded in well-reasoned arguments, facts, and reality. But his overprotectiveness of me was largely due to guilt.

I’d observed that much of what parents do, their decisions and actions, is driven by guilt—either directly because of it or as a means to escape it.

My eyes returned to my mother, and I cleared my face of expression; “I know, mother. We’ve already discussed your feelings on the matter,” she’d told me how angry she was with me, every day since I told them of my decision to move seven states away from home, where no one knew me, and I could be just another college freshman. “I know how you feel. Now it’s time for you to go.”

“You’re breaking my heart!” My mother said dramatically.

I tried to keep my voice as gentle as possible as I ushered—i.e., pushed—them out of my room, out of the suite, down the hall, and to the elevator. “You’ll be fine. I’ll call you.”

“I won’t take your calls. I don’t want to hear from you if you won’t listen to reason.”

“Okay, I won’t call.”

“You’ll die here, Fiona. At a state school!” my mother sobbed. I tried not to roll my eyes.

I didn’t know which she felt was worse: the fact that my brain tumor might reoccur or that I was going to a state university (in Iowa) rather than to Vassar.

My dad pressed the button for the lobby and wrapped his arm around my mother’s shoulders, addressing me, “You should call; don’t listen to her. She’s just upset.”

“Don’t patronize me, George!” She snapped, pulling away from him.

The doors slid shut while they continued to argue, and I closed my eyes, my forehead hitting the hallway wall. I could hear their bickering for the first few seconds as the elevator descended.

And then I sighed.

And it felt like the first real breath I’d ever taken.

***

People completely fascinate me.

Take my college roommate, Dara, and her boyfriend, Hivan. They had sex in our dorm room nonstop. It didn’t matter if I was asleep, and it didn’t matter if I was at my desk studying. Usually Dara was topless by the time they made it in the room. At first, Dara would be surprised by my presence and try to gently ask me to leave. Meanwhile, Hivan asked me if I’d like to join them.

I declined.

But it wasn’t the nonstop sex that fascinated me. In fact, as an eighteen year old who’d never been kissed or had a boyfriend, I was a little envious of the sex part.

They fascinated me because 1) they saw nothing odd or inappropriate about interrupting my sleep, studying, or privacy at all hours of the day or night and 2) Hivan cheated on Dara all the time.

By the third week their relationship followed a predictable cycle. For three days everything would be fine. On the fourth or fifth day, Dara would burst into the room crying and sobbing and screaming, throwing anything within reach. She’d tell me that she was through with Hivan because he’d cheated on her.

He would eventually show up at some point during the next two days. I would leave. They’d have sex. Then everything would be fine for the next few days, and the cycle would repeat.

Also fascinating, by the end of the first month, all pretext evaporated. They’d just plow into the room and go at it as soon as they’d breached the threshold regardless of whether I was present. Sometimes, if I was already asleep, I’d put on my headphones, blast music, and cover my face.

The part of me that had a voracious appetite for observing and studying people was enthralled by their theatrics. It almost seemed like Hivan created the drama and excitement because he sensed Dara thrived on it. I didn’t understand this, why someone would crave this kind of drama, and so I studied them.

Honestly, the situation didn’t bother me once I adjusted to it as my reality. In addition to my fascination, I figured it was all part of the genuine college experience. I supposed I was odd in this way. Situations that typically made other people uncomfortable or angry or offended were of intense interest to me.

I’d always been an observer of human nature, more content to sit back and watch than get involved, but I suspected my extremely sheltered and structured upbringing was the root cause. I never had many friends because I’d had very few opportunities to make friends. Social interaction, social order, social norms, and dynamics were a mystery to me.

I understood athletes. I understood drive and competition and ambition to succeed and have a singular purpose. But I didn’t understand this world of normal and varied interests because I’d never lived in it.

The other two girls in my suite were Beth, a perpetually anxious and serious-minded pre-med freshman, and Fern.

Fern was Beth’s opposite in every way.

Where Beth was reed thin and dressed conservatively, and Fern was voluptuous and dressed like a 1950’s pinup. Where Beth was studying all the time and waking up early to exercise, Fern hardly ever went to class and frequently staggered into the suite intoxicated at all hours of the day and night.

I think Beth and Fern got on each other’s nerves; Beth left by week six, opting to move into a single room elsewhere on campus as soon as it became available.

Fern told me in passing that she was only going to college because her parents insisted that she at least try it for one or two years. What she really wanted to do was become a Scientologist minister, and she didn’t need a college degree for that. As such, Fern decided to major in Latin. She thought this was hilarious.

Mostly, I kept to myself, watching, considering, unobtrusively attempting to solve the mysteries of those around me, what made people tick, and trying to soak up every day.

Being alone in a sea of strangers didn’t trouble me. I didn’t crave social interaction, but I truly enjoyed watching people. I was enormously grateful for the freedom of finally living away from home, for being around people who didn’t know me and therefore didn’t look at me like I was breakable or about to explode or didn’t understand that brain tumors aren’t contagious.

Here I was, just another college freshman, and all the nuttiness and theatrics and drama felt like a gift.

***

“What are you doing?” 

I blinked at the voice and found Fern staring down at me, her bright red-painted lips curved into a immense smile.

I shifted in my seat; my eyes flickered to the wall clock above my desk space. I was sitting in the general suite area, curled up on my desk chair while Hivan and Dara screamed at each other. If it hadn’t been January and the weather hadn’t been sub-zero, I would have walked to the library. My other option was the study rooms downstairs in the lobby of the dorm; however, on a day like this, those rooms were usually booked for hours.

“I’m studying.” I returned Fern’s smile.

She plopped herself down in Dara’s chair, her grin growing. “That sounds boring.”

I laughed lightly and slipped a piece of paper between the pages of my P-chem textbook to hold my place. I knew this wouldn’t be a short conversation. Over the past two weeks, Fern had been interrupting me more and more. We were often stuck together in the suite. I think the good weather kept her entertained and her options open such that she didn’t usually notice me, whereas the atrocious weather of mid-winter Iowa left her with few choices.

“What would you like to do?” I asked.

“Why are you so shy?” she volleyed without warning.

I flinched a little, confused by the question. “Am I shy?”

She nodded, her grin still in place. “Yes. You are shy. You speak to no one who doesn’t speak to you first. You never go out anywhere except the library and class and the gym. But you’re not a raging kill-joy psycho bitch like Beth was. You’re nice…just quiet and shy.”

“Well…” I considered her statement and realized she was right. “I guess I’m not great at initiating friendships.”

“Why is that?”

I stared at her for a beat, thought about why I was this way. Probably my upbringing…first because of gymnastics and the hopes for my Olympic future; later it was because of the cancer. 

More likely my reticence was because I typically enjoyed watching people more than I enjoyed actually speaking to them.

I didn’t particularly want to share either of these theories with anyone. I liked my anonymity, and I liked being normal. I liked blending in.

I opened my mouth to respond with something generic, but Fern cut me off. “You are so lovely once you actually speak, not boring at all. You should be more outgoing. You are too wonderful to live so quietly. You need to get loud every once in a while.”

“Okay. I’ll try to do that,” I promised, making a mental note to dedicate time to observing how people get loud.

As though reading my mind, Fern grabbed my textbook and tossed it to the floor then reached for my hand, pulling me out of my chair.

“Excellent, let’s start right now. I’ll introduce you to everyone on the floor.”

“I…what?” My steps faltered a little as I glanced down at myself. I was in my ninja star pajama bottoms and an old green wool sweater. My feet were ensconced in chunky, hand-knit wool socks. I wore no makeup, and my short brown hair was a mess.

“We’ll start with the girls,” she said, then glanced over her shoulder at me and wagged her eyebrows, “then I’ll introduce you to the boys.”

I brought us both to a stop just as she opened the suite door. “Should I go change?”

She wrinkled her nose at me and snorted. “No. You’re gorgeous. You’re an Audrey Hepburn.” She tugged on me again, successfully pulling me out of the suite.

“An Audrey Hepburn?”

“Yes, a Grace Kelly, Coco Chanel. You make everything look purposeful, like high fashion. You’re…” she waved her free hand through the air theatrically, “beautiful, gorgeous, you’ve got panache, infectious…joie de vivre! Sagesse, attrait! There is just something about you, something wonderfully magical and other worldly.”

I wrinkled my nose at her French flair and descriptions, found it discordant with reality, and decided Fern enjoyed making life dramatic and meaningful when it was really mundane and dressed in ninja star pajama bottoms.

We started with several of the girls’ rooms. Fern, it seemed, felt free to walk into each suite without knocking. After the first encounter, each presentation followed a predictable script.

Fern would announce herself like she was a fairy godmother, clapping her hands together to assemble all who were present—which was everyone since it was beyond freezing outside. She then made introductions with flourish, putting me on the spot as the center of attention for a very short time, maybe three minutes. People would typically mention that they’d seen me or that I looked familiar; they’d ask me benign yet friendly questions about my major and where I was from. Fern would cut in, tell a scandalous joke or flirt with someone’s boyfriend; then we’d be off to the next suite.

It seemed Fern knew everyone, and everyone was really nice; but I was feeling somewhat overwhelmed by all the socialization, new faces, and new names. Regardless, even with the brief introductions, I got the feeling that this exercise was an initiation of sorts.

People would talk to me now.

I felt certain that now, after even such a hasty introduction, people would wave, stop me in the hall, ask me to join them on social outings or runs to the store. Although it seemed like such a simple thing, for the first time in my life I realized the importance of an introduction. An introduction by a mutual friend buys instant credibility, especially when the mutual friend was universally liked—as was the case with Fern.

We were leaving the fifth suite area when I collided into a solid wall. When I glanced up I realized the solid structure wasn’t a wall at all. It was a boy. And this boy was glancing down at me with unveiled interest.

“Hey, cutie.” His green eyes flickered over me, quick and assessing, and a lazy, blatantly flirtatious smile curved over his lips. I stepped back, lifting my chin to meet his gaze. He had long, thick blonde hair that fell to his jaw, a dazzlingly handsome face, a stocky and muscled torso—the shape of which was visible through his black T-shirt—and was inexplicably tan. As well he had an abundance of blonde chest hair that was poking out through the neck of his shirt.

“Uh, hello.” I gave him a polite smile and stuck my hand out. “I’m Fiona.”

“Hi, Fionaaaaah.” He grinned widely, inadvertently drawing attention to the fact that his neck was approximately the same width as his head; his voice was maple syrup, dark and rich and too sweet to be taken seriously. “I’m Sasquatch.”

“Sasquatch?”

He nodded, “That’s right.”

I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing because I could tell he found the nickname both sexy and flattering.

“Oh,” I said and nodded. “Nice to meet you, Sasquatch.”

Still holding my hand in one of his, he braced the other on the door frame above my head and loomed over me, his gaze moving up then down my body several times in a leisurely perusal. 

“So…” he licked his lips, “are you new here?”

“Ugh! It’s you!” Fern’s exclamation came from behind me, and her hands closed over my shoulders, pulling me away from…He Who Calls Himself Sasquatch.

“Oh, hey, sexy. I didn’t see you there.” Not missing a beat, Sasquatch leaned forward as though to give Fern a kiss.

She placed her hand over his face—her palm on his mouth—and pushed him away.

“Go away, beast.” She flicked her wrist then grasped my hand, maneuvering me around Sasquatch.

“That’s not what you said this morning,” he called after us.

Fern spun toward him, releasing my hand and flinging me away, and—again—I collided into a solid wall. And, again, it was not a wall but the chest of a boy.

“Oph, excuse me-” I reached my hands out to steady myself and his came to my upper arms, likely with the same goal.

“You have lice in your chest hair!” I heard Fern bellow at Sasquatch some distance behind me.

I glanced up distractedly at this second boy I’d run into, wondering if he’d also be employing an aptly-titled fictional subspecies as a nickname—maybe the Yeti—then did a double-take when our eyes met.

His face was completely calm, serene, though damp and reddish on his high cheek bones and the bridge of his undeniably masculine nose. This was likely from the perspiration associated with cardiovascular exercise in cold weather. His thick, dark brown hair was standing up and in spiky disarray, like he’d just taken off a hat. His jaw was angular—his bone structure more a sharp reverse trapezoid than a square—and he was tall, at least a full foot taller than me.

But his eyes…his dark, dark brown eyes were almond shaped, and they met mine directly; they struck me at once as expressive and cautious, curious and cynical.

Then, for no reason at all, my gaze dropped to his mouth. It held no hint of a smile, yet the first word that popped into my mind as I stared at his mouth was generous. He had generous lips, the bottom larger than the top, giving him the appearance of a small frown or pout; and they were slightly chapped, made red from his exercise.

He smelled like snow and soap and sweat—and not rank, pungent sweat. It was a sweet, masculine smell and made my internal organs try to rearrange themselves; likely the powers of male pheromones were at work.

“Hello,” he said, his tone dry, flat.

My eyes darted back to his, and I could feel myself blush—just a little, as I was not prone to embarrassment—at being caught staring at his mouth.

He was squinting at me, like a full-on Dirty Harry squint. I had the distinct impression I was being examined. 

“Hi,” I said, remembering myself and stepping backwards. But, rather than let me go, he took a step forwards—his hands still gripping my upper arms—like we were dancing and he was matching my movements.

I blinked up at him, knowing surprise and confusion were obvious on my face.

“What are-”

“Wait for it,” he said, dipping his chin, and shifted to the side just as Sasquatch barreled down the hall past us, a spiked heel flying through the air in his wake. I became aware of a second shoe pummeling toward us, the aim very bad.

“Watch out!” I tried to move this tall, dark stranger, but he stood rigid, only flinching slightly when the shoe hit him in the head.

“Oh! Sorry, Greg.” Fern jogged past, chasing the Sasquatch and calling back to us, “That wasn’t meant for you.”

“It’s alright; a shoe to the head is better than a shoe to the bollocks,” he said, and all at once I recognized that he had an upper-crust British accent; it was diluted, but it was definitely there. His tone dry, flat, almost robotic in a way that only the English can achieve, yet a complete contradiction to the deep cadence of his voice.

He was watching their retreating forms, his face devoid of expression, and I took the opportunity to study him further.

His form was sleek, his shoulders and arms muscled, but not overly so. His torso was slim and v-shaped. He had long legs, thick thighs, built for speed, encased in all-weather spandex. He was a runner.

I grasped that he was older than me. He had the beginnings of laugh lines or worry lines or frown lines around his eyes and mouth—I couldn’t tell which. But more than that, there was an air of wisdom and experience that radiated from him, like he’d already lived a great deal.

I often find that, as a cancer survivor, I tend to know when another person has lived through tragedy, prolonged physical or mental suffering. Like recognizes like, and I recognized it in this man. Usually it repelled me. I did not wish to dwell on my past. These people typically wished to swap stories. I had no desire for commiseration.

But nothing about this man repelled me, nothing at all. I felt strangely and suddenly involved.

He glanced down, met my gaze squarely, and didn’t seem at all surprised that I was ogling him.

“I’m Greg,” he said matter-of-factly, releasing my arm suddenly, stepping away and directly in front of me. He lifted his gloved hand to his mouth and tugged it off with the aid of his teeth. My stare flickered to his mouth again, finding the flash of his white teeth biting his black leather glove distracting.

Before I knew it, he was holding his hand between us, offering it in a handshake.

I stared at it, not quite sure what to do.

“Shake it,” he said.

Startled by the command and flustered by my inaction, I lifted my hand and fit it in his. “Yes, sorry. Hi, I’m Fiona.”

He nodded once in acknowledgement, his eyes skating over my face. “Tell me, Fiona, what do you call a female astronaut?”

I frowned at him and his question, acutely disappointed that I’d misread him. I was surprised by how upset I was, more than I should have been given the full minute we’d spent in each other’s company.

College boys and their adolescent jokes, it made him less alluring and so much more…typical.

Pressing my lips together to keep from frowning, I withdrew my hand from his and shrugged, knowing my face demonstrated my lack interest in the sudden turn of the conversation.

“I don’t know, what do you call a female astronaut?” My voice mimicked the robotic quality of his.

“An astronaut, of course,” he said, his tone sounding suddenly offended—again, in that way only the British can affect—then he shook his head like he was disillusioned with me. “For shame, Fiona. Your misogyny is showing.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, and this time I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. “I like that joke.”

“Now female astronauts are a joke? Tsk.” He sighed, crossing his arms over his chest, his eyes moving up and down the length of me.

“You live here,” he said suddenly. “I recognize you.”

I nodded, leaning against the wall and clasping my hands behind me. “Yes. I do.”

“But you’re a hermit.”

I began to suspect that he said virtually everything in that dry tone of voice, one employed by the innately and perpetually sarcastic, those who are too witty for their own good. It was very rapid fire, Sherlock-Holmes-esque. Usually my older sister used that voice on my mother as a coping strategy.

One never knew if the speaker were serious or joking, and it ran the risk of making the speaker come across as superior, arrogant, and patronizing.

  But in Greg I found it to be completely charming—so far—and that (paired with his impressively lithe build, the coiled and potential power of his body, angular features, and guarded expression) made him dangerously magnetic.

“That’s right,” I nodded, studying him, feeling a strange electric current pass between us, “I’m a hermit.”

The side of his mouth hinted at the barest of whisper of a smile, but his brown eyes betrayed only undemonstrative curiosity. “Working on any manifestos that I should know about?”

I shook my head. “None that concern you.”

“But you’ll keep me apprised of any that may interest me?”

“Why would you be interested in my manifestos, seeing as how I’m misogynistic?”

He glanced down the hall, obviously fighting a wry smile. The evidence of it made me feel triumphant for some reason, like I’d achieved something of note.

When his dark eyes turned back to me, they captured mine and dared me to look away. “I like to keep current on the latest trends, what rhetoric you people are spouting as truth.”

“You people…?”

“Bigamists and xenophobes.”

“I’m amazed by how well you know me after such a short acquaintance. Tell me, why would you want to know about my xenophobic manifestos?”

“Because sexists always have such interesting ideas.”

“Sexists have interesting ideas?”

“Ideas? Yes. Ideals? No.”

I scoffed, enjoying myself far too much, my heart and stomach fluttering together, in cahoots like squealing fangirls. “Name one interesting idea that’s arrived via sexism.”

“Well, let’s see…” His eyes narrowed again, flickered over me as though predicting my reaction to his words before he’d spoken them, “Yemeni laws state that a woman must obey her husband and must not leave home without his permission.”

“And why is that interesting?” I felt a strange mixture of offended on behalf of Yemani women and incongruously curious and excited by the prospect of his answer.

“I think men will always be arrested on some level by the idea of owning their spouse, of completely possessing the woman they love, of having her unquestioning trust and obedience and admiration. But most importantly, of actually being a man that deserves it all. And I think women—though they are loathe to admit it—fundamentally want to be possessed.”

“That’s repugnant.” I wrinkled my nose at him, trying to hide how paradoxically disturbed and bizarrely hot his words made me. “There is nothing interesting about treating women as possessions; it’s dehumanizing.”

“Not necessarily, not if a man treasures his possession, cherishes her, protects her—it’s about ownership.”

“Ownership? Possessions can be discarded, given away,” I pointed out, feeling a thrill. Our conversation had become rapid fire, almost to the point of speaking over each other.

“So can people. People are discarded all the time. But if you truly own her, own her heart, if she is truly yours, abandoned to you, then you cannot discard her. She is where she belongs, hence the ownership.”

“Possessions don’t have thoughts or feelings; they’re inanimate objects.”

“Ah, but women are never inanimate, not the way I do it.” I ignored this comment because his tone, which remained uninflected, was at odds with the suggestiveness of his words.

“If a husband were at the whim of his wife, it would be called emasculating. But when it’s the reverse, it’s acceptable?”

“That’s not true.”

“Which part?”

“You don’t like the idea of being owned? Of wholly belonging to someone?” he asked softly, his eyes warming and dipping to my neck before drifting to my lips.

“Other than to myself? No. I don’t like the idea of being a possession. Do you?”

“Yes,” he nodded slowly, his eyes no longer cautious. “Yes, I do quite like the idea of mutual ownership.”

I sputtered, warmth suffusing my chest, twisting in my stomach, making me feel breathless. I glanced at the ceiling, then glared at him; I tried to force myself to feel the irritation I should. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.” 

“But you like it.” Suddenly his tone changed; it was quiet, intimate, yet tremendously self-assured.

I felt my grin too late; it had already split my face by the time I realized I was smiling. But his answering crooked grin and darkening eyes were worth the transparency of my expression.

He was more than fascinating; he was engaging. I found myself wanting to interact with him.

I liked him, the shocking things he said, his measured offensive abrasiveness, and I let it show on my face. Furthermore I was about to admit these feelings out loud when our outrageous and flirtatious exchange was interrupted and the spell shattered.

“Greg, babe, you’re not dressed yet,” a girl called from several feet away, and I turned my attention towards her voice.

I had to fight the urge to gape. She was gorgeous, and she definitely wasn’t a girl. Towering at almost six feet, auburn hair, whiskey-colored eyes, she had the most perfect body I’d ever seen on an actual live person.

Her gaze moved over me and settled on something between dismissive and friendly. I’d learned early on in my observations last semester that women frequently did this (sizing their fellow females up in the span of a few seconds). I used to think it was something only athletes did to other competitors.

The mysterious supermodel had clearly determined that I was not a threat.

I glanced away and down at my hand-knit socks, blushing again and running my fingers through my short hair. The hot stain on my cheeks was so unlike me, and yet I welcomed the sensation, the uncomfortableness of it. This was a new experience, and I would never begrudge new experiences, not after almost losing the ability to experience anything at all.

She strolled to where we stood, a polite smile on her face, and stopped next to Greg. I kept my eyes on either her or my socks, not wanting to look at this guy I liked, whom I thought I’d been flirting with. But, in reality, he was likely just making sociable—albeit odd—conversation.

“We have twenty minutes before we have to be there.” She paused just long enough to give him a kiss then wipe away the lipstick with her thumb, then she turned to me and gave me a wave, “Hi, I’m Vanessa.”

I returned her wave and friendly politeness with a sincere smile. “Hi, I’m Fiona. I live on that side.” I pointed down the hall.

“Did you just move in?”

Greg answered before I could, “No. She’s a xenophobic hermit who writes chauvinistic manifestos.”

Vanessa shook her head, her smile growing confused, and she hit him on the shoulder. “You’re weird.”

My gaze flickered to Greg’s, and I found him watching me with some inscrutable expression. I ignored it, pushed it from my mind, chalked the current of electricity I’d felt up to my seldom-used imagination and likely one-sided attraction.

Fern was right. I needed to actually interact with people more; observation was only so helpful. I needed to get out there and live.

“Well, I have to get back to studying.” I said this to Vanessa, giving her another wave. “I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

“It was nice to meet you.” She returned the wave then fit her hand in Greg’s.

I turned without meeting his eyes and crossed my arms as I shuffled down the hall, greeting two girls I’d met earlier during Fern’s grand tour. I ignored the lingering tightness in my chest and heated flush of my skin.

***

That night I slept in Fern’s spare bed as Dara and Hivan were still going at it, obviously having made up at some point.

I felt an odd sense of happiness and peace. 

When I hit eighteen the summer before college, I began to suspect there was something wrong with me. The last time I’d felt anything resembling a crush or interest in a boy had been during the fifth grade, before I’d been pulled out of school for a regimen of gymnastics and private tutors. 

Then, when I was diagnosed with cancer at fourteen, crushes and boys and the future ceased to hold meaning or feel real. By the time I was in recovery, academics held all of my focus. I was determined to leave my parents’ house.

Even so, during the course of my entire life, I’d never been aware or had an inkling that someone was attracted to me.

I thought of Sasquatch and his blatant leering. Even though he was an obvious player, it cheered me; his antics made me laugh lightly into my pillow.

Since I’d gone into remission, I’d often wondered if I was ugly. I would stop in front of mirrors and survey my face, shape, and general appearance.

I decided that I wasn’t ugly.

I had big brown eyes with long, thick lashes. I had a nice, normal nose. I had a nice mouth full of straight white teeth and framed by perfectly adequate lips. My face was oval and my skin free of blemishes. My dark brown hair was acceptable, still short due to the years of radiation.

No. I wasn’t ugly.

Nor was I an ugly person. I was a nice person. And I was smart. I was normal.

My thoughts turned to Greg and Vanessa, how lovely they looked together, how right and beautiful, and I felt a surge of happiness and hope. The momentary interest and attraction I’d felt for Greg was a good thing, something I should treasure as proof that I was alive and my heart still beat and air still filled my lungs.

Haughty and handsome Greg may have been meant for the stunning and friendly Vanessa.

However, given the fact that my heart still beat and air still filled my lungs, surely there was someone out there for me. Now I just needed to stop watching people and actually talk to them.




Part 2: Knock, knock…NINJA!

“No, it’s a matter of decency.”

“And who decides what is decent?”

I slowed my steps as I approached the dorm kitchen, especially when I thought I recognized the second speaker’s voice. Without realizing what I was doing, I stopped and waited for the conversation to continue. I didn’t have to wait long.

“You’re being purposefully obtuse.” A woman spoke; she sounded extremely frustrated.

 “I’m not. I’m merely pointing out that one person’s decent is another person’s indecent,” came the laconic—almost bored—response. The speaker was Greg.

My body stiffened, and I clutched the washing bin closer to my chest. Within were dishes too dirty for a simple rinse in the bathroom sink. I felt a slight disturbance in the cadence of my heart and realized I was holding my breath. I forced myself to breathe out. I rolled my eyes at my bizarre behavior, willing my feet to move.

They didn’t move.

“That’s bull,” she said, sounding disgusted. “You can’t tell me that harming animals is okay!”

“I can tell you whatever I please. I can tell you that Shaquille O'Neal is my cousin and that James here is having sexual relations with his hotdog bun. It might not be true, but I can say it.”

“Hey, leave me and my bun out of it!” Presumably this objection came from the aforementioned James.

I pressed my lips together to keep from grinning, then belatedly realized I was blatantly eavesdropping. Shaking myself, I charged forward and into the kitchen. I wasn’t going to turn into a creepy lurker just because I found Greg interesting…okay, more than interesting. Really, I shouldn’t have been thinking about him at all. He had a girlfriend.

“Get back to the point. Do you or do you not believe that having sex with animals is wrong? Do you believe that it’s cruelty to animals? Yes or no.”

I glanced around the room as I entered, nodding to several people who looked up from the debate, a few girls and guys I recognized from my tour of the dorms and subsequent social interactions. I counted almost thirty people crowded in the kitchen, most sitting on the floor, their attention rapt on Greg and a tall girl with long blonde dreadlocks. I recognized her as Simone, political science and women’s studies senior, and she was giving Greg a look that would incinerate most people.

Greg looked untroubled and amused.

“That’s not the point at all,” he said. “And if it were the point, then I would counter with the fact that farmers and veterinarians frequently lend a helping masturbatory hand in the worthwhile cause of animal husbandry.”

“That’s a different matter entirely. The horse isn’t being raped.”

Greg’s eyes flickered to mine, and he did a double take; his amused expression wavered, his eyebrows pulling low for an instant. But then he turned his attention back to Simone. I watched him gather a deep breath, his eyes blinking three of four times as though he was trying to bring her back into focus. I walked to the vacant sink and washed my dishes; but I kept the water pressure low so I could listen to the debate.

“Hello? Greg…the difference with animal husbandry is the absence of rape.”

“Ah, well then,” he cleared his throat then continued, “what about the great demand for horse on human pornography—yes, that’s right, videos of horses having sexual relations with women. A horse going on a human ride, saddle optional, of course.”

This was met with some groans and some laughter. I cringed, tried not to laugh, failed, then cringed—feeling guilty for laughing.

  “Ugh! You are so disgusting! I can’t believe you’re laughing-” Simone glared at several of the spectators, her hands balling into fists. She was obviously seething.

“Is the horse being raped because it’s a vagina and not a hand? Or is it the human male penis that you find so distasteful? Regardless,” he held up his hands and raised his voice before she could interrupt, “the point of this discussion isn’t whether bestiality is appropriate or disgusting. The point I am attempting to make, and obviously quite clumsily, is that it is not possible to give offense if there is not a party to take offense.”

“That is so wrong-”

“No. It is so right!”

I glanced up, surprised by the sudden vehemence in Greg’s voice, and found him frowning. All of his earlier amusement replaced with a fierceness I couldn’t quite reconcile with his horrid joking. The room fell completely silent. The only noise was the slight sound of water from the faucet.

He was gritting his teeth. “You think of bunny rabbits being butchered for fur coats and sheep farmers taking their pleasure from livestock, but you think nothing of actual atrocities, genocide, hundreds of thousands of people murdered or left to starve or forgotten. This country raises millions—if not billions—of dollars for cuddly cats and dogs, yet we do nothing to ease the suffering of and subjugation of those in third world countries. You think bestiality is offensive? I find you and your defective priorities offensive. You give me offense because I am inclined to take it.”

Simone stared at him as though he’d slapped her. It was a terrible moment. On one hand, he was right. But he was also very, very wrong. For these impressionable minds that had gathered in the kitchen, it was a life-altering moment, and something within me demanded that I speak up, challenge him before these young people left this room feeling like efforts toward righting wrongs—all wrongs—were futile.

“You are correct,” I said, turning off the faucet, ignoring how my heart leapt to my throat.

Greg’s eyes cut to me. He was scowling. “Of course I’m correct-”

“You are also incorrect.”

His forehead wrinkled, plain surprise flickering over then arresting his expression. My heart was thudding in my chest, and my ears were ringing because he was intimidating. But I’d long ago learned how to surmount intimidation and fear. His cold regard frightened me, but I was more brave than he was scary.

“Really,” he drawled, his eyes narrowing, his mouth curving in a slight smirk. “I am so very interested in learning of my deficiencies.”

“That’s a lie,” I said plainly, wiping off my hands with a towel. “But, as sarcasm is an effective technique when debating, I’ll allow it.”

“You’ll allow it.” He stated, his voice impassive, monotone.

“Yes, I will. Even though sarcasm is beneath you. But I digress, as your lack of sincerity isn’t the point.”

“Then what is your point?”

“I agree. Without someone to take offense, one cannot give offense. That stated, values are important. Ethics are important. Morality, holding truths sacred, is important.”

“Ah, but whose truths do we hold sacred?”

I shook my head and smiled at him, seeing that he was attempting to lead me down the same path he’d just led Simone. “No, no, no. That way leads to ruin and red herrings.”

  His eyes lost some of their cold edge, and his lips twisted to the side fighting a reluctant smile.

“The point I debate is not whose truths or ideology are superior. The point I debate is that each of us needs an ideology. We all need something to fight for, to believe in, to hold sacred. Simone-” I motioned to her with my hand, “is an animal-rights activist. No one should be belittling her good work, because she is doing good work.”

His smirk fell away, and he stared at me, assessing. He opened his mouth to speak, and I held up my hands to stop him.

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. Well, maybe not the precise words, but you’re going to say something sarcastic, cutting; perhaps it’ll be witty or even funny. I challenge you to answer my next question without sarcasm.”

His gaze narrowed again.

One of the boys chimed in, “I don’t think Greg can go more than a minute without sarcasm. It might kill him.”

A few people laughed. I kept my eyes on Greg. He wasn’t smiling.

“Fine. What’s the question?”

“Do you hold anything sacred?”

He paused, maybe searching his mind to determine if I’d asked a trick question; finally, he nodded once. “Of course.”

“What good work do you do? How do you fight for what you hold sacred?”

Greg blinked at me as if he were startled by the question. Then, all at once, his gaze turned thunderous.

I almost took a step back, but I didn’t. I held my ground. “You give me offense, and I take it. I take offense to the fact that you would stand here and belittle Simone’s beliefs and her work to correct what she feels are grave wrongs when you take no action to fight for your beliefs. It is one thing to compare or even belittle sacred truths when both parties are working toward rectifying wrongs. But it is quite another to rail against a person who is doing something when you do nothing.”

Greg’s eyes flashed, and, though I didn’t know him very well, I sensed he was very close to losing his temper. I braced myself, waited for the storm. I was good at this. My mother was a screamer. She communicated via threats and intimidation, all shouted at maximum volume.

But his anger didn’t come.

He closed his eyes, his chin falling to his chest for maybe three seconds, and when he lifted his head his gaze was cool, calm, collected.

“I cede the point,” he said evenly, almost cheerfully, giving me a half smile that did not reach his eyes. “You are, of course, right. What good are convictions if you don’t fight for them? They’re nothing.”

I gave him a sideways glare, waiting for the other shoe to drop, for the acerbic remark.

He continued, “I acknowledge the superiority of your argument and would like to offer you the services of my horse in recompense, if you feel inclined to…take or give a ride.”

Ah…there it is.

Of course, several people laughed. Simone bristled.

I shrugged, tossing my thumb over my shoulder. “I’ll have to take a rain check as I have dishes to do.”

  “Perhaps after?”

“No, thanks.” I walked back to the sink. “Afterwards I need to give my fish a bath.”

A number of students chuckled or smirked, and I was relieved when new conversations were initiated within the group, a few people wondering out loud if anyone was up for playing Mario Kart. Obviously they’d tired of the ethics debate.

Meanwhile I turned my attention back to my dishes and found that my hands were shaking, just a very little but enough that I noticed. I finished the dishes in record time, feeling Greg’s gaze on me but not inclined to meet it. I wiped the area around the sink and decided to dry my dishes in my room rather than loiter in the kitchen any longer.

My pace was quicker than I liked as I exited the room, but I forced myself to slow to a stroll when I reached the hall. I had no reason to run away…or so I told myself.

“Fiona.”

I tensed, my steps faltering then halting at the sound of my name in Greg’s accent. I turned, giving Greg my profile, then glanced over my shoulder. He was striding purposefully toward me. His jaw was set, his gaze half-lidded; as he drew closer I saw the muscle at his temple tick.

I gave him the best friendly and interested expression I could muster. “Hey…Greg.”

He stopped; his eyes, guarded and measured, flickered over me then rested on the tub of clean dishes I was holding. “Let me carry these back for you.”

Without waiting for me to acquiesce, he took the tub from my grip and preceded me down the hall toward my room. Then he entered my suite. I was several paces behind and was surprised that he knew which door was mine.

I found him hovering just inside the entrance, his gaze moving over Fern’s books and papers, Beth’s vacant space, then Dara's desk and mine. He set the tub down on what used to be Beth’s empty stretch of table then turned to face me. His jaw was still tight, his generous lips a stiff line.

I was struck with the notion that he was tormented, that something plagued him. I didn’t know how to address it; I didn’t know if I should.

Therefore I offered, “Do you, uh…do you want something to drink?”

He blurted, “You’re wrong about me.”

I lifted my right eyebrow in surprise and waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, I asked the obvious question, “How am I wrong about you?”

“I’ve fought for my beliefs; I’ve fought for them most of my life. But the fight yields nothing. What you did, what you said to those kids-”

“Kids?” I asked, incredulous, interrupting him. If the assorted upper classmen arranged in the kitchen were kids, then I was an infant.

He ignored me, and as he spoke his voice became increasingly dispassionate, “-I understand why you did it, but it’s a bandaid on a wound that festers. People fill their minds with trivial things because they cannot face horrible truths.”

I studied him and saw that he was agitated. Behind his droll mask and irreverent quips, I perceived a boy—no, a man—who was struggling. I had the overwhelming urge to ease his struggle. I started to lift my hands, then quickly balled them into fists at my sides. Comforting Greg was not my place.

Instead, I gently offered, “Greg…not everyone is capable of fighting the great fights. Not everyone is brave and strong and powerful. Let people have their causes. Allow them their victories, when victories can be had, without begrudging the wrongs that they right. Attending to injustice, no matter how small, is always a worthy cause.”

His hands were on his hips, and he was giving me a sideways glare, examining me, though his mouth was curved in a somnolent smile. He studied me for a very long moment, and I allowed him to do so, even though I sensed he was bursting with restless energy.

As well, I became increasingly aware of the strange current building; the atmosphere grew charged and heavy. Although, I reasoned, he was likely unaware and/or immune to it. I felt my attraction for him increasing, ballooning, even given his abrasive comments in the kitchen. I should’ve run in the other direction. Instead I found myself wanting to soothe him.

Also, a tortured Greg was so devastatingly handsome it made my throat tight and my chest hurt. Mostly, I just wanted to touch him.

But I didn’t.

He huffed a small laugh, breaking the tension, and glanced at the ceiling. “You make too much sense.”

I smiled, my eyes widening at the compliment. “I know. It’s a curse.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, pulling the sleeves of his navy blue long-sleeved T-shirt tight over his muscled shoulders. It took all my willpower not to look at his neck. His skin tone was a radiant olive, perma-tanned. It looked like it would be warm to the touch. I crossed my arms.

“Just stop it,” he said, his tone now dry, though I could tell he was teasing.

“Okay. I’ll stop being well reasoned.”

“Good. Be a fruitcake.”

“No one likes fruitcakes.”

“I do.”

“You’re the only one.”

“I should be enough,” he said.

I narrowed a single eye at him, scrunching one side of my face and teased him back. “No. Not nearly enough. I require legions of adoring fans.”

He nodded and this time couldn’t master his smile. “I sense that about you. You strike me as needy and narcissistic.”

“You’re very perceptive. I require constant praise for my misogynistic manifestos.”

He laughed, and it was such a wonderful sound my heart gave a stupid leap in response. I wanted to press my hand against my chest, but instead I held my breath.

The moment of levity ended with a smiling staring contest, and that soon transitioned into an extremely awkward non-smiling staring contest. His gaze moved over my face, his eyes a tad unfocused. I fought the urge to fidget (and won). Instead I stood perfectly still and gave myself this moment, with him, alone.

Then it was over.

Greg shook his head and pulled his hand through his longish hair. He moved to the door. “I should go. I have puppies to club and kittens to drown…someplace.”

He was gone.

I stood completely still for several long moments, staring at the place he’d vacated. The small suite area felt abruptly enormous without him in it. I reminded myself that he belonged to someone else. I would never show any sign of outward interest, but I would look. I would admire.

And I would do my very best not to covet.

***

I had a date! In February…on Valentine’s Day.

His idea.

His name was Mark, but I’d nicknamed him ‘Legs’ because he had the nicest legs, and, despite the fact that it was snowing outside, he always wore basketball shorts. I wasn’t complaining or questioning the sanity of this because it meant I got to look at his legs during class. Though I could have nicknamed him ‘Smiles’ or ‘Blue Eyes’ or “Blondie’ because he had a magnificent smile and the loveliest blue eyes and the prettiest blond hair.

We met in art history class shortly after Fern had made me realize that I had a bad habit of not smiling or talking to people. I stopped watching people and started meeting people’s gazes, smiling at them. It made a huge difference.

Legs sat two seats down from mine in the giant lecture hall. On my first day back in class after Fern’s grand tour of the dorms, I smiled at him. He smiled at me, then moved two seats closer to me, and introduced himself.

Mark was eighteen, a farmer’s son, and the first person in his family to go to college. He wanted to be a civil engineer. He was really very good looking and friendly and sweet. He asked me if I’d like to join his art history study group—which I did—and then asked later in the week if I wanted to grab coffee—which I did.

Over coffee he asked me out. I said yes. He set the date, and we made plans.

Mark gave me a little excited flutter in my stomach, nothing like the overwhelming magnetic pull I’d experienced with Greg, but I was looking forward to the date. I wasn’t looking for anything long term. I wanted to experience something new.

Shortly after Mark asked me out but before our date, I was asked out for coffee by a guy I’d smiled at in my P-chem class. His name was Jefferson, and he was adorable. I said yes but then later questioned this decision since I had a date scheduled with Mark.

This was also a new experience. Therefore, I sought out Fern to ask her what I should do. I tried several rooms of the girls I’d met and become friendly with over the last few weeks; one of them told me to try Greg’s room as Fern and Greg had political science together and typically studied after class.

My first instinct was to wait for Fern in my suite area rather than go to Greg’s room. Just the thought of going to Greg’s room gave me a wild feeling, hot and flushed, anxious. The last time I’d spent time with him, after the great kitchen debate, he’d left my room suddenly with a hurried and fictional excuse. I hadn’t spoken to him since…

I finally shook myself out of my reticence.

He was just a boy. He was harmless. He had a girlfriend who was gorgeous and sociable. I would calibrate my smiles and interactions to friendship or acquaintance level. No big deal.

Armed with my altruistic pragmatism, I marched to Greg’s. His suite was on the opposite end of the hall from mine, thirty doors separating us. This realization made me feel better for some reason.

I was prepared to knock; but the suite door was open, and I heard Fern’s voice as I approached. I decided I’d poke my head around the corner, interrupt briefly, ask Fern to come find me when she was finished, and then leave.

I poked my head around the corner and, thankfully, found Fern facing the door. Greg’s back was to me. She looked up instantly and gave me a smile.

  “Hey, Fiona. You’re out and about.”

“Yes, I don’t want to interrupt. Just real fast, when you’re finished can you give me a few minutes? I need your advice.”

Greg had turned in his seat, and I could feel his eyes on me; so I glanced down at him and gave him a head nod and tight smile of acknowledgement.

“What kind of advice?” he asked, his tone as dry as ever.

“Just girl stuff.” I waved his question away then turned my attention back to Fern, “So I’ll see you later?”

“Girl stuff? Sounds exciting.” Fern’s eyes widened, and she rubbed her hands together.

Meanwhile Greg stood and pulled a chair over from the other side of the suite. I was momentarily distracted by the sight of him in boot cut jeans, bare feet, and a plain white T-shirt. He was so tall and lean and delicious. My preoccupation with his body was likely why, when he grabbed my wrist as he returned and placed me in the seat he’d just vacated, I didn’t object.

“I’m excellent with girl stuff,” he said, taking the new seat so that both he and Fern faced me, as though I were about to be interviewed. “Ask any girl, they’ll all tell you how good I am with the girl stuff.”

“I, uh…” I turned to stand, not sure what to do.

But then Fern placed her hand on my knee to stay my retreat, “No, he really is. He’s fantastic with the girl stuff. Just think of him as one of the girls.” Her eyes flickered to him, moved up and down his body. He returned this perusal with a sardonic eyebrow lift.

“Well,” she amended, “think of him as a girl in a man’s body. He’s got the brain of a woman.”

He nodded, “Yes. Shrewd. Calculating. Resilient. Ruthless.”

I found myself rolling my lips between my teeth to keep from beaming at him. It occurred to me that this would be good practice. Being around Greg and tempering my reactions to him would help me navigate similar situations in the future.

Greg leaned forward, his elbows on his knees—he looked too big for the chair—and with a desert-dry delivery, he said, “Just tell Aunty Gregina all about it.”

Both Fern and I laughed, and I shook my head, narrowing my eyes at him. Though his face was solemn, his dark eyes were warm and teasing. I imagined he had an unbeatable poker face.

“Fine, here’s the story,” I sighed, still giving him a suspicious glare—something I’d seen Fern do to her legion of boys who were just friends on a number of occasions—then moved my attention back to Fern. I was having trouble looking at him and forming complete sentences. He made me feel warm and disoriented. “You know Mark, from my art history class?”

Fern nodded at me, then supplied for Greg, “He’s taking Fiona out on a date on Valentine’s Day.”

Greg shifted in his seat. “He’s your boyfriend.”

I shook my head, allowing my attention to stray to him just for a second. “No, it’s our first date.”

“On Valentine’s Day.” His matter-of-fact tone held a hint of disbelief.

“That’s right, so the thing is-”

“You should cancel it. Only a nutter takes a girl out for the first date on Valentine’s Day. Or a pedophile.”

 Fern hit him on the shoulder. “Greg!”

He rubbed his shoulder like she’d hurt him, “What? You want our darling Fiona to go on a date with a pedophile?”

“Mark is not a pedophile.” Her voice became squeaky because she was shouting.

“How do you know? Are you well acquainted with the local chapter of child molesters? Have them over for tea?”

“You are so awful.” She shook her head, though she looked like she was valiantly fighting the urge to laugh.

“Perhaps you supply them with the candy for their vans.”

She lost her fight and burst out laughing, “Oh my God, you are awful. I can’t believe you’re making jokes about pedophiles.”

 “I’m not; do you see me laughing? I’m the one trying to keep my Fiona from tangling body bits with the local association of man-boy-love.”

He was awful. He was irreverent and offensive and abrasive, and, for some strange reason which should have alarmed me, I found him completely enchanting. Perhaps the shock value appealed to me because my entire life had been so sheltered. Or perhaps I was twisted and wrong in some way.

Whatever the reason, his appalling comedy routine, delivered with a dry superiority, made him even more attractive.

I was definitely twisted and wrong.

“Just…just,” Fern held up her hand in front of his face, “just shut it, and let Fiona ask her question.” Then she turned to me, “Please, continue.”

“Okay…” I glanced between the two of them. Greg appeared to be completely at ease and all things attentive and serious. However, I sensed mischief lay just below the surface. 

“So, the question is about Jefferson.”

“Jefferson?”

“Jefferson?”

Fern and Greg asked at the same time, though he sounded a tad alarmed.

Fern gave Greg a quelling look and leaned forward an inch. “Who is Jefferson?”

“Jefferson is a guy in my P-Chem class.”

“P-Chem? Aren’t you a freshman?” Greg asked.

I nodded once, allowing myself to admire the shape of his lips and jaw as I answered, “Yes, but I took the AP exams for most of my prerequisites.”

“So your major is…?”

“Stop interrupting, Greg.” Fern rolled her eyes.

“It’s okay. My major is electrical engineering.”

His gaze narrowed as his eyes flickered over me again, as though seeing me for the first time. “What other classes are you taking?”

“Well, um…differential equations, P-chem, vector calculus, dynamics, and art history.”

  He stared at me, his expression plainly betraying his surprise. I met his startled glare directly, waiting for him to make a comment. Instead he continued to study me in silence.

Fern drew my attention back to her by snapping her fingers. “Back to Jefferson from P-chem.”

“Oh, yes. Well, Jefferson has asked me out for coffee. My question is, is it wrong to go out for coffee with Jefferson if I’m going on a date with Mark?”

“I knew a Jefferson,” Greg mumbled, studying his fingernails. “He used to bugger animals, probably still does. I wonder if it’s the same Jefferson…”

Fern growled, her eyes slicing to him, then back to me. She gave me a little smile. “No, it’s not wrong at all. You and Mark aren’t established enough to be exclusive. Until you become exclusive with a person, you can date as many other guys as you like.”

“Just don’t have sex with any of them,” Greg blurted this, drawing both mine and Fern’s attention.

His mouth was curved downward at the edges, and his eyes no longer appeared teasing. He cleared his throat, glanced at his hands, then lifted his gaze to Fern’s.

“Just until…until she’s exclusive with someone,” he explained.

Fern gave him an irritated flick of her wrist—I’d noticed she used her hands often in conversation—and turned back to me, “Don’t listen to him. Sex up as many boys as you like.”

I feigned a light chuckle. A girl in my art history study group did this often when she became uncomfortable, hoping to lighten a suddenly strained mood. “Yeah, I don’t think I’ll be sexing anyone up for a while.”

Fern’s smile was wistful, and her hazel eyes took on an almost motherly glint. “Oh, that’s right. You’ve never been kissed, have you?”

My heart stuttered, skipped a beat; it was tripping on mortification and overwhelming embarrassment. Everything went silent, and time stood still. I had no idea what to do, how to react, how to behave. I’d never experienced or witnessed this type of situation before.

I kept thinking, Now he knows…now he knows I’ve never been kissed…now he thinks I’m a freak.

All I knew was that I wanted to fall into a black hole and disappear. An unpleasant hot and clammy sensation spread over my skin; I was sweating for no reason. I felt Greg’s eyes on me, and they were like two laser beams burning into my skull. My scalp itched.

“That’s right,” I said, swallowing thickly, nodding jerkily, forcing a smile. “Not yet.” In a fit of desperation, I decided to add a bit of self-deprecating cheerfulness as I continued, “But I have high hopes for Valentine’s Day.”

Instinct told me to run, to escape, so I did.

I stood suddenly, pushing the chair to the side to clear my path, and darted out of the room as I called over my shoulder, “Well, thanks for your advice; that’s what I needed.”

I fled back to my room, and I didn’t know why. Some sense of urgency spurred my steps; my throat was tight, and I felt like I was going to cry. I didn’t know what was wrong with me.

I’d experienced embarrassment before, the frustration associated with failing in front of thousands of spectators and millions of TV viewers. As an Olympic contender I’d learned how to move past failure, put it out of my mind, focus on the next goal, the next competition. Obsessing about mistakes was counterproductive to success. I always learned from my mistakes. Then I moved on.

  But this was different. This horrible feeling was due to an audience of one and wasn’t about failure or a mistake; it wasn’t about something I could control. There was nothing to analyze for future improvement. I felt irrationally embarrassed and melancholy and wretched, like I’d been kicked repeatedly.

Try as I might, I couldn’t bring myself to feel grateful for this new experience.

***

Two days before Valentine’s Day, I came home to find Dara’s side of the room packed into suitcases. She explained that she was going to go home for a week. Things were getting too crazy with her and Hivan; she said she needed a break.

I helped Dara take her bags down to the car and gave her a hug before she departed, fresh tears in her blue eyes. She was a really nice girl, and I felt sad for her.

I wandered back to my suite but was stopped in the hall by a few girls on the floor.

“You’re Dara’s roommate, right?” a tall blonde asked, indicating with her head toward my room.

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“Is it true? Did she go home to have an abortion?”

I stared askance at this stranger, too shocked by the audacity of the question to process whether or not it might be true. “I-I don’t-I mean, no. I should say, not that-”

“Gail, don’t be such a bitch. It’s none of our business.” This comment came from a petite redhead.

“I just asked a question.” The one called Gail held her hands up as though defending herself. Now I recognized her; Fern had told me during our grand tour weeks ago that Gail was the floor gossip. She meant well but couldn’t help herself from getting into everyone’s business.

“It’s nothing like that,” the redhead continued, her expression stern. “Dara just needs a break from her prick boyfriend.”

“Did they breakup?” Gail’s eyes became wide, searching.

“Do you ever stop?” The redhead shook her head at Gail’s antics, then turned to me. “I’m Maddie. I think we met before. Dara says you’re the sweetest.”

I smiled at Maddie and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“I’m telling you, there is something going around, some kind of Valentine’s Day bad mojo. Everyone is breaking up.” Gail delivered this with squinted eyes, pursed lips, and a head nod for emphasis.

“Oh, yeah…” A blonde girl, approximately my height who’d been silent thus far, waved her hands in the air excitedly. (I remembered her name was Sarah or Silvia or something like that.) “That’s right! Did you all hear about Vanessa and Greg?”

I stilled, but my heart took off, my wide eyes betraying my avid interest. “No, what happened?”

I knew I would dislike myself later for gossiping, but for now I indulged with the hunger of a voracious animal. My pulse doubled in the three seconds it took for her to share the news.

She glanced over her shoulders then leaned in, lowering her voice to a whisper. “He broke up with her last week. She’s devastated.”

My heart soared then dipped, and I felt at once elated and miserable about my elation.

Since our last interaction, Greg and I had passed each other a few times in the hall. Usually he was with Vanessa, and the three of us would exchange polite greetings—though sometimes he would ask about my manifestos and beleaguer me with pointed glares. I would laugh good-naturedly and give a noncommittal shrug, feeling embarrassed and uncomfortable each time.

Last week I saw him at a party. Now that I’d succumbed to Fern’s overtures and pressure to socialize, I’d gone to my very first party, and Greg was there. Upon seeing him, I promptly spun on my heel and maneuvered to a different room. I left shortly thereafter, unable to relax.

If I knew he was going to be part of a group gathering, I didn’t go.

If I saw him on campus, I walked the other way.

I’d spotted him at the gym several times and took an alternate route to my destination.

I was outright avoiding him. Our short exchanges had yielded the strongest attraction and connection I’d felt for another person. Avoiding Greg felt like the smart thing to do if I wanted to find a connection with someone else.

As well, the thought of facing him again now that he knew I’d never even been kissed filled me with metric tons of dread.

“Oh my God, why? What happened?” Gail nearly squealed the question, grabbing the other blonde girl’s hand as though the news might make her lose her balance.

“I don’t know the particulars, only that Vanessa has been crying non-stop, and Greg was the one who broke up with her. I don’t think she saw it coming.”

“She’s gorgeous.” Maddie said this wistfully, her eyes losing focus. “If she can’t keep a boyfriend, then what hope do the rest of us have?”

“Don’t be so dramatic, Maddie.” Gail scrunched her nose. “Maybe she didn’t know how to keep her man happy. Greg is…well, that’s a lot of man right there. Vanessa might be beautiful, but beauty fades. Greg knows that.”

The other blonde chimed in, “Yeah, she had her chance. They’ve been dating for over a year.”

I felt my eyebrows jump at the calculating look in their eyes. It seemed that I wasn’t the only one who’d appreciated Greg from afar.

The absurdity of the situation hit me abruptly, and I almost laughed out loud at myself. I’d received the news of Greg and Vanessa’s break up with the same greedy, hungry appetite as any girl who likes a boy with a girlfriend. In my fantasies the fact that Greg no longer had a girlfriend might mean that I had a chance with him.

I looked around at the starry eyes of these three girls, all imagining the same fantasy, all beautiful in their own way, and I recognized that reality painted a very different picture. But more than that, I didn’t like what I saw: three lovely girls celebrating the heartbreak of a fellow female.

My competition days were long over. Besides, I’d never been a person who could feel joy at the sorrow of another.

I chose to embrace the feelings of melancholy instead, that a nice girl like Vanessa had apparently had her heart broken.

I tsked. “I hope she’s okay. I’ve only met her a few times, but she seems really nice. Does she have someone to talk to?”

All three of them stared at me. After a brief moment each of them had the decency to look various shades of ashamed. 

“Uh…yeah. Vanessa and her roommate, Carly, are really tight. I’m sure Carly will help her deal.”

“That’s good.” I nodded, then repeated something Fern said often, “Girls need to stick together, support each other.”

Gail looked me up and down, like I was strange and she was suddenly uncomfortable. 

  “That’s right,” she said, then took a step back. “I have laundry to do. Come on, Maddie.”

Maddie gave me a shy grin, and the three girls disappeared down the hall.

I watched them go, then turned to my own suite and shut the door behind me. I was greeted by rare silence, quiet enfolded me. It was Thursday. Fern was at class then would be gone till all hours as she had no classes on Fridays. Dara was gone, and stillness replaced the constant soundtrack of her breakups and makeups with Hivan.

For the first time in months, I had a quiet evening to myself.

I would not think about Greg.

I would not think about Greg.

I would not think about Greg…

I decided to take a nap.

***

I was woken up by a knock on the door. My eyes were blurry, unfocused, as I glanced at my nightstand. When it finally came into view, my alarm clock told me it was just past 11:30 p.m. I sat up, rubbing my eyelids, and staggered to a standing position.

“Who is it?” I called, giving myself a moment to find my balance, my voice raspy with sleep.

“How is it possible that you’ve never been kissed?”

I sucked in a breath, suddenly quite awake, and I’m sure my heart stopped.

It was Greg’s voice, and he sounded…different. His accent was thicker, more pronounced, though his speech was slower.

“Fiona?” he called when I remained silent.

I swallowed, finding my throat and mouth very dry, and managed to croak, “Greg?”

“Open the door, would you?” came his muffled reply.

I took a step toward the door, but then stopped, hopping from foot to foot. “Greg…what are you doing here?”

“I live here.”

“No, not in the building. What are you doing in my suite? It’s almost midnight.”

“I’m quite drunk,” he said; despite his imbibed state, his tone was still flat and matter-of-fact. “And because I’m intoxicated, coming to your room in the middle of the night feels like the only thing to do.”

I shook my head, glanced around the room, my hands balling into fists. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know him, not really. We’d spoken only a handful of times. Opening the door to a very tall, very strong, and very drunk almost stranger in the middle of the night felt like the beginning of every cautionary tale young girls are told.

“Maybe you should go sleep it off,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

I heard a thud; something hit the door. I suspected it was his forehead.

He sounded pained when he said, “That’s a good idea. Send me away. Very wise of you…”

I flexed my fingers then balled them into fists again, waiting for some sound marking his retreat and mentally mourning my good sense. My brain liked this guy, my body liked this guy, and my heart was beyond infatuated with him.

But my intrinsic sensible nature wouldn’t allow me to do anything stupid. In all things I’ve always been well-reasoned.

Then he said, obviously having not moved from his spot at the door, “I want to be your first kiss.”

I rocked on my feet, the already dark room dimming and spinning slightly, and I pressed my hand to my violently fluttering stomach.

“Greg…” I breathed his name reflexively, shocked, found myself at a loss for words.

My silence didn’t seem to matter to him because he said, sounding quite tortured, “I want to be your first everything.”

I reached my hand out and leaned against the dresser to my right, steadying myself.

 Greg continued speaking to the door, his voice laced with an edge of frustration, “And it makes no fucking sense because I don’t even know you, but I can’t stop thinking about you. I saw you during the first week of class last semester, and, Christ, you’re gorgeous, but you’re so…different, sad…ethereal. You walked right past me for months, but I saw you every time. Though you hide it, I see the sorrow in you…or maybe you don’t know…”

My mind was reeling. I didn’t know which part of his speech to focus on first. But he didn’t give me any time to think about or react to his confession.

“We were in English composition together last semester, but you don’t know that because you never saw me.” Something soft connected with the door, and I felt certain he’d placed his palm against it. “I sat seven rows behind you and talked myself out of approaching you every bloody day because I had a girlfriend, and I owed her more than that, more than feigning friendship with you when that’s not what I wanted. And I’m a bastard for staying with Vanessa when I’m thinking about someone else. Did I mention that I’m very drunk?”

I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me, and said, “Yes. You mentioned you are drunk.”

“Don’t let me in,” he said, his voice back to its emotionless baseline. “I might ravish you or force you into a hasty, unsuitable marriage.”

I choked a laugh then covered my face with my hands, finding my cheeks hot and flushed.

“I’m leaving now,” he said, then I heard him mumble something like, “…after making a total ass of myself.”

My heart jumped, like it wanted to leave my chest, and I took an automatic step toward the door. “Greg…” I searched for words but felt completely overwhelmed and lost; finally I blurted, “Come back when you’re sober.”

He was quiet for a several seconds, so quiet I feared that he’d already left, but then he said, “Promise me you won’t kiss anyone between now and tomorrow morning.”

I rolled my eyes and grinned, glancing at the ceiling. “I’ll make no promises until I speak to sober Greg.”

“Then I’ll sleep out here to keep would-be suitors away, as well as any other stalkers who wake you up in the middle of the night with declarations of unending devotion.”

“Don’t sleep out there.” I didn’t want him cramped and uncomfortable on the floor. I hated it when other people were uncomfortable; I couldn’t be comfortable if I knew someone else was uncomfortable.

“Then let me sleep in there. Your roommate is gone, yes?”

That was a bad idea…it was a bad idea that sounded really, really great.

“No.” I tried to force resolve into my tone. “Absolutely not.”

“Ah, well…it was worth a try. Likely would have worked if you were anyone else.” I pictured his crooked smile, a smile I could hear in his words. Even drunk he knew he was witty and virtually irresistible.

“Go to your room, and go to sleep.” I almost succeeded in sounding convinced.

“Fine,” he said. “But I’m not one of those drunks who feels ashamed of their behavior the next day…granted I might pretend to forget everything that’s just happened, but I’ll never feel ashamed.”

I sensed that he’d moved away from the door, and some instinct had me crossing to it, touching the doorknob.

“Fiona?”

I closed my eyes, imagined his face. My heart gave another painful tug. “Yes, Greg?”

“Tell me you feel it, too.”

I swallowed, hesitated, though I immediately knew what he meant. Despite his drunken leap of faith, I found the prospect of admitting anything of my own feelings to this man enormously frightening…another new experience.

With Mark and Jefferson admitting my like felt easy, no big deal; probably because my feelings for them were no big deal. Easy.

But instinct told me Greg wouldn’t be easy. As well, my feelings for Greg felt meaningful, messy, heady, intricate, and not entirely safe. He was not safe. Caution and sense told me that eventually these feelings would make me do something stupid, turn me into a fool, act against my best interests and better judgment.

Despite the warning bells, or maybe because they were so loud and persistent, I admitted the truth, “Yes, Greg. Yes…I feel it, too.”

He said nothing else. I heard the suite door close after him, and I let my forehead fall to the door. There was no way I was going to be able to go back to sleep.





Part 3: There once was a ninja from Nantucket…

“You’re a gymnast.”

I flinched; my hand flew to my chest, and I gasped with startled fright at the owner of the voice.

“Sorry.” Greg hovered at the entrance to the suite looking so handsome my chest hurt; I hadn’t heard him come in.

I released a calming breath, my heart still thundering, and laughed at myself. “No, no. It’s okay. I didn’t hear you come in.”

I saw he was wearing dark blue jeans that hung very nicely on his narrow hips and a long-sleeved gray thermal that made his eyes look almost black. Over his shoulder was a backpack. His dark hair was wet like he’d just showered, longish, yet achieved the effect of careless and wayward spikes. It needed a trim. I liked it.

“You’re a gymnast,” he repeated, edging further into the room.

I studied him, looking for some trace of a hangover or sign in his features that he was the same person who’d shown up the night before, knocking on my door and admitting he wanted to be my first everything.

But I didn’t…or I couldn’t. His gaze was back to its curious yet cautious state, the rest of his expression untroubled, calm.

“Yes, uh—well, no. I mean, I used to be a gymnast.”

I wasn’t calm. I couldn’t seem to take a deep breath. Once again I felt the palpable current, a crackling awareness, and this time I knew it wasn’t one-sided.

“How did you know?” My words were breathless, and I was staring at him, unable to look away.

“Fern told me. Can you still do a somersault?”

I nodded, no longer trusting my voice.

“A back flip?”

I nodded.

He examined me for a long stretch, giving nothing of his own thoughts away. Meanwhile I burned under his dark gaze. His hands were stuffed in his pockets, and his attention moved over my body, marked with suspicion or something like it. I was still wearing my workout clothes because Dara and Hivan were in my dorm room solving world hunger.

Just kidding. They were having sex. Loudly. 

I’d come back from a late afternoon trip to the gym to find my door closed and locked, Dara’s suitcases piled up in the suite, and a sock on the doorknob. 

I was waiting them out rather than sneak in to grab some clothes.

Their sexcapades were gloriously awkward background music for my current conversation. I began to feel self-conscious of my yoga pants and sports bra in a way I’d never experienced before, wishing I’d left on my jacket.

Finally he said, “Prove it.”

“Prove it?” I croaked.

“A back flip. I want to see a back flip.”

I shook my head, holding his unreadable gaze, and feeling irritated by his complete lack of outward emotion, especially since I’d been waiting for him since early morning. When he hadn’t shown by 4:30 p.m., I decided to burn off my frustration with a workout.

It was now past dinner time, and I was currently experiencing an uncomfortable and unfamiliar sense of discomposure. My body felt taut and primed; my heart was racing like I’d just finished a marathon.

He continued to look me over. His perusal affected me, heat spreading up my chest and spine. Then Greg claimed Dara’s seat, setting his elbows on his long legs. He placed his backpack on the floor between his feet, and leaned toward me.

“Talk to me,” he said.

“About gymnastics?”

“About anything.”

I frowned at him; my heart hadn’t yet evened, its pace still furious, frantic.

Clearing my throat and pressing my palm against the uncomfortable rhythm, I asked, “What do you want to know?”

He stared at me, then he responded, “Everything.”

“I’m not omniscient. I can’t tell you everything.”

This earned me a small smile, and his tone was softer when he asked, “Where did you grow up?”

“In Virginia, right outside of Washington, D.C.”

He nodded like this made sense.

Then I blurted, “How old are you?” before I quite knew what I was doing.

He answered without skipping a beat, “I’m twenty-three. What did your parents do? Where do they work?” He then pulled a bottle of tequila out of his backpack along with two shot glasses, precut lemon wedges, and a small container of salt and set the items on the desk. He arranged them with neat a efficiency that was distracting.

I eyeballed the liquor, though he made no attempt to pour. Instead he leaned back in his chair, stretching his long, powerful legs in front of him, and resting one arm on the desk; his other large hand lay benignly on his thigh.

“My father is a vice president for one of the large defense contractors. My mother is a homemaker. What’s a twenty-three year old doing living in a dorm?”

“I was in the Marines until last year; I served for four years. On-campus housing is a lot less expensive than an apartment, and I like the atmosphere.”

I couldn’t tell if this last part was true or sarcasm; I was too distracted by the fact-bomb he’d just detonated, that he’d been in the Marines. He’d been in the Marines for four years.

“The…the U.S. Marines?”

“Yes. The United States Marines.”

Greg seemed to sense that I needed a minute to absorb this information. He busied himself pouring two small shots of tequila and removing two lemon slices from the plastic bag before asking, “When did you stop doing gymnastics?”

“I was fourteen.” I was too stunned to ask another question. I was thinking back to our last conversation in this suite area, when he’d told me that he fought for what he believed in, that it hadn’t made any difference…

“Why did you stop?” he asked, reaching for my fingers where they rested on the open pages of my book.

  I shook myself, recognized he was asking about gymnastics. “I got sick.” His touch sent a shock up my arm; I gritted my teeth to keep from shivering.

“Sick? What kind of sick?” With no ceremony, Greg licked the back of my hand near my thumb sending a tremor of something both deliciously warm and delightfully cold through me. I gave into the shiver. He ignored it and sprinkled salt on the wet patch.

“I had a brain tumor.” I hadn’t meant to be so forthright, but my body was humming, ridiculously seized by the aftereffects of his tongue against my skin.

His hands stilled. In fact, everything about him stilled, and his eyes were affixed to my knuckles. His fingers tightened around mine.

“But you’re okay now?”

I nodded even though he wasn’t looking at my face. “Yes. I’m okay for now.”

Greg’s thumb stroked my index finger. He seemed to be meditating on it. His attention paired with Dara and Hivan’s enthusiastic grunts and cries of pleasure were making me increasingly uncomfortable and aware of how very little clothing I was wearing.

As well, my dissonance regarding having Greg here, alone with me, with two shots of tequila was growing. Especially since he’d just broken up with his girlfriend of over a year.

My attraction to him in that moment was heady, almost painful, just like I’d feared. I felt foolish.

“Greg…” I withdrew my hand, placed it back on the open pages of my book. “Why are you here?”

“I broke up with Vanessa.” His eyes met mine, and they matched his flat, matter-of-fact tone. He licked the skin adjacent to his thumb, holding my gaze.

“I know,” I said on an exhale.

We stared at each other for a long moment.

He broke the silence, pouring salt on the back of his hand. “Aren’t you going to ask why?”

I shook my head. “It’s none of my business.”

He didn’t seem to like my answer, because his mouth curved into a frown. Abruptly, Greg picked up a shot of tequila and handed it to me. I accepted it, glanced at the shot glass, then back at him. His attention made me feel like I was under a microscope.

“How old are you, Fiona?”

“I’m eighteen.”

His eyes moved between mine. “Were you a good gymnast?”

“Yes. Very good.”

“How good?”

“I placed second at the World Championships when I was thirteen and qualified for Team USA.”

“Olympics?”

“Yes.”

 “And then you got sick.”

“That’s right.”

“And how long were you sick?”

“Two and a half years.”

“Chemotherapy?”

“No. Radiation.”

“For two years?”

“Two and a half years.”

Greg’s jaw flexed; I saw the muscle at his temple jump before he said, “I’m a selfish bastard. You should know that about me.”

I set the liquor down on the desk, tilted my head to the side, watching him. “What makes you think so?”

“Because I look at you, and I think, you and me, we’re going to get married one day. And then, if you’re a very good wife…” His eyes skated over my face as he paused, and it felt like a loving caress; but it also felt possessive and dangerous.

His cadence dropped, deepened, as his stare settled on my lips. “If you’re a very good wife, we’ll have a mortgage.”

I blinked, the lull of his voice masking the meaning of his words for a split second.

“A mortgage?”

He nodded. “Yes. And several children and perhaps a dog.”

I’m sure I was looking at him like he was crazy, and I followed my thoughts through with words, “You’re crazy.”

He nodded again. “I am.”

“And abrupt and abrasive.”

This earned me a pleased smile that stretched all the way to his eyes, making them warm and inviting. The effect left me breathless again.

“Yes. I’m also known for my inappropriate sense of humor, offensive jokes, and callous treatment of sensitive topics. I’m a sore loser and an even worse winner.”

I shook my head at him, unable to help my smile. “Shouldn’t you be playing up your good points? Isn’t that what guys do when they’re interested in a girl?”

“But you’ve never been kissed,” he responded, his tone still flat but his eyes dancing with mischief, “and you’ve never dated. This is my chance to ruin you for anyone else.”

“By telling me all about how terrible you are?”

“By being honest. By playing no games. When I tell you that I’m a selfish bastard, I mean it. And when I tell you that you’re wonderful and amazing and stunning and definitely the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever met, you’ll know I mean that, too.”

My smile fell because I couldn’t sustain it under the weight of his impassioned words, and my stupid heart thundered, galloped, beat out a violent staccato. I held perfectly still, watching him, suspicious of the feelings he’d stirred because they felt irrational and uncontrollable.

I swallowed and managed to whisper, “You don’t know me.”

“Not all of you…” his eyes drifted to my lips, seemed to sharpen, “but I will.”

“I have a date tomorrow, with Mark from art history,” I said dumbly; the words felt like a sad little shield against his onslaught of honesty.

“I know.”

“I’m going.”

“I know. You should.”

I could barely breathe.

“You’re confusing me,” I said.

“You’re a smart girl. You’ll figure it out. And I…I will be patient.”

 Abruptly I was aware that the suite had fallen silent, Dara and Hivan’s activities having reached their natural conclusion. Comprehending this, I found I couldn’t hold Greg’s stare. My body felt needy, tight, straining, and restless. I didn’t know what to do with myself.

All my life, my body had been a tool, frequently a disappointment, but not ever a part of me. First, because of the rigors of my training, it was a means to an end. Then during surgery and treatment, it felt like a failure.

But suddenly, in this room, with this man, it was my mind that felt disconnected from the rest of me. My body felt like it was the victim, on the side of right; my mind was the failure, the disappointment, the mess.

“However…”

Startled, I jumped a little when he spoke, and I felt his hand reach out to remove the book from my lap. My eyes darted to his. 

“… there is one thing I want, and I’m afraid time does not allow me to be patient on the matter.” 

Greg’s eyes hijacked mine, his gaze intent and calculating. He stood, tossed the book to the floor beside my chair. Looking down at me, he placed his knee between my legs and nudged them apart. I acquiesced without resistance.

He then placed his hands on me and spread my thighs, sending shocks of awareness to the pit of my stomach. My breath hitched as Greg knelt between my open legs and wrapped his big hands around my knees.

“I’m going to take this from you, but you shouldn’t be surprised because you know I’m a selfish bastard.” His voice was low, gravely, almost a whisper, his lips just inches from mine. “But I also want to make sure it’s done right. I don’t know this Mark from art history. He could be a rubbish kisser, scarring you for life. It might take me years of kiss-therapy to undo the damage.”

Despite all the raging emotions and fluttering and twistings and hot flashes and yearning, his words struck me as hysterically funny. I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing.

His tone turned mock-stern, “Prepare yourself. I’m going to kiss you now.”

I nodded once as I searched his eyes, found them slightly hazy, dark and hot; and I knew—despite his protests to the contrary—his motives weren’t entirely selfish. He’d guessed how I felt about him. He might be taking something, but he was also giving me a gift in return.

Greg paused, giving me a chance to push him away, though I sensed something like desperation behind his stare. I didn’t push him away.

He closed his eyes.

I held my breath.

His generous mouth brushed mine.

A spike of something new and warm raced through me, making me tremble.

My eyelids drifted closed.

His fingers tightened on my legs.

I pressed my mouth to his.

He retreated a fraction, our lips separating, then returned, his head tilted slightly to the side, his mouth moving against mine, massaging.

I breathed him in, lifted my hands, and cupped his jaw, feeling like I needed to hold him in place.

He retreated again, again just a fraction, and returned to bite me lightly, lick my bottom lip.

I moaned.

His hands slid up my thighs, sending shivers straight to my lower belly.

I arched my back.

His grip settled on my waist, his palms on the bare skin of my midriff, his thumbs stroking my lower ribs.

I pressed my mouth more firmly to his, feeling a building sense of urgency.

But then, he retreated a third time, and this time he did not return.

I groaned.

He chuckled.

I opened one eye.

He was grinning.

I frowned. “No tongue?”

He laughed, obviously surprised, his smile brilliant, and cocked his head to the side as my hands moved to his shoulders.

“No guy should give you tongue for your first kiss. Tongue requires practice and feels a bit like a slimy alien creature if you’re not prepared for it or if it’s not done properly.”

I laughed at his description. “So what do I need to do? How do I prepare for it?”

“Well…” he glanced over my shoulder, and his voice took on an instructional air. “First you have to want it-”

“I want it.”

His smile was quick and just as quickly suppressed. He cleared his throat. “Well, then, I shall give it to you.”

I closed my eyes immediately and lifted my chin in offering, expecting him to lean forward as he’d done before, feeling giddy and excited and a little intoxicated. I waited, my hands on his shoulders, his on my stomach.

When he didn’t come to me, my lashes fluttered open. I found Greg watching me, his brown eyes looking lost, almost mournful, as they moved over my face.

“Ask me when I knew,” he said.

I frowned, confused by his request, and studied him, hoping I’d discover his meaning. At length, still perplexed, I did as he instructed.

“When did you know?”

I watched him take a breath, and with it all pretense fell away. All his walls, all his cleverness, all his grandstanding and pretending. He looked vulnerable, and it made my chest ache.

“When I saw you…” he whispered, leaning forward, his eyes on mine until he became blurry. He slid his nose against my nose, nipped my bottom lip. My mouth parted in response.

“I saw you…” he kissed my parted lips, “you’d bent over to pick up your pen, or some such item…” he kissed me again, this time on the corner of my mouth, and my eyelids fell, my heart swelling, my breath catching, “and I thought to myself…” one more press of his lips on my jaw, “I thought, I am going to tap that ass.”

My eyes flew open, as did my mouth, and my head reared back, “Greg!”

“And other things!” He grinned, wagging his eyebrows, pulling me forward, “I thought, I am going to tap that ass, as well as other things all having to do with how lovely you are and how much I respect you as a person.”

Uncontainable laughter erupted from my chest, and I pushed him away, “You are unbelievable!”

“Yes, darling.” He kissed my neck as I leaned away. “I hear that all the time.”

I barked another laugh and shook my head, his kisses hot against my neck, sending tremors of delight racing through me. “Get off of me!”

“I will, but first I must taste you…” He bit my neck, making me moan.

He did this for a while, kneeling before me, his hands roaming, my limbs growing limp, and heat gathering in my stomach. Eventually his mouth found its way back to mine, and he kissed me, this time with tongue.

He was right.

It did feel like a slimy alien creature—for about three seconds.

Then it felt wonderful.

THE END… for now. ;-)

Happily Ever Ninja (book #5 in the Knitting in the City series) releases in Summer/Fall 2015





Note from the Author

Dear Reader, I hope you enjoyed the quick scenes and glimpses into the lives of Janie and Quinn, Elizabeth and Nico, Sandra and Alex, Drew and Ashley, and Fiona and Greg.

When I started on this crazy, inexplicable journey back in March 2013, I honestly had no idea these characters and their stories would garner such interest. Truly, I couldn’t (and still can’t) imagine that anyone would want to read about my weird characters. Watching the reviews come in for Neanderthal Seeks Human and the subsequent attention for each of the following books (especially Love Hacked back in March 2014) has been completely flabbergasting.

I’ve often felt like this is all happening to another person, or that I’ll wake up with a mustache and someone telling me to make the doughnuts.

Therefore, you can understand how grateful I am to each of you for your existence. These scenes were written and this small collection published because I wanted to express how enormously humbled and appreciative I am.

I often tell other authors that I have THE BEST readers. I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true. I do have the best readers. I used to doubt my ability to write; however, now that I’ve interacted with so many of you, I’ve realized that my writing must be smart, funny, witty, heartfelt, and engaging—because that’s who my readers are.
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Chapter One

The Email Checker: When one pretends to be checking his/her email on a smartphone, but is instead actually taking a picture of a person/the people directly in front of him/her.

Best for: Most situations where it is socially acceptable to be checking email, e.g. coffee shops, while dining alone at a restaurant, waiting for public transportation.

Do not use: In locations with no cell phone or internet reception.

 

Annie

I’m not going to pretend that I have pristine intentions. But to be fair, when he initially entered the restaurant I was already checking my email.

In fact, I didn’t look up from my phone until I heard the kerfuffle and squawking of excited females. These sounds—giggling, squeals, oooohhhhh, whispered Oh My God! and Is that really him?—typically accompanied the arrival of a male celebrity. I’m especially tuned into the signs and symptoms for two reasons: my job and my hobby.

I am the primary project lead of the Social Media Marketing division at Davidson & Croft Media. My specialty is transforming reputations in the court of public opinion. Give me a disgraced celebrity, politician, or public figure—sex tape scandal, DUIs, arrests, the great rehab escape, sex-ting an intern (what I call ‘Donkey Donging’)—and I will transform that person’s image.

I will make her sparkle. I will make him shine. I am legendary in my field. I am the best at what I do.

And I admit this as truth with absolutely no conceit or vanity, because I’m terrible at almost everything else in life. Take walking or talking for instance, never mind attempting both at the same time. Or smiling. Or not being weird. Or not creeping people out. Or not being the cause of every awkward silence in a five mile radius.

The only other things at which I excel in life are: 1) responsible financial planning, 2) my hobby blog, and 3) eating.

Which brings me to now and Tom’s Southern Kitchen and the group of ladies molting feathers left and right as they try to dry hump the remarkably attractive and muscular man who has just entered.

I’d lifted just my eyes, peering at him and the women as I tried to place his face. He was standing in profile and his handsome mouth was curved in a patient, polite smile. I couldn’t tell if he was enjoying the attention or if he just had exceedingly excellent manners.

Regardless, he looked quite a lot like the Irish actor Colin Farrell, except a Colin Farrell who’d been working out non-stop, had thighs like tree trunks, and was ten to fifteen years younger. So, maybe a Colin Farrell just back from a visit to the plastic surgeon and a CrossFit boot camp. This glorious specimen of maleness had dark brown hair, spiky and short. His nose was perfect, almost adorable, but somehow fit his face. His jaw was angular and strong. He even had the actor’s high cheekbones, dark brown eyebrows, thick lashes, and doe eyes.

I couldn’t decide if this guy was a doppelganger or if he was the real deal; but it didn’t really matter. He would be perfect for my Saturday Celebrity Stalker post. It was, without fail, the most popular post every week.

Which leads me to my greatest and most closely held secret. The truth is that I, Annie Catrel, am The Socialmedialite, the owner and purveyor of the blog, New York’s Finest.

That’s right.

I’m the Socialmedialite

I’m that girl, the most influential infotainment blogger in the world.

And, because I am meticulous about my security protocols, no one knows who I am… that I am she… that she is me.

Never mind. You know what I mean.

Anyway, Saturday Celebrity Stalker is my weekly post dedicated to celebrities or their lookalikes wherein their physical features are picked apart John Madden style (John Madden being the famous American football coach then announcer who loved to draw on the home viewers’ TV screen with circles, arrows, and random lines to demonstrate errors in football plays).

Except, I do this to celebrities (almost exclusively male celebrities) and question their judgment regarding grooming, makeup (yes, makeup), clothes, and accessory choices. And, if they’re walking a dog, I do it to their little dog too.

The level to which I pick apart the celebrity’s lack of judgment depends on several factors, and I’m the first to admit I’m a good deal easier or/nicer to those people with talent than I am to celebriturds (people who are famous because they’re famous/rich, with no redeeming qualities to offer society) and celebritrash (celebriturds who are also fame whores).

However, I try not to comment too much on bodies or facial features. Personally I feel like we—western culture—are so body obsessed, there’s no need for me to add to the hysteria. Especially since these famous people already give me so much fodder with their ridiculous million dollar fanny packs (made in third world sweat shops) and their gold plated floss holders.

Why does anyone need a gold plated floss holder? Tell me. Why? Why? Why?

I don’t know. I don’t get it.

Most men loved being featured on my blog. My posts typically resulted in emails of praise and thanks from publicity hungry agents and celebrities. Sometimes they’d make a donation to charity in the name of the blog or respond with a self-deprecating parody on YouTube.

I took care to focus on satire, poking fun at the extremes, playfully objectifying these untouchable gods among men. Women, especially females of notoriety, in our society had to suck up and swallow daily doses of criticism about everything—too fat, too skinny, wearing the same outfit twice in public, having an opinion—from fake TV personalities and tabloid vultures.

In comparison to these self-esteem vampires, I provided a public service. So I make fun of these famous-people-specific idiosyncrasies on a blog followed by twenty million people. It was all in good fun.

The lookalike continued to smile and sign napkins for the group of ladies. He might not have actually been the Irish actor, but he was definitely a somebody. Luckily for him, it was 3:30 p.m. on a Thursday afternoon; that meant Tom’s Southern Kitchen was virtually empty of customers. Surreptitiously, I angled my telephone and clicked out of my email, pulling up my smartphone’s camera.

I then took about forty or fifty shots over the next two minutes, until my view of the hubbub was blocked by a waiter bringing over my bag of takeout. I didn’t quite make eye contact with my server as I paid for the food, collected my belongings as leisurely as I could manage, and left the small restaurant.

Eye contact is difficult for me. I know that seems strange; it is strange. For the longest time I assumed I was just very shy; that is until I started engaging with people online. That’s when I discovered in-real-life-Annie is shy. She is reclusive and quiet. She observes. She seldom speaks. She dislikes attention of any kind.

But the Socialmedialite, my online handle, is gregarious and silly. She is opinionated. She craves interaction and attention. She is clever and witty (mostly because, online, wittiness is not a factor of time; in real life you have to be quick-witted in order to be considered witty).

My bag slung over my shoulder, I carried the takeout in one hand and held my phone in the other. I was eager to thumb through my new pictures on the short walk back to my apartment. I hadn’t taken notice of much except for the guy’s resemblance to the Irish actor while sitting at my table pretending to check my email.

Therefore I was anxious to analyze what he was wearing, what he was carrying, and any other potentially remarkable external manifestations of eccentricity. I turned the corner of XXX and XXX, now just a half block from my building, and studied the shots.

Initially, all I saw was a guy who looked like Colin Farrell with a strange looking, albeit small, apparatus strapped to his back, his feet in those God-awful toe-shoes that make the wearer look like a hobbit. His shirt was lime green, skin tight, highlighting his impressively muscled physique, and appeared to be made of Lycra; his thighs were chorded and thick, plainly visible because he wore spandex—black spandex, not lime green.

On 99.9% of people, this outfit would have looked completely ridiculous. But not on this guy. He looked hot. Really, really hot.

However, during my second, third, and fourth perusal—and especially in the pictures where his face was turned toward the natural light of the windows—I noted something remarkable about his eyes. Though his mouth held a wide, welcoming grin, his eyes struck me as sad. Terribly, terribly sad. And when I say struck me I mean they made my steps falter and slow, and a sudden involuntary intake of breath.

Here was this guy, physical perfection, obviously living a charmed life, walking around with mesmerizingly sad, soulful eyes. They were the kind of eyes that pull you in, ensnare you, bind you, hold you and your focus and your priorities hostage.

They took my breath away.

Some strange, long dormant and heavily suppressed instinct urged me to run back to the restaurant, wrap him in my arms, and cradle him to my bosom. My heart gave a little twist. I wanted to kiss away his hurts… or at least make his hurts some cookies.

I shook myself, forcing my feet to move purposefully forward toward home, and burry these arresting and unwelcomed instinctual reactions.

The critic in me reassessed the image and couldn’t ignore the toe-shoes, the lime green workout shirt, or the spandex—SPANDEX!—shorts. Even the top 1% of good looking men should know better than to wear spandex shorts outside of a sporting event.

Just… no.

Sad and soulful notwithstanding, this man needed an intervention.

Although, spandex is nice for highlighting…

Struck by sudden curiosity, and because I am a red-blooded woman, I zoomed in on the area of his groin.

That’s right, I’m a reclusive pervert and I make no apologies for it. And, giving the matter some thought, a reclusive, shy pervert is much preferable to an extroverted pervert. I might also be a tad sexually starved since I avoid all physical, real life human interaction.

Just a tad.

I walked past my doorman and into my building, keeping my attention affixed to the phone as I studied the bulge in the man’s spandex running shorts. Tearing my bottom lip between my teeth, I boarded the elevator and tried another picture; in this one he was angled toward the window, half facing the camera. I zoomed in a bit more.

“Whatever you’re looking at must be really interesting.”

I jumped back and away from the voice, sucking in a startled breath, jostling the bag of takeout in my hand and clutching my phone to my chest. I hadn’t realized that I was not alone on the elevator.

I found him, my companion, looking at me with an amused smile. His blue eyes were suspicious, but good-natured, slits. I recognized him immediately as my very tall, very nice looking, ambiguously single next door neighbor.

Ambiguously single because he always had a date, but it was never the same lady friend twice.

I didn’t blame him, not at all. By all outward appearances this guy was a hot commodity. Impeccably tailored designer suit and Italian leather shoes that announced both power and wealth; a chiseled jaw beneath perfectly formed lips framing stunningly white teeth; strong nose, bright blue eyes, expertly spiked and shaped blond hair. He looked like the type that subscribed to a beauty regimen. I was pretty sure his eyebrows were plucked and shaped by a professional.

I guesstimated his age as just cresting thirty; hard to tell with meterosexualizing of his appearance. Add to all this a body that reminded me of a cyclist or a runner—lean and well maintained—he was a well groomed wolf in wolf’s clothing and the females in Manhattan were helpless sheep.

After two seconds of stunned staring, I ripped my eyes from his amused half-lidded gaze and blinked around the mirrored space, trying to get my bearings.

“Sorry,” he said, not sounding sorry; in fact, I was pretty sure he was trying not to laugh. “Sorry I scared you.”

I shook my head, my phone still clutched to my chest, and affixed my attention to the floor of the elevator.

“It’s fine. I was just startled.” I said, swallowing.

We were quiet for a beat but I could feel his eyes on me. I glanced at the display above the floor buttons, trying to gauge how much longer I was going to have to share the elevator with Mr. Ambiguously Single.

To my dismay, he spoke again. “You’re Annie, right?”

I nodded, my eyes flickering to the side to glance at him then back to the display.

“I’m your neighbor, Kurt.” In my peripheral vision I saw that he’d turned completely toward me and offered his hand.

I glanced at him again, at his friendly, easy smile and friendly, easy eyes. Then I glanced at the takeout bag in my right hand and the phone held to my chest. I seriously debated whether or not to shrug and say nothing.

See, the problem with being a really well paid shy person is that you have no incentive to ascribe to social niceties and norms. My company loves me (most of the time), the clients love me, they love the magic I work. I seldom go into the office—only Wednesdays and Fridays. I have an office, I just prefer to work from home.

I’m not agoraphobic. I go out in public, I walk five miles in the park every day, I love the Natural History Museum and visit once a week; as well, I frequent places where celebrities are typically spotted so I can get shots for the blog. Being a lurker doesn’t require social interaction. Therefore, if I speak—in person—to more than ten people during any given week then it’s been an above average week.

Nevertheless, some part of me rebelled against being rude. I might contemplate becoming a wackadoodle recluse in my brain, but I could never fully commit to the role. Therefore, I shifted my belongings, placed my phone—with the crotch shot—into my bag, and accepted his hand for a quick shake.

But it wasn’t a quick shake. His fingers tightened around mine until I lifted my eyes to his and relaxed my hand. His gaze expectant, interested; his smile soft and really very attractive. I was perplexed as to why he was wielding both in my direction.

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Annie.” He sounded like he meant it.

I returned his smile as best as I could, felt my eyebrows lift on my forehead. “You too, Kurt.”

“We should get together some time. Get to know each other.” He said these words in a rush, almost like he was afraid I might disappear before he finished speaking.

“Yeah.” I nodded, trying to mimic his intonation of sincerity. “Sure. We should do that.”

Thankfully the doors opened. I took advantage of the distraction to pull my hand from his and dart out of the elevator. Of course he was close behind since we both lived on the same floor.

“You know, we’ve lived next door for going on two years and this is the first time we’ve spoken to each other?” He asked this conversationally, with a lilt of humor in his voice.

“Hmm,” was all I said, placing my takeout on the floor and digging in my bag for my key.

I did know it. But I didn’t think it was all that remarkable. He was a good looking playboy who likely spent more on one bottle of moisturizer than I did on all my hygiene products over the course of a year. I was a mousy, low maintenance hermit. The chances that we moved in similar social circles or had similar interests were not good. Not good at all. Why talk to a person if you had nothing in common with them? What would that accomplish other than a painfully stunted conversation?

Successfully unlocking the door, I tossed the keys back in my bag and picked up the food. Kurt hovered at my side, leaning against the wall. Again I could feel his eyes on me. Rather than ignoring him and ducking into my apartment, I turned slightly and gave him a small wave.

“Well, I’m going to go inside now and eat this food,” I held the bag up as evidence, “See you around.”

“We should trade numbers,” he said, reaching into his back pocket for his phone, “so we can arrange dinner.”

My smile morphed into a frown and I stared at him, my next words slipping out before I could catch them. “Are you serious?”

Kurt’s eyes flickered to mine, a crooked smile tugging at the corner of his mouth; “Of course I’m serious. I never joke about dinner.”

He said the words so smoothly, like words should be said, like an expert in banter and flirtation. My heart gave an uncomfortable twist then took off at a gallop. It was one thing to trade polite chit-chat in the elevator with my beautiful neighbor when I was certain it would lead nowhere. It was quite another to give aforementioned beautiful neighbor my telephone number and, therefore, permission to contact me for a shared meal.

I couldn’t do that.

I couldn’t.

My table manners were terrible. I’d never been taught.

I sucked at conversation and therefore always ended up tongue tied, silent, and beet red.

I cussed like a sailor.

My wardrobe consisted of black, gray, or brown pants, skirts, and tights; and oversized black, grey, or brown sweaters. I was wallpaper. This was purposeful.

I stared at his phone with helpless panic—confused, horrified. I waited a beat for him to say, “Just kidding!”

But he didn’t. Instead he lifted his gaze to mine. It moved over my face then back to my eyes—his were still easy and friendly—and I was paralyzed.

His smile widened. “You are too cute…” he said these words like he was talking to himself.

I started, flinched, my eyelashes fluttering at the unexpected compliment, and I gave into the panic. Looking everywhere but at him, I darted into my apartment, saying lamely, “Uh, my phone is broken or needs repair or got lost, so I’ll just give you the number later, when it’s fixed or I find it. But it was really nice meeting you. Goodbye.”

And, with that, I shut the door in Kurt’s face.

***

New York’s Finest

March 13

If Sporty Spice married a hobbit, had a three-way with a leprechaun, and then gave birth to a sexy, bizarre baby (paternity unknown)

Guess who was spotted this week looking equal parts hot and ridiculous in every kind of synthetic fabric currently manufactured by the miracle of chemical engineering? None other than Colin Farrell (or his doppelganger) down near the Village. Obviously no one loves him. Friends don’t let friends dress like this (unless it’s cosplay or part of a bedroom role-play fantasy). If you take a look at the pictures above, you’ll certainly understand my horror at finding anyone willing to wear lime green Lycra and speedo running shorts. The only explanation I can think of is that he was drunk (you know how those Irish enjoy their whiskey… and beer… and any and all alcohol). 

I could have forgiven the spandex, but I can’t forgive the freaky feet. Toe-shoes are never okay. They’re weird and disturbing and really, really pretentious. And, as an aside, for those of you who are interested in looking like a hobbit, this particular brand of toe-shoe will set you back $635. That’s right! You too can look like a weird little man for the very low price of six hundred and thirty five dollars!!! WTF?

Also, for the record, Colin needs to invest in a cup. Yes, I enjoy the occasional bulge, but this bulge was verging on concealed weapon status. If he continues to run around in these spandex shorts, he will only have himself to blame for the gropings. Goodness, if I’d been within arms-reach I definitely would have copped a feel. Amiright, ladies? You all know how I like my bangers and mash and there’s nothing more Irish than sausage!

Booyah!

<3 The Socialmedialite
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