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For Liz and Joe

Thank you for putting up with us

and with all the imaginary people who live in our heads.
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When I first met Michael, it seemed like his skin couldn’t hold the pulsing energy inside him. His coiled intensity could hardly be contained.

Now, he’s a shell.

That same skin barely holds his broken heart and brittle bones in one place.

Most of the time, I’m taking care of him. I force him to take a shower every day, I help him respond to the most urgent messages from his agent, and we ignore the rest.

He spends hours staring numbly at sitcom reruns and then has no recollection of them afterward.

We have spoken so few words to each other, and almost all of them have been accompanied by tears. During the night, when he thrashes in his sleep, only my touch can soothe him.

When I’m not caring for him, I gaze out the window, watching the oblivious world outside continue on. There is almost certainly a Gail’s-ass-shaped groove in the windowsill where I’ve spent so many hours over the last two weeks.

Every day, I stare at a picture of Lex on his kitchen counter. Her head is thrown back in a laugh—probably at one of Michael’s dumb jokes. Her mouth is open wide, and her eyes are crinkled shut. It’s not the most flattering image of her; she is—she was—a stunning woman, and this image obscures most of her natural beauty. But it is the most accurate photo of her. The most alive. I have been debating moving this photo, unsure if it will make things worse for him. But ultimately, I leave it. That will have to be his choice.

He wakes suddenly, and I move off the windowsill to his side.

He calls her name.

He opens his eyes.

He looks at me. Hopefully. Longingly.

He doesn’t want to want me. I see that in his eyes too.

I can almost see his thoughts, like a series of slides projected across his clouded eyes. He must have been dreaming about her—those last seconds, when she let go and fell from his sight.

I stroke his cheek, patchy and unshaven, and run my fingers through his hair. I whisper soft words of reassurance, hum something tuneless. I’m here, I say. It is something I have said hundreds, perhaps thousands of times over the last two weeks.

I’m here. It’s okay. You’re okay.

I’m here.

It’s not enough. My God, it’s not even close. I’ll never be enough.

He fights but eventually falls back to sleep. This is the first time I’ve understood the phrase falling asleep, because Michael is truly falling. I see him fighting it, trying so hard to stay awake. He wants to scream, he wants to fight, he wants to go back in time and change something, but instead he falls into the abyss after Lex. If he could change one moment before the end, it would have turned out differently, and he would not be reliving that moment in these feverish, sweaty dreams he’s now having.

If only one thing had gone differently, it might have been me who dropped off that railing.

Or him.

I’m afraid to ask which one he’d prefer.

Once he’s slipped back into his dreams, calm for the moment, I resume my position on the windowsill. I’m only wearing his T-shirt and boxer shorts, which I’ve clipped at the waist so they don’t fall down. We haven’t left his apartment since it all happened, but I’m going to have to make a move soon, either to get some clothes from my place or to take all of his to the laundromat, since between the two of us we’re down to just a couple of clean items left. I pull my knees up to my chin and wrap the shirt over them, down to my ankles, and hug my body into a tight ball. I inhale the familiar scent of his shirt, musky and warm, and then wipe my tears onto the soft fabric.

When I recover, I gaze out on the street again.

I suppose we could stay here indefinitely. I don’t think I’d mind it. A tiny part of me likes this suspended moment that we are in together, even though my heart hurts and my face is blotchy from crying, and I’ve gnawed my once-smooth fingernails down to the skin. We are safe here—as safe as people like us can be. I sleep next to him at night. More than once, I’ve woken up wrapped in his arms. When that happens I’m caught in a déjà vu so real that it knocks the wind out of me. It always takes me a few minutes to remember that this is now, not then, and he is only holding me out of habit, not any kind of love or desire. Even if it’s not love, I would be willing to care for him here forever. Eventually, he’ll be well enough to join me on this windowsill. We can watch the oblivious world go by together. We don’t need anyone else.

Maybe we never did.

But I can’t let that happen.

We have lives that we’ve utterly disappeared from, but they are still out there. I have to get back to the store, and he has a book deadline. We both have people who love us and are concerned about us.

But I wish we could stay here. I wish we didn’t have to face what’s next.

He’s sleeping deeply now, still and unmoving on the bed, sprawled on his stomach with his arms splayed out to his side. I imagine he’s dreaming of holding on to her, that his body reflects his dreams, and he’s constantly reaching past me, toward her, trying to pluck her out of the sky and bring her back to earth.

I use this moment to jump into the shower. The hot water courses over my body, and I shiver with the pleasure of it. I’d love to linger here for hours. I’d love to drown in it.

But I don’t let myself stay for even a moment longer than necessary. I don’t want him to wake up alone.

When he wakes from those terrible dreams, his state of mind could be anything from childlike confusion to rage to despair. I don’t want to be responsible for what he might do if I leave him alone for too long. I’m already responsible for too much.

I wrap my hair in a towel and realize I haven’t brought any clothes into the bathroom with me, so I open the door quietly to sneak out into the bedroom and grab another one of his shirts. I will have to deal with laundry today, no question.

Though I’m tiptoeing, I glance over at the bed and freeze when I see him sitting up, looking right at me.

I’m so startled by his steady gaze that I can’t move.

He looks exactly like the Michael I met six years ago—who stared at me across the Barnes & Noble café.

His eyes widen a bit, and for one horrifying instant I think he was hoping Lex would step out of the bathroom, and now he is disappointed that it’s me in his house, in his life.

He’s angry that I’m the one left.

But then I realize that, despite everything else going on, Michael is still a horndog of a hetero man, and I’m naked in front of him, and even though he’s seen me like this before, it’s been a while. I can feel a hot blush climb up my cheeks, and I reach back into the bathroom to grab another towel.

“You’re awake,” I say, keeping my voice cheerful, as though he just dozed off for a quick catnap instead of a two-week bender.

“I’m awake,” he repeats.

I take a deep breath, keep my face neutral, and walk toward the bed, tucking the towel around my body like this is a perfectly normal conversation.

“How are you feeling? Do you want some lunch? Or, no, I guess it’s time for dinner? I could get you some...” I drift off.

He’s examining me carefully, and for the first time in what feels like years, I can see my Michael again. His dark brown eyes are clear. The urge to reach out and touch his face is so strong that I twist my hands into the towel just to keep them occupied. I’m no longer sure of my place here.

“What day is it?” he asks.

I take a deep breath. “Friday.”

“Friday?” he murmurs. I can see him trying to piece it all together. “The same—” he begins, but then he corrects himself. He knows it can’t be the same Friday. He knows, but he doesn’t want to say it out loud.

“It’s the twenty-eighth. Two weeks.”

I watch the understanding dawn on him.

“You’ve,” he starts, but then he stops. Swallows. “I’ve been here the whole time?”

I nod.

“You stayed with me.” It’s a statement, not a question.

We look at each other, and for a horrifying moment, I think he might ask me to leave.

“You cry in your sleep,” he says quietly.

Now I understand why I wake up in his arms. He has also been taking care of me.

I didn’t think I had any more tears left inside my body, but they appear again. I look down and wipe them away with my fingertips. “I miss her,” I finally say.

“Me too.”

We are silent for a moment longer.

I’ve always been able to read Michael, but he’s lost to me now. Maybe Lex will be a ghost between us forever, shimmering in the air, making it impossible for me to see him as clearly as I once did.

Maybe the same is true for Michael. We’ll spend the rest of our lives trying to reach each other and never connecting because she’ll always be there. Maybe that’s what we deserve.

As soon as I have this thought he reaches his hand out and takes mine. We sit that way for a moment, our arms stretched out across the bed, and then he smiles at me.

I laugh at the awkward position and then scoot over to the headboard so I can sit next to him. I have to drop his hand to clasp the towel to my chest, and when I sit back, I wish I had the nerve to touch him again.

That’s another change I suppose I’ll have to get used to. Before this moment, I’d never been afraid to touch Michael.

Michael is mine. He’s always been mine. Even Lex knew that. Why can’t I touch him?

I pull the towel off my head and let my damp hair down onto my bare shoulders. I see him watching me, but I try to act like this is a very normal day. Two people, broken beyond recognition, who used to know each other inside and out, who now can barely fit two sentences together, sitting on a bed in an apartment they haven’t left in two weeks. Oh, and one of them is naked.

It’s fine.

“Thank you,” he finally says.

“For what?”

He laughs. It’s just a short, almost barking noise, but it’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard. We are almost MichaelAndGail again, cocooned in our own world, laughing at our stupid private jokes. But then he grows serious.

“For all of it,” he says. He nods to the bedroom door, beyond which we can see the neat kitchen. “For taking care of me.”

“I would never leave you alone, Michael. You know that.”

“Are you okay?” he asks, and I swallow hard past the lump suddenly blocking my throat.

I have no idea which answer to give him. I miss her too? I’ve lost a friend? I’m sorry she was the one to die, not me? You are hurting, and so I am hurting? 

“You’re back,” I finally say. “So, things feel a little bit brighter.”

“She loved you, you know.”

I nod because I can’t answer without crying. I’m twisting the towel so hard I think I might shred it.

“Did you hear her? What she said at the end?”

For a moment I consider lying. I’ve never once gotten away with lying to him, but I am tempted to do it now if only to avoid this conversation. If I was smart, I’d jump off this bed, get dressed in my own clothes, and leave him here. I could walk away from all of this, and no one, least of all Michael, would fault me for it.

But I’ve never been able to walk away from him, and he’s always spotted my lies. So, I nod again.

I see it deep in your eyes when you look at each other.

She’d known all along.

I finally look up at him and see that his eyes are also brimming with tears.

I curl into him and rest my cheek on his shoulder. His arms come around my body and we are MichaelAndGail again. Part of me can’t believe that our bodies still fit together like this.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. I don’t say what I’m sorry for. I’m sorry for everything.

“I’m sorry too.”

We remain in that position for a long time, my hair slowly drying under his gently stroking hands as we watch the light change outside. I feel our heartbeats sync up, and I don’t want to break the spell so I keep still, breathing in his scent, wishing we could hold this moment forever.

Eventually, he stretches, and though I don’t want to let him go, I’m glad to see his body come back to life.

I start to pull away from him, but the towel stays hooked under his arm, and I’m naked in front of him.

Suddenly, he doesn’t look confused anymore.

I quickly reach for the towel, but Michael’s hand stops mine.

“Gail,” he says.

My breath catches in my throat. It has been so long since he’s said my name like that. I want him to say it again, in exactly that way that he has. Low in the back of his throat, almost like a growl. My bare skin is covered in goose bumps, but I don’t move for the towel. I just look at him.

He runs his hand up my arm so slowly I could scream, but I don’t let my eyes drop from his.

He reaches my face, strokes his thumb over my lips, and then caresses the back of my neck with his hand.

My breath is coming in fast, shallow gasps.

He hesitates before he leans in to meet me.

Perhaps the confusion reflects on my own face.

For a moment, I can’t move.

I’m lost in the familiarity of the mouth that I used to know as well as my own, and I forget to react. But then I snap out of it because my body has come back to life too.

My tongue meets his, and he tastes the same. My need for him overcomes everything, and all at once I forget that I have spent the last two weeks tending to him like an invalid, that we are both grieving, that the world as we know it has changed. I just want him. I want comfort. I want the glorious, ecstatic amnesia his body promises me.

We tumble into the sheets, our limbs entangled, tugging at the towels and his pajamas, feverishly tearing away the thin fabric that separates our skin.

His body is the same, his touch is the same, and I am consumed with my need for him. I wrap my legs around his waist and lock my ankles together behind him, to pull him closer and—yes, I admit it—to keep him there. I’m not exactly proud of this, but I don’t want to know if he has second thoughts. I want to keep him here, inside me.

We move in sync, our rhythm familiar but intensified. I am barely aware enough to notice that Lex’s shadow is not in the room, and just petty enough to be grateful that it is Michael and me again. The way it used to be.

He moves slowly at first and pulls back slightly to look me in the eye. He grins at me, that sexy sideways smirk that always drove me insane, and I can’t help myself; I’m smiling back at him like a fucking idiot. He puts his hands on the bed on either side of my face and arches his back as he thrusts into me, and we explode together, gasping and laughing.

It takes a long time to catch our breath. He’s still on top of me and I don’t want him to leave.

Finally, he stirs and raises his head to look at me. He pushes the hair out of my face and kisses my forehead. “What did the vampire say when he masturbated in front of a mirror?”

I’m startled by this, but I see the corner of his mouth quirking up in a half grin, and I know he’s trying to defuse the situation. I narrow my eyes at him. I’ve known him long enough to beat him to the punchline.

“Didn’t see that coming?”

He collapses back into me, and we roar with laughter. My body is spent with the emotions that have roller-coastered through this day, and the confusion is still present. But it feels as if we have finally recovered ourselves. He rolls off me and pulls the bedsheet up over us so we can snuggle into each other. The light slanting into the room has turned from golden to lavender blue, and the sound of the nighttime city bathes his bedroom.

“All this time, since we’ve been apart,” he says, “however long it’s been...”

“Five years, eight months, thirteen days,” I say promptly. He looks at me with some surprise, and I laugh again. “Or something like that. I haven’t really thought about it.”

He grins and continues. “All that time, I tried to tell myself our relationship wasn’t that great.”

“First of all, how dare you?”

“No, you were great. I knew that. I just told myself we weren’t that great. We were just normal amounts of great. But I was fooling myself. I never found anything like this again.”

I don’t want to break the spell, but I have to. We have to be done with the secrets. “You fell in love again though. Didn’t you?”

He nods and smiles, and it’s the saddest smile I’ve ever seen on his face. I want to kiss it away, to keep him from answering, but we have to face it. This time Michael and I will go forward without blinders. I need this answer, and I need the truth.

His nod morphs into a slow shake of the head, his eyes never leaving mine. “Lex wasn’t you.”

I know this feeling all too well, and my heart aches for the people Michael and I have hurt on our way back to each other.

“Do you ever think about when we met?” I ask him.

“Of course. Do you?”

“All the time. What do you remember?”

“No way,” he laughs. “I’m not falling into that trap. I’m going to say I remember that green blouse you were wearing, and then I’m in trouble because it was a blue blouse, and suddenly I’m the asshole.”

“It wasn’t blue or green,” I say with mock indignation.

He leans over me and kisses me deeply, and for a moment I forget my name. When he finally pulls away, he dances his finger across the cleft at the base of my throat.

“You had a studded necklace on,” he says, and his finger sizzles along my neck and down my chest. “And a lacy shirt, with a collar unbuttoned down to here.”

His finger stops below my breasts, almost to my navel, and I know he’s wrong; I wouldn’t have worn a shirt that low-cut for a business meeting with a stranger. But for once, I don’t argue with him. I want him to keep touching me. His hand runs down my flank and he cups my ass.

“You wore black leather pants and a black leather jacket over that crazy shirt. I remember thinking how badly I wanted to peel those clothes off you very slowly.”

I am shivering with pleasure at this point and can barely catch my breath. But his hands and his nuzzling have stopped, and he’s looking into my eyes again.

“Do you remember what I was wearing?”

“Ummmmm.” I look at the ceiling and frown. “It was this sort of loose golf shirt, I think? With light green and yellow stripes? And baggy cargo shorts. You had a tourist map of New York sticking out of your butt pocket. And those shoes. How could I forget those shoes? You don’t see too many people in New York wearing knee socks with flip-flops.”

I bite my lip hard to keep from smiling, but then I glance at him and laugh anyway. For a second I’m afraid he’s going to transform right in front of me out of sheer outrage.

Michael was a lot of things, but a sloppy dresser was never one of them. He’d rather walk through Central Park stark naked than wear loose cargo shorts. When he realizes I’m teasing him, he grins, kisses me, and then jumps out of bed and wraps the towel around his waist.

I pull the sheets up to my neck and sit against the headboard, enjoying the view. I could never have guessed how much pleasure it would give me to see him take the initiative again. I would really like to say I forgot how gorgeous he was, but that would be a lie. I could never have forgotten this. He’s pale and thinner, but it’s still hard to take my eyes off him.

I see him glance at the photo of Lex, pause, and then pick it up. A small smile crosses his face, and he runs his finger over her dimpled cheek. I’m suddenly so glad I didn’t move the picture while he was recovering. Whatever happens to Michael and me, she will be part of our lives forever.

He puts the photo down and takes a deep breath.

“I’m starving,” he says. “Are you hungry?”

I can hardly speak, so I nod and watch him start making a mess in the kitchen.

He cooks like he does everything else—banging around too loudly, moving too quickly, not following directions. My stomach growls and my body aches for him again, and I don’t know if I want to let him cook for me or leap over the kitchen counter and fuck him against the sink. I feel strangely guilty that I have the option. So I simply watch him, a stupid grin on my face, while he puts handfuls of garlic, onion, and spices in a sizzling pan of oil.

The scent is beyond intoxicating.
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11:52 a.m.
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The scent was beyond intoxicating.

It was so compelling, in fact, that I could almost feel myself getting turned on.

And I hadn’t even seen her yet.

The fragrance of basil, oregano, rosemary, and thyme, mixed with garlic, permeated the air. Antonio’s Urban Kitchen was the kind of place that would make you hungry regardless of your condition when you walked in.

You could have just come from either a marathon session at an all-you-can-eat buffet or finishing a winning run at Nathan’s annual hot dog eating contest on Coney Island and still find yourself suddenly overwhelmed with hunger pangs.

And while the food here was amazingly delicious, the smell of the place was out of this world.

Because I was still in the tail end of my monthly cycle where, after sunset I morphed into my wolfish alter ego, the effect of the delicious smells was that much more intense. Even at the lowest time in the moon phase cycle when my canine-enhanced abilities were at their weakest, they were still at least two to three times more sensitive than a normal human’s.

Particularly since I’d realized I hadn’t had anything to eat since that stale muffin I’d crammed into my mouth with that morning’s coffee. It was normal for me to skip meals and forget to eat when I was in the middle of a writing deadline, which was exactly where I’d been. The only time I typically paused to eat in the midst of a writing crunch was during the cycle of the full moon. I suppose that had something to do with the energy required in the metamorphosis of my human body from a six-foot-two-inch, two-hundred-pound human into a one-hundred-fifty-pound, six-foot-long gray wolf and then back again. I can only imagine the number of calories such a transmogrification requires from a person. Not to mention the calories I likely burn when I’m tearing around Central Park all night on four legs.

No, let me correct that—I don’t really need to imagine the effect it has.

I know it intimately.

When I’m going through that time of the month, I’m ravenous. And I never should have considered going as long as I had today without eating.

I had to consciously force my mouth closed to keep my tongue from hanging out because the canine instinct inside me was strong with wanting to see if I could pick up more of the flavor from the similarly enhanced taste buds there.

But the smell of the place reminded me of just how incredible their food was, and it made me glad we agreed to meet here.

As I said, I hadn’t seen her yet.

And I didn’t know what she looked like.

I had only spoken to her on the phone when we made this date, so I didn’t have a scent to go on. And with my senses muted and the poor quality of the phone connection we’d had, I hadn’t picked up on her heartbeat. So I wouldn’t be able to use that to single her out from among the patrons.

Standing in the front entrance and waiting for the maître d’, I took in the scene. There were about twenty tables. Half of them were larger, with seating for four to six people at them, so I could rule those out. There were a few two-seater tables with pairs at them. Those were eliminated too. Only four tables had a single person at them, and only two of them were women.

One was an elderly woman I placed in her mid-sixties sitting at a table for two, wearing a stylish dark blue jacket, red horn-rimmed glasses, with long silver hair tied up in a bun at the back of her head. She was attractive, with a face that reminded me of Jessica Lange, particularly how she had looked in the promo photos for that new television show, American Horror Story. She also looked sharp as a handful of tacks, with an aura that didn’t just say “librarian”—it screamed it in a way that would register an army of hushes from library workers across America.

Don’t get me started on my lifelong immediate attraction to female librarians or, heck, any woman who spent a significant amount of time with her nose in a book.

If she was Beatrice, the woman I had spoken to on the phone yesterday to set up this lunch date, I knew I would likely be in for a stimulating conversation with a woman who was easy on the eye. Yep, easy on the eye and deep, meaningful conversation. The kind of afternoon that would last forever. Exactly what I needed in my life.

But not now, of course.

Because I was on a tight deadline for my latest novel.

And this wasn’t a date. It was a business meeting. An arranged lunch meeting to acquire information on the occult as part of the research for my novel, Tome of Terror.

What the heck was wrong with me?

I mean, apart from the fact that for a full week every month, I spend my nights naked, walking around on all fours, drooling and howling at the moon. And apart from the fact that I hadn’t had a significant relationship in more than ten years.

I wasn’t here to spend the afternoon wining and dining a handsome woman whose conversation, I could predict, would be as stimulating as her physical appeal. I was here to get work done. Gather information, eat a delicious meal, make notes, then get back to my apartment and write all afternoon before the inevitable sunset metamorphosis.

Okay, so perhaps this lunch date was with her. I figured it would be an informative and entertaining afternoon. And it wouldn’t hurt if I lingered a little longer for some enjoyable conversation and human interaction. What would an extra hour or so really set me back?

I turned my gaze from the Jessica Lange librarian and down several tables to the other single woman at the two-seater table farther down that row.

And my heart leaped into my throat.

A stunning brunette in her mid-twenties with a short pixie-style cut that brilliantly framed her gorgeous face, with pronounced rounded cheekbones and captivating blue eyes, was staring intently at me. It was the type of look any healthy heterosexual man could feel in his hip pocket. And it had pretty much that effect on me as our eyes locked. I shifted uncomfortably, and she smiled and nodded, mouthing my name.

“Michael?”

Even without being able to smell her over the powerful scent of the food at Antonio’s or hear her distinct heartbeat or the silently mouthed word, there was no doubt that she was my date, the woman I’d spoken to on the phone.

I grinned and mouthed her name. “Beatrice?”

She nodded and smiled again, and her eyes lit up in a way that made her even more beautiful, if that was possible. I felt my mouth pulling into what must have looked like an idiotic shit-eating grin.

The maître d’ arrived, walking in front of me and cutting her off from my view. It had the effect of temporarily breaking the spell Beatrice’s look had on me. I actually gave my head a quick shake.

“Good afternoon, sir.” He smiled, clasping his hands in front of him. He had a slight French accent—a bit off-brand for an Italian restaurant—and the way he looked and stood reminded me of Eric Idle in the role of Gaston, the French waiter in Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life, right down to the thick cowlick and mustache. The juxtaposition of the British look and French sound reminded me of the opposite of something that had always bothered me about Captain Jean-Luc Picard on Star Trek: The Next Generation. Patrick Stewart, a brilliant actor, was supposed to be playing a man born in France, yet he spoke with a UK English dialect and exuded typical British behavior and habits.

“Is monsieur here with a reservation this afternoon?” he asked, clinching the nickname I’d already immediately assigned him in my head.

This Jean-Luc Idle character was close enough that I could pick up on a whiff of smugness and acknowledgment that he knew exactly what I had been transfixed by as he had arrived.

“U-uh,” I stammered. “I have a reservation. It’s, ah, under the name Andrews.”

“Ah yes. Very good. Your lovely young dinner companion has arrived and is seated at your table.” He sprinkled just a slight bit of extra weight into the word “young” as he spoke, subtly calling out the difference in our ages. His eyes flitted lightning-quick to the slight, still-retracting bulge in my pants that Beatrice’s gaze had inspired, and I caught an additional scent of that knowing smugness. “I trust you have already seen that though, yes?”

I nodded slowly. And I’m sure my mouth might have also been hanging open. This guy was good. Perfectly polite and respectful in all manners, and yet brilliantly subtle in his condescension toward me.

“Very good. Come with me. Right this way, monsieur.”

He beckoned me to follow him, which I did. As Beatrice came back into sight, her eyes were again fixed on me. They pulled me in like a sci-fi tractor beam from the aforementioned Star Trek. As we approached the table with Jessica Lange, I broke my eye contact with Beatrice and glanced over at the older woman I had thought might be this afternoon’s dinner companion, and let out a longing sigh.

Sure, beauty, sexiness, and all that allure were still pulling me toward Beatrice, even though I wasn’t looking there. It was fine. Even a little exciting. It spoke directly to my raw animal instinct. I wondered briefly if I would have the time to take her back to my place for an afternoon rendezvous before I had to make an excuse to part ways so I could howl at the moon.

But there was something even more appealing, more alluring about the woman who gave off the essence of a librarian. Jessica Lange glanced up at me, and I smiled a tight-lipped grin at her as I passed.

“Careful, Tiger,” she whispered under
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