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“Hello, caller. You are live with Joss Sloan,” I say, as I lean forward to place my coffee mug down beside my laptop. I adjust my headset and pull the microphone closer to my mouth.

“Hey. So Joss ...” the young female caller says.

“Hey. What’s up?” I reply.

“You seem too young to be offering advice to people. How can you do that when you look like you’re in your twenties?” she asks.

I laugh a little and smile. I get that question every once in a while, but the answer is always the same. “My mother calls me an old soul wrapped up in a young person’s body,” I say, smiling. “Other than that, I like helping people and I’ve been a go-to advice person for quite a while. Did you have another question, or was that your only one?”

“Oh, yeah. I do have another question. How many years between a guy and a girl would you say is okay? I’m dating this older guy, and I ...” Her voice trails off. I understand what she wants to know. 

“Listen. Do you love this guy?”

“Yeah, I think I do,” she sighs.

“And how many years older is he?”

“Like, fifteen years,” she says, with hesitation.

“Have you dated an older man before? I mean, is it something that you are attracted to – the maturity of an older guy?”

“No. I date men my own age or a couple of years older than me, but I really like this older guy, and it’s bugging me that he could almost be my dad.”

“Don’t go there in your head. Either you’re in love with him, or you’re not. Age is only a barrier if you let it be one,” I say softly. “Are you worried what your peers and parents will think of you dating a man fifteen years your senior?”

“Yeah. Kinda. I don’t know,” she almost whispers back to me.

“What other people think is none of your business. Have you ever heard that expression before?”

“No. What do you mean?”

“It means that you can’t control what others think of you. That shit is in their head and shouldn’t be in yours. Fuck them if they can’t appreciate true love regardless of how many years span between two people. Do you think he loves you?” 

I notice the live chat on the right of my screen is lit up with people tossing around their views on this young girl’s situation. The term “cradle robber” has come up multiple times, and I shake my head. I need to address that now.

“Yeah. He said he was in love with me,” she replies, and I can hear the smile in her voice. 

“Okay. Good. Now I’m going to assume you are of legal age – over eighteen?”

“Yeah, I’m twenty,” she says.

“Right, so this older guy is only thirty-five, which means he’s not that old. Some people are young in their heads no matter how old they are physically. Others, like me, are considered more mature than their physical years. I say go for it with this guy. If he treats you with kindness, respect, and says he loves you, then what more could you ask for? And before this gets too out of hand here on the chat, people, her boyfriend is not robbing the cradle. She’s well over the legal age. The term for what is happening here is called a May–September romance. Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it,” I add. The live chat continues to light up, and I have to wonder just how many people have tuned in tonight. This could be a record. 

“Okay, thanks, Joss. You made me feel better,” she says, her tone far brighter than it was when she first called.

“Great. Good luck,” I say. “Who’s next?”

My first caller hangs up, and I release a heavy sigh into my microphone. I get the impression I’m going to be dealing with a few angry people over this first caller’s issue. I may need to grab a bottle of beer.

I’m relieved after my last caller of the night has been dealt with. I like to keep my show down to an hour, but I’m getting so much interest in my advice that I’m spending well over an hour every Sunday night answering questions and defending my theories. Tonight a listener was not pleased with one of my comments, leading to an online earful from them. It happens from time to time. Everyone has an opinion, and I can respect that. As long as their arguments are presented civilly, I don’t mind. If they get all up in my face, I set them free to berate someone else. I’ve disconnected many callers. If you don’t like my advice, don’t use it. If you happen to have another suggestion to assist one of my callers, bring it on. I’m never opposed to hearing advice from others. As much as there are going to be haters out there, I’m not deterred. If only my Dear Joss Sunday night live podcast advice show was a full-time job, that would be awesome. 
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The buzzer rings and I can’t wait to get the hell out of here. I could not be happier that today’s shift is over. This has to be the most mind-numbing job I’ve ever had, and this nightshift crap is fraying my nerves. I gaze up at the main office atop the steel-beamed mezzanine and shake my head. The single dim light above the door to the office flickers as a number of the machines we use during our shift shudder to a halt. The silence that ensues reveals the heavy sighs of several of my coworkers. My sentiments exactly. 

I’m going to demand I be put back on day shift. I grab my bag and watch as my fellow nightshift coworkers collect their personal belongings and head out the back door to the moonlit parking lot. Multiple car doors slam, several car engines roar to life, and a set of high-beam lights kill my eyesight for a brief moment as I land my feet on the bottom rung of the warehouse’s metal exit stairs. My little blue chariot awaits me underneath the only floodlight in the parking lot to take me home. 

It is eerily quiet as I enter my apartment, and the only thing I have on my mind is sleep. My feet ache from standing for seven hours on the concrete floor. I have a cramp in my left wrist from doing the same finger-flexing movement a thousand times a day on the assembly line. Why I agreed to fill in for Anita at the factory for six months – so she could finish her English degree and still have a job to come back to at the end of her courses – I’ll never know. Maybe I just needed the distraction. But now I’m beyond that, if getting home at one-thirty in the morning five days a week is what the company expects me to do for another two months. 

My comfy bed, the fluffy duvet and my pillow are calling me. Nothing, unless my building is on fire, is going to prevent me from crashing on top of my bed. I’m so fucking tired I don’t even want to take my clothes off, but I smell like the factory. I reluctantly disrobe, tossing my jeans, shirt and socks into a pile on the floor next to my work boots at the foot of my bed. I plug in my cell phone and set the alarm app to ten AM.

As I lay my head down on my pillow, I catch a glimpse of my favorite picture on my bedside table. Michael looked so happy in that photo. He was too young to die. I was too young to be widowed. I hold back all the emotions that surface the instant I look at his photograph. It reminds me that every day is a gift, and I like to use that feeling when I offer advice to others. I have to stay positive regardless of the sadness that holds a firm grip on my heart. I kiss my fingertips and touch the photo before relaxing my broken-hearted body on the bed and closing my eyes. There will never be another Michael in my life, but maybe one day I will find someone who is a close second.

Today I’ve decided to tell my boss Pedro that I’m no longer interested in working the night shift. When the ten-minute break bell chimes from the wall behind my station, I check the mezzanine above the factory floor to see if Pedro is there. He is standing at the window looking down at all his little minions while smoking a cigarette. I hate to go upstairs because his office smells so strongly of nicotine.

As I march my way up the stairs I notice his dark eyes following my every step. He opens the office door for me and smiles before he expresses his last puff of smoke out of his lungs and snuffs out his cigarette. “What can I do for you, Joss?" he asks. Pedro’s stance is wide as he shoves his hands deep inside his jean pockets. We are both the same height, so we see eye to eye as we stand across from each other.

“I need to talk to you about a shift change,” I say.

“Take a seat, Joss,” he says, gesturing to the old leather office chair in front of his desk. I oblige, sitting, crossing my legs and leaning forward as he sits down in his chair. He reaches for another cigarette and I stop him.  

“Do you mind not smoking while we talk?” I ask.

He doesn’t reply. He places the unlit cigarette he’d fished out from the package down beside his lighter, then leans forward with his elbows on the desktop.

“Thanks. I want to go back to day shift,” I say as confidently as I can.

“All those shifts are filled, Joss. You already know this, and that is why you are on night shift,” he replies.

“Well, I can’t do night shift anymore. See what you can do to accommodate me, or I’ll have to put in my notice.”

“When did you get the notion that you could tell me what to do?” he asks, smirking at me. I can’t tell if he’s being serious or joking. I’m going to assume he’s serious since he’s the boss, but I’m not as afraid of him as most of the other staff are.

“When I realized I had a choice to ask for your help or leave this job. I can work anywhere, Pedro. This isn’t the only job in town. And if you recall, I’m only here filling in for Anita as a favor. I’m sure she’d understand if I explained the situation to her.”

Pedro ponders my request for a minute before he decides he’s going to light his cigarette anyway. “I’ll see what I can do, but I won’t make you any promises,” he says. “Your break is almost over, Joss. I suggest you get back to your station.” The red lighter in his hand sparks up as he places the cigarette between his lips. I frown at him and rise to leave.  

“Twenty-four hours, Pedro. If I don’t have a day shift assignment by then, you can forget about me showing up for work on Monday.”

Pedro chuckles as I close the door behind me and descend the metal staircase. I still have five minutes left to eat the muffin in my purse before I go back to the assembly line.

The following morning I decide I need to talk to Anita about this, since I’m only working here as a favor to her. I pull my phone out from its charger and begin texting.

Me: How goes the schooling?

Anita: Good. Can’t wait to finish classes and start working.

Me: The factory has me on the night shift, and I want to quit. How badly do you need this job when you come back?

It takes Anita almost ten minutes before she replies to my last text. I was hoping I’d get an answer from her sooner. My phone finally pings with her next text message.

Anita: I don’t. I’ve found a job as a teaching assistant in Salt Lake City. Didn’t you get my email? I already told you this.

Me: Fuck, no. When did you send the email?

Anita: Three weeks ago.

Me: I never got an email from you saying you weren’t coming back.

Anita: I sent it to your Joss104 email address.

Me: Anita! It’s NOT Joss104, its Joss410!

Anita: Shit.

Me: So I’ve been slaving at the factory for you for no fucking reason?

Her texts go quiet for a few minutes after my last message to her. I want to scream at my phone. This is what I get for doing a flake like Anita a favor. How could she have messed up my email address? I growl to myself as I pace my kitchen floor.

Anita: Yes. I’m so sorry, Joss.

I am too steamed to reply. I toss my phone on to the couch and throw my hands up in the air in frustration. I tip my head back and stare at my ceiling, letting out a loud sigh. “I’m too nice to people,” I mutter. “I’m going to change my middle name to doormat.” 

Never mind. The damage is done. I doubt Pedro will give me a day shift assignment and he already knows I’ve given him a twenty-four-hour notice. I’ll start looking for another job today. I hate the factory. Assembling shipping boxes for vegan granola bars in a cold brick warehouse doesn’t challenge my mind, which isn’t really surprising. I need something I can sink my teeth into, a job I’m excited to go to that offers me a chance to learn something new. I’m not going to bother showing up for my shift tonight. Fuck that. And this is the last time I do Anita or anybody else any fucking favors.
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I sleep well through the night knowing that I can quit the factory immediately. I ease my eyes open and notice the sun’s morning rays beam past the edges of my window shade and fill my bedroom with a warm glow. I need that glow. I need to spend some time outside today to clear my head and rejuvenate my soul. I’m not entirely awake yet, but the interruption of my phone ringing beside my head on the nightstand forces me to pop my eyes wide open and answer it. “Hello,” I breathe into the receiver.

“Hi. I’m calling for Angelina. Is she there?” a deep, sensual voice asks. 

“Um, no. You must have a wrong number,” I say, probably sounding a bit disappointed it wasn’t my brother Jared on the other end of the line. I sit up in my bed and rub my left eye with the heel of my palm. I’m about to hang up when the caller speaks again.

“Oh. She left me this number the other night and suggested I call her today,” he says, still taunting me with that sumptuous, deep tone. He’s polite, and so I have no reason to be a jerk about the interruption.

“I’m pretty sure you’ve just dialed the number wrong. Maybe try redialing it,” I suggest. “Or maybe you’ve transposed two of the numbers. I’ve done that before.” 

“Right,” he says. “I’ll recheck it. Thanks for the suggestions, and sorry to disturb you.” The call ends abruptly with his disconnection. 

I slip back down into my bed covers and fluff my pillow. Wow. That was quite the voice. I could wake up every morning to that sexy tone breathing my name in my ear. I’m surprisingly aroused. With a little luck, he’ll make that same misdialed-number mistake again. 

I hold my cell phone close to my chest and secretly hope he calls back. It’s not like I have anything else to do today except pick up a few groceries. Or, I could check my phone for the incoming number and call him back, then lie about Angelina having used to live here, so I can hear him speak again. I laugh a little at myself now. That was the best wakeup call I’ve had – ever. I could take over from where this Angelina chick left off and make him forget she ever existed. A cheeky grin tugs at the corner of my mouth, and I roll over to my side. 

I stretch my arms and legs out from the warmth of my bedsheets and slowly rise to greet what is left of the day. I slip my toes into the fuzzy slippers awaiting me at my bedside and throw on the t-shirt slung over the back of a chair under my bedroom window. I love this t-shirt. It was Michael’s. My heart still skips a beat when I think of him. I have to shake the thought of Michael out of my head and go back to the voice I just heard on my phone. Michael is gone, and it’s time to move on with my life. 

What is it they say about great voices? “He has a face for radio.” Maybe my mystery caller’s sexiness is all in his voice, and he looks like a troll. Nope. Not going there. That voice has to have a fantastic face and body to go with it. My imaginary dream man just called my number by mistake looking for Angelina – whoever the fuck she is. 

I’ll never hear his voice again, so I might as well let myself imagine what sort of man would suit it. Mystery guy is tall, dark and handsome. He has pale green eyes, olive-toned skin, shiny dark hair, a six-pack of muscled abs, and a healthy bank account. I really have to stop reading romance novels or listening to sexy-assed male voices narrate erotic romance audiobooks. I get wet just thinking about the prospect of any of them talking dirty to me between the sheets. My audiobooks are filling my head with fictional beefcake men that don’t exist in real life. Well, not in my life. It’s called fiction for a reason, I remind myself. 

Hearing men read erotic scenes is addictive. It’s like crack for your ears and your loins. I burst out laughing at myself again, as I don’t even want to know how much money I’ve spent on audiobooks in the last year. I’m guessing that’s why the mystery man’s voice today made me horny. He was a real human. It wouldn’t be fair to waste such a magnificent sound on someone unattractive, would it? 

As I stumble my way into my bathroom to take a shower, I realize that I’ve had my fair share of compliments on my voice too. I got into doing podcasting on a lark because Carly suggested that I’d be good at it. “You have a calm, soothing and clear voice,” she said. It’s been eight months since I started doing a Dear Abby–style podcast helping people with everyday life and relationship questions. It has turned out to be great fun, and now I have a minimum of thirty callers and twice as many live chat participants every Sunday night. It amazes me how many people need advice. I think I offer them an unbiased ear and a common-sense approach to their issues. That thought reminds me to update my website later today.

My shower has woken me up enough to feel obligated to do something with the balance of my day. Waking up at ten o’clock in the morning means I’m never ready to face the world until noon wasting half the day before I’ve even set foot outside my apartment. 

Just as I’m about to grab my purse for a bit of grocery shopping, my phone rings again. It has to be my brother finally calling me back. I answer without looking, ready to give Jared a piece of my mind.

“Hello.”

“Oh. Shit. I’ve called you again,” he says in that voice I’d never thought I’d hear twice.

My loins react to hearing him speak again, and I sit down on the couch before replying. “Still looking for Angelina?” I ask in a breathy way.

My ear is filled with his nervous laughter, and now I’m more intrigued than ever. Fuck me. That laughter is so sexy, and dreamy, and real. 

“Is Angelina a friend of yours, by any chance?” he asks.

“I wish she was,” I say. “Then maybe I’d get the chance to meet the man behind the deep sultry voice that keeps calling me by mistake.”

He chuckles at my comment. I may have embarrassed him a little. “I must have written her number down wrong. I thought for sure I’d done what you suggested – that I misdialed the number – but it looks like that isn’t the case.”

“Why would a girl who met a guy with your voice give you the wrong number?” I ask curiously. “Are you not as handsome as you sound?” Shit. I can’t believe I just said that to this perfect stranger. 

I hear him roar with laughter after my question, and I feel a flush of embarrassment heat my cheeks. I’m so glad he can’t see me at the moment. I lean my back against my couch cushions and kick my feet up on top of the coffee table.

“That all depends,” he replies. “Are you as sexy as you sound?”

Fuck. Yup. There it is again. My pussy is literally throbbing between my legs. What is it about this man’s voice that has me so aroused? I can’t let him hang up on me now. I need to keep him talking.

“Tell me how you would describe the perfect woman, and I’ll tell you if I’m remotely like her,” I reply, and then laugh.

“I really should go,” he says. I sense a hint of regret from him, but I think I’ve caught him off guard.

“Are you married, or otherwise attached?”

“No. I’m single.”

“So, why do you have to go?” I ask. “Do you have to get back to work? Are you an airplane pilot? Top-end executive? A doctor, perhaps?”

Another chuckle from him fills my ear and then a brief silence. “What is your name?” he asks.

“How about you tell me your name first, since this is the second time you’ve accidentally called me,” I ask, hoping he’ll oblige me.

“First name, Bob. Last name, Loblaw,” he says.

“Really? Now, why don’t I believe you?”

“Suspicious much?” he replies, with a single light chuckle behind it.

“Yes. Very suspicious. I don’t think you called my number a second time by mistake. I think you wanted to talk to me again. Tell me, what are you wearing, Mr. Bob Loblaw?” I say in my sexiest tone.

“Khaki pants, Dockers and a blue polo shirt. You?”

“Faded denim, a white V-neck t-shirt, and flip-flops.”

“Heading to the beach?”

“No, something far less sexy than that. The grocery store,” I say. I start twirling my hair around my finger as my curiosity controls my brain in ways it hasn’t in a very long time.

“Hmm. Well, while you’re out, can you pick me up two cantaloupes, a nectarine, a banana and two deep-purple plums?”

I gasp, pop my eyes out of my head and cover my mouth in a state of shock. My face lights up with a huge fucking smile. “Did you actually ask me that with a straight face?” I reply and burst out laughing.

“What?” he says casually. “I’m making a smoothie. What were you thinking?” 

Oh, this is freaking crazy. This perfect stranger is flirting with me on the phone. “Ah, so a man with a wicked sense of humor and an incredibly sexy voice. Where will the magic end?”

“Listen. If I’m going to keep calling you by mistake, I’m really going to need a name.”

“Do you want my real name or a made-up one like you gave me?” 

“Your real name would be a good start. Then I’ll tell you my real name.”

I hesitate for a moment before I throw all caution and common sense into the wind. I give him my real name. “Joss,” I say.

“Say Bob Loblaw fast for me, like it was all one word,” he asks.

“Bobloblaw. Bobloblaw. Oh, blahblahblah?” I burst out laughing, and I hear him laugh heartily as well. “That is hilarious!” I say. “I knew that wasn’t your real name.”

“Made you laugh again. That’s a good thing,” he muses. I can tell he has a massive grin on his face.

“So, mister mysterious. What is your real name?”

“I don’t know if I can trust you with my real name,” he says in an even deeper tone, teasing me further. I’m tempted to put my free hand between my legs and start rubbing. I have to wonder if I’m having the same effect on him. “Are you saying that you don’t think I gave you my real name?”

“Maybe. How about you call me Bob for now. When I feel like I can trust you completely, then I’ll give you my real name.”

“Ah, so the mystery continues under the guise of a game. Trust is a fragile thing, Bob. So, how about a real address for where I’m dropping off your fruit smoothie ingredients?”

“How about you make the smoothie, and then the next time I call you can tell me how delicious it was?” he says, taunting me more than ever to rub one out on the couch while we talk.

“Tomorrow morning? Same time, same deep, sexy voice?” I ask, darkening the tone of my voice.

“Consider it a date,” he says, adding another chuckle.

“Okay, Bob. I look forward to getting to the bottom of the mystery of who you are. Until tomorrow,” I say and then end the call. 

Wow. What the hell just happened? I’m giddy, aroused, and confused. Note to self – add fresh batteries for your vibrator to the shopping list.
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It’s been two days since I quit the factory, and my sleep patterns have gone back to normal after working late shifts for the past month. That must be what jetlag feels like. 

When Bob the stranger didn’t call me back yesterday, I assumed our mini phone tryst was over. Such a shame. That was so fun, and I am dying to know more about this man. What if he’s much older than I am? What if he lives hundreds of miles away from me? I shake my head and shuffle my fuzzy-slippered feet to the bathroom to wash my face. It’s time to hit the sheets and dream about my mystery man, temporarily known as Bob Loblaw.

I realize it’s already eleven-thirty when I put my kettle on to make a cup of tea. I’m in the mood for a bacon and egg sandwich for breakfast today. While I wait for the kettle to boil, and my morning yawns to eventually subside, I flip open my laptop on my desk and search for job listings. With my pen in hand, I tap it on the notepad beside me a few times while looking at the screen. Do I want to go back to secretarial work? Do I want to check if a local interior designer has an opening for an assistant? I could go either way.

The kettle has finished boiling, and I fill the teapot before dipping my teabag into it several times. After pulling my bacon and eggs from the fridge I spark up the burner for the frying pan. 

I start talking to myself aloud as I analyze my job options. “If I go back to secretarial, I’ll likely be stuck in a dead-end position. If I get to work as an assistant designer, I’ll make less money.” I guess I don’t need a bigger paycheck since the life insurance money I received as Michael’s widow can cover me for at least the next ten years, but I have to keep my body and mind busy. Without work, I feel useless. “Okay, Joss. Designer assistant it is. I’m a creative soul by nature, and I should feed that creativity any way I can.”

Michael’s voice echoes in my mind. “Do what you love, Baby. I got you covered with money for the bills.” Now, even after his untimely death, he is still looking after me financially. My heart feels heavy as I fight back the urge to cry for him again. I’d give up every dollar I have to hold him in my arms now.

I am shaken out of my sadness by the ring of my cell phone. As I glance at the screen, I spy a number I don’t recognize from area code 808. This must be my mystery man, Bob. I don’t hesitate to take the call. I’ll risk that it is some scammer trying to give me a free vacation or donate to a charity I’ve never heard of. 

“Hello, this is Joss,” I answer.

I hear his masculine sigh on the other end and then hear Bob’s voice say, “Did you miss me?”

My face cracks a wide smile at the sound of his voice. “Maybe,” I say.

“Was the smoothie as tasty as you’d hoped?”

“I don’t own a blender,” I say.

He chuckles. “Who doesn’t own a blender?”

“I’m a meat and potatoes girl. Smoothies are for pansies,” I add mockingly.

“Born in the Midwest?” he asks.

“Utah. You?”

“California,” he replies.

“Surfer boy?” I quiz.

“Yeah. Something like that.” He chuckles and my arms are coated in a wave of goosebumps.

“So, Jeffrey, what part of California are you from?”

“You think my real name is Jeffrey?” he laughs heartily.

“I figured I’d try out a few random guesses and see if I can nail your real name down by chance, Carson.”

“Carson sounds like a rich kid’s name. The kind whose daddy paid for a Harvard degree with yesterday’s take from the stock market.”

“Yes, Brad. You’re right. Carson is a snobby name. You’re not a snob, are you?” 

“Maybe a little. I do have affluent parents, but they aren’t the Harvard snob types.”

“Listen, John,” I continue. “How long are we going to play this phone game before you send me a picture of your face?”

“That is a good question. I think we should start off slow. I’ll take a photo of my hand and send it to you now.”

“Your hand better not be wrapped around your dick, Richard, or I’ll have to block your calls from now on.”

I hear a loud outburst of laughter from Bob, and I can’t help but bust a gut along with him. “No Joss. Trust me. I don’t make it a habit to send pictures of my cock to random women I accidentally call. Do you trust me?” he asks after his laughter subsides.

“Sure. Why not, Jason. Trust is the foundation of all good friendships. I will trust you until you give me a reason not to.”

“Okay. Good to know. The feeling is mutual. Wait for a second while I snap a picture of my hand holding a glass with my pansy-assed smoothie in it.”

I wait for a few seconds and sure enough my phone pings with a notification that I’ve received a text message. Do I open the app to view the image or not? I eye up my bacon and eggs sitting on the kitchen counter and ease my way across the room to start cooking. Taking a deep breath, I open the app to see Bob has sent a picture of his hand wrapped around a glass filled with a smoothie. 

“Okay. So no cock. That’s good.” I can’t help but laugh at the thought that my mystery caller has sent me a picture of his hand. Well, maybe it isn’t even his hand. He could have gotten that image from anywhere on the internet. I decide to accept that the hand is his, since he came up with the image so quickly. “You have fine blond hair on your knuckles, so you are definitely a surfer boy.”

“Blond, yes. But I haven’t used a surfboard in a long time,” he admits.

“So, Blake. Am I supposed to send you a picture of one of my body parts now to even the score?”

“Sure. But nothing too revealing. I like a little mystery,” he says in a deepened tone.

“Hmm. What to send, what to send.” I flip the bacon over in my pan while I decide. “Oh, okay. My foot inside one of my fuzzy house slippers.” 

“Are they the feather boa pink high-heeled ones, or more like those comfortable bunny slippers girls like to roam around the house in?” he asks.

“Sorry, Andrew. I don’t have any sex kitten slippers. But they aren’t bunny slippers either. More like granny slippers,” I admit.

“Hmm. Granny slippers are probably not going to do anything for me, but if you insist, I’ll accept it.”

“Okay. The image is on its way.” I take a quick snap of my foot inside my slipper with my toes peeking out the opening at the top. I’m thankful for my recent pedicure now that I’m sending pictures of my toes to whatever his name is.

“Nice pedicure. Did you do that yourself or go to a salon?” he asks.

“Salon. One of the few things I do to treat myself once a week. I’m not a fancy girl, but I do like to keep my fingers and toes looking trimmed and polished. Plus I’m a total sucker for a foot massage,” I add while I slide the bacon over to the side of the frying pan to add one egg. I pop my bread into the toaster oven and click Start. I wonder if he can hear me messing around in my kitchen while we send pictures of our body parts to each other. This has to be the weirdest thing I’ve ever agreed to. Will we eventually end up sending pictures of our private parts? Do I need to shave my woohoo sometime this week? Nope. I’ll find a picture of somebody else’s coifed woohoo on the internet before I’ll send one of my own. Okay. I think I’m getting way ahead of myself here. How crazy do I have to be to go there even in my head, let alone for real? 

“I’m actually pretty good at giving foot massages. It could be our thing if we ever meet and decide to date,” he says happily.

Really? He would be interested in meeting and going for a date? He has no idea what I look like. I mean, totally blind date. Dear God, what have I gotten myself into? 

“Well Max, I’d first have to figure out your real name before I’d agree to go on a foot-massage date with you. Also, I have no idea where you’re calling me from. Where exactly is area code 808?”

“Hawaii,” he replies and breathes out a long sigh.

“Oh,” is all I can muster. A bit shocked. He might as well be living on the moon. The whole idea of possibly meeting my mystery caller just got soaked in turpentine and lit on fire. “I’m a long way from Hawaii. I guess we’ll never get the chance to meet, Alex,” I say, sounding deflated. I hear a soft sigh from him, giving me the impression I’m right. “Listen, Lars, I’m truly disappointed that you are on an island and I’m on the mainland. Unless either of us decides to take a vacation, this thing we have going on will never be more than it is now.”

“Ah, so close,” he murmurs.

“So close to what?”

“My real name,” he says.

“First or last name?” I prod anxiously.

“Last name. I’ll give you my last name. It’s Larsen.”

Blank Larsen. Blank Larsen, I repeatedly say in my head. “Hmm. So, Danish then?” I ask.

“Yes! Another good guess. Do you know someone with the same last name?”

“No. A stab in the dark,” I say. “So, if I search Google for people with the last name Larsen living in Hawaii, will I likely find you? There can’t be that many Danes in Hawaii.”

“There are five main inhabited islands in Hawaii,” he says. “And a Google search would be a waste of your time, as I’m only living here temporarily.”

“For work?” 

“Yes. I’m the manager of a golf course. Hence the khaki pants and blue polo shirt,” he chuckles.

“You went from surfer boy to golfer?”

“Yes. My father’s best friend is a golf course designer. He builds them, gets them up and running, then sells them off. I spent a summer working for him between college courses, and he hired me full time when I graduated. He flies me around the world to manage his new courses for six-month stints when they first open. I make sure they’re running smoothly based on his expectations, then he sends me off to somewhere else to do the same thing.”

“Wow. Nice gig! How many places have you lived since you started doing this?”

“I was in Ireland for a while, and now in Hawaii. I’m not sure where I’m going next, but it’s likely somewhere in the US.”

“Listen, Garret, I’m quitting my job today, and I think I need a vacation. Are you seriously up for a real face-to-face, or do you want to remain anonymous forever?” 

“You’re interested in flying out to Hawaii from Utah to meet me?” he asks, obviously shocked.

“Well, first I’ll need to figure out your first name and get a picture of you. But, sure. I’d like to meet you sometime in the future. I’ve never been to Hawaii. Nor have I picked up a golf club since my husband passed away a year ago.”

“You’re a widow? You sound too young to be widowed.”

“I am too young to be widowed,” I sigh. Michael’s face fills my head, and my heart begins to ache again. I don’t think this feeling will ever subside. How am I supposed to carry on with my life when the thought of him brings me nearly to my knees with grief? It has been a whole year since the accident. I should have gotten past these deep-rooted emotions by now. I stifle the urge to tear up. “He was an amazing man. We met when we were in high school, dated for six years and got married when we were just twenty-one.”

“What was your husband’s name?” he asks, sounding sincerely concerned.

“Michael.”

“Is it too much to ask what happened?”

“No,” I say. “I don’t mind talking about him. It’s been an emotional roller coaster since his passing. To be honest, I thought I’d be less grief-stricken by now, but the ache of his loss still fills me like it happened yesterday. I’m learning slowly to live my life without him. I can’t say I’ll ever get over losing him, but we had a great life together while he was alive.” A tear rolls down my cheek, and I swiftly remove it. I don’t know how I have any tears left after a year of crying. I haphazardly flip the egg in the frying pan and shuffle the bacon around the egg.

“I’m very sorry to hear you had to go through that. I can’t imagine how hard it would be to lose a spouse. How long were you married?”

“Three years.”

“If you don’t want to talk about it, don’t,” he says softly.

“No. It’s fine.” I sniffle and manage to hold off more tears before I explain how Michael died. “He had a thing for motorcycles. He liked to take day-trip drives with his buddy on the weekends. He’d head out on Saturday morning with his best friend Bryce and be back home by five or six o’clock at night. Michael was struck by a truck at an intersection just outside of the city limits. At first, we thought he’d survive, but after eleven hours in the hospital, he succumbed to his injuries. For the first few months, once I got over the shock of his death, I was furious with him. How could he have been so careless? How could he have left me before we had the chance to start a family?” My eyes well with tears again, and I suck in as deep a breath as I can manage.

“I’m sorry, Joss. I should let you go. I didn’t mean to take our conversation to a place where you got upset. I’m so, so sorry,” he says.

“No. Please don’t hang up.” I start to suddenly laugh now, thinking about my Dear Joss podcasts offering advice to perfect strangers every Sunday night. Nobody has ever sat down with me to offer me advice on how to spend the rest of my life as a childless widow to my childhood sweetheart in my mid-twenties.

“What brought you from tears to laughter?” he asks curiously.

I’m sure he thinks I’m a wingnut. The ding of my toaster oven reminds me to get up to butter the toast and put my breakfast sandwich together. I put my phone on speaker and tend to my breakfast while it’s still hot. “I run a Sunday night podcast offering advice to people, and I’ve never thought of asking someone else for advice on how to deal with my loss. I didn’t want the pity that comes from asking how a woman in her twenties is supposed to deal with becoming a widow. I guess it just struck me how ironic that is,” I say, as I grab a tissue to wipe my nose with.

“Maybe by you offering help to others, it’s your way of helping yourself?” he asks.

“Yeah. Maybe. I do find it therapeutic.” I sniffle again and then smile. Mystery guy seems to have a big heart and a caring nature. I’m liking this man so much more the longer we talk. “Why are you single, Gary?” 

I hear that lovely deep chuckle of his again, making me completely forget that I’ve just spilled my guts. “I’m not sure. I’ve dated a few good women, but none of them seemed to fit my vision of a lifelong partner.”

“What is it that you are looking for, Mr. Larsen?”

“When I find it, I’ll tell you,” he says somberly.

I feel bad for changing his mood. “Did I hit a sore note?” 

“No. No, not at all, Joss. It bothers me a bit that I haven’t found the right woman, but I keep trying. One day the right one will come along.” He pauses for a beat and speaks again. “I really enjoy our conversations. There’s something about your quick wit and honesty that I find interesting. Addictive even.”

“Can I ask you one more question and expect you to be perfectly honest with me?”

“Sure. Of course. The only thing I haven’t told you is my first name. Other than that, I’ve been an open book. I want to see how long it’s going to take for you to guess my first name,” he laughs.

“Fine. Challenge accepted. My question is this. Who is Angelina?”

“She was a guest of my boss’s in the VIP section of the club. We had a few glasses of wine while I was entertaining her on behalf of the company. Her father is an investor in the course I’m managing now. After we had drinks I really thought we’d hit it off, and she gave me her number. That was the number I called you at.”

“Oh. So she gave you a fake number?” I ask. “Why would she do that when you know who her father is and could get the right phone number from him?” This is a very curious situation.

“Not sure. It seemed odd to me too, but then after talking to you the first time I got a good feeling from your voice. I thought maybe I’d try the number one more time in case I did dial it wrong the first time, but I was secretly interested in connecting up with you again. I mean, usually, when you dial a wrong number, people are rude. They’ll yell at you or hang up on you before you have the chance to apologize for the mistake. You seemed very calm and casual about it, and I liked the sound of your voice.” He laughs again. “Stupid, hey?”

“No. Not stupid at all. I thought your voice was very sexy, so in my head, I made up what I thought you’d look like – how old you were and where you lived. It’s an incurable romantic problem I need to solve,” I say, smiling to myself.

“Interesting. I kind of did the same thing after our second conversation. You make me laugh, and a woman hasn’t done that for me for a long time.” I smile again to myself while I think of something to say, but he starts to speak again. “How old are you?”

“Well, I think you could have done the math yourself. I told you that I married Michael at twenty-one and was married for three years before he passed away, and that he’s been gone for a year now.”

“Ah. Okay. So twenty-four or twenty-five?”

“I knew you could do it!” I say. “Bravo. The good news is that you are smarter than a fifth-grader!” 

“Yes, but only slightly.”

“Okay, Jackson. So what happens next? Are you going to send me another picture of a body part?”

“No,” he says. “Not today. Maybe tomorrow. I really should get back to work. I can see two of my maintenance crew standing by the golf-cart parking lot smoking a joint, and I need to nip that in the bud, pun intended.”

I laugh again. “Okay, Nate. Nice chatting with you again. Please call tomorrow when you get a breather from reprimanding your pot-smoking staff.”

“Will do, Joss. And hey, when do you do your podcasts?”

“Sunday nights at seven o’clock, Utah time. Are you planning on listening in?” I ask, surprised that he’d want to listen to my show.

“Yes. I’m curious. Very curious. How do I find the show?”

“Just Google ‘Dear Joss.’ You’ll find it. Later Kevin,” I say, and laugh as I disconnect our call. 
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Chapter 5
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It’s been a few days since I’ve heard from my mystery man. I have to admit I was disappointed when he didn’t call me on Tuesday or Wednesday morning, but I assured myself he was just busy. I spent those afternoons focusing on job hunting and adding more information and blog posts to my Dear Joss website. I’m getting more interest lately on the website, with listeners interacting with my blog. 

When I quit the factory, Pedro wasn’t too happy with me about it, but I warned him last week that I wasn’t interested in the night shift for the long term. Too bad, so sad. I’m moving on. I’ve found two interior design offices in my local area and have sent them my resume. They weren’t advertising for jobs, but if I don’t ask, I’ll never know. I have an interior design degree that I’ve never put into practice. I suppose I could start my own design business, but I’d rather work for someone else than deal with the obligations required to run my own design shop.

Thursday morning at eleven o’clock my cell phone wakes me. I leap up, anticipating that the call is from Mr. Mysterious, but it’s Jared finally returning my call. “Where the hell have you been?” I ask, without so much as a hello or how-are-you.

“Busy,” he replies abruptly.

“With what?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.”

I start pacing around my kitchen, getting a tad pissed at him for being a jackass. “Cryptic. Is that how you want to do this?” I say, still frustrated. I reach for my half-empty coffee cup to take a sip, but it’s gone stone cold.

“You are a very bossy little sister. How and when did you get so bossy?”

“When I didn’t get a call back from you for nearly a week, Jared. Jesus. Why didn’t you call me earlier?” I’m not very pleased with his glib response. I park my pissed-off ass on the sofa and toss my feet on top of my coffee table.

“I met a girl. She’s amazing, and I spent the last week hanging with her pretty much every night. You have to meet her, Joss.”

“Fine, I’ll meet your girlfriend, but could you please call me back when I call you?” 

“Yes, yes. So pushy, Joss,” Jared concedes.

“Okay. So, now that all the pleasantries are out of the way, how the hell are you?” I ask, softening my stance.

“Awesome. How is your podcasting going? Still dishing out advice to perfect strangers over the internet?”

“Yes. My audience is growing slowly, but I still love it. I find it has a healing element to it for me. I didn’t realize it until I talked about the show to someone else, but by helping others, I’m helping myself deal with Michael’s death.”

“Glad to hear
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