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Strong language warning. Sexual content.
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What is that object that flashes before my eyes when I look at you? It’s a blur of years to come, tears to be shed, hugs shared, and readied lips. As we reach the climax, the end is not ours to see. We are merely lovers on the fast track to forever. – B. A. 
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This is the part where I’m supposed to acknowledge those people who mean the world to me, and those who have helped me along the way, but I’ve already done that a million times. You know who you are, because love is not something that needs to be voiced to be felt. My heart is full, and my gratitude is immeasurable. 

A special thank you goes to author Kathleen Stone. You bring the gift of laughter into my life, and your presence in my life truly makes this journey less harrowing. 

This year, in 2022, I turned fifty, and with that, comes a degree of confidence that I haven’t always had. I haven’t always liked myself. In fact, there were times that I hated myself. Blame it on societal expectations that I felt I could never fulfill that caused me to see myself as inferior. I realize that writing that statement down for the world to read is a scary thing, and some would call me “courageous”, but it’s not courage that’s driving me, but more a desire to be honest because today, I want to thank myself for never giving up. Today, I know that my worth is not contingent on what the world sees, but how I see myself. Whether one person reads this book, or thousands, it acts as a sort of time capsule. Between the pages, readers will discover who I am, and I damn well love myself now. 

To Danny, my husband, I want to say, “we did it” – we published another story. I say “we” because without you, none of this would be possible, and when I think of everything I’ve accomplished in life, marrying you is at the top of the list. “Forever” is ours, mentally, spiritually...in every breadth imaginable. I love you, and I always will. 
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On an ordinary Sunday, a baby was born without fingerprints. Growing up, the boy’s mother had told him that he could be whoever he wanted to be. He drifted through each year feeling like a nomad, and a freak, until the day he met his match. The angel, disguised as a human, showed him how to shed his skin, and together they left their mark on an unsuspecting world. 

As a sentient soul, he was like the ancient magi. He perceived things that were beyond understanding; things that others thought illogical. In his sleep, he dreamt in black and white, reminiscent of those old movies before Technicolor had made its debut. Void of the spectrum, there was nothing to distract him from life’s verities. There were no ruby lips to tantalize him, no blinding sun. In his waking hours, he discerned the truth by relying on cold, hard facts. 

“This is it for the season.”

Mario cupped Tess’s face and kissed her, leaving dirt on her ruddy cheek. The bite in the air caused shivers to run up her arms, and beneath the wind’s sigh, she heard the familiar sound of a train approaching. 

“Are you sure?” 

The last of the fruit clung precariously to withered vines. He wiped his hands on his jeans and gently flicked at two ripened cherry tomatoes, watching as they fell onto the dry soil to reunite with Mother Earth. “Yeah. See?” 

On century old railway tracks, a train carried passengers eager to embark on a promising new journey, or ones who were anxious to escape their old lives, fearful of what was to come. As the whistle faded, the wind briefly died, leaving behind an eerie calm. 

“But we can still eat them, right?” Tess asked, hugging herself.

The silence was filled by Dickie Dee’s joyful tricycle bells alerting people of all ages. To them, the portable freezer was like heaven on wheels. Cumulus clouds blanketed the sun and cast long shadows on their private balcony shading Tess’s face. In the year that Mario has known her, she has managed to root herself deeper into his heart. She was wickedly fearless, independent, and beautiful beyond comparison. Yet, she exuded an innocence akin to that of a child and he often fantasized about their future daughter. In his imagination, his child would be a feisty, strong-willed girl with a mop of dark, unruly hair, and he would forever be doomed to live with his heart beating inside her little chest.

Mario picked up the fallen fruit, and grasping Tess by the back of her neck, he fed her one cherry tomato before eating his own. Their lips met, and the sweetness of the fruit was dulled by their fiery passion. 

“Delicious,” Tess told him. 

“Are you cold, baby?” 

“What do you think?” 

Tess uncrossed her arms and ran her finger along the post of Mario’s makeshift garden box where he had carved their initials using a switchblade that at one point, was meant to protect him from the prowlers that stalked the streets for playthings. They were demons of the night who obtained innocent souls for pleasure, and to secure their place in the dark underbelly of a township with no name. The day Mario surrendered himself to Tess was the day that the weapon had become nothing more than a useful tool. 

“Let’s go inside,” Tess said. 

Their one-bedroom apartment was extravagant compared to the hellhole Mario used to live in. Across the tracks, dust returned to dust. Residents awaited a swift end to lives barely lived. Mario had condemned the place in his mind, but despite his change of address, there was a part of himself that lingered at Elysian Palace – to keep the ghost of his mother company. 

“Are you coming?” Tess asked, walking past him. 

Mario grasped her arm and pulled her close to him. The wind whipped her long hair around her face. Taming it, he found what he was looking for: that mischievous gleam in her eyes. Tess liked to play his game. She was a worthy opponent, seducing him with a mere glance; one that was reserved for the man she adored. 

“Why don’t we stay right here?” 

“The neighbours...” she whispered, nuzzling his neck.  

“We’re on the top floor, Tess.” Removing his sweatshirt, he crumpled it into a ball and guided her lithe form to the concrete, placing it beneath her head. 

Musical notes drifted skyward. Lyrics told the story of mad love, and the tragic players that would end their lives because of it. They could hear voices belonging to the tenants that resided in the apartment below them, partiers wanting to sedate themselves on a Saturday night. 

“Perfect timing.” 

“Perfect timing for what?”

“The noise will drown out...”

“Don’t you dare, Belotti! I’ll scream!” 

“Shh!” 

Playfully covering Tess’s mouth with his hand, Mario inched his free hand down the length of her body and found her beneath the fabric of her denim skirt, swollen, ready. 

“If I take my hand away, will you promise to be quiet?”

She nodded in anticipation, starved, like he was starved. With his head between her legs, he pleasured her, reveling in her reaction. She was weightless, hovering above the patio in a state of euphoria.  

“Fu...fuck...” Tess said, stuttering. “The phone’s ringing.”

“So?” 

“It might be Dito.”

“He can make his own Goddamn pizza. I thought I told you to be quiet?” 

“Oh, God,” Tess said, moaning with abandon. 

Love had betrayed him once, tricking him into believing that Tess intended to torment him with her lies, but she had only been hurting herself, and when she awakened to that fact, the broken pieces of Mario’s heart reattached themselves. Contrary to every sad love song ever written, love should not hurt. 

The telephone stopped ringing. Beneath the din of the party below them, Mario could hear Tess’s breathing grow erratic as if she was relaying a lover’s morse code. 

A few blocks away, in a darkened room, a frail man with white hair stared dumbly at the phone book before him. Struggling to stand from his chair, he gazed outside a window overlooking an expansive lawn. There, he saw a ghost child too timid to frolic, and play, afraid of his father’s wrath. Stepping forward on heavy heels, the man placed his palm against the pane, and wept freely. There was no virtue in his action. There was only a distinct feeling of dread as he watched his second born son drive out of his life. He was only a boy – a boy with brooding, angry eyes; a boy who shared Mario’s last name.  
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“Look who decided to grace us with his presence.” 

Dito stood behind the intricately carved, mahogany bar looking frazzled. As the father to a one-year-old, he had aged rapidly, and in his role as owner of Dean’s Pizzeria, energy seeped from him like water through a sieve. He found solace only when asleep and often took naps in his office, hiding for a few blissful minutes. Dito was well respected in the community, and to uphold that reputation, he had officially promoted Mario to a managerial role six months earlier. 

“I’m not even late,” Mario said, lighting his pre-work smoke. 

“Just jerking your chain, kid.”

The restaurant was sparsely occupied. Several tables had “reserved” signs on them. The same patrons who reserved them every Saturday night were like family, and Dean’s place was more like someone’s home than a business. To newcomers, Dito resembled a long-lost friend. Thanks to his loyal clientele, and his savvy business sense, he was considering expanding into the vacant space next door – a bakery that had failed thanks to its promise to exclusively sell “fat free” pastries. 

“How was your day?”

“Good. Hung out with Tess.”

“You two going to tie the knot, or what?” Dito spoke behind his shoulder. He was cleaning a keg line while taking inventory of the liquor. Despite the chainsaw accident that left him with only nine fingers, he was adept at multitasking. Because of his missing appendage, the locals lovingly dubbed him “Dito” – the Italian word for “finger”. The name stuck, and Dean often signed official documents using the moniker. 

“Been thinking about it.”

“Oh, yeah?” Suddenly interested, Mario’s boss stopped what he was doing and leaned on the bar, mimicking an old-fashioned barkeep. In another life, Dito would have been the jazz club owner who wore a tuxedo to work and served martinis to the Rita Hayworths of the world. “Forever’s a long time. You sure about that, kid?” 

The question failed to instill fear in Mario. Fate had brought him and Tess together. She had scarred him in the most beautiful way, and with every breath, the distance to forever grew shorter. Mario wanted to spill his guts to his friend, and mentor, but they were distracted by a group of jocks wearing Baseball jerseys who entered the restaurant shouting a victory chant.

“Guess the fuckers won,” Dito said, smirking. “Does Tess know you’ve been thinking about it?”

The smoke from Mario’s cigarette swirled in long, grey wisps forcing a customer to dramatically wave it away. It was an older man with a permanent squint reminding him of Mr. Magoo.  

“Can we get another pitcher?”

“Coming right up. I’ll bring it over.”

“Thanks,” Magoo said, nearly tripping over a bar stool. Embarrassed, he tugged at his vest in a show of authority and made his way back to his table knocking shoulders with another guest who spilled his pint of beer all over the freshly shampooed carpet.

“Hold that thought, Mario,” Dito said. “Oh, and Ricky’s working tonight. I don’t want you two fighting your personal battle in the kitchen, so save it for after hours.” 

“Fuck. That kid needs the shit beat out of him.”

“Maybe. But he’s a damn good waiter, so keep your cool.”

Mario snuffed out his smoke in a glass ashtray and begrudgingly headed towards the kitchen to start his shift. He had accepted the managerial role as long as he was still allowed to practice his passion. Creating culinary works of art, he was like an artist summoning his muse. On Saturdays, he was tasked with preparing the weekend special. Oftentimes, he would stick with the Italian classics that the restaurant was known for. Recently, Mario had started to put his own spin on recipes from his native country. Tonight, he planned to offer a red sauce with tuna served over house made spaghetti that the sous chefs had prepared earlier in the afternoon.  

The steel glinted as he sharpened his knives. A memory resurfaced from when he was a child and was revolted by the idea of adding tuna to his beloved pasta. A merciless hand had met the back of his head, his father’s words, final: “I used to get into fist fights just to win the skin of a raw potato. You’ll eat what your mother serves you, cretino!”

“Hey, Mario.” 

“Hey, Rick.”

“It’s Ricky, asshole. I’m in your section tonight. Sucks to be you.”

The teenager left abruptly leaving Mario’s words tangled in his throat. Dito had hired the kid after catching him stealing from the tip jar and Mario wondered what kind of person rewarded criminals. Over beers one night, Dito had told him, “He can’t steal anymore if the walls have eyes.” Like Mario, Ricky had lived in the shady part of town before his foster parents had taken him in to fill the void of an empty house, having lost their own son in a drowning accident. Ricky had attended the School of Hard Knocks and was incapable of showing his gratitude, both at home, and at work, and he became the perpetual thorn in Mario’s side. 

Swearing beneath his breath, he thought of Tess to cleanse his mind. On a wintry night in January, he had bared his soul, recounting the story behind his father’s abandonment. There was no rhyme or reason to it, and he had collapsed into her, crying for his mother, and himself. When they were forced to leave their mansion in the city, familial blood had turned to poison.

“A week ago, Doc gave me twenty-four hours to live.”

Mario turned towards an older waitress who was loading her tray with baskets filled with piping hot baguette. As a long-time widow, she looked old beyond her years. Each line in her face told a story, and not all stories have happy endings.  

“But you’re still here,” he said, playing along.

“Lucky for me, he was blind as a bat and an hour late for his appointments. Mrs. Kennedy went home with hemorrhoid cream for her brain tumor.”

“Good one, Meg,” Mario said, chuckling. “How’s your shift going?”

“Fine...for now. I’ll send you a telegram if I need you. Thanks, Mario.”

“You know I got your back.”

As she walked away, Mario noticed that there was a limp to her gait, and he made a mental note to check the schedule to ensure she had booked off some time for vacation. Meg liked to work like a horse, stating that she’d rather be at the restaurant than talk to her deceased husband all night, but a dead horse is a useless one.

After organizing his workstation, Mario made his way to the pantry to retrieve the ingredients he needed for his sauce. On the floor, right next to an industrial-sized bag of flour, he noticed a condom wrapper that had been left behind by not-so subtle paramours. Fleeting sexual encounters were common in his old hood; acts equivalent to a handshake with a stranger, spirits emotionally impoverished. At Dito’s, however, sex at work was a blatant act of disrespect. 

“Fucking morons,” Mario grumbled, kicking the wrapper beneath the shelving unit.

With his patience waning, he deposited his tub of ingredients at his station and retreated to Dito’s office where he lit a smoke and called home using a pencil to dial. A replica of the Batmobile sat on the corner of the desk. Picking it up, he felt like he was ten years old again. He was still nurturing that ten-year-old boy inside of him.

“Hello?”

“Hey, baby.”

“Hi. How’s it going?”

“Shitty so far,” Mario said, propping his feet on the desk.

“Why? What happened?” 

“Nothing. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. Are you going to tell me what happened?”

“I just miss you.”

In the background, someone was singing a little ditty about Jack and Diane. 

“So, was it you that called a few minutes ago?”

“No. Did someone hang up on you?”

“Yeah.”

“Probably a prank call,” Mario said, feeling a sense of foreboding. “Lock the door, though. Just in case.”

“Don’t exaggerate.” 

“I mean it, Tess. Lock the door. Especially when I’m not home.” 

“Fine. I’ll lock it. I love you.” 

“I love you, too. See you when I get home.”

Mario ended the call without saying “good-bye”. It was a habit he’d picked up when his mother had fallen ill. There was a finality in the words that hit too close to home. 

Smoking the cigarette to its filter, he dropped it in an ashtray before leaving the office. In the narrow corridor, he met his nemesis. 

“What’s up with you anyway?” 

“What?” Ricky asked. 

“Why are you always on my case?”

“I don’t know. Is that what you think?”

“I think it’s obvious. Forget it, kid. Just don’t fuck with me tonight.”

“Would rather fuck your girlfriend...” Ricky mumbled, walking away. 

Adrenaline coursed through his body. Mario pounced like a panther, pinning the teenager against the wall, his eyes hard. “What did you say?” 

“You heard me. Let go, prick.”

“Jesus Christ. What the fuck are you two doing? Get to work!”

They both stared at Dito like they were bullies in the playground submitting to their teacher’s orders. Mario released the kid and disappeared down the darkened hallway. There was something different in the way he moved. There was a tempest that surrounded him. Beneath the professional façade, there was a guy from the wrong side of the tracks screaming to get out.  
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The red sheer curtains failed to shade the sunlight that was streaming through the bedroom window. Tess hated the dark. Having left her old life behind, she was frequently plagued by nightmares. The darkness served to exacerbate those images in her head, ones born of a secret existence that nearly prompted her to end her own life and lose Mario in the process. Desperate for the money she needed to keep her ailing father in a nursing home, she had sacrificed her mind, body, and soul, to hungry predators.  

In early February, her father, her hero, died peacefully in his sleep. As the casket was being lowered into the earth, Mario held her and listened to her words as she whispered them into his chest, “It was all for nothing. None of it mattered...” Later, after the last mourner had gone home, Tess had written an account of her time as an escort on the back of the Church program and using her bare hands to turn the fresh soil that covered her father’s grave, she buried it as an act of contrition.    

Mario shifted in bed; the sun’s brilliance was fading to black as he pulled the duvet over his head. His eyes adjusted to the darkness and behind his closed lids, there was nothing. Anesthetized, yet awake, he rolled over, and stared at Tess as she slept. There was a time when he thought they wouldn’t make it. When he discovered her secret, it was as if the woman he was falling for had been a figment of his imagination. She had hidden the truth, adopting a perfect persona. When her lies came to light, the Tess he loved had vanished, abandoning him like his father abandoned him, and like his mother deserted him by dying. In the end, Tess emerged as herself, determined to leave her ghosts behind, and he forgave her for deceiving him. 

Kissing her on the forehead, he pulled on a pair of sweatpants and quietly left the room to make his morning coffee. The kitchen was the focal point of the apartment. As a chef, he had always wanted a workspace that offered comfort and convenience, and when they chose to live together, they searched for places that offered modern appliances, ample room, and a breakfast nook where they could indulge in their favourite vice, espresso. To him, it was like liquid gold. In his former life, it had been a luxury he couldn’t afford, and yet, it was something other people took for granted likening them to the convict who forgoes his last meal. Thanklessness had become a modern-day plague. 

Desperate for caffeine, Mario picked up his cup and stepped out onto their balcony where he lit his first smoke of the day. The city was still asleep. Sundays were a day of rest, and a day to visit with God. He could hear the Church bell ringing for morning service. St. Matthew’s was the only Catholic church in town. It had been erected in 1873 by only two dozen men. Beneath the holy structure, a sarcophagus held the remains of Father O’Reilly who had been St. Matthew’s first priest, and each year, on the anniversary of his death, twenty-four hooded men embarked on a pilgrimage in homage to God’s dead servant. Most townspeople considered it a farce. The devout considered it a blessing, but there were those that swore that on the day that commemorated the church’s founder, they could hear an Irish tune resonate from the bowels of St. Matthew’s.  

“You’re up early.” 

Tess stood beside him wearing his Rolling Stones t-shirt, mismatched socks, and a peaceful smile. Her messy ponytail was secured with a fuchsia scrunchie. At first glance, she looked like a carefree teenager. Inside, she was all woman, and he fell deeper in love whenever he looked at her. 

“Good morning,” Mario said, sharing his smoke with her. “How’d you sleep?” 

“Like a baby. No bad dreams. You?” Handing Mario back his cigarette, Tess kissed him tenderly. She often said, “The only problem with loving you is missing you while I’m sleeping.” 

“Like crap.” 

“Shit, sorry. Why? Did Dito give you a hard time last night? I know how grumpy he’s been lately.”  

“No. I can handle him. Fucking brain won’t shut off,” he said. Flicking his smoke off the balcony, he leaned on the railing. Living on the top floor helped him feel like the King of his own castle. There were creases in his face; sleep lines that made him look older. 

“What’s on your mind?” Tess asked, stealing his coffee cup.  

“I don’t know. Everything. Plus,” he said, facing her, “when I came home last night, the door was unlocked.”  

On a nearby avenue, the impatient blast of a car horn pierced the silence. They could hear a mother’s voice calling for her children whose laughter echoed endlessly. In Mario’s mind, that woman was screaming at her degenerate kid to hurry the fuck up. A part of him was still haunted by his past. 

“Dammit. I forgot to lock it.” 

“Why didn’t you do it right after we talked?” 

She looked away, unable to meet his eyes. Although she knew he meant well, his overprotective nature often made her feel smothered. “I just...I forgot.” 

“You went to bed with the door unlocked?” 

“Yeah,” she said, whipping her head towards him. “I went to bed with the door unlocked. And guess what, Belotti? I’m still alive. No one murdered me in my sleep.”

Tess left him on the balcony. Inside the house, she picked up her empty wine glass, straightened the couch pillows, and turned on the radio. He was like an apparition, following her silently.  

“I worry about you,” he finally said. “I’m sorry.” Tess collapsed on the couch. Mario joined her. Picking up her hand, he held it in his lap and rubbed her naked ring finger. His eyes stayed focused on her hand when he said, “I guess I’m not used to this.”

“Used to what? Us?” 

“What?” he asked, locking eyes with her. “No, Goddammit. I mean, this feeling of...security. Like all hell will break loose at any second.”

Tess played with the chain around her neck. A crucifix dangled between her breasts. The necklace belonged to the man sitting next to her and he often acted like he was the one fated to die on the cross. 
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