
Wrong Number

(Time Stands Still Book 1)


Table of Contents

Title Page

Wrong Number (Time Stands Still, #1)

© 2020 Carlie Yates

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41

CHAPTER 42

CHAPTER 44

CHAPTER 45

CHAPTER 46

CHAPTER 47

THE EPIC-LOGUE

Authors (especially indie!) rely on your reviews. Please take a moment to review this novel on the platform that it was purchased from. It is appreciated more than you will ever know!

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

STALK ME (really just follow, but stalk me was catchy)

ADDITIONAL BOOKS BY CARLIE YATES

THANK YOUS AND LOVE BOMBS

A novel by Carlie Yates

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

© 2020 Carlie Yates



[image: ]
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CHAPTER 1
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IF INANIMATE OBJECTS could be murdered, this ringing phone that has jarred me from my sleep would be meeting its untimely demise. I was growling at it as I woke, and now I am laying here glaring at the caller i.d., which shows that whoever is on the other line has blocked their number. 

“Fuck. You.”

I turn from the phone as my answering machine downstairs kicks on, and I mentally dare them to leave a callback number. You know—paybacks being bitches and all.

They don’t.

Instead they hang up, silencing that ancient machine while my generic greeting was mid-sentence. Ah, well. “Good riddance then.”

I settle back into my pillows, adjusting them to cradle my head and neck as I think... Talia Emerson, it’s a damn good thing you didn’t answer that phone. I am the first to admit what a bitch I can be when in lack-of-sleep mode.  It’s 2:35 in the morning, and I have class at eight A.M. sharp, so sleep needs to resume with a quickness. Maybe I can go back to that dream, the one where I’m on the beach and a perfect size zero, or maybe a two. What woman doesn’t want to lose a little... bit... 

“Fucking hell.”

My phone is ringing again.

This asshole isn’t going to bother with the answering machine, I’m sure, so I do a preemptive strike. I pick up the receiver to my equally ancient bedside phone, then hang up just as quickly. 

There.

Hopefully they get the hint.

I close my eyes and begin my backwards count to calm and center myself.

Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven.

“Fuck!”

There’s obviously only one way to get this asshole to quit calling, so I pick up the receiver and hope my tone gets my point across.

“Who the hell is this and what do you want?”

“I’m sorry I woke you.” 

Oh, fuck... that voice... that deep, scratchy male voice with a slight slur in it... I am stunned silent by it. 

“I was looking for John.”

Huh? Who? “There’s no John here.” I almost feel guilty for snapping at him, but damn... hello! It’s going on three in the morning. He rattles off the number, telling me that’s what he’d meant to dial, and I’m almost mesmerized. 

Just almost, though. 

“Yes, that’s the number you dialed. No, there’s no John here.” Without a second thought I add, “And if you were going to prank me, you could have come up with something better than that.”

“Pardon?”

I rub the sleep from my eyes as I answer. “Why not ask for Mr. Pedaso? You know, first name Stu.” Why am I even talking to this person? Lack of sleep, that must be it.

“I’m not pranking you, and I don’t know a Stu Ped...” His voice trails off and he laughs softly. Did I get butterflies at that? Really, Talia? No... no, I didn’t. That would be ridiculous. “That’s good. That’s very good.”

I flop onto my back and stare up at the ceiling, chastising myself for starting even the tiniest bit of a conversation with this stranger to begin with. “Thank you, but really... there’s no John here.”

“This is the number he gave me, I swear.”

“Well, he gave you the wrong number.”

And I hang up.

I stare at my phone, a strange sense of... something, I’m not sure what, coming over me. Do I know his voice from somewhere? Impossible. And if I do, I suppose I’ll never figure out where I know it from.

Except he’s calling me again. Shit, shit, shit.

I’m not even bothering with niceties this time.

“Look, I—”

“Honest, I’m not pranking you. I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry.”

I sigh at his words and shake my head, even though he can’t see me. “Okay, so you’re not pranking, and you’re sorry. Could you have at least waited until a decent hour to call back and apologize?” I watch the moonlight cast an eerie shadow on the wall as I hear him inhale sharply. I don’t know why, but I add, “You interrupted a very nice dream.”

“Perhaps because I’ve had a bit too much to drink and would forget at a decent hour.” Why this makes me grin, I have no idea. I must be losing my damn mind. “But a nice dream? Really, now? What kind of dream?”

I choose to ignore his question, even though I find myself smiling wider. “Okay, fine, apology accepted. My alarm goes off in a couple of hours and—”

“Good! So, you have time to chat.”

I let out one short laugh. “You don’t know who I am, I don’t know who you are, why would I want to chat with you?”

“Well, I know you’re not John.”

And again, I am laughing.

“So, what is your name?”

No way, pal. “Not telling. Who are you?”

“That’s an odd name.” He’s most definitely a smart ass. “Ello, Not Telling, nice to make your acquaintance.” And he also cannot fake a British accent to save his life.

But still, he makes me laugh even more.

“Oh, that was bad. And you are?”

“I’m not John.”

Can I blame my fit of giggles on my lack of sleep? Because, really... I don’t fucking giggle. At all. “You can’t be not John, because I’m not John.”

“You can’t be Not John because you’re Not Telling.”

I cover my mouth to stop the near yelp of laughter from escaping. This must be what my best friend Jaden calls being slap-happy tired. “Okay, fine. I’ll be Not Telling, and you can be Not John.”

“Right.” 

Are those chill bumps on my arms? Really? It’s just a voice, Talia, get a grip.

“So, I’m not John. Except technically I am, or I was but I’m not now, and I’m not that John. You know, the one I’m looking for, because I obviously wouldn’t be looking for myself.”

“So that’s your name?”

“Nope.”

Okay, I’m confused. “Then how can you be John but not, and yet Not John if it isn’t your name?”

“I used to be, but I’m not that John. Or the kind of John you sit on, either. Or the kind that picks up hookers, because that would be... just no. And you’re laughing at me?”

And here I was sure that I’m being quiet. Busted. “Totally not my fault.”

“Like totally?”

“You ass.”

“I prefer Not John, thank you.”

I wipe a tear that has formed in the corner of my eye, a side effect of attempting to stifle the laughter. I am obviously failing at this.

“So, we’ll just stick to the original. You’re Not Telling, and I’m Not John. Except I am, sort of, at least in this conversation. And kind of used to be every day, except... you know...”

“Not,” I finish for him.

“See? You’re catching on.”

Wait a minute... “So, it’s your middle name?”

“Ding, ding, ding! It was! We have a winner. Just don’t tell anyone. And pretend I didn’t tell you. I probably shouldn’t have given you that tad bit of information at all, but I did, and you’ll just have to deal with it. So there.”

“So there?” What is he, five? 

“Is there a problem, Not Telling?”

“No, no problem at all.”

Except I haven’t hung up yet. And I’m sitting here in the middle of the night on the phone. With a stranger, no less. 

“And now you know more about me than I do about you, so...” He draws that word out a bit, and the familiarity strikes a chord, disturbing distant memories, stunning me silent once more. “So, yeah. What was I saying? Oh, right. Not Telling and Not John... are you okay there?”

His question brings me back to the present. “I don’t know. I’m sitting here in the middle of the night, talking to a stranger who could easily be some freakish stalker, and...” I pause, not knowing if I should say the rest or not.

“And what?”

Fuck it. “And laughing more than I have in ages.”

“Right, right, I’m good for a laugh. So, I’ve been told, anyway.” Now he sounds almost sad, and my smile fades. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be bothering you like this, you’re right. It’s the middle of the night, and the wrong number—like you said.”

I had said that, but now... “Wait... John?”

“Not John.” His laugh is soft, maybe with a bit of remorse in it. Why the hell is it causing my chest to ache? “I’ll have to remember that one.”

“Christine,” I say suddenly, with only a moment of regret. “And you don’t have to go, really.”

“Christine, that’s beautiful.” The way he breathes my middle name has me shivering involuntarily. 

“But not really Christine, and the joke can only go so far because I don’t know of anything else called Christine. Except that one car, which I am not.”

“Ah, your middle name. Now I know something about you as well.” He pauses, the laughter gone from his voice, and I hear him take a drink before a lighter strikes and I hear him inhaling what I assume is a cigarette. “I’m sorry I woke you up, really. G’nite, Not Telling.”

I smile wistfully. “Good night, Not John.” After I hear the click on the other end of the line, I hang up my phone and settle back down into my pillows.

Wide awake.

There’s no way I can sleep now, not with that strange phone call playing over and over in my mind. I feel as if I’ve talked to this person before or have at least heard his voice somewhere. Maybe my mind isn’t playing a trick; maybe it’s just someone from school, or at work.

Or maybe it really is some stranger who feels just as alone as I do so often.

And I wonder, even as I’m getting ready for school a few short hours later, if that stranger is thinking of me, too.
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CHAPTER 2
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FATE.

What a strange word—fate. Even looking up the definition hasn’t changed my mind, but I write it down anyway.

Something that unavoidably befalls a person; fortune; lot.

“I think she’s referring to the second definition here,” Jaden whispers in my direction, quietly enough as to not disturb the professor’s current diatribe. Apparently, per the woman lecturing us from below, ‘fate’ is something merely used as a plot point in some of the novels we will be reading and analyzing and doesn’t actually exist. I glance down at the second definition of the word and my mouth draws into a cynical line.

The universal principle or ultimate agency by which the order of things is presumably described; the decreed cause of events; time.

It seems the professor and I are in full agreement on this one.

“Damn, Talia, not you, too.”

That’s the thing about Jaden Brogotti—as my best friend, she has somehow acquired the superpower of reading my thoughts by my facial expressions. Either that, or I am as transparent as they come. There’s no need in arguing with her at this point, though; as per usual, she’s correct.

“I have my reasons,” is all I whisper in return before I write down that second definition, along with a few doodled question marks around it. Hopefully I can stay awake through this lecture, thank you mysterious, probably drunk, wrong number guy.

I listen to the professor continue about the concept of fate, making mental notes of agreement as I do. Was it fate that had made my father sick when I was young? Was it fate that had stolen him from me long before he’d finally left this world, just when I’d needed him the most? I suppose fate also made my brothers and sisters shun me, and fate had steered me to the wrong crowd of friends. Oh, and let’s not forget fate having me steal my oldest sister’s medication and any other pill I could get my teenaged hands on to numb the pain. Fate had me running away to avoid the pain only to have my world crash around me. Oh... oh, here’s this one—fate had me in over my head and ‘in love’ with a man who turned out to be married, and also led me to refuse his request of silence when I’d found out. And who was to blame when I told his wife? Me, of course. 

“It would also mean we were fated to be friends,” Jaden whispers, and I shoot a hardly lethal glance in her direction. 

“We will be touching on this... subject matter a few times throughout this semester.” The professor’s voice is laden with disdain, a sentiment I can relate to. “Keep notes; you could be asked to give your own argument for or against the concept.”

I look down at my notebook, knowing I will probably be starting on said paper before the night is over. I don’t have a rotation at the hospital, I’m not going out with the girls until tomorrow, so what else is there to do? I guess I could clean, or organize more, or...

“Are you coming?”

...or miss that class has been dismissed while I was off in my own little world.

I smile up at Jaden without answering and gather my things into my messenger bag. “What time do I pick you and the girls up tomorrow?”

Her smile is still in place as she contemplates her answer. “You drive all the time,” she finally says as we make our way out of the lecture hall. The hot August air hits us when we step outside, its stickiness already wreaking havoc on my curls. I can’t imagine what my hair would be like had I attempted to straighten it today.

“And?” 

“And you need to have some fun, too.” She places her arm around my shoulder and gives me a quick shake without breaking stride. It is I who needs to walk a little faster, as I’m roughly three inches shorter. Her presence alone, though, has a calming effect on my otherwise anxious self, and since she garners far more of the boys’ attention with her dark features that her Italian father had blessed her with, I can relax even more.

“I do have fun.” My fun simply tends to consist of quietly observing most of the time.

“And I suppose you’ll come up with some reason to not drink when we go to Cleveland for the Jase Warner concert, too.”

“What?” I’m almost defensive at this point. “That’s different. We’ll be staying at a hotel, walking to the theater. What if we’re all obliterated and one of us gets lost... or... something?” Even I admit, although to myself, that it sounds like I’m making excuses, or grasping at straws, even. “But seriously, there’s no reason for me not to drive tomorrow. I’ll be coming off a shift at the hospital anyway.”

I know what she’s going to say even before she does.

“We’ll discuss it later.”

Translation: Jaden will refuse to let me be designated driver again. As a college senior, one would think I would be all about the drinking with someone else to drive me safely home. I suppose I got all my partying out of my system long before I was of legal age, though, because being impaired is hardly high on my priority list.

“Lunch on campus?” I ask as we approach the parking lot. Her raised eyebrow is all the answer I need, so I laugh and agree with a nod that we’ll meet at our usual spot at Crystal’s Bar and Grill. Crystal’s isn’t far from campus and sits just enough off the main drag to not be inundated with tons of students, so we know we can eat in relative peace. 

Jaden’s SUV is parked a few rows away, so she continues walking while I slide into the front seat of my car. In my haste to leave class, I had failed to properly close my messenger bag, and when I toss it on the seat beside me its contents spills onto the floor.

Of course. 

After starting the engine and setting the air conditioning to kill, I lean over to retrieve the contents of my bag. My wallet, still completely closed, is the first thing I toss back in. The second item I pick up is an old, tattered copy of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, its cover bent at an awkward angle to reveal the message written on the front page.

For when you’re lonely. ~J

I trace the words with my fingertip, the familiar pain of my long-ago life trying its best to consume me. 

“I suppose ‘fate’ took you from me, too.” I say the words out loud, even though ‘J’ isn’t anywhere in my life, let alone my car. With a sigh, I close the cover and stuff the book back into my bag—the same place I’ve carried it since I’d found it in a box that I’d packed away years before—and headed to Crystal’s for lunch.

––––––––
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“SO HOW MANY TICKETS should I buy?”

I glance up from my perfectly sauced boneless wings and know that Jaden is referring to the concert again. “I thought we’d agreed on five.”

“Right—you, me, Tish, Cass, and...” Her eyes narrow a bit, as if she is trying to remember who the fifth ticket is for.

“Iris.”

“Right, Tish’s aunt.”

“And my boss.” 

Jaden’s eyes light up. “A ha! That’s why you don’t want to drink in Cleveland.”

I shake my head at her incorrect assumption. “Iris has gone out with all of us before.” 

“And you were DD then, too.”

Was I? Fuck. Probably. 

“Isn’t she going tomorrow, too?”

I nod as I take a drink of my diet cola. “Meeting us there.”

“You’re drinking.”

I don’t have to pretend that I don’t understand why she’s stressing me drinking. Some would scream peer pressure, and in a way, I suppose it is.

It just isn’t for the reason that others would assume.

“You need to lighten up, Talia.”

I grin at her, but still refuse to give in.

“Seriously, you have got to stop being so uptight.”

And my grin fades. “I’m not uptight, Jaden.”

Did she just scoff at me? Really?

“When was the last time you just...” Her hands are gesturing, but I keep my eyes on her face. “You know, let your hair down? Had a great time, expectations be damned?”

“I don’t give a damn about expectations.”

“You only say you don’t, and before you remind me that you curse like a sailor, that doesn’t mean you aren’t uptight.”

“Yes it fucking does.” I’m grinning as I say this, but she isn’t biting.

“When was the last time you were in a relationship?”

That would be the time I was involved with the married fuckhead from hell, but that’s not a story I’m going to get into. “I don’t have time for a relationship. But while you’re stating the obvious about my lack of love life, what’s up with yours?”

“We aren’t talking about me; we’re talking about you.”

“And drinking isn’t going to suddenly increase my social status, nor increase the likelihood of me meeting a man I want to spend time with.” 

“You might actually, you know... talk.”

“I’m talking now.”

“Ah, so you’ll think about it.”

There really isn’t anything to think about.

“While I remind you that I know Jase Warner personally and can introduce you to him.”

Now I’m laughing. I get it, little miss gypsy meets and becomes friendly with nearly everyone out there. This one is legit, though, because I’ve heard the story about how they’d met before he’d even been signed. However, ... “I’m still not drinking tomorrow, Jaden.”

She smiles back at me and bats her eyelashes. “Yes, you are.”

I inhale deeply before I take another bite of chicken but say nothing.

I don’t have to.

And across the table, Jaden whispers, “Yes, you are.”

I throw my wadded-up napkin at her.

––––––––
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MY TWO STORY, ONE-BEDROOM townhome is the best thing that’s happened to me in quite some time. I’m still getting settled, rearranging, buying odds and ends that I need, but it’s all mine. I used some of the money left to me in a trust that was finally turned over to me for my deposit and some furniture, and my rent is mostly covered by my financial aid. What I can’t put a price on, though, is the fact that for the first time I’m completely on my own. If I choose to leave lights on, or clothes not picked up, or a spill on the counter, that’s my prerogative. I won’t have anyone going through my things the way my sisters had, or invading my space and privacy, or giving me hell about what I choose to do with my time.

So, what do I do the moment I get home?

Eat a quiet dinner, promptly wash and dry the dishes, clean up after myself, change into my pajamas, turn off unnecessary lights, and curl up in my Papasan chair with that tattered book in my hands.

And I sigh.

It’s a heavy sigh, one that feels like I’ve been holding it in for a while. I suppose I have, if I think of how many years I’ve had this book in my possession. It represents one of the most difficult times in my life. This book was given to me when my father was dying of cancer in the oncology wing of the latest and greatest cancer treatment center that had promised a miracle they couldn’t deliver. Okay, maybe they didn’t promise, but with the way my mother had hung on to hope far longer than she should have, forcing my father to remain alive long past the time when he could tell us his wishes... I can admit I’m more than a little bitter. 

But this book also represents the only light I’d had in my life at the time.

I remember bits and pieces of the boy—J, the only thing I know that is absolutely concrete about him. My memories of this period are sketchy at best, blocked by my refusal to relive the pain. But in that refusal, I also lost this boy. His face is a faded memory that I don’t even have a photograph to remind me of. I never knew his last name, and his first name had long since left my thoughts, only to return just last week when I’d unpacked this book. No, wait, I still can’t remember his first name. Just ‘J’. But the book... I hadn’t seen it since I’d packed it away in high school, until my unpacking began.

Again, I’m tracing the words written in slanted teenage boy script, only this time I’m wishing I could remember more. I don’t even know why I’m so fixated on this; he hasn’t crossed my mind in years, honestly. Maybe it is finding this book, the memories it stirs in me. Or maybe it is all the talk about the nonsense known as fate just a few hours ago. 

Maybe it’s Jaden’s fault for trying to pull me out of my self-imposed shell, the same way this boy had done in a waiting room two states over in Illinois.

I glance around my living room, satisfied I’ve done all I can for the day, before I make my way upstairs, leaving the book on the coffee table as I pass it. 

And the last thought that crosses my mind before sleep claims me is how fate, if it really exists, will bring that boy back into my life.
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HE HASN’T CALLED BACK. Phone guy, that is.

Of course he hasn’t; it had been a wrong number, after all.

That hasn’t stopped me from waking up periodically, checking the time, checking to see if I’d somehow slept through my phone ringing. Considering I have a shift at the hospital in the morning, this isn’t the smartest thing I could do. I am so tired by the end of it that I barely remember driving home, let alone crashing onto my bed fully clothed.

When the ringing phone wakes me, one glance at the clock tells me that I’ve been asleep for two hours already. The second thought in my head makes my stomach feel like it has dropped to my feet.

What if it’s him?

Mustering up the friendliest voice I can, I answer my phone with the standard, “Hello?”

“Oh, yay! Talli’s in a good mood!” Tish sounds happy enough to make me smile, and it doesn’t hurt that I can’t argue with her, remind her how I haven’t gone by ‘Talli’ since high school.  “Cass said she’s driving tonight, so we’ll be picking you up about seven or so.”

Yeah, I don’t think so. “Maybe I should drive. I’m really tired.”

“All the more reason for you to not drive. And Iris can’t make it, so no more excuses.” Well, shit. “Now, what’s gotten you into such a fabulous mood?”

A guy. A guy who may or may not be a serial killer. A guy who called me up, whose voice gave me chills, who made me laugh and feel completely at ease.

“Can I plead the fifth?” I ask instead.

“Hell no you don’t, you’d better spill. What’s his name?”

“I don’t know. I mean...” Shit. 

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

Good one, Talia. How are you going to get out of this now?

I hear commotion, the picking up of another extension, and Jaden’s voice comes across the line. “You’ve been holding out on us.” 

“Not exactly,” I try to explain, but it seems I’m not going to get a word in edgewise now.

“She’s lying.” 

That’s Tish interrupting me, and Jaden follows directly after.

“I say we pour large amounts of alcohol down her throat.”

“Then we’ll make you talk,” Tish finishes. 

“Are you going to sic Cass on me, too?” I ask, trying and failing to stop grinning.

Tish is the one who answers. “She’s not here right now. She’s taking a nap.”

“How’s come she gets to take a nap when she’s driving, but I take a nap and I’m not allowed to drive?” 

“Um, Talli... she’s not going to be taking a nap while she’s driving,” is Tish’s smartass reply.

Yeah, yeah. “I asked for that, didn’t I?”

“Pretty much. Don’t you agree, Jaden?”

“She’s losing it, Tish.”

“I so am not!” My smile is giving away my lightheartedness, and for a moment I wonder if it’s possible to hear a smile through the phone.

“This calls for much vodka,” Tish says. “Perhaps with cranberry juice in it. Or maybe some... what the fuck is it that she drinks all the time?”

“White Russians,” Jaden answers above my laughter.

“See? I obviously do drink from time to time,” I try to interject, to no avail.

“It’s not my style,” Tish continues, “but if it will get her drunk...”

“...and spilling about this guy...”

“Oh, yeah. I’m all for it. This is happening.”

I have to interject. “This is not happening.”

“Tish, did you hear something?”

“Not a word,” Tish replies, and I’m rolling my eyes at my darling friends.

“Okay, I’m going back to sleep now so the two of you will have to commence your evil planning without me. Just know that it won’t work.”

“Says who?”

I’m not sure which one of them that was, but I simply laugh and hang up the phone.

Maybe they’re right; maybe I need to be the one to loosen up a bit, relax, and just have a good time. I smile again as the phone rings almost immediately, and without hesitation I answer.

“I’m still not drinking tonight.”

“I didn’t know drinking was a requirement.”

Oh... OH... Phone guy, Not John... he’s calling me again. Well, obviously, since he’s on the other line, and I’m just sitting here with my mouth open like some idiot.

“Are you still there, or have you hung up on me?”

I snap out of my stunned silence. How does he always do this to me? “I’m here. Hello, Not John.”

“Ah, it is you. Hello, Not Telling. I was concerned I’d gotten the wrong number... or the right one this time... or the incorrect wrong number.”

I want to laugh, but I’m afraid I’ll offend him. “Are you angry with me?” I ask instead, and immediately regret it. Seriously, Talia, why would this guy be angry with you? And furthermore, who cares?

Oh, right. For some unfathomable reason, I do.

“No, of course not.” And there he goes with that voice, and I relax into my pillows as I let it envelop me. “I was afraid you were angry with me.”

Not a chance. “I was wondering why you’d hung up so quickly.”

“So you could sleep. You sounded exhausted.”

“Liar.” 

“What?” It’s more of a mock exclamation, and I allow myself to laugh.

“You so didn’t care that I was tired.”

“You hurt me with your words, Not Telling. And how would you know if I was concerned? You don’t know me, remember?”

I don’t? Because with every passing moment, I could almost swear that I do. “I’m glad you called again,” I admit, then bury my face in my hands as if he can see me blush.

“Are you really?” There’s no amusement in his voice, only a trace of sadness. 

I am quieter when I answer him. “Yes. And just for the record, I didn’t get back to sleep.”

“So I could have kept you on the phone as long as I wanted then? Damn, so much for chivalry.”

“Just until I had to get ready.”

What the hell am I doing? What am I saying? Am I seriously inviting some stranger to call me all hours of the day or night?

Well, no shit. Clearly I am.

“Perfect. So, I can call you later?”

“You can’t stay on now?” Way to sound desperate. Although how would he know if I’m desperate? Because I’m not. At all.

“Hell no, I need my sleep.” He’s laughing before he’s even done with the sentence, and I am laughing along with him.

And it feels right. Natural.

“I’m sorry... I have somewhere I have to be. I didn’t want to call you late if it would make you angry.”

“That’s sweet. You know, not that you gave a damn the last time.” 

Oh, his laugh is infectious. Is there a way for me to tape it just to listen to it? Maybe that’s it, maybe his laugh is familiar to me somehow. 

“Wait, did you find John?” I ask, almost as an afterthought.

“No, no I haven’t. I may have just gotten the numbers backwards; I’m horrible with that.”

“That’s not always a bad thing.” Again, I’m hiding my face, which feels like it’s on fire. Am I flirting with this guy now?

“No, it isn’t.” His words are slow, as if he’s letting the meaning of them sink in. “Damn, I do have to go now. Are you sure I can call?”

And I’m smiling again. “Positive.”

“All right, then. Until later, Not Telling.”

Wow, what do you know... you can hear a smile.
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CHAPTER 4
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I HAVE ISSUES WITH absentmindedness, or so I’m told. I’ve only had to have maintenance let me into my apartment, oh... three times? After that, I came up with a brilliant plan: I would have people I trust have spare keys, just in case. Lucky for me, Jaden was more than happy to agree. This also means, though, that when she shows up at my apartment, she shows up at my apartment.

“You ready, Talia?”

I can barely hear her above the music I have playing rather loudly. I almost feel sorry for my neighbors, except that this is payback of sorts. Besides, it isn’t anything too heavy. Jase Warner’s music is rock but is far from ‘bang your head go kill your mother’ music. And, in my humble opinion, it sounds even more amazing when played, you know... loudly.

Very... very loudly.

“Huh?” I say this almost on autopilot; I know exactly what she’s yelled up the stairs at me. I’m still putting the finishing touches on something I’m not quite used to putting this much care in—myself. My red curls have brightened a bit over the summer from their usual deep sherry color, and the heat and humidity the Ohio weather has going for it today has made taming them a challenge. I do believe I’ve managed, though, having it pinned up in the back, and loose curls framing my face. I have applied more makeup than the norm as well. My royal blue shirt is form-fitting, which is unusual for me, and it not only accentuates my curves, but also makes my light blue eyes really ‘pop’ as Jaden often says. Fitted jeans and heeled boots are on, and I am standing there staring.

Just staring.

Who is this person looking back at me? 

“I said, are you...” Jaden’s voice trails off as she enters my room. “You’re ready. Let’s go.”

I can only nod, my eyes wide as I turn from the mirror and head for girls’ night out.

The four of us—Jaden, Tish, Cass, and myself—have had this Friday night ritual going on since Jaden and I started packing up our dorm the end of our sophomore year at college. Most of the time, like tonight, we end up at Crystal’s just to relieve the stress of the week and catch up on anything that hadn’t been relayed in one form or another.

“What’s your poison of the evening?” Jaden asks me as we enter the sports bar. The music pumping through the speakers is considerably louder than it is during lunch, and the evening clientele is here to get their drink on.

Like I’d said I wasn’t going to do.

With a stranger’s voice haunting me and a new wave of confidence I haven’t felt in quite some time, I smile over at Jaden. “Vodka cran.”

Her mouth drops open.

She doesn’t question me, though, and lets our waitress know our drink orders, which are brought over to us rather quickly.

As is the second round.

And the third.

“Umm... hello... Talia?” Cass is waving her hand in front of my face. 

I’ve been my usual quiet self this evening, although not exactly paying attention with the roaming thoughts in my head. I giggle through my slightly hazed vision, shaking my head when I think I see two of her. Nope, just one Cass, bright blonde hair and all. Why is that suddenly reminding me of J? No, wait... Crystal’s. Friends. Drinking. “I’m here, I’m here. Which boyfriend this time?”

She gasps mockingly. “Hey, I resemble that!”

“Actually, Miss I’m-not-drinking,” Jaden cuts in, “we were discussing how Tish is Hungarian, yet I’m the gypsy.”

“That word’s offensive,” Tish adds with a touch of laughter.

“Oops, sorry.” Wow, I’m so articulate when buzzed. “Um, so, is our next round here? I’m buying.” I pull my wallet out only to almost drop it, but Tish reaches over and takes it from me.

“It’s going to be all over you and everyone else if you don’t slow down.” At least Tish is smiling when she says this to me, or I may have been insulted otherwise. “This is what happens when you have no tolerance.”

“You mean like when you’re always designated driver?” Jaden is batting her eyelashes when she adds this, and I refrain from throwing a piece of ice at her. I choose to stick my tongue out at her instead, which she ignores. “Anyhow, before someone decided to not pay attention...” She raises her eyebrow at me. “So in spite of my extreme, amazing Italian heritage, I am the gypsy, and our lovable Hungarian princess...”

“Don’t call me a princess, bitch.”

“Whatever. Our Hungarian princess is the wife, mom, amazing cook...”

“And older than all of you brats.” Tish takes a sip of her wine, and I’m taken back to years ago at the house party my oldest sister Lisa threw long before she’d found religion. That was how I’d met Tish, when she’d showed up acting like she owned the place and had pissed me off when she’d told me that my tight clothes and caked-on makeup were hiding my true beauty.

I kind of love her for that now.

“I, for one, am not a brat.” Cass sits up taller and smiles across the room at the latest man who’s been eyeing her in all of her blue-eyed beauty.

Jaden shakes her head. “That is up for debate. I, however, embrace my bratness and use it to my advantage. You know.” She shoots a smile in Tish’s direction. “When I’m being a gypsy.” 

As Tish flips Jaden off, the waitress delivers our next round, and I take a big sip of my fourth vodka cran in less than two hours. “So,” I say after sampling my extremely strong drink—had I ordered a double?—“Cass is the brat, Tish is the Hungarian princess, and Jaden’s the Italian gypsy. Got it.” I nod to myself thinking that I’m officially caught up, although it has me wondering where does that leave me? Who am I, and how exactly do I fit in with all of them?

“And I believe that brings us to Talia’s week.” 

My week... oh, shit. My week. Wow, it’s suddenly gotten hot in here. Is my face red? If it is, I hope the lights are dim enough to hide it.

“Well?” 

And they’re all staring at me. Am I that obvious? But nope... I simply smile and say, “Not telling.”

Which kind of tells them everything, or at least much more than I was going to say.

Did devil horns magically appear atop Tish’s head, or am I drunker than I thought? “Right.” She draws the word out, raising her eyebrows as she does so.

“Damn, Talia, you’re drinking us all under the table!” Cass’s eyes are wide as I finish my drink and flag down the waitress for another.

Time to divert attention. “Why don’t you tell us about your latest boy toy, Cass?”

“Same as last week and stop trying to change the subject.”

Damn. Busted. “There’s nothing to tell, I swear.” Which is a blatant lie but gets me off the hook as Tish and Jaden are just as floored as I am that Cass is with the same guy two weeks in a row.

The evening is amazing and flies by quickly. I can hardly believe it when the bartender lets us know it’s time for last call. At least I slowed down my drinking to avoid spilling anything about the stranger I want to hear from again. I am checking my cell phone as it creeps closer to 2:30... when was it that he’d called? Oh, right. 2:35. And what is making me think he will again?

“Expecting a call?” Tish teases as we gather our things to leave.

“What? No.” 

Jaden picks this time to ask, “Why did you forward your home phone to your cell tonight?”

Damn it. I should have known that was obvious, since I never do it. Um... “Because there may be some sort of emergency.” I shrug nonchalantly as we step out into the cooler night air. 

Cass pulls her keys out as she laughs at me. “Yes, because you’re in such great condition to handle an emergency.”

“Which is why I should never drink.” Ha! Take that one, girls.

“Which is nothing more than an excuse,” Tish corrects me. 

I’m not quite sure how long we debate excuses, or the lack thereof, but we are interrupted by the ringing of my phone.

Right at 2:35.

Score.

“Ello, ello.” I say this with a bit of a slur as I begin to walk away, finding that trying to talk on the phone and walk in a straight line don’t go together.

“Either you’re making fun of me, or you have had something to drink this evening.”

Shit, damn it, he would call when I have three pairs of prying ears doing their best to eavesdrop. Okay, so I kind of knew it was going to be him, and hoping, and all that shit, but... damn it!

“I’m so not making fun of you.” Lie.

“Oh, you have been drinking; this should be fun.” He sounds much more upbeat, so I know there’s no sarcasm in his statement. Or do I know? Call it intuition.

“Who is it?” Jaden whispers. “Is it him?”

I turn away from them as I call over my shoulder, “Not telling.”

“How many times must we go over this?” His voice isn’t what’s making me shiver. Nope. Not at all. “You’re Not Telling, I’m Not John.”

“Right, right. Sorry.” I turn my head to call over my shoulder. “Not John.”

“John? Who’s John?” Jaden is obviously confused, but all I can do is shrug my shoulders. I have no fucking clue who John is, either.

“Should I let you go?”

I hear the amusement in his voice, but I still feel a touch of panic at his words. “No, no, don’t hang up. I don’t have to work tomorrow; I can talk.” I have to talk to him. I have to tell him that his voice is amazing, he makes me smile, I haven’t smiled like this in I don’t know how long. And his number. I want his number, too.

While all of this is running through my brain, I have begun wandering around the parking lot. Feeling someone’s hands on my shoulders, I allow whomever it is steer me back in the direction of Cass’s car.

“Are you sure?” 

About the time I’m about to reply with ‘duh,’ I hear a commotion in the background, which he muffles after asking me to hold on.

“Okay,” I reply, then mouth the words ‘I’m on hold’ to the girls as we get in the vehicle. Cass starts the car but turns the radio down low so I can hear and they can spy.

“I’m so sorry.” I shiver at the way he seems to breathe the words. No... no, it’s because it’s cold. Near the end of August. That’s what it is. “I have a few last-minute things to straighten out. Will you be conscious later?”

“Maybe?”

“I’ll try to call later, I promise.”

“Well, I can’t call you since I don’t have your number.” Oh, way to go, Talia. Real subtle there. And three pairs of eyebrows have raised at my statement, too. 

Not John only laughs. “Don’t feel bad; I don’t have it, either. My cell bit the dust and I’m on the road.”

Hmm. Truth or a bullshit line? Hard to tell. He sounds lonely, that’s for damn sure, so being on the road could absolutely be the truth. 

“I’ll try you back in a bit. If you don’t answer, I will call tomorrow.”

Like I wouldn’t answer. “Okay. Goodbye, Not John.”

“No, until later, Not Telling.”

Chills cover my arms as I hear him hang up the phone.

“Not John?” Tish asks slowly, and I give the girls the most innocent smile I can.

Of course, Jaden won’t permit it. “Oh, hell no you don’t. Spill. Now.”

Right. Like I’m going to ‘spill’ anything. I mean, why the hell would I spill this when I don’t talk about my wild-ass teenage years? Why would I spill this when they can rarely even get me to admit when I’m in a bad mood? Why would I spill this when I don’t even know what this is?

Why, indeed?

“Holy shit, it’s so unreal.” The words tumble out of my mouth. Even covering my face with my hands isn’t stopping me from rambling. “I mean, I don’t get it, right? And I don’t know if I want to. And why am I smiling, for fuck’s sake? I don’t know this guy, or I think I don’t, but holy fuck, you should hear his voice. Oh... hell... his... voice.”

His voice resonates somewhere in me, calming me and giving me chills all at the same time. It’s as if I know him, and I mean really know him, but there’s no way that I do.

“Who is he?” I look up at Jaden after she asks this and see the amusement in her eyes. “I know you say you don’t know him, but...”

“No, I don’t! Or, I don’t think I do, except I feel like I do.” I sit back, biting on my bottom lip as I attempt to clear my brain. “Seriously, I don’t know who he is. And you know what, I don’t think I give a shit as long as he keeps calling.”

“Unless he’s a serial killer,” Cass points out, and I nod. 

“True. I just don’t think he is. He says he’s on the road.”

“A... traveling serial killer?”

I shrug. “Who knows?” I smile as I watch the passing scenery. “Who knows?”

“His name is John?” That’s Cass again.

“Nope.” Not a lie.

“You don’t have his number?” 

I smile at Tish’s question, even though the answer is obvious since she was listening in. “Nope.”

I can feel Jaden’s eyes on me before she speaks. “Have you lost your mind?”

I think my cheeks are going to ache from smiling so fucking much. Have I mentioned that I’m smiling? “Yes. Yes, I have.”

“So he just called you out of the blue?” Tish asks. My smile widens. My cheeks will hate me in the morning.

“Yep. Sort of. A wrong number.”

“That he remembered to keep calling?” I don’t know who asked that.

“He wrote it down wrong.”

“So he says.” 

Yep, I’m still smiling. “Yes, Cass, so he says.”

Jaden sighs as she pats my leg from her seat beside me. “You know what it sounds like to me?”

I glance over at her, watching how the streetlights we’re passing leave shadows that travel across her face. “What’s that?”

Oh, that cheeky grin... I can almost guess what she’s going to say.

“Fate.”

And I was right.

I turn my head back towards the window, this time trying not to smile. Trying, but failing. “Shut up.”

“You love me.”

She’s lucky that I do.
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CHAPTER 5
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IT IS CLOSE TO 4 IN the morning when I wander down the stairs to my living room, where the girls are gathering their things to leave. Gone are my night’s clothes and makeup, replaced with pajamas and a freshly washed face. 

“Giving up before sunrise?” Tish smiles my way as I shrug.

“Says someone who’s leaving to do the same.”

The hug she gives me has me struggling against my impulse to pull away, to shrink from warmth I haven’t felt in years. As she steps back, her head tilted to the side, she says, “It was good to see you tonight.”

I cross my arms, my returning smile small. “You, too.”

Her eyebrow jumps, but she refrains from explaining what I already know.

She’s missed the seemingly free from constraints me.

As if I hadn’t been rebelling against those constraints when she’d known me before.

Jaden smiles as another Jase Warner song pops up on my playlist, the colorful swirls of light from my screen dancing shadows in the darkened room. “Just wait until this night.”

“Too damn bad it’s three months away,” Cass says as she stands and stretches.

Tish hoists her massive bag up onto her shoulder. “Don’t sweat it; Moira has saved everything she can get her hands on. Mark is teaching her how to transfer it to DVD, which she says will be done for us.”

I look down at the cordless receiver resting beside my MacBook. Not John still hasn’t called back. “Everything? I’m more of a music girl than an interview and fan video girl.”

While Tish reminds me that Moira is 13 and therefore has an excuse, Jaden messes with my MacBook for a moment, waking it up where the damning evidence is there—my background picture is of none other than our current subject topic. 

“In my defense, he is up on stage. You know, playing music.” I walk over and pull up iTunes, changing the playlist to classical music before I pick up the receiver, just in case.

The girls are good naturedly giving me a hard time as they leave, with promises that they’ll be careful, and that next weekend will be just as much fun. Jaden pauses at my door and looks back where I’m sitting in my papasan chair, the receiver now beside me and the old, tattered book in my hand. “You don’t need alcohol to open up, you know.” That’s all she says before my door closes, the silence so deafening that it unnerves me. 

Most of the time it doesn’t bother me. I welcome solitude after I’ve been surrounded by people all day; they tend to drain me, depending on my mood. Sometimes, though, even when I’m in a crowd, or even when I’m with the girls, I will feel immensely alone. 

Like now.

I settle back in the papasan chair and grab that book. 

For when you’re lonely. ~J

Fitting.

I wish I could remember him right now, or more so than I do.

Oh... oh, wait! Blonde... Cass’s blonde hair.

J had blonde hair. Not natural, not at all; I’d made mention of his poor bleach job to him, expecting him to be offended.

Instead, he’d laughed.

I pick up the notebook and pen that I keep on the table beside my chair and write it down.

Blonde hair. Bleached. Badly.

Chicago.

Every time I remember something about him, this is where I’ll write it down.

Back to the book, I flip to the page my makeshift bookmark is shoved in and begin to read. I’m not sure how many times I’ve read it over the years. I know that I kept it with me from the moment I took it from him until I packed up my room to leave home. Since getting my shit together, I have kept myself as busy as possible, purposefully blocking out memories of that time. What good could possibly come from dwelling?

Even now as I read line after line, I am still unable to conjure a clear picture of the boy. I remember his hair now, in the complete disarray that it was. Oh, and his eyes... they were a dark brown with a grey circle around them. He was the first person I’d ever seen with eyes that mesmerizing, and now... now I remember how they looked down at me with such hope... 

I am startled by the phone ringing on the table beside me, and I blink several times as I stretch and arch my back. I must have fallen asleep in the chair. The book is tucked beside me, its cover bent yet again from the awkward angle it had come to rest in, and...

Oh, shit, the phone!

“Hello?” My voice betrays that I’ve just woke up, as much as I’d tried to disguise it.

“I’m sorry.” He sounds so melancholy, quite a change from the last time we spoke. “I have a bad habit of disturbing you.” 

“I asked you to call, and you’re not disturbing me. Don’t hang up, okay? Please.” Something in his tone tells me he needs this; he needs to talk right now. 

And he’s chosen me to talk to.

I hear him light a cigarette, and I wonder if he’s even been to sleep yet.

“Have you ever been so tired that you can’t sleep?”

Well, that answers my question.

“Many nights.” I settle back into my chair, feeling comfortable enough with this stranger that I begin to open up as well. “Some nights it isn’t even about how tired I am, but more about the million thoughts running through my head.”

“Exactly, exactly.” I hear him inhale deeply, then exhale with a sigh. “All the questions all the fucking time, and no answers. I thought I’d have the answers by now.”

Even with his vagueness, I understand exactly where he’s coming from. “Sometimes the answers are right in front of you; others require more soul searching.” 

“Why is it that things never get easier? Even when you’d think... when you have... well, not everything, but so much more than you thought you would, but still... hell, I don’t know. And then... being surrounded by people. Swarms of people, so many you could never possibly remember them all, and just being...”

“Alone,” I finish for him when his voice trails off. “Just being alone.”

“Exactly.” 

He sounds so broken, so hurt.

So like me.

“But you’re not alone,” I say. “Not really. You can talk to me.”

“Can I?”

I sit up a little straighter and take a deep breath. “Tell you what, cross your arms.”

“My what?”

“Cross your arms in front of you. Got it?”

“Okay.” He draws the word out, and I can hear the uncertainty in his voice.

“Now squeeze, as tight as you can.” I wait for a moment and add, “Did you do it?”

He lets out a short laugh. “What the fuck is that supposed to do? Is that some new-aged therapy?”

“No, an old fashioned one. It’s a hug, from me. You know, since I’m not there to give it to you.”

He is silent for the longest time, but I can hear him breathing, slow and a little choppy in places.

I think he’s breaking my heart.

“Are you still there, Not John?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m still here.” His voice is lower, more controlled than it was before. “And I needed that. Thank you.”

I can only smile.

And I know deep in my soul our anonymous friendship has only just begun.

Mondays are unmerciful, mostly because I have hours scheduled for my internship. These commence after a round of classes structured to sharpen my mind and increase my awareness of the diversity of people in the world, and how to best handle each situation. By noon my head is ready to explode, I have two more papers to write, and four hours await me at the hospital that I desperately need caffeine to deal with.

“So.” Jaden falls in step with me, and I’m almost startled. We don’t have classes together today; the only class we share is that very last elective I am required to have. “I see a huge caramel macchiato in your future.”

“With whipped cream and caramel drizzle?”

She laughs and tugs on the hem of my t-shirt. “I’ll buy.”

Who am I to say no?

This is no burger and fries day for me. My sandwich is less than filling at the coffee shop, but the ginormous cup of caffeinated heaven that Jaden has purchased for me will more than make up for it. The first sip is always the best, although I don’t have much time to savor it, so it’s quickly followed by the second and the third.

“Heard from your boy?”

I shake my head, both at her question and... well, at her question. “No, I haven’t, and he’s not my boy. Wait...” I think for a moment. Did I talk to her the rest of the weekend? 

“So, he didn’t call back?”

Apparently, I didn’t.

“Yes, sorry.” I shake my head again. “I haven’t heard from him since, though.”

“You’re different. I mean,” she adds before I can voice my confusion, “even since class last week.” She shrugs. “It’s just an observation.”

I nod, but don’t let her know that I notice it, too.

Already, I notice it.

“So, this Friday,” she begins, and I wait for her to press me about drinking. Instead, she says, “Girls’ night in, at Tish’s house. Moira has the DVD ready for us. I think Mark will be out of town, too, so it’s just the girls. Except, you know, two smaller ones.”

At first, I’m confused, then I remember the DVD of Jase Warner that Tish insists we study before we go to the concert. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Tish has picked the hotel.”

I raise my eyebrow, my silent question to Jaden letting her know I thought we were all going to go in on this decision together.

Jaden sees this and laughs. “You know how she gets.”

Meaning she pulled up a list of hotels, got a hunch, and is insisting we stay there.

“Okay, so what’s her reasoning this time? Is she convinced it’s haunted and it will be cool as hell or something?”

“She’s convinced the band will be staying there.”

Oh.

Now, under normal circumstances I would be completely skeptical. However, this is Tish, and for whatever reason, her hunches have always been spot-on. 

“I didn’t want to ask him for passes, or any special treatment,” Jaden continues. “Rumor has it that his tour has been brutal, at least behind the scenes.” Her grin turns mischievous. “You can always forward your calls to your cell phone.”

“And I’m sure this has nothing to do with all of you wanting to spy.”

“Oh, it has everything to do with it.”

“Brownie points for honesty.” 

She seems rather pleased with herself over this as well. “So that’s a yes?”

Hmmmm...

“C’mon, Talia.”

I smile. “I’ll think about it.”

––––––––
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“CLASSIC TV IS OFFICIALLY the best thing since sliced bread.”

This is the greeting I get from Not John at 2:35 Friday morning when I answer the phone. He’s damn lucky I’m happy to hear his voice. Besides, since it’s pretty much my favorite channel as well, I must agree. “I’ll give you that one. What’s up?”

“Oh hell, you sound so tired.” He sounds damn sweet when he says that to me, as if he’s genuinely concerned. I, on the other hand, in my own dependency-laden way, have been craving to hear his voice since the last time we spoke.

Which was this time yesterday morning.

And the morning before that.

And... yeah.

“Don’t you dare hang up,” I say with a stretch and a yawn. 

“Or you’ll what? Sic the phone police after me? Ooo, I’m so scared.”

He is a playful one tonight. I’m starting to guess his moods, and this one is, so far, my favorite. 

It’s also infectious.

“You’re lucky I can’t jump through this phone line. You never know; I may be able to beat your ass.”

I don’t even try to suppress my grin when he breaks out in raucous laughter, the kind that can’t be faked. While it tugs at my memory seeming vaguely familiar, it warms my soul more than anything else. This man, this virtual stranger, has somehow wormed his way into my life, into my subconscious, into my... well, almost into everything. Knowing I have touched him somehow—even if it is just a laugh—makes my entire day.

“Oh, Not Telling, you have no idea how much I needed that.”

I smile in satisfaction. “Is that so?”

“Yeah... yeah, it is. So how was your day?”

“Lucky for you, it was rather uneventful. Otherwise I’d have been a real bitch when I picked up the phone.”

“When have you ever been a bitch to me?” he asks as I hear the distinct sounds of the channel changing in the background. Really?

“Like now... what the hell, Not John? Am I not entertaining enough for you?” I’m teasing and doing so on purpose just to hear his laugh again.

Instead I’m met with his mock-condescending tone. “Of course you are, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart. Ugh. “Asshole.” At least I’m laughing when I call him that. “Just for that, I’m not telling you.”

“And doesn’t that just go with your name?”

“You are such a smartass tonight.” 

“You eat it up with a spoon, so get over it.” 

Which is true.

The sounds in the background of the call have settled in on what seems to be the same program that’s playing on the television I have accidentally left on. Huh. I rarely watch TV in bed, and this is why. “Today is Friday, yes?”

“Last time I checked.”

“Who’s being the smartass now?”

“What can I say, Not John? I’m a fast learner.”

“Noted.”

I almost blush when he says that. Just... almost. “What, have you been so busy that you lose track of days?”

“You have no idea.” 

“You’re off work then for the next couple?” Way to be subtle, Talia. You’re not digging for information here at all, are you?

“No... no, I, um... I work the next five, then I’m off. For one.”

Okay, so I’m gathering that he doesn’t have a traditional nine to five job. I also know he’s on the road, or I’m assuming he’s still on the road. Do I know what he does for a living? No. Do I tell him what I do, or that I’m in college as well? No. Well, with the exception that he knows it has to do with healthcare, since I’d inadvertently let that slip one night this week. A girl can only be so stealthy when she’s this tired.

But that’s it.

Neither one of us asks, not quite willing to set that anonymity aside. I do wonder, though, what it is that leaves him feeling so lonely, almost vulnerable. My perception could be way off, but seriously... I’m the one he’s talking to? Me? Does he not have friends? Okay, that’s a stupid statement because I have friends, I just...

Well, I don’t talk with them. Not really.

Not like I talk to him.

Perhaps it is that future nurse in me, the nurturing side that reaches out and holds him close to me, in a virtual sense. 

Or perhaps it is when he does those long groans like he’s stretching, easing his aching muscles, and it sounds so fucking sexy that I need a large cup of ice chips to chew on.

Like he’s doing now.

“Oh hell.” He draws the words out, and I shiver involuntarily. He has got to quit doing that. “Sorry I didn’t call earlier. Things just... came
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