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Green eyes blinked open,
then quickly squeezed shut as a sharp bolt of pain lanced through her shoulder
into her arm and chest, nearly leaving her breathless.  She gasped for
air, which made the pain even more acute.


“Easy, Cal.  Just
take it easy.”


Cal tried to turn her
head to the right, where she heard a familiar voice, but even that attempt left
her feeling dizzy and nauseous with pain.  Keeping her eyes closed, she
swallowed, then took a deep breath.


“Where am I?” she
managed, her voice raspy, throat dry from disuse.


“You’re in St. Peter’s
in San Diego.”


“Ty?”


“Yeah, sweetie. 
I’m here.”


Cal felt a gentle touch
on her other arm.  “How did I get to San Diego?  Why am I in the
hospital?”  She tried to take mental stock of her body, but could barely
feel anything.  Except the pain.  She could feel nothing below the
waist.


“You were flown here a
week ago.  How much do you remember, Cal?”  Ty sat next to his
sister’s bedside, where he’d kept a near constant vigil since it had all
happened.


“Paige.  I was in
her room.  We were packing her a bag.”  Cal could see Paige’s blue
eyes before her mind’s eye.  A soft smile spread across her features, but
quickly disappeared as pain pushed it away.  Jesus, she hurt everywhere!


“Yes.  Look, Cal,
we’ll talk about this later, okay?”  Ty rose, placing a soft kiss to his
sister’s forehead.  “I’ll be back a little later this afternoon.  I
need to get going to work and Tracy will be here, okay?”


“Tracy?  I don’t
know a Tracy.”


“My wife.  I love
you, Cali.  Don’t you go anywhere, ‘k?”


The blonde nodded. 
“Can’t seem to get my legs to work, so I wouldn’t worry about me running off
just yet.”


Cal’s eyes slipped closed
again, causing her to miss the pained look on her brother’s face. 
“Okay.”  Squeezing her toes affectionately through the thin hospital
blanket, Ty left the room.  He ran into his wife halfway down the
hall.  She hugged him and placed a lingering kiss on his lips.


“You okay?” she asked,
reaching up to palm his cheek.  She had been so worried about her husband
of four years.  He looked so tired, and she knew it was because he wasn’t
sleeping.  When she could drag him away from the hospital to sleep in his
own bed, he was awakened by nightmares.  Some were from that day, but she
suspected many were not, but rather from a time long before she knew him.


Ty nodded.  “She’s
awake.  For now.”


“Okay.  Jamie is
with my mom,” Tracy explained.


“Okay.  See you later.” 
One final kiss and Ty was gone.  Tracy sighed, heading into Cal’s
room.  The events of the past six months had been crazy.  Ty came to
her one day and said he was ready to find Callahan.  He’d been trying off
and on throughout the years, but he’d only done what he, himself, could. 
Now he was ready to hire a professional.  He’d hired Burt King, a private
detective, who had immediately set about trying to reunite what was left of the
Cullen family.


Tracy entered the room,
smiling as she remembered that magical day.  She’d been at home with their
son when Ty had burst through the door, nearly in tears of joy.


“He found her!” he
bellowed, waking Jamie and making him cry.  Ty didn’t care at that moment
as he grabbed his wife, holding her close, whispering into her ear, “He found
her.  He found my Cali.”


Ty had been given
Cheryl’s phone number, and he’d called it, but only after trying to dial
several times, his hands shaking so badly that Tracy had taken over.  He’d
spoken for long hours to the caseworker, getting a history of Cal, and where
she’d been, what she’d been through.  Ty had laughed, he’d cried, and he’d
made arrangements to talk to April Marquez.  


Ty had decided on the
surprise approach, as he wasn’t sure what to expect.  He had been afraid that
if he called Cal, let her know he was looking for her, she’d split.  He
didn’t know if she was angry with him, or even wanted to see him.  He had
been so worried that she’d feel he’d abandoned her, which though he hadn’t, Ty
still felt acute guilt over.  He’d been 15, and helpless, but still, he
felt he should have been able to do something.


Tracy ran a gentle hand
through the small blonde’s hair, marveling at how much their lives had changed,
how much her husband had changed.  Ty was a good man, always had been, but
there had always been a darkness in his eyes, a sadness that nothing could
elevate- not even the birth of his son.  He loved Jamie with everything in
him, but Ty just wasn’t complete somehow.  Until now.  Tracy had seen
a light in those green eyes that lifted her heart and made it sing.  She
hadn’t gotten a chance to get to know her sister-in-law because she’d been in a
near coma when she’d first laid eyes on her, and had been in and out of
consciousness ever since, but she loved her already, just because of what her
reappearance in Ty’s life had done for him


“Hey, sweetie,” Tracy
said softly, unsure whether Cal could hear her or not.  “I brought you
some chicken noodle soup, homemade by my mom.  You’re in for quite a
treat.  The nurses said it would be okay, and good for you.”


Cal’s head rocked from
the left to the right, facing Tracy, but her eyes remained closed.  The
redhead studied the face, so much like Ty’s.  however, Cal’s features were
delicate, her hair much lighter blonde than Ty’s strawberry blonde.  Their
body types were different, however.  Where Ty was tall and lanky, Cal was
shorter, compact, with a powerful body.


Getting ready for a long
wait, Tracy dug out her novel from her bag and got comfortable.


**


The door.  It’s
close, very close.  She can see the car just beyond.  Her hand is
firmly in Cal’s, ready to walk out into the day, and into an unknown future.


A cry, somewhere behind
her.  Was that her mother’s voice?  Suddenly, big as day, her father
appears, face filled with fury.  Shotgun raised, aimed fired-  


“Cal!”  Paige shot
up, hair stuck to her face with a layer of sweat, her chest heaving as tears
prickled at the backs of her eyes.  Looking around, she realized that she
was in the dark bedroom of her school flat, her flatmate, Susan, asleep across
the room.  Paige swiped a hand across her eyes, feeling the abundant
moisture gathering there.


Taking several deep
breaths, she climbed out of bed, looking out the window.  The quiet
streets of London were spread out below.  A few cars buzzed by, the
streets gleaming with the earlier rains.  


“Paige?  Are you
alright?” Susan asked, sleepy eyes trying to focus on the dark figure against
the windows.  The brunette turned to her.


“Yeah.  Go back to
sleep, Susan.”


“Are you quite sure?” 
Susan sat up, her long, blonde hair hanging in her eyes. “You’ve had horrible
night terrors for months now.”


“I’m sure.  Just a
bad memory.”


“Do you want to talk?”


“No.  Go to sleep,
Susan.  I’m going to make myself some tea.  I’ll be back to sleep in no
time.  Sorry I woke you.”


Susan watched as the
lovely American walked out of the room, softly clicking the bedroom door closed
behind her before she flicked on the hall light.


Paige filled the teapot
with water and set it on the stove, turning the knob until it was the
temperature she wanted.  Leaning back against the counter, she hugged
herself.  Susan was right- Paige had been having the horrible dreams since
she’d arrived, more than three months ago.  Every night it seemed, she had
to re-live it all over again.  The pain and anguish in Cal’s face, and the
blood…


The brunette brought a
trembling hand to her face, closing her eyes as she tried to get the image out
of her mind.


“Hey,”


She turned, startled to
see Susan standing next to her, a hand placed on her arm.  “Talk to me,
love.”


With those softly spoken
words, Paige fell apart, finally allowing herself to grieve.  She turned
to her flatmate, her sobs rocking both their bodies.  Susan hung on,
allowing her new friend to get it all out, hoping that maybe this time Paige
would be willing to talk and let her in.  She knew they hadn’t been
acquainted for very long, but Susan wanted desperately to be Paige’s friend,
and be there for her.  After all, they had four years to go.  She had
the sense that the brunette needed a friend right now, someone to confide in.


After long moments,
Paige managed to get herself back together and under control.  She pulled
away from the tall blonde, wiping her nose and eyes with a dish towel she’d
grabbed from the sink.  “I’m sorry,” she muttered, taking several deep
breaths.


“Don’t you dare
apologize.  Come.”  Susan took Paige’s hand and led her to the small
living space, gently tugging the brunette until they were both sitting on the
sofa.  “Talk to me.”


“No, Susan-“


“there’s no room for
argument here, Paige.  You’re obviously terribly sad and hurting, so tell
me why.”


Paige sniffled and
nodded.  “Okay.  But you have to promise to not tell anyone.”


“Alright.”


Paige began her tale,
starting that very first day she’d seen Cal in the bathroom, until the part
where Claire’s parents told her own.


“Oh no,” Susan murmured,
no doubts where this was leading.


Paige nodded. “Well, Cal
was leaving to go live with her brother in California, and I was going to go
with them.  My father,” the brunette’s voice broke, her body dissolving
into sobs again. “trespassing,” she whispered.


Susan felt her heart
break, able to form ideas of her own of what must have happened.  She knew
what her own father would do in a situation like that.  There was little
to no room for understanding in the world she and Paige came from.  “Oh,
Paige,” she whispered.  Her friend only cried harder, solidifying Susan’s
suspicions.  “I’m so sorry, Paige,” she said softly, rubbing the crying
girl’s back in small, soothing circles.  “You loved her,” a statement.


Paige nodded. 
“Yes.  I did.  Do.”


“Shipped you off here,
did they?”


“Yes.”  Again Paige
wiped her face on the towel she’d brought with her.  “They made me leave
high school early.”


“Barbarians.”


Paige smiled through her
tears.  “I just keep seeing it all over again, Susan.  My dad’s shot
gun, it was awful.”


Susan accepted Paige’s
form as the brunette fell over against her, head resting on her shoulder. 
“So sorry.”


Paige was amazed at how
much better it felt to get it all out, everything that she’d had to keep
bottled up inside since the day it had all happened.  That very afternoon
her father had personally driven her to O’Hare, making sure she boarded the
plane, which would whisk her off to another land.  He said not one word to
her, nor her to him.  She was still shell-shocked.  She had been torn
from Cal’s side so quickly, her father’s car passing the ambulance on their way
out.


Her thoughts and Susan’s
quiet comfort were interrupted by the shrill whistle of the teapot on the
stove.  Susan insisted she stay where she was, the Brit fixing them both a
cup of tea.


“Did the constable do
anything?” Susan asked as she resumed her seat.


Paige shook her
head.  “My father owns half that town, Susan.  Hell, half the
state.  It was boiled down to self-defense. End of case.”


Susan clicked her tongue
as she shook her head.  “That’s terrible.  But, I suppose one way to
look at it is you’re away from him now.  You can start anew here,
Paige.  Try and see the positive.”


“I’m trying.  I
really am.”  The brunette ran a hand through her hair.  “It’s so
hard.  I feel guilt eat at me everyday, like I should have done
something.”


“What could you have
done, really?  From the story you just told me, your father was determined
to make your relationship with Cal falter.  One way or another. 
Determined men like that rarely ever fail, Paige.  That’s why our fathers
are the successful men they are.”


Paige nodded with a
heavy sigh.


**


Cal sat in her chair,
looking out into the dark, stormy day.  The neighbor pulled up into their
driveway across the street, and she watched, mildly interested as she tried to
juggle carrying her child on her hip and bags of groceries that hung from her
free arm.


“Hey, Cal.  Do you
need anything?” Tracy asked, wiping her hands on the dish towel.  The
blonde shook her head.  “Are you sure?  I’m heading to the store to
help my mom soon.”


“I’m sure, Tracy,” Cal
said, her voice quiet, dead.


“Okay.”  The
redhead, placed a gentle kiss to the younger woman’s cheek, then got her two
year old son ready to go with her.


“Tracy?” Cal murmured,
her sister-in-law at the door, shrugging her purse onto her shoulder, Locke
holding her hand as he waited to go see his Nana.


“Yeah, hon?”


“Can you bring Locke
over, so I can hug him goodbye?” Cal gave the redhead a sheepish look before
looking away, unable to take the pity she saw shining in those brown eyes.


“Of course.  Come
on, son, Aunt Cali wants to say goodbye.”


The toddler ran as fast
as his short legs would allow him, doing his best to climb into his favorite
aunt’s lap.  She helped him up, a smile lighting her face.  Tracy
stood back and watched, trying to keep her emotions in check.  The only
time she’d seen Cal smile in the month she’d been home, was when interacting
with her nephew.  She loved watching them, but at the same time, it broke
Tracy’s heart.  She watched as her twenty-two month old wrapped his arms
around Cal’s neck, brown eyes studying Cal’s face, giggling as she made funny
faces at him.


“Alright, you two,”
Tracy said, reluctantly interrupting.  Her mother was waiting.  “We
have to go, honey.  Tell Aunt Cali goodbye, Locke.”


“Bubye, Aunt Cali,” the
toddler said, accepting the nearly bone-crushing hug she gave him.


“Bubye, sweet
boy.”  Cal watched as the boy climbed off her lap and ran to his waiting
mother.  With a final wave, he and Tracy were gone.


Left alone again, Cal
turned her attention back to the window.  The sky was gray, even the
neighbor’s car was gray.  Perfect.  Sighing heavily, she adjusted the
blanket Tracy had arranged around her shoulders earlier.


She glanced around the
room, noting the brightly decorated Christmas tree in the corner, wrapped gifts
of all shapes and sizes gathered under it.  She noted the string of
Christmas cards Tracy had taped around the archway leading into the
kitchen.  Cal had long stopped hoping for a certain sender a long time
ago.  Six months.  That’s a long time.  


Looking away in disgust,
she made her way down the hall, tugging open the door that would lead to her
sanctuary.  Carefully, she maneuvered her way into the getup Ty had wired
for her, making it easier for her to get around.  Reaching the bottom of
the stairs, the blonde made slow progress to her rooms, which Ty and a couple
of his friends had turned into her own mini apartment.  She had everything
she’d need, all of it made easy to get or do.  


Cal noticed one of
Locke’s toys on the floor.  The smile was instant as she reached down and
picked it up, holding it to her gaze.  She hugged the furry creature to
her chest, sighing as she looked over at her bed.  It looked so
inviting.  It only took a moment to decide.


**


“There’s my boy!” Ty
exclaimed as his squealing son ran into his open arms.  He picked the
toddler up, flying him high in the air.  Locke spread out his arms for the
familiar game.  Finally Ty wrapped him in a strong, protective arm,
kissing Tracy on the lips.  “And, how’s my girl?” 


“She’s tired.” 
Tracy stepped out from behind the counter, straightening a few shelves of
books. “You’ve got to talk to her, Ty,” Tracy said, meeting her husband’s
eyes.  “I think it’s getting worse.”


Ty sighed, putting the
boy down.  Locke ran off to chase his Nana’s cocker spaniel.  “I’m
not sure what to do.  Maybe if she talked to someone…”


Tracy shook her
head.  “She’s too stubborn, Ty,” she grinned, smacking in the belly. “Runs
in the family.  I think she needs you.”


Ty nodded. 
“Okay.  I’ll try tonight.  Come on, Locke.  Time to go,” he
called out, hugging his wife and kissing her goodbye.  “See you at home.”


Ty hollered his
greeting, followed by that of his son, as they entered the house.  The
only response was the muted music coming from the floor vents.  He quickly
made himself and Cal a sandwich, then carried their meal and Locke
downstairs.  


“Hey, Cal?” he called
out, knocking on the closed door that led to her portion of the basement. 
At the command to enter, he pushed open the door, setting his son down, who
quickly ran to his aunt, still lunging on the bed.  “Hey,” Ty said,
setting her sandwich down on the table next to the bed.  “Thought you
might be hungry.  I know you didn’t eat much for breakfast, and know you,
didn’t even bother with lunch.”


“True enough,” Cal said,
eyeing the sandwich.  She wasn’t hungry.


“Listen, Cali,” Ty
began, pulling a chair up to the side of the bed.  “Can we talk for a
minute?”


Cal rested her head back
against the headboard, eyeing her brother.  She could hear Locke rummaging
through the toy box that was kept in the other room for him.  He spent so
much time with his aunt, carrying toys back and forth made no sense.


“What’s on your mind,
Ty?”


“You.”  Ty met her
gaze with a frank one of his own.  “I’m really worried about you, Cali.”


“There’s no need,
Ty.  I’m not going to try and off myself or anything that stupid. 
Been there, done that.”


Ty felt his stomach
clench.  They had yet to talk about some of Cal’s experiences in the years
they’d been separated.  Though he wanted to understand, there was a part
of him that didn’t dare want to know.  “Sweetie, you’re already dying,” he
said softly, reaching out to take her hand.  It was pale and cool. 
He tried to hold her gaze, but she refused, pulling her hand out from between
his large, warm ones.  Cal turned her head away, arms crossing over her
chest.  Ty’s head fell, shoulders slumping.


“Damn it, Cali,” he said
to the floor, then looked up again at his sister.  “Please stop shutting
me out.  Don’t leave me, Cal.  You’re all the family I got, and
goddamn it, I’m not going to lose you!”


Cal heard her brother’s
plea, but the heavy weight of anger and profound sadness held her tongue.


“Okay,” he whispered,
slapping his hands on his thighs before pushing up to his feet.  “Come on,
Locke.  Let’s let Aunt Cali rest.”


The boy looked up at his
father, then over at his aunt, indecision written all over his tiny
features.  


“Go ahead and take him,”
Cal said, still refusing to look at her brother.  “I want to sleep.”


Nodding, Ty grabbed his
son up in strong arms, the door clicking softly closed behind them.  Cal
eyed the door then the sandwiches, neither touched, before banging her head
softly against the headboard behind her.  Squeezing her eyes and fists,
the sting of fingernails digging into her palms.  She opened her eyes,
looking down along the length of her stretched out body, socked feet laying
over to the left.


“Fuck,” she whispered,
pounding her fist into the bedding next to her hips.  “Fuck!  Fuck,
fuck, fuck!”  Panting heavily at the anger that raced through her body,
Cal reached over, grabbing the paper plate loaded with the two sandwiches, she
launched them at the wall, watching in satisfaction as they fell to the ground,
bread, meat, pickles and mayonnaise.  


**


Susan took Paige by the
hand, leading her quickly through the throng of party-goers.  It had taken
every little bit of persuasion she had to get her friend to go with her. 
Paige would much rather lock herself in their flat, studying, than enjoy
London’s night life.


“Almost there,” the
blonde called over her shoulder.  Paige said nothing, simply trying not to
be pulled off her feet.  Her friend’s much longer legs could eat up a hell
of a lot more ground than Paige’s own.


As she followed, the
brunette glanced at a few people they passed, a few getting her interest, but
most just blending into the blur that was the disco.  She hated discos, and
hated the fact that she’d given in to Susan finally.  She’d managed to
avoid accompanying her friend for almost an entire year.  But, nooooo,
she’d given in and agreed.  Now she was stuck.  She didn’t bother to
respond to Susan’s assurance they there were almost ‘there’, wherever ‘there’
was.


Suddenly they were
outside in the late summer air, on a back patio.  People stood around
talking quietly, some smoking cigarettes.  Paige didn’t recognize anyone,
but soon she was being led again.  Susan finally stopped in front of a
small group of people- three girls and two guys.


“Everyone, this is the
American I was telling you about.  Paige, this is everyone.”


The brunette gave a
small wave, then shoved her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, looking
around for an escape route.


“I’m not much into these
things, either,” one “of the guys said, taking a deep drag from a cigarette
before tossing the butt off into the darkness, it’s cherry burning bright until
it sizzled in a small puddle from the day’s rain.  “Too much rubbish, if
you ask me,” he continued.  He grinned, dimples framing his mouth. “James
Wilburn.”


Paige nodded
acknowledgement. “Paige, the American.”


James threw his head
back, rich laughter erupting from his chest.  His longish, dark hair fell
into his eyes with the movement.  “Great to meet you, Paige, the
American.  Care for a beer?”


“Uh, sure.  Sounds
good.”


Susan glanced over at
the two, a smile gracing her features.


**


Cal growled low in her
throat, bringing the heavily weighted bar down behind her, pushing it up then
bringing it down in front of her.  She exhaled as she pushed the bar up
into its final resting position.  Sweat dripped into her eyes as she shook
her head, trying to shake long bangs out of her eyes.


Corbin Tumash glanced at
the weight meter of the machine, impressed.  “You’ve done well, Cal,” he
complimented, straddling the weight bench next to the machine the blonde had
been using.  “How are those protein shakes working out that I gave you the
recipe for?”


Cal nodded, dabbing at her
face and neck with a towel.  “Good.  They taste like shit, but seem
to be working wonders.”


“Just be careful. 
I saw your stats.  Don’t let your body fat get too low, Cal.  You are
a woman.  You need to keep it steady.”


Cal shrugged
indifference. 


“Well I’m headed
home.  See you Tuesday.”  The big black man patted her on the back
then headed to the men’s locker room.  Cal stayed where she was, her
breathing finally calming as she twisted the top off her water bottle. 
Downing half the bottle in one swig, she swiped her arm across her mouth then
blew out a breath.  She pulled herself off the machine and made her way to
the next.  She wasn’t ready to quit yet.


Cal felt good as she
made her way up the walkway to Ty and Tracy’s house, the deep, groaning engine
of her ride pulling away from the curb behind her.  She managed to pull
the door open, and stopped in her tracks as she entered the living
room.   Ty and Tracy sat on the couch, a third person sitting in the
recliner, long legs spread out, deep, rumbling voice conversing.


“Oh, no fucking way,”
Cal mumbled, trying to hurry toward the basement door.  Ty ran after her,
stopping her with a firm hand.


“Now, this has gone on
long enough, Cali,” he said, looking her in the eye.  “Max came to talk to
you.”


“Let go, Ty,” Cal
growled with warning.  She glared at the hand that stopped her.


“No.  Not this
time,” her brother said, shaking his head.  “Someone’s got to get through
to you, and you won’t listen to me or Tracy.  I’m tired of watching you
die.”  He gave her a pleading look, voice softening.  “Please,
Cali.  Please talk to him, listen to what he has to say. 
Please.  I’m begging you with everything in me.”


Cal looked into her own
eyes, seeing the torture that lay in their green depths, torture she’d put
there.  Sighing, she looked away, starting off into the kitchen, her jaw
muscle throbbing.  Finally she nodded, allowing the warm embrace.


“Thank you, Cali. 
Thank you.”


Ty stood, walking back
to their guest, leaving the blonde to squeeze her eyes shut with dread. 
She heard the loud, heavy footfalls of her old boss come up behind her.


“Hey, kiddo,” he said,
bending down to hug her. 


“Hi, Max.”


With a heavy sigh, she
pulled open the basement door. “Come on down.  Make yourself comfortable,”
she said as they entered her domain.  She dreaded the lecture she sensed
was near, though she admitted to herself, grudgingly, she was glad to see Max.


The older man folded
himself into a chair, watching and waiting as Cal got herself settled on her
bed.  His eyes grazed over heavily muscled arms and a very flat, muscled
stomach hugged tightly by the tank top she wore.  


“Become a little buff,
hmm?” he observed, a bushy brow raised.  The blonde shrugged.


“Gives me something to
do.  An outlet.  Besides, it helps.”


Max nodded in understanding,
bringing one leg up to drop his ankle over his other knee.  His size
sixteen wiggled as he organized his thoughts in his head.  “So,” he began,
clasping huge hands on his other knee.  “What’s going on, Cal?”


“With?”


“You.  Your brother
is very worried about you.  Your filled with rage, taking it out on him
and Tracy.  Hell, by the size of your guns, I’d say you’re taking it out
on the machines, too.”




”Max, I’m not a child, and I’m certainly not your employee anymore.”


“No, but you are
my friend, and I care about you, Cal.  A great deal.”  He dropped his
foot to the floor, leaning forward on his thighs. “Why don’t you tell me what’s
really going on.”


Cal glared at him,
shaking her head.  “Don’t think for a moment that you can come in here, a
year and a half later, swing a mighty fist and a bible and make everything
okay.”


“Well, I haven’t started
pounding into anyone yet, and God has stayed upstairs.  Got anything
else?”  He sighed, sitting back in the chair, which creaked under his
weight.  He was in no mood for this childishness.  


Cal looked away, feeling
unfamiliar stinging come to her eyes.  She’d locked all her emotions up
for a long time, now.  She wasn’t entirely sure how to release them, nor
did she want to.  But, damnit, there sat Max, a man that she knew saw
right through her.  He always had.  Words slipped past her lips
unchecked, surprising them both.  “She hasn’t even written.”


The words were so soft,
so utterly child-like, Max almost missed them.  When he figured out what,
or rather, whom, the blonde was talking about, he latched on.  “So
this is about Paige.”


Cal turned angry eyes on
him.  “I don’t want to talk about her.”


“You brought her up,
Cal.  She hasn’t written you.  No contact at all?  Phone
call?  Email?”


“Nothing.  That’s
okay, though,” Cal’s smile was twisted, dark.  “She’s off in the wonderful
world of the fucking rich and heartless.  She’ll get hers.”


Max was deeply disturbed
by the venom in her voice. “Has it ever occurred to you that maybe she can’t
communicate with you?”


Cal cast suspicious
green eyes on her friend. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, word has it
that her daddy whisked her off to that fancy school faster than you can shake a
stick.  Maybe she doesn’t know where you’re at.  Maybe she doesn’t
know how to contact you.  Did that ever cross that muscle-addled
brain?”


Cal chuckled despite
herself at Max’s obvious disdain for her new physique.  It quickly faded
as her thoughts once more turned dark. “Bullshit, Max.  I don’t believe
it.  Her slummin’ days were over.  She probably got over there and is
fucking every girl and guy in the entire fucking place.”


“Callahan!”  Max
was angry, leaning forward in his chair once more.  “What’s the matter
with you?  Haven’t you got more respect for Paige than that?  Do you
really believe those horrible words?  My god, girl.  Never would I
believe that you were ever in love with her.”


Cal turned surprised
eyes on him.  “You knew?”


“Everyone knew,” he said
kindly, engulfing her hand in his.  “I may not agree with it, Cal, but I
saw how she changed you.  Made you a better person than you ever believed
yourself to be.”


Cal looked away again,
not wanting to hear those words.  They were tearing at her defenses, and
she didn’t want that; she’d spent a year and a half perfecting them, rebuilding
everything Paige had managed to knock down and fortifying it.


“Cal, she reached in
there and she woke you up, made you human and a damn good friend and
person.  I believe she taught you how to love.  That can never be
wrong.  Even so,” Max said, raising a long, thick finger. 
“everything has its time and its place.  I think your time just may be
over with.  But even so, Cal, you can take her with you, carry her in your
heart.”  He place a hand over his own barrel chest.  “She will
forever be part of you.  But, Cal, don’t let what you two had go to
waist.”  His eyes scanned over the petit body lying on the bed. 
“Everything will have been for naught.”  He met moist green eyes, pleased
to see she was listening.  “You’ve got two people here, well, three, who
love you so much.  Your brother, a damn good man, is up there,” Max
pointed at the ceiling, “beating himself up daily, trying to figure out what
else he can do, what he’s missed.  He is so worried about you, Cal. 
Don’t do this to him.  To Tracy.  To yourself.”


“I’m afraid,” Cal
whispered, her emotions finally getting the better of her.


“Of what?”


“I don’t know how to
live, how to continue on after this…”


“Cal,” Max groaned
slightly as he moved from the chair to the side of Cal’s bed. “what happened to
you is tragic, a horrible thing that should never have happened.  But
guess what?”


“What?”


“It did.  Now it’s
time for you to tell fate to kiss your lily white, and move on.  You’ve
got to take what life gives you and make it work for you, not against
you.  Reach out to others, help them, help the world to understand.”


Cal sniffled, angry at
herself for her show of weakness.  She brought a hand up, swiping at her
cheeks.  A large, gentle hand stopped her.


“Let them come,
sweetheart,” he whispered.


Max gathered Cal into
his arms, rocking her gently.  “You haven’t allowed yourself to grieve,
have you?” At Cal’s head shake, the big man sighed.  “You need to. 
Grieve for all that you’ve lost so you can move on to what you’ve gained.”


Cal let herself go, let
it all go, and cried for what seemed like hours, Max’s arms never faltering,
nor did  his soft words of comfort and encouragement.  Finally she
felt herself calming, the tears drying and her eyes burning.  Pulling
gently away from the big man, she sat back against the headboard, trying to dry
her face.  


“You okay?” he asked,
using the sleeve of his own shirt to dab at her face.  She nodded, a small
smile curling her lips.


“Thanks, Max.”


“Anytime, my
friend.  What say you we go on up and join Ty and Tracy, hmm?”


Cal shook her head.
“No.  I need some time.  I need to think.”


Max nodded his approval
and understanding.  “Okay.”  He placed a gentle kiss on her forehead
then left her alone.  She rested her head back, staring off into
space.  She thought about what Max had said, then let her thoughts wander
in a way she hadn’t allowed herself in over a year.


Thinking back to that
day, she closed her eyes, trying to get it back, as much as she could remember.
 She had been so nervous, hurrying up to Paige’s bedroom, which she had to
find on her own, as the woman at the door had only pointed.  It was a huge
house!  Finally she’d found the right door.  Cal smiled, remembering
how surprised Paige had been when she’d opened her door to find the blonde
standing on the other side.


Cal felt fresh tears
stinging behind her lids when she concentrated on Paige’s face, on the obvious
love she’d seen shining behind those incredible blue eyes.  They’d left
the bedroom, then… then….


“Damn it,” Cal whispered
in frustration.  She just couldn’t remember!  Everything was fuzzy at
best.  Though, somewhere in the echoes of her heart, she heard Paige’s
voice, “Don’t leave me, Cal!  Please, no!  Not now!”  Or words
to that effect.  Where had Paige gone?  Undoubtedly to England. 
But why had she disappeared?  Yes, she had heard what Max had suggested,
and this may be true, but still.


Cal wiped her eyes
again, blowing out a breath.  Answers she’d never have.  


**


Paige fingered the
sleeves of the jacket, feeling the touch denim material under her
fingertips.  She couldn’t keep the wistful smile from her lips as she
stroked the sleeve.  


“Like that?” James
asked, coming up behind her, resting his chin on her shoulder.  He heard
the soft sigh and wondered.


“No.  It just
reminds me of… something.”


“If you want it, love,
I’ll get it for you.”


“No.”  Paige
turned, placing a small kiss on his lips.  “Let’s go.”  She grabbed
his hand, leading them out of the store and on toward the theater where their
show would start soon.  The brunette glanced over at her boyfriend of
eight months a few times during their stroll.  She was often confused
where Jimmy was concerned.  He was her best friend, and they spent endless
time together, but somehow, even so, it just didn’t feel the same.  He was
handsome, gorgeous, really, and funny and kind and gentle and generous- all the
things she should want.  But… she sighed.  She didn’t know what the
but was.


“Look at that bloke,”
Jimmy whispered as they sat in the dimming theater, waiting for the show to
start.  A couple were walking up the aisle, trying to find their
seats.  “He looks as though he’s got a walrus in his trousers.”


Paige looked at the man
in question, and sure enough, his crotch was huge.  She giggled, as did
Jimmy.  “Either that or he’s pretty excited for the show to start.”


James chuckled, bumping
her shoulder with his.  “Lucky girl he’s got then, ay?”


Paige shrugged.  I
guess.


“Reminds me a it of
Robert, I suppose,” he muttered, speaking of his long-time friend and recent
flatmate.


The lights flickered and
then the curtains slid open, the show beginning.


**


Paige unlocked the door,
James following as she flicked on the lights to the flat she shared with
Susan.  Tossing her coat to the couch, she headed toward the kitchen to
put on a pot of tea.


“Did you enjoy the show,
love?” James asked, getting them two cups from the cupboard.  He leaned
against the stove, arms crossed over his chest.  Paige nodded.


“I did.  It was
really good.”  She glanced over at him, seeing that look in his
eyes.  She felt compelled, or was it obligated, to go over to him. 
He took her in his arms, bringing their lips together.  As the kiss
deepened, Paige thought she felt something deep inside, allowing Jimmy to palm
her breast.


James led them to the
couch, gently lying Paige beneath him.  He kissed the beautiful woman,
trying to clear his mind and focus on her.  He closed his mind’s eye,
banning images to enter.  He brought up Paige’s face, images of her eyes,
glorious body… soon an interloper emerged.


Breathing heavily, James
pulled away, his heart pounding, and his manhood hard.  But it wasn’t for
Paige.  “Bloody hell,”’ he muttered, sitting at the other end of the
couch.  He ran a hand through his hair, the shaggy strands falling into
disarray.  Paige also sat up, part stunned, part relieved.  She was worried
that they were actually going to go through with it this time.  She’d felt
James’ excitement against her thigh, felt the differences in his kisses.


“I’m sorry, Paige,” he
said, voice small.


“It’s okay,” she said
softly.  “We can try again at another time…”


James shook his head,
glancing over at her.  “I don’t think so.  I feel like such a
bloke.  I care so deeply about you, Paige.  You’re my best
friend.”  Paige kept his gaze, waiting for more.  James shook his
head again.  “I just can’t do this anymore.”


“Do what?” she asked
when there was nothing more forthcoming.  “What’s going on, Jimmy?” 
She scooted over to him, taking his hand in hers.  She sensed he needed a
friend and confidante, all the things they were to each other.


“It’s Robert,” he said
slowly, eyeing her.


“What about him?”


“I.”  He sighed,
laughing nervously. “I can’t get him out of my bloody head!  Paige,” he
turned toward her, their knees touching.  He took both her hands and
looked deeply into her eyes.  If Paige didn’t know better, she’d think he
was about to propose.  “As I said, you’re my best friend.  What if,
what if I told you I thought I might be gay?”


Paige burst out
laughing, a weight of ten tons falling to the floor.  James studied her,
surprise in his eyes.  He certainly hadn’t expected that reaction. 
“Oh, Jimmy,” she crowed, throwing herself into his arms, where she was quickly
caught.  “Me, too,” she whispered.  She could feel his laughter
rumble through him and into her.  Finally she pulled away, looking into
his eyes.  They were both grinning like fools at the other.


“Why didn’t you say
anything?  All this time?” he asked, eyes bright as though he’d just
unwrapped a new toy.


“Why didn’t you?”


Jimmy laughed, nodding.
“Point well made, my love.  Oh, Paige,” he sighed, throwing himself into
the couch. “What shall we do?”


“Hell, we should just
get married,” Paige snickered.  “Save us both.  Your mother won’t
kill you, and the guys will leave me alone.”  James looked at her, eyeing
her carefully.  Paige began to feel nervous.  “What?”


“That’s it,” he whispered,
slowly sitting up. “That’s bloody it!”  Suddenly he jumped off the couch,
bouncing Paige in the process.  He fell to one knee, taking both her hands
in his.  Paige stared at him like he’d lost his mind.  “Marry me,
Paige.  Let’s do it.  Let’s really do it.  It would save both of
us, love.  I won’t lose my father’s money, and yet we can both be true to
each other.  Plus,” he said, moving back to the couch.  “I want to go
to America, Paige.  When we finish school, I want a chance to live my own
life, without the eye of the Van Buren’s over my bloody shoulder every minute.”


“Green card for real,”
Paige grinned.  James nodded vigorously.


“Come on, Paige. 
Let’s do it!  Be my wife?”


Paige couldn’t keep the
smile off her face.  She had no desire to find love- she already
had.  So, why not have good companionship, instead?  “Okay.”  


James whopped as he took
the brunette in his arms, swinging her around the small room.


**


Tracy hummed softly to
herself as she folded the last of the laundry.  She glanced over to the
floor where her son was happily chatting to himself as he played.  She was
surprised to see the basement door open, and Cal appear.


“Hey, Cal,” she said
with a bright smile.  The blonde gave her a small, shy wave.  “what
are you doing all dressed and looking good?”


“Well,” Cal said, making
her way to the living room.  She ran a hand through her hair.  “I was
thinking that maybe today I could head down to the store, you know, help your
mom out a little.”


Tracy almost dropped the
pair of socks she was folding.  “Oh, Cal, mom would love that.”


“She wouldn’t mind?” Cal
asked nervously.


“No!  Not at
all!  I’ll call her now and tell her you’re coming down.”  Tracy
wouldn’t have looked more beautiful with the radiant smile that split her
face.  Cal chuckled, taking the excited bundle that threw himself at her.


**


Cal moved around the
backroom, figuring out how Maryon had everything set up and situated.  She
held a computer printout in her hand, trying to figure out where the books on
it were hiding.  She cursed softly as the sleeve of her jean jacket got
caught on a nail sticking out a bit too far in an old fixture, taken to the
back to hold overstock.


“Tangled, are ya?” Ty
asked, amused as he watched.  His sister glared up at him.  He backed
off, hands raised in supplication.  He didn’t’ even bother to offer to
help, as he knew with Cal, that was a mortal sin.  She needed to do what
she could herself.  “Tracy sent me with some dinner for you and
Maryon.  Figured you might be hungry by now.”


Cal glanced at the
container he held in his hands.  She could vaguely smell the fragrant
contents. “Potato soup?” she asked hopefully, finally freeing herself.


“Yeppers.”


“Ohhh, now that’s where
it’s at!”  Cal grinned, and Ty was charmed.  All he could do was
stare.  “What?”  


Shaking his head, Ty
waved it off. “Just let me know when you’re ready to come home, okay?”


The blonde nodded,
snatching the tub of the thick stew from his hands.  “Okay.  Now go away,
let me work.”


Ty stepped back,
watching as his little sister went back to finding the books she’d been sent
for, never allowing the tub of her favorite soup out of her sights.  He
couldn’t keep the pride from shining in his eyes.  Maybe, just maybe he
was going to get his sister back.


Cal felt good as she
helped a few customers, taking it slow as she was trying to learn the computer
system, and mostly keeping to herself back in the office.  She wasn’t
ready for a great deal of social interaction just yet.  Nor did she want
to see anyone’s pity.  


Maryon’s store reminded
her somewhat of working at Max’s store, though she had to admit, it was nice
not working for God.  She actually found herself laughing and joking with
a customer or two.  Maybe rejoining the world wouldn’t be so bad after
all.


**


The bells of the
cathedral rang true and clear over London.  The happy newlyweds raced out
of the ancient church, amongst a flurry of cheers and thrown rice and
confetti.  Paige blinked a few bits out of her eyes, hearing James’
giggles next to her.  She held his hand tighter, happier than she thought
she’d be on this day.  He looked at her, all smiles and deep
gratitude.  The brunette knew that if things had been different, and her
heart hadn’t been taken a long time ago, Jimmy would be the one she’d want to
spend the rest of her life with.


The Rolls-Royce wait for
them at the curb, the uniformed chauffeur opening the back door.  James
helped keep Paige’s train off the ground as she ducked into the back of the luxury
car.  Their families and friends cheered after their car headed down the
street, headed off to the incredible, EXPENSIVE reception that had been planned
by the Harris and Van Buren families.


“Do you think we’re
crazy?” James asked, Paige’s hand still firmly clasped in his.  She
glanced at him, nodding.


“Definitely.”


Her new husband leaned
over, placing a soft, loving kiss on her cheek.  “I do love you, Paige,”
he said softly.  “If only things were different, hmm?”


“I thought about that,
too.”  Paige rested her head against his jacketed shoulder.  She
truly loved James, he was her best friend.  If she had to get married to a
man, she couldn’t have chosen better.


Silk bunting covered
everything that would hold still, beautiful crystal and china lined the tables,
awaiting the guests to be served by the tuxedoed wait staff.  A forty
piece symphony played in the corner, guests milling about, welcoming the new
couple.


Paige and James stood
side by side as they welcomed their well-wishers.  Paige saw her parents
enter, and tried to keep tabs of where they were.  She had no desire for
them to be able to sneak up on her. A s it was, she hadn’t wanted them there at
all, but the wedding was on their dime, so she had no choice.  Besides,
she had something she wanted to say.  


She hadn’t seen or
spoken to them since that day at the house, almost three years ago.  She
didn’t want to see them again., and after today, she never would have to again.


The evening went off
without a hitch- everyone had fun, dinner was wonderful, the musical
entertainment outstanding.  It was time for the bride and groom to take
their place in the middle of the dance floor to perform their first dance as
man and wife.  For all intense and purposes, they looked to be
terrifically in love as James gracefully led his beautiful bride around the
floor.  


“You look so stunning
today, Paige,” he said.


“Thanks, Jimmy.  As
do you.  Robert would be a fool not to fall head over heels for you in
your tails.”


“Well, good thing we
didn’t invite him, than, isn't it?”  Paige chuckled, gazing lovingly into
James’ kind eyes.  “So, for our honeymoon suite, do you want the bed or
the couch?”  Again, Paige was laughing, charming the onlookers.  If
only they knew just what they were talking about.


As the evening began to
wind down, Paige knew she had to make her move.  She saw her parents
standing with another couple, talking and congratulating themselves for owning
half the world.  Paige squeezed James’ hand, then released it, walking
over to Douglas and Bernie Harris.


“Mother,” she said,
getting the older woman’s attention.  Bernie’s dark eyes focused on her
daughter, features softening.


“You look beautiful,
Paige,” she said, her voice quiet, remote.  She honestly wasn’t sure what
to expect.  She never told her daughter that she’d been sending money to
Ty Cullen to cover the cost of his sister’s injuries.  


“Thank you.”  Paige
kept it formal.  “I’d like to speak with you both for a moment.” 
Douglas turned at his daughter’s voice, then dismissed the other couple, giving
his full attention back to the brunette.  Paige took a deep breath and
continued.  “First off, thank you both for today, it’s lovely. 
Second of all, I’d like to say goodbye.”


“Goodbye?” Douglas
asked, glancing over to his wife to see if she knew what his daughter was
talking about.  She didn’t meet his gaze.  His marriage had grown
even colder over the past couple years.


“I no longer wish to see
either of you.  I think after everything that’s happened, it’s safe for me
to say I don’t want people like you in my life.”  She turned to her
father, who’s blue eyes were already beginning to burn.  Even angry, his
eyes were still dead. “And as for you, I no longer have a father.  He died
the day he murdered an innocent girl, and the heart of another.  I know
you got off Scott free for what you did, and I want you to know that I think
you should be spending the rest of your life in prison.  Just like the one
you’ve put your wife in, and the one you had planned for me.”


Bernie watched, mouth
open in shock.  Her gaze shifted to her husband, concerned over what he’d
do.  He straightened his bearing, eyes boring into Paige’s.  He
reached out, snagging Bernie’s hand in his larger one.  “Let’s go,” he
growled, yanking the woman after him.


Paige watched, her heart
pounding in her chest, stomach roiling.  She missed the look her mother
gave her over her shoulder, as she was tugged out of the building.  Her
mind was working, an idea forming.  Something she should have done long
ago.


**


Another summer was gone,
leaving in its wake windy days and threatening clouds.  Cal looked out one
of the windows in her small apartment, bringing the comb through the short, wet
strands of her hair.  She watched the world outside her sanctuary, smiling
as she watched a woman walked by her Great Dane.


Moving away from the
window, she made her way into her bedroom, looking into her closet, trying to
decide what she wanted to wear to open the store today.  Maryon had
decided to go into partial retirement about a year ago, and Cal had happily
stepped up to take over the managerial duties.  She loved it, loved the
store, and loved the clientele.  Once in awhile Ty would even let her
bring her 6 year old nephew with her.  Locke would sit on the floor,
pouring over books for hours.  As it was, she still had a mess to clean up
from her weekend with Locke.  She figured she enjoyed playing Matchbox
cars as much as he did.  And their Play-Doh dates!  Oh, that was
where it’s at.


Cal smiled at the
memory, knowing full well she had the colorful child’s clay ground into her
carpet in at least three places.  She finished getting ready, making her
way out into the cool day.  Secured in her car, which Ty and Tracy had
shocked her with a car last summer.  It was used, but they’d had it
modified for everything she may want or need.  Hell, even a six cd disk
player.


Cal granted as she
reached up as far as possible to shove the metal lattice gate up.


“Can I help you with
that?”


Cal turned to see the
familiar blonde standing next to her.  The woman was a regular at the bookstore,
her blue eyes twinkling.  “Oh, uh, I’ve got it.  Thanks.”


“Alright.”  She
stood back, waiting for Cal to unlock and open the door.  “Mind if I come
in with you, or should I wait until you’re officially open?”


“Well, I should make you
wait, but, you seem to be a loyal customer, so…” Cal held the door open for the
woman, noting how nice she smelled as she passed her.  Cal locked the door
behind them, turning to head toward the counter.  The blonde chuckled.


“You’ve got me locked in
,” she noted.


Cal chuckled, starting
up the cash register.  “That I do.”  She watched as the blonde walked
over to the counter, leaning over on her arms.  Her cleave was pushed up
to beautiful effect.  “So, I was wondering, do you carry anything by DS
Bauden?  I’ve heard she’s good.”


Cal studied her for a
moment, knowing full well Bauden was a lesbian author.  She looked into
blue eyes, reading the message loud and clear.  “Not here, but I highly
recommend her novel, ‘Tomahawk’d’.”  


“It’s good?”


“Very.”  Cal
grinned.  Message received.  Message returned.  Loud and clear.


**


“Hello, my love,” Jimmy
said, placing a soft kiss on Paige’s cheek, as she sat on her bed, books
sprawled all around her.  She was studying for her last finals before
graduation.  “You got post from your mum.”


“I don’t want it,” she
said absently, working vigorously on a math problem.


“This, I think you do.”


A postcard was tossed
into her vision.  She noted the big water tower from her hometown on the
front.  Curious, she plucked it from the comforter.  She leaned back
into her husband as he sat behind her.  She could smell newly applied
cologne wafting to her nose.  “Going out?” she asked, glancing at him over
his shoulder.  He grinned.


“Actually, love…”


Paige rolled her eyes with
a groan.  “I’ll be camping out at Susan’s tonight, right?”


“I’m sorry,” he said,
hugging her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder.  “It’ll be
lovely when we can afford more than a one bedroom flat.”


“Indeed.  Or until
your libido calms.”


James snorted., planting
another loud kiss on her cheek.  “Don’t see that happening anytime
soon.”


Paige turned the
postcard over, seeing her mother’s small, neat handwriting.  The message
was very short and to the point: Your friend is not dead.  Look in California.


She sat there, stunned,
re-reading the short missive, then turned to look at James.  He met her
gaze, eyes smiling.  


“I don’t understand,”
she whispered, afraid to think it meant what she thought it meant.  Her
husband plucked the card from her fingers.


“I think it means your
young Callahan may be in California, Paige.”


“But she…” she cut
herself off, thinking back to that day.  “I thought she…”


James closed his eyes,
hugging his best friend tightly.  He didn’t have to wait long for the
tears.  Cupping the back of her head, he let her cry, whispering words of
love to try and calm her.  “You know, I was actually going to talk to you
about this at dinner, but I may as well tell you now.  Carver Crop. Has
given me three destination to chose from for the job, Paige.”  The
brunette pulled away, looking up into Jimmy’s eyes, her own bright blue from
her tears.  “Chicago, Boston,” he smiled, “or L.A.”  He chuckled, as
yet again, he found himself with an armful of crying Paige.  “We’ll find
her, love.  We will.”


**


Cal held her growl in
check, jaw muscles pulsing as her anger began to build.  “Honestly, Laura,
I’m okay.  Really.”  Her smile was forced, and almost painful as her
teeth pressed together.


“Are you sure, baby?”
the blonde asked, leaning over her dinner guest’s chair.  Her hands were
still in Cal’s lap, where she’d arranged her napkin.  


Cal snatched the napkin
from questing fingers.  She knew Laura had tried to turn it into a
seduction, but their entire evening together, and many over the past few months,
had been Laura trying to do everything for her.  Including folding her
damn napkin in her own damn lap.  And as for the seduction part, Cal
wasn’t so sure she was ready for that.  No one had seen her naked since…
well, since.  She just wasn’t ready, and didn’t think Laura was the woman
she wanted to get that vulnerable with.


Feeling the seated woman
stiffen, Laura pulled away.  “I’m sorry, Cal.”  She walked the table
and sat across from the book seller.  She felt foolish, trying to be cute
and sexy, but it had failed miserably.  Unable to meet the fierce green
gaze of her companion, Laura placed her own napkin on her lap and began to pour
herself some wine, raising the bottle and her brows in silent question. 
Only at Cal’s nod did she pour her some.  Laura had planned for the night
to be one of seduction, and hopefully some great sex.  She knew Cal was a
little tiger, and had no doubt she would be in bed, too.  But, now she
wasn’t so sure.


“So, how did the sale go
down at the store?” Laura asked, keeping her tone light.


Cal nodded as she sipped
from her glass. “It went well.  I wasn’t so sure, but Maryon was
right.  It was a good way to get rid of the old stock she had on NASCAR.”


“She sure had a lot of
those, didn’t she?”


Cal shrugged with a
small chuckle. “Well, her son is a driver in the amateur realm, so she always
tried to keep that stuff around.  Problem is, the general public could
care less that her son is Jason Matthews..  I mean, who’s that?”


Laura chuckled, dishing
some steak and potatoes on her plate.  Very true.”  They sat on in
awkward silence.  Finally the taller blonde spoke.  “Look, Cal, if I
overstepped my bounds, I’m sorry.  I honestly didn’t’ mean to make you
mad.”  She met Cal’s gaze.


“It’s okay.  I
shouldn’t have gotten so bent out of shape.  I know you meant nothing by
it.”  The blonde sat back in her chair, sighing.  “Listen, this is
very hard for me to admit, but I’m going to.  There is a lot in life now
that I can’t do so easily on my own, so anything that I can… well, I’m pretty possessive
and territorial.”


Laura nodded,
understanding perfectly.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I just want to do any
and everything for you that will help.  Guess I wasn’t thinking of in
those terms.”


“Very few do.  What
they see as help, I see as treating me like a child.  I’m not a
child.”  She saw her dinner companion shake her head in agreement.  


“I do hope you’ll
forgive me and give me another chance.  I didn’t know, nor did I know to
ask.”


Cal studied the other
woman, noting the way the flames in her fireplace danced off the golden
highlights, as well as turned her blue eyes more of a golden gray.  She
had to admit that she was attracted to Laura, she just wasn’t sure,
somehow.  Maybe she’d try.


**


They sat on the couch,
Cal watching the flames, Laura watching her.  She ran a hand over the book
seller’s arms.  “I love your arms,” she murmured, noting the definition
even through Cal’s shirt.  “You don’t plan to get any bigger, do you?”


Cal shrugged, glancing
down at her own body.  “I don’t know.  Guess it depends on how bored
I get.”  She grinned, Laura didn’t return it.


“Be careful- you’ll end
up looking like a man.”


“I hardly think I’m
headed in that direction,” Cal chuckled, though she was slightly annoyed. 
Laura fingered the three button that were undone on Cal’s Henley.  She
moved in closer, winding the fingers of one hand into short, blonde hair.


“Your hair is so soft,”
she murmured, leaning in close to inhale. “Smells good, too.”


“Thank you.”  Cal
could feel a slight rush of heat to her lower belly, though it was dampered by
indecision and the feeling of inadequacy she couldn’t shake.


“You want to know
something?” Laura whispered in her ear, tongue flicking the lobe quickly. 
She smiled when she felt Cal shiver.  “I’ve wanted you since the moment I
laid eyes on you at the store.  Though you were so beautiful, sexy as
hell.”


Cal’s eyes slipped
closed at the hot words in her ear.  Before Cal knew what had hit her, she
had a lapful of feisty blonde.  Her hands went reflexively to her hips,
Laura moving them sensuously as she got settled.


“Can you feel me?” she
whispered hotly.  At Cal’s nod, Laura moved in, pressing her lips firmly
to Cal’s in a heated kiss.  Cal was really starting to get into it, heat
puddling between her legs when Laura began t squirm her hand up under the
blonde’s shirt.  Cal stopped her cold, her own hand slapped down on the
adventurous one.


“Don’t.”


Laura left Cal’s lips,
exploring the blonde’s neck with her lips and tongue.  “Don’t be shy,
Cal,” she murmured, fingers trying to move out fro under Cal’s.  She was
roughly pushed away.


“I said no.”  Cal
looked into startled blue eyes, her own green angry.  “Why don’t you
listen to me?” she asked, hackles raised.  She almost had the feeling that
Laura had little respect for her.  She was whole, damn it!


“I…” for the second time
that night, Laura felt like an asshole.  Slowly she moved off Cal’s lap,
taking a deep breath to regain her normal heartbeat.  “Wow.  Guess I
can’t stop pissing you off.”  She stood, walking to the window, arms
hugging her own body.  She turned hurt eyes to the still sitting
blonde.  “You may want to try and be a little nicer with your wants,
Cal.”  With that, she headed toward her bedroom, door slamming with a
resounding thud.  Cal could let herself out.


Sighing deeply, she got
herself situated and then headed out into the cold San Diego January night.


**


“It’s open!” Cal called
out, using the remote to turn off the TV.  Her front door opened, Ty and
Locke wandering inside.  The rambunctious 6 year old ran over to his aunt,
quickly crawling up into her lap. “Hello, little fella,” she cooed, kissing the
top of his head.  He reclined back against her chest, head resting against
her shoulder.  “Wow, Ty.  I think you’ve killed it,” she murmured,
eyeing her brother.


“Shopping for his mom
for Christmas will do that to a lesser man.”


Cal rolled her eyes,
resting her cheek against the top of the boy’s head.  “Did your dad poop
you out?” she asked the lethargic boy.  He nodded solemnly, making her
smile.  She watched as her brother sat in the recliner adjacent to the
couch, where she sat.


“I must say, I was
mighty surprised to find you home on a Friday night so early, little
sis.”  He leaned back, crossing an ankle over his knee.  He noted his
sister’s rueful grin. “Uh oh…”


“Yeah.  Uh
oh.”  She stroked her nephew’s hair as she turned her full attention to
Ty.  “Just wasn’t meant to be.”


“What happened?”


“I don’t know.” 
Cal sighed, glancing out the window.  “Looks nice out there today.”


“Unh uh.”  Ty sat
forward in his seat, eyeing the small blonde.  She chuckled.


“Okay.  I’m not
sure who blew it more- me or her.  I don’t know.  She was just…
trying too hard, I guess.”


“Is that a crime? 
I mean, jeez, Cal, at least she was trying.”


“I know.  But at
the same time, don’t you think if it was right, I could overlook that?  I
mean, have more patience with it?  With her?”  These had been the
questions plaguing the blonde since the night before.  “I think that maybe
I’m just not ready.”


“Cali,” Ty said softly,
meeting his sister’s gaze dead on. “It’s been four and a half years. 
Don’t you think it’s time?”


“I can’t put a clock on
this, Ty.  If my heart isn’t there, my heart isn’t there.”


“True.”  Ty took a
deep breath, deciding it was time.  Regardless of what he’d been asked,
his loyalty was to Cal.  “What if, hypothetically of course, Paige
came back into your life?”


Cal blinked several
times, trying to figure out if she’d heard right.  “What?”


“Yeah.  What if
Paige were to wander back into your life.  Would you still be
heart-closed?”


Cal looked away, unable
to take the scrutiny of her brother.  She felt her heart skip a beat at
the name, which she had banned from her mind a long time ago.  She shook
her head, looking back at the man sitting so close, green eyes hard. “That’s
not fair, Ty.”


“Why not?  It’s
just a question, Cal.”


“She doesn’t exist to me
anymore, Ty.  Paige may as well be dead.”


Ty was surprised by
that.  He sat back in his chair, eyes wide, mouth slightly open.  “I see.” 
Okay, so maybe it wasn’t time.


**


“No, over there.” 
Paige dropped what she was doing, hurrying over to James before they had a huge
disaster on their hands.  Taking the top two boxes from his ridiculously
high pile, she led the way toward her bedroom, grunting as she placed the two
heavy boxes on the floor.  “My god, how were you carrying all that?”


James also grunted,
lying his load next to her smaller one.  “Pure brilliance on my part,
love,” he grinned, placing a quick kiss to her cheek, then hurrying out the
door.  


Paige rolled her eyes,
turning to the mass chaos, which was her bedroom.  She chewed on her
bottom lip, hands on hips, as she tried to form a plan of attack.  


The house the Van
Buren’s had bought was in a small subdivision of Los Angeles, Paige refusing to
live in the City of Angels.  She had managed to land a job with Pate
Brokers, while James would start with the DuPont Chemistry Labs the following
Monday.  The three bedroom bungalow was beautiful, and just spacious enough
that the two could live their own lives without losing touch with each
other.  Paige would be eternally grateful that she would no longer have to
make other arrangements for the night when James decided to entertain for the
night.  She also was glad to be back in her own country.  She loved
England, and felt a certain kinship with London now, but all in all, it wasn’t
home.


Paige and Jimmy had been
back in the country for two months, living in a hotel until everything came
through on the house.  The entire time, James had been after her to try
and find Cal, but the brunette had drug her feet.  She was afraid in many
ways- afraid of her mother’s words being a lie, and afraid of her mother’s
words being true.  What would Cal’s reaction to her be?  Would she be
happy to see her?  Angry?  Indifferent?  Any of the above, other
than happy, would break Paige’s heart.  Ignorance, after all, is bliss.


She began to search
through boxes, putting the odd item away, when she came across the postcard
from her mother.  Almost like Fate was trying to tell her something, give
her the hint.  It was a hint Paige didn’t’ want.  With a heavy sigh,
she put the postcard away.  She’d try later.  Later, once they were
settled into the new house.


**


Double Dog Dare

Part 2


Paige tried to keep
her breathing under control, but it wasn't working.  Holding her breath
for a moment, she closed her eyes, counting to ten before opening them and
releasing the breath.  The kitchen she was hiding in, though spacious,
felt closed in and constricting.  She peered out around the corner into
the living room again.  She had been warned that Cal was different, very
different.  She was told that the blonde had sustained major injuries that
she had not fully bounced back from.  Paige couldn't imagine what they
might be, considering the shooting happened almost five years ago.  But,
she took it into account.


Paige's heart leapt
again when she heard the front door open, and a chorus of welcoming greetings
and wishes for a happy birthday.  Cal turned 23.  Time goes so fast. 
The brunette peeked around the corner again, a hand coming to her mouth with
her gasp.  Blue eyes immediately filled.


Cal sat in a
wheelchair, easily and gracefully wheeling herself around the living
room.  Ty and his wife bent down to hug her, the child, Locke, climbing
into her lap and wrapping his arms around her neck.


“Oh, Cal,” she
whispered.  Slowly her eyes traveled up the useless legs, to see a
powerfully built torso and arms, the shoulders wide and defined.  Her gaze
continued up until she took in short blonde hair.  It was shorter than
when she'd seen Cal last, and far more manageable.  Cal was smiling, her
green eyes twinkling, though even from that distance, Paige could tell the life
that was in them before was noticeably absent.


“I can't believe you
guys threw me a friggin' surprise party,” Cal muttered, glaring good-naturedly
at her brother.  He smiled, hugging her again.  


“Yeah, and I can't
believe my baby sister isn't the cute, precocious 4 year old she used to be,
either.  And,” he said, a bit nervous, glancing at Tracy for
support.  “The surprises haven't stopped yet.”


Cal glanced from her
brother to her sister-in-law, smile frozen on her face as she saw something
pass between them.  Suddenly her palms began to sweat.  An uneasiness
was clutching at her stomach, but she had no idea why.


“Don't be angry,” Ty
began.  “Come on out,” he called over his shoulder.  Cal's eyes
followed his line of sight toward the kitchen, her breath catching as Paige
Harris stepped out from around the corner.  The brunette looked gorgeous
in a pair of jeans and short-sleeved tee.  Her hair was down, shining
around her shoulders.


“Happy birthday,
Cal,” she said softly.


The blonde stared at
her, then looked at her brother, eyes turning hard and angry.  “I can't
believe you did this,” she hissed, disengaging the lock on her chair, Ty nearly
lost a toe as she wheeled around, slamming out the front door.


Ty was stunned,
staring after her.  “Shit.”  He quickly followed, making it to Cal's
car just in time to see the blonde nearly fall out as she tried to get herself
arranged behind the wheel.  “Cal, wait!' he called, tennis shoes pounding
on the walkway as he made his way over to her.  


“Get the fuck away
from me, Ty.”  Cal got herself settled and quickly folded her chair,
stowing it.  She turned venomous eyes on her brother, car roaring to
life.  Ty stood there, impotent to do or say anything that would make Cal
feel better.  He watched with a heavy heart as the car squealed down the
street.


“I'm sorry,” Paige
said softly, Tracy meeting her gaze.  The redhead sighed.


“I figured this might
happen,” she said, placing a comforting hand on Paige's arm.  “Ty was
determined to do this.”


Everything hit the
brunette, remembering the blonde, once so confident and cocky, seeming so small
and frail in that god forsaken chair.  “I had no idea,” she whispered,
trying valiantly to swallow down her sorrow.  “Why didn't Ty tell me she
was in a wheelchair?”


“Would it have made a
difference?  Whether you came or not.”


“No!  Of course not.”


The front door opened
and a dejected Ty stepped through.  Expectant eyes found him.  He
shrugged. “She's gone.”


“Is she upset?” Tracy
asked unnecessarily.  Ty nodded.


“Yeah.  But,
she'll go home and cool down.  She's always had a temper.”


“I'm really sorry,
Ty,” Paige said, feeling completely out of place.


“Don't be.  It
was her choice to react badly.  Not your fault.”


“Is there anything I
can do?” Paige asked, stuffing her hands into her back pockets.  She
noticed a very unhappy little boy glaring at her from the corner.


“Nah.  I'll talk
to her later.”


“How long will she be
in the wheelchair?”


Ty shrugged. 
“Her doctors say that it's not permanent.  The bullet grazed her spinal
chord, but didn't sever it.  It could be ten months from now, it could be ten
years from now.  No one knows.  Up to this point, mid-thigh down,
nothing.”


Paige ran a shaky
hand through her hair.  “I can't believe it.  I just, I can't
reconcile the Cal I knew with what I saw today.”


Ty stared at her,
unable to not take offense to what he knew was a harmless comment.  He
lashed out, anyway. “She is no different, Page.  And I'll tell you
something right now,” he felt a soothing hand on his chest.  “If you want
to get my sister back into your life, you had better learn that and learn that
real quick.  She's shut people out for less.”


Paige stared at him,
stunned into silence.  Realizing her faux pas, she nodded, contrite. 
“I'm sorry.  You're right.  I just, it'll take some time for all this
to sink in.”


**


Cal drove around for
what seemed like hours, her eyes long run dry, red-rimmed and burning. 
The sun was going down, and she decided it was time to go home.  To say
that it had been a shock to see Paige standing in her brother's living room is
the understatement of the world.   The blonde had been shocked, felt
betrayed, and really, profoundly embarrassed.  Never in a million years
would she want Paige to see her as she was now.


“Damn it, Ty,” she
muttered, shoving her seatbelt off as she cut the ignition.  Somewhere
inside the haze that was her mind, she knew Ty had only been trying to help,
but hurts from long ago stopped her from seeing it clearly.  Scar tissue
had built.  Managing to get herself settled, she made her way to her
garden-level apartment, unlocking the door and letting herself inside.


The apartment was
dark, and felt terribly empty.  Turning on the lamp beside the door, the
blonde went inside, setting her chair's breaks and heaving herself to the
couch.  She ran trembling hands through her hair, sniffling softly. 
What the hell was Paige doing back, anyway?  Wasn't she in England
studying to be rich and perfect somewhere?


Just about to turn on
the TV, she heard a soft knock at her door.  Sighing heavily, Cal cleared
her throat. “Come in.”


The door softly
opened, Locke just barely stepping around the threshold, walking slowly over to
his aunt.  He looked at her with large, puppy-dog eyes.  “Daddy says
he's sorry,” he said, voice just as horribly sad as his eyes.  He even
stuck his bottom lip out for affect.  Cal tried not to smile.


“Did your dad send
you in here?” she asked.  Slow nod.  “Did he tell you to give me
puppy-dog eyes?”  Slow nod.  “You tell your dad that if he brings me
an Oreo blizzard from Dairy Queen, and a piece of my birthday cake, we can
talk.”  Locke's smile brightened the room and Cal's heart.  He turned
and ran for all his short little legs would allow, slamming out of the
apartment.  Cal couldn't help but chuckle and feel better.


Within ten minutes,
there was another knock on the door.  At the call to enter, the door
barely opened, an arm snaking through, Blizzard in the hand.  “You may
enter and keep all body parts attached,” Cal said, sitting back on the couch,
making her eyes hard.  The door opened the rest of the way, and a very
repentant Ty stepped through, followed by Locke, eyeing the boxed birthday cake
he carried.  “Blizzard,” Cal requested, hand held out.  When the cold
cup was placed in her hand, she began to dig in with relish.  Ty sat,
groaning as he drug his son up onto his lap.


“I'm really sorry,
Cal.  I didn't think you'd get that upset.  Surprise maybe, but not
upset.  I never wanted to do that.”


Cal heard him,
staring into the creamy smoothness of her treat as she let the words absorb and
thought of her own.  “So, what did you intend?”


“To bring Paige back
into your life, and you into hers.  She called me several months ago,
Cal.”  He held up a hand, forestalling anything she may have to say about
that. “She asked me not to say anything, wanting to contact you in her own way. 
Today was my crazy idea, so don't be angry at her for it.”


“Did it ever occur to
you that just maybe I don't want to see her?” Cal asked, licking the red
plastic spoon clean.  She eyed Ty, waiting for his answer.  He
sighed, shrugging.


“I just wanted to
help.”


“And for that you're
forgiven.  But,” she pointed the spoon at him, “if you pull any shit like
this again, I swear I'll kick your ass.”


Ty nodded.
“Okay.  Understood.”


“Good.  Now get
me a damn fork so I can have some birthday cake, and then you're going to tell
me everything.”


**


Cal muttered to
herself as she typed away on the computer keyboard, matching the number of
books she ordered with those that arrived.  Brows falling, she took the
packing slip in her hands.  “Damn them,” she growled, noting the five book
difference.  “I don't think so.”  About to pick up the phone, the
bells above the door rang out as a customer entered the small shop.  She
glanced into the main store from where she sat in the office.  Her breath
caught as Paige walked in, slowly browsing through the stacks.  “Shit.”


Paige ran her hands
along the spines lining a shelf when she heard the tight grip of rubber tires
grab onto the wood planks of the floor.  She saw Cal making her way to the
front counter.  The brunette's heart began to beat faster.  It was
hard not to be effected by the coldness in Cal's eyes.


“What are you doing
here?” the blonde asked, her voice low and flat.


“I came to see you,”
Paige answered, walking over to her.  She did her damndest to keep her
expression neutral, not reacting to what she was seeing or feeling.


“Sorry you wasted the
trip.  Unless you'd like to buy something, I'd like you to leave.”


“Cal,” Paige said
softly, kneeling down in front of the blonde. “Please don't do that. 
Don't kick me out of your life.  Not when I just found out you're alive.”


Cal's heart reached
out to the brunette's soft tone, and the softness in her blue eyes.  She
tried not to scan the beautiful face before her, and think about how soft those
lips were, or how wonderful Paige felt to hold.  She hardened her heart
and her resolve.


“What does it
matter?  I'm sure your husband can keep you entertained.  You don't
need me for that anymore.”


Paige was struck
nearly dumb, rocking back on her heels as she almost fell back, flat on her
ass.


Cal could see the
shocked look, and for some reason, she felt the need to explain. “Ty told
me.  Said he didn't want there to be anymore surprises.  I hate
surprises.”


“Listen, Cal, Jimmy-“


“Paige, I don't give
a flying fuck about Jimmy,” Cal hissed, backing away from the brunette, heading
toward the back office. “Nor you.  You've come a long way for
nothing.  Go back to England where you belong.”  With that, the
office door was slammed shut with finality.  Tempted to follow, Paige
noticed a customer in the back, eyeing her with hard eyes.  Sighing
heavily, Paige left the store.


Cal ran a hand
through her hair, unable to concentrate on the reports before her.  She
looked up, staring at the calendar on her wall, not seeing the kittens
frolicking on the page.  All she could see was Paige, and that fucking
rock on her left hand.  It had been five years, five long, long
years.  How could she expect Paige to isolate herself as the blonde had
done?  It wasn't right, nor fair, but neither was Paige marrying some…
man!  So, it seemed she'd fallen right into the life her father had wanted
for her all along, hadn't she?


Something Paige had
said struck her, though Cal didn't want to admit it.  She had just found
out Cal was alive.  Could that be true?  Had the brunette thought Cal
had died that day?  No.  It was an excuse.  It was simply
something Paige said to justify the fact that she had never called to see if
Cal was okay, never offered to help, never said a fucking word!


Cal slammed her fist
into the desk, her breathing hard and heavy from her upset.  “Fuck her,”
she muttered.  “I haven't needed her in all this time, and I sure as hell
don't need her now.”  Resolve firmly in place, Cal turned toward the
store, opening her office door, ready to face her customers.


**


“No, James!  She
made it painfully clear that she doesn't want to see me.”


“So bloody what?”
Jimmy followed the brunette through the house, helping her gather
laundry.  “You make her want to see you, Paige.  She has no
right to make assumptions about you, nor your intentions.  You never lied
to her.”


“She doesn't know
that!” Paige cried, turning on her husband.  She looked away, stubbornly
swiping at her tears.  “She probably thinks I abandoned her.”


“Love, this is far
easier than you're making it.”  James smiled, taking Paige by the
shoulders, staring at her until she'd meet his eyes.  “Make her see, make
her understand.”


“How do I handle the
fact that she's in a wheelchair, James?” she whispered, heart breaking.


“You love her,
Paige.  No matter what.  Legs, no legs, walking, dancing, standing on
her head.  You love her, and that's what matters.  Yes, no doubt it
was a shock.  Anyone with a heart would have been shocked.  But
Paige, darling, you're better than that.  I know in here,” he placed his
fingers over her heart, “where it matters, you don't care.”


Paige fell
apart.  “I just feel so responsible.”


James held her,
knowing there was nothing he could say to that one.  He would, too, even
though they both knew Paige wasn't.  Her father had made his own choices,
and the sad, sad universe saw to it that no punishment came to him for
it.  “Sweetheart,” he voiced aloud, “all you can do is be there for her
now.  Let her know that you'll spend the rest of your life making it up to
her, all she's lost.”


Paige nodded, snuggling
in deeper into James' warm neck.  She wished it were so easy.


“I know what you're
thinking,, you Doubting Thomas.”  He smiled at Paige's chuckle. 
“Yes, I can read your mind.  It'll be hard, and terrifying, and possibly
painful for that tender heart of yours.  But,” he pulled back, looking
into brimming blue eyes. “I have every confidence in you, love.  You won
the heart of a rebel once.  You can do it again.”


“You do realize that
if I do, it means divorce?” Paige grinned.


“What?” James put a
hand to his chest, mock surprise. “You mean, you don't want the three of us to
live in married bliss?”


Paige smacked him on
the arm.  “That would be a resounding no.”


**


Cal smiled at Linda,
a regular to the store, as she handed her the bagged items she'd just
bought.  “See you next Thursday,” the blonde said, turning from the
counter, ready to head back over to the stack of paperbacks she had been
arranging when Linda showed up.  The bells above the door jingled,
announcing the arrival of… Paige.  The other customer in the store glanced
at the newcomer.


“Excuse me,” Paige
said to him, a teenager who had been flipping through the comic books. 
“Can you give us a minute, please?”  She gave him a winning smile, and
almost stumbling over himself, the smitten boy did what he could to do her
bidding.  Once he was gone, the brunette closed the door after him,
locking it and flipping the OPEN sign to CLOSED.


“What the hell do you
think you're doing?” Cal asked, wheeling herself toward the brunette.


“I'm doing what I have
to to make you listen to me,” Paige said calmly, though her voice was filled
with resolve.  She turned to the blonde, arms crossed over her
chest.  “I came back to the states to find you after I got word from my
mother, of all people, that you were still alive.  I did my research, and
found Ty and Tracy.  As for this,” she raised her left hand, diamond
sparkling.  Cal flinched.  “James and I have been married for two
years.  He's my best friend, and is madly in love with his old college
roommate, Robert.”


Cal blinked.


“Our marriage has
allowed him to live the life he wants without the pressures from his
family,  I love Jimmy very much, but we're married in name only.” 
She stared at Cal, looking for any sort of response.  There was none, so
she continued.  “I want you back in my life, Cal, in whatever way I can
get you.  I love you, have since the day I saw you smoking that damn
cigarette in the bathroom.  I don't care if you believe me, or if you're
pissed at me.  I've just spoken my heart, and broken it down into simple,
easy to swallow pieces for you.”  Silence.  “Well?  Are you
going to say anything?”


“Yes.  Could you
unlock the door?  I have a customer glaring at you.”


Paige glanced over
her shoulder, and true enough, a woman was peering inside.  Cal recognized
her as a pain in the ass customer.  She was tempted to leave her out
there, but it gave her an opportunity to get out of the intense blue of Paige's
gaze.


“Of course.” 
Paige turned toward the door, flipping the sign back and unlocking the
door.  The woman huffed in, glaring at both women.  Paige turned a
raised brow toward the blonde, who rolled her eyes.  Paige grinned,
catching the ghost of a smile on Cal's lips.


The day was long, and
some of the customers unpleasant, but Cal forged on.  As she closed up
shop, Paige's visit popped into mind again.  Again.  Hell, she hadn't
been able to get it out of her mind.


“She loves me,” she
whispered to the shade she pulled down over the windows.  The idea struck
her between the eyes, yet there was a huge part of her that didn't want to
care.  It wanted it to mean nothing, simply words, long dead.  Even
so, the blonde knew that was a lie- a big fat one.  “No.”  Cal shook
her head, not ready to deal with any of it.  She had gotten Paige out of
her system a long time ago, and she would stay out.  So Paige wanted her
in her life, fine.  They'd be the best of buds, but she would not allow
her heart to reach again.


**


Paige pushed her
grocery cart slowly down the aisle, eyes scanning the contents of the
shelves.  Putting a five pound bag of sugar into her cart, she started
when suddenly a little boy with dark blonde hair stood at the side of
hers.  Recognition set in.


“Hi, Locke.  How
are you, honey?”


“Fine,” he said,
eyeing her with shy blue eyes.  Within moments his mother was behind him.


“Hi, Paige.  How
are you?” Tracy asked with a bright smile.  Paige returned it.


“I'm good.  How
are you?”


“Great.  Locke,
honey,” she said, turning to her son, “go grab you a box of Pop Tarts in the
next aisle.”  Like a shot, the boy was off, proud to be able to grab his
own favorite breakfast food.  Turning her attention back to Paige, Tracy
rested her weight on a hip.  “So how have things gone?  You know,
with the stubborn one?”


Paige chuckled. 
“That she is.  Guess I just hadn't really been on the receiving end of it
before now.”


Tracy threw her head
back and laughed.  She eyed the beautiful brunette.  “Do you have
anywhere to be?  I was just about to take Locke to lunch.  Want to
join us?”


Paige smiled. 
“Yeah.  That would be great.”


The restaurant was
small and quiet, the few patrons scattered murmuring quietly.  The trio
found a table, Locke immediately going to work on the paper and crayons the
waitress brought him.  The two women got settled across from each other in
the booth.


“The food here is
great.  Do you like hamburgers?” Tracy asked, scanning the menu.


“Love ‘em.”


“Well then,” the
redhead grinned, “you're in for a treat.”  They were silent as they
decided what they wanted, and then ordered.  Once the waitress had left, Tracy
laced her fingers and set her hands on the table in front of her.  “Have
you talked to her at all?” she asked.


Paige nodded. 
“Yes.  I've been in a couple times.  The first time was ugly. 
She ended up kicking me out of the bookstore.”  Tracy winced, knowing
first hand just how vicious Cal could be when cornered.  “But, then I went
in again a couple weeks ago.”  She grinned, blue eyes twinkling. “I kicked
out the customer she had and locked the door.  A captive audience.  I
made her listen to me.”


Tracy threw her head
back and howled with laughter.  Her son studied her as though she'd lost
her mind.  “Oh, Paige, I knew I liked you!”


The brunette
chuckled, waiting for the waitress to leave their drinks before she
continued.  “I think she heard me.  I explained James, and why I was
here.  I haven't been in since.  I wanted to give it some time for
all that to absorb into that thick head.”


“I think you're
playing it very smart.  I do have to ask, though, Paige.”


“Okay…”


“What are your
intentions here?  What exactly is it you want from Callahan.”


“I want her heart.”


It had been stated so
simply, with absolutely no hesitation, Tracy was taken aback.   She
studied the brunette, who met her gaze beat for beat.  “Even though she's
stubborn?” Tracy questioned.  It was a teasing remark, but they both knew
what Tracy was asking.  Can you love all of her?


“Tracy, I know that
Cal and I were very young when we met.  Not just in age, but in life
experience.  I know at that time I didn't know anything about anything,
yet thought I knew everything.  One thing I did know, very early
on, is that there was something about Cal.  Something between she and I
that was special.  As time has gone on, and I can't shake my feelings for
her, I've come to realize that it's not something that comes along every
day.  I'd be a fool to let that go.”


“Paige, I like
you.  Okay.”


“But?”


“No, no, there's
isn't one.”  Tracy took a sip of her iced tea.  “I think your heart
is true, and I think Cal would be crazy to let you go.  But, you have to understand
something.  Cal is a very, very different person now.  She's hardened
herself, letting very little light into a world she perceives as being
dark.  Pretty much Locke is about all she'll truly see.”  She put an
arm around her son's shoulders for emphasis.  The boy gave the two women a
glance then turned back to his masterpiece.  “I don't want to see Cal get
hurt.”  She looked into blue eyes meaningfully. “Or you.”


Paige sighed, playing
with her straw.  “Do you think I should leave her alone?” she asked at
length.  Tracy shook her head.


“No, I don't.  I
think Cal needs this, something to bring her out of her self-imposed
prison.  She has this crazy notion that she's no longer whole,
somehow.  I mean, yes, it's obvious how she'd get that image of herself. 
I think someone who can come into her life, someone like you, and show her that
there is still so much more to life than the loss of the use of her legs. 
Maybe give her hope and the determination that is such a Cullen trait,
to persevere.  I mean, it blows my mind that with all that she's been
through, the death of her parents, which I don't know if you know this or not,
but she witnessed it, and all the hands she was tossed around to…  Yet
this one thing,” Tracy held her index finger and thumb a hair apart, “this one
tiny thing, broke her.”


All Paige could do
was just stare at the woman across from her.  “I had no idea,” she finally
said.  “She never talked to me about her parents, or what happened.”


“I'm not entirely
sure she remembers.  I hope she doesn't.”


Paige broke herself
from her spell, glancing over at the child sitting next to Tracy, watching the
quiet intensity at which he colored.  It reminded her of Cal.  “I
really want to be there for her, Tracy,” she said, still watching Locke.  “I
feel such a need to protect her.”


“From what?”


Paige met kind
eyes.  “From herself.  I've seen the scars of her
self-destruction.  I won't let her do it again.”


“No,” Tracy said,
sitting back in the booth and studying the other woman.  “I don't believe
you will.”


**


“I'm telling you,
Maryon- if that kid puts one more thing on the top shelf, I'll fire him
myself.  I don't care if he's six foot three.  The rest of the world
is not.”  Cal listened, her eyes never leaving the box of new books that
taunted her.  So far from the edge, yet waaaay too far for her to
reach.  “Yeah, you better talk to him.  If I do, blood will be
spilt.”  Cal chuckled, saying her goodbyes and hanging up the phone. 
“Alright, you bastards, you're mine,” she muttered.


Looking around, Cal
tried to find something that would work to bring the box over the edge, where
she could place something soft on the ground for them to fall on.  Seeing
the broom, she reached over for it, bringing it up, the tip brushing the
underside of the stubborn box.  Tongue squeezed out of the corner of her
mouth, she grunted softly as she reached, trying to give a little more for the
broom to finally make contact.


Paige pushed through
the front door, nearly jumping out of her skin when she heard a loud
crash.  Her head whipped around toward the travel section.


“Cal!”  She ran
over to the blonde, who lay sprawled on the floor, her wheelchair thudding
softly back against a display table.  “Oh my god,” she dropped to her
knees, heart in her chest.  Cal pushed herself up on her arms, face
turning away, unable to look at Paige.


“Get me my chair,”
she barked.


“Cal, let me help-“


“Get me my fucking
chair!”  Cal was embarrassed, and just wanted to cry.  To add insult
to injury, they both yelled out as the box of books fell, landing not two feet
from Cal's prone body.


Paige crawled over to
the wheelchair, tugging it over by a foot peg.  Turning back to the
blonde, she laid a hand on one of Cal's arms, only for it to be snatched away,
as though she had been burned.


“Please don't touch
me,” Cal whispered, fighting a brave battle against her rising tears of
frustration and humiliation. 


“Cal,” Paige said
softly, taking hold of the arm again.  “It's just me, honey.  Please
let me help.”


“I can do it myself!”


“I know you
can.  You can do any and everything you put your mind to.  I've seen
you do it.  But I'm here, and I won't feel so damn useless if you'll just
let me help you.”  She met the green gaze suddenly focused on her. 
“Please?”  Cal nodded mutely. “Okay.”  Paige pushed up to her
knees.  “What do you need me to do?  And are you hurt anywhere?”


Cal concentrated on
her body, making note of everything.  Finally she shook her head. 
“I'm okay.  First, we need to roll me over.”


“Okay.”  The
brunette pushed gently, Cal slowly falling over to her side, then her
back.  Lying on the floor, she closed her eyes, taking several deep
breaths before nodding that they should continue.  Paige moved around to
the blonde's front, stepping a foot over her cockeyed legs, squatting as she
pulled Cal up into a sitting position.  Paige looked into Cal's eyes, her
heart reaching out to the blonde.  Suddenly she felt overwhelmed with
great need.


Cal was startled when
she found herself wrapped in a tight embrace, her head pressed to Paige's upper
chest.  “Paige,” she tried to push the brunette away.


“Shh, don't fight
me,” Paige whispered, eyes sliding closed.  “Please, just let me hold
you.”  She smiled when she felt Cal stop pushing against her, then relax
into the hug.  She almost wept when she felt arms make their way around
her back.  Nuzzling her nose into fragrant blonde hair, Paige
sighed.  Her world snapped back into place as she held Cal, all the pain
and hurt from the past five years melting away.  Her parents couldn't
touch the beauty of that moment.


Cal could hear
Paige's heart beating, and she couldn't help but close her eyes and allow
herself to absorb all that was Paige, all that she had known as the ultimate
good in her life.  At one time.  Starting to feel a little too
comfortable back in Paige's arms, Cal slowly pulled away.  “I'd like to
get in my chair now,” she said softly.


“Okay.”  Paige
helped as best she could, amazed at the strength Cal possessed as she heaved
herself back into the chair.  She made sure the blonde was secure, then smiled.
 “Are you alright?”  Cal nodded, feeling very shy all the
sudden.  Paige was utterly charmed and shocked.  Definitely not the
cocky, self-assured girl who took far too many chances for anyone's good. 
She kind of liked this quiet, vulnerable Callahan.  


“Um, I need to get
back to work,” the blonde muttered.


“Okay.  Can I
gather this stuff up for you?” Paige asked, indicating the scattered books and
ruined box at their feet.  Cal nodded, turning away to wheel back behind
the counter.  She needed some space between her and Paige, some sort of
barrier so she could lick her wounds.


The brunette quickly
stacked the heavy atlases, carrying them to the counter.  Breaking the box
down, she set it beside them.  She noted Cal refused to look at her. 
Making sure there were no customers, she made her way around to the blonde,
behind the counter.  Green eyes narrowed.  Ignoring the glare, Paige
knelt down, placing her hand on Cal's knee.  She noticed the blonde
flinch, but Paige refused to remove her hand.


“Thank you for
humoring me, letting me help you,” she said softly.  “I'm glad you're
okay.”


“The new kid,” Cal
began, shrugging, fingers fidgeting with a pencil. “He keeps putting things
really high…”  She had no idea why she was explaining, but felt compelled.


“Well, then he's an
asshole.”


Cal chuckled,
nodding.  “I already told the owner that if he does it again, he's fired.”


“Good for you. 
Listen, the reason I came in today was because I want to know if I can take you
to lunch.  Seems like you've got your hands full today, but some day
soon.”


Cal met hopeful blue
eyes, and though her first instinct and thought was to decline, meeting that
gaze, her lips began to move before she could think.  “Okay.”


Paige's smile was
swift, and it was overwhelmingly beautiful. “Fantastic!  How about
tomorrow?  What time?  Where do you want me to pick you up?”


Cal chuckled softly
at the other woman's enthusiasm.  “One-thirty.  I'll be here.”


“Okay.  Will
that kid be here?  I can kick his ass for you if you want.  But then
again,” she eyed Cal's newly developed upper body.  “I somehow don't think
I could put a dent into what you can do to him.”  She saw the first
genuine smile cross Cal's lips, however brief.  “I'll leave you to
it.  See you tomorrow, okay?”


Cal nodded, watching
as Paige stood.  Though she saw the brunette squeeze her thigh right above
her knee, she couldn't feel it.  Looking away, she sighed.  “See
you.”


**


Cal kept her gaze in
the menu, her fingers clenched around it, knuckles white.  She felt eyes
on her.  Glancing up, she met Paige's amused blue eyes.  “What?”


“You're not on the
menu, Cal.”  She chuckled softly at the menu that suddenly acting as
barrier again.  Reaching over the table, she gently pushed it down. 
“Relax.”


“Easy for you to
say,” Cal muttered, tossing her menu to the end of the table.  She'd known
for ten minutes what she wanted anyway.  She decided on conversation
“So.  How is work?  You do work, right?”


“I do.”  Paige
sipped from her coffee.  “I'm a broker.  I love it, and often work
from home.”  Cal nodded. “And you?  How do you like the
bookstore?”  Paige was surprised when she saw the blonde's face light up.


“I really like it
there.  I've been running it now for a couple years.  Maryon plans to
retire, I think”  She shrugged. “Just hope she doesn't sell it and leave
me out of a job.”


“I hope not,
either.  Do you like California?”


Cal shrugged,
noncommittal.  “It's okay.  I miss snow.”


The brunette nodded.
“I understand that one.  Been a long time for me as well.  We
certainly didn't have a great deal at school, and then we moved straight
here.  So,” Paige shrugged.


“Why did you cut off
your possibilities by marrying a gay guy?” Cal asked suddenly.  Paige
blinked at the non-sequitor.


“I didn't. 
James and I have an understanding.  If either of us were to fall in love,
or decide that we wanted to pursue other things, we divorce.”


Cal looked down into
her Coke, for some reason, that information made her feel… intrigued.  “I
see.”


Paige leaned forward
slightly, finally getting into some territory that she was interested in, and
Cal had brought it up!  “So, what about you?”


“No, I'm not married
to a gay guy.”


Paige chuckled,
balling up the paper from her straw and tossing it at the other woman. “No, you
nut.  Have you been dating anyone?” Paige waited with almost baited breath
for the answer, one of which, she wasn't certain she truly wanted.


Cal scrunched up her
face, thinking of the disaster that was her short-lived relationship with
Laura.  “Kinda.”


“Kinda…”


“There was a
woman.  It didn't last long.  She just… wasn't right.”


No, because I am.  The brunette nodded
her understanding.  “I'm sorry.”  Though it was more than obvious she
was not.  Cal snorted.


“And what about
you?  Got any tail on the side?”  Cal leaned back in her chair,
playing with a fork in her fingers.


“No,” Paige shook her
head. “No one since you.”


Cal was shocked by
that for some reason.  All she could do was stare.  “Oh.”  For a
moment she thought about telling Paige that other than some kissing, she hadn't
either.  She clamped her mouth shut, turning instead with grateful eyes to
the waitress that had suddenly appeared at their table.


Paige watched the
blonde as she ordered, given full opportunity to stare and take in the face
that had haunted her for years.  So much was the same, yet so much was
drastically different about Cal.  Her eyes were different.  More
depth, yet even more sadness.  Paige was awed and inspired as she studied
her companion.  All that Cal had survived, and yet she kept going. 
Suddenly her life didn't seem so bad.  Not at all.


“What?” Cal asked,
catching the intense blue gaze.


Paige shook her
head.  “Nothing,” she said softly.  Yet again, she found herself
longing to take the sadness away, and fill it with happiness and
stability.  “So, how has the reunion been with your brother?”


“It's been
amazing.  And Locke, oh man, he is the greatest kid.  The only person
in the world who can make me do anything with just one look.”  She shook
her head with a chuckle. “He's my little boy.”


“He's adorable. 
I can tell he loves you very much.”


“Yep.  And it's
much returned.  Ty and Tracy have date night every week, so I get to keep
him Friday nights, and he usually just stays for the weekend, too.  He's
got his own room at my place, loaded to the ceiling with toys and crap to do. 
Hell, I think I enjoy his toys almost as much as he does.  Last summer we
built a castle with Tinker Toys and Lincoln Logs.  It was very cool- moat,
the whole nine yards.”


Paige rested her chin
in her palm, listening with a content smile on her face.  “Imagine if you
had some of those more modern toys today, you now, the kind that move or light
up, whatever.”


“Oh, yeah  I
want to get him some sort of cool erector set for his birthday this year. 
Watch out world, then!”


Paige laughed, warmth
suffusing her body.  The love of her nephew shone from Cal's eyes, making
her entire body seem to just vibrate with it.  It was a special thing to
see.  She couldn't wait until she could witness the magic between aunt and
nephew first-hand.  She could only hope she'd find a place that close in
Cal's life.


As she studied the
blonde, who continued to regale her with tales of her nephew, Paige decided,
with heavy resolve, she would get Cal back, and it didn't matter what it
took.  She needed the blonde in her life, and wanted her in her
heart.  And she wanted to be in the blonde's heart.  Smiling to
herself, she nodded, decision made.


**


Cal cursed softly as
she tried to get dressed as quickly as possible.  She called out,
“Coming!”  The knocking stopped.  She loaded herself in her chair and
hurried over to the door.  The delivery guy stood at the stoop, expecting
someone to be standing at his eye-level.  “Down here, big guy,” she
drawled.


“Oh.  Are you
Callahan Cullen?”


“Yep.”


“These are for
you.”  He handed her a long, white box and a clipboard to sign.  She
quickly scrawled her signature and handed him the form back. 
“Thanks.”  Absently the closed the door, popping a wheelie in the chair to
get turned around, then tugged the small card off the top of the box, which was
taped down.  Flipping open the flap, she pulled out the card within:


TO BRIGHTEN YOUR
DAY-  PAIGE


Despite herself, Cal
smiled, stuffing the card between her thigh and the side  of the chair so
she could open the box.  Inside three red roses were carefully displayed
to full effect, their strong fragrance meeting Cal's nose.


“Wow,” she murmured,
noting the brilliant red of the lush flowers.  “That little shit.”


About to head into
the kitchen to put the roses in water, she was stopped at another knock on the
door.  Turning her chair around, she found another delivery boy on the
stoop.  She signed his clip board, and took the white box from him.


JUST TO MAKE SURE
YOU'RE STILL SMILING-  PAIGE


“Jesus!  Am I
stuck in Bed of Roses or something?” Cal marveled at the gorgeous white
petals.  “I can't believe her.”  Stacking the second box on top of
the first, she turned around again when a knock rang out once more. 
“Jesus.”


“Sweets for a sweet,”
the delivery girl said, handing over a basket of goodies- cookies, candy, packets
of hot cocoa and a stuffed bear.


Cal waited after the
girl left, making sure there were no more.  Everything seemed to be safe,
so she wheeled to the kitchen, unloading her bounty onto the kitchen
table.  There was no card with the basket of goodies, but she had no doubt
who it was from.  She studied everything, trying to clear her head of
surprised cotton.


“What is she doing?”
she muttered, fingering the satin ribbon tied around the Teddy bear's neck.


**


“Okay, wait. 
Hold on, slow down,” Tracy switched ears with the phone, continuing her list
for the grocery store.  “Okay, what happened?”  As she listened, her
smile grew.  “So, she sent you half-dozen roses, three red, three white,
two different carriers, and a basket of goodies?  Is that what you're munching
on right now?”  Tracy burst out laughing.  “A snickerdoodle? 
Yes, that is fun to say.  Okay, so what's the problem?  What the hell
do you mean, what do you do?  You call her up and thank her, then
ask if you can take her to dinner.”  She paused, listening.  “Cal,
this isn't brain surgery!  The woman likes you, you like her, so, go out,
fall in love and have lots of babies.”  The redhead pulled the phone away
from her ear, her sister-in-law's voice screeching on the other end of the
line.  Waiting till she was done, Tracy brought the phone back to her ear.
“No, I'm not kidding.  Besides, I think you'd have a hell of a fun time
trying.”  She grinned, then sobered.  “It's your turn, Cal. 
She's put the ball in your court.  That's entirely up to you.  My
suggestion was dinner.  But, you do whatever you need to.”


**


Cal looked up
expectantly at every customer that entered the bookstore.  It had bee
three days since her deluge of delivery people, and Paige had yet to make an
appearance.  She had the brunette's phone number nor address to thank her,
so instead, she'd had half a week to stew in her juices and decide what to do.


“That looks
painful.  I'm expecting smoke to come out any moment.”  Cal looked up
to see a grinning Paige leaning against the counter.  “You're thinking so
hard, I figure maybe I best go.”


“Funny.  Well,
it's about time you come in.  You kinda got me in a hit and run
situation.  And now I'm utterly addicted to snickerdoodles, thank you.”


Paige laughed,
nodding.  “Sure.”


“Look, Paige, thank
you, it was all beautiful and very sweet, albeit unnecessary.  Let me pay
you back by…” here she faltered.  Swallowing, she tried again.  “Let
me pay you back by taking you to dinner.”


The brunette studied
her for a moment. “You don't need to pay me back, Cal.  That's not why I
did it.  I'll go to dinner with you if you want to take me to dinner, but
if it's paybacks, I'm sorry, but I must decline.”


Cal sensed she had
slightly hurt the beautiful woman's feelings, so she backpedaled.  “Go to
dinner with me.”


“Yes.  I
accept.”


Paige's smile left
the blonde momentarily dumb.  Shaking herself out of it, she continued. “I
need an address to pick you up at, or will the little hubby get pissed?”


“James?  Uh,
no.  He wants to meet you, actually.”


“He does?”


“Yes.  He
does.  Here.”  Paige grabbed a bit of register tape and jotted down
her address and phone number.  “How about seven?  Is tonight too
soon?”


Cal felt her stomach
drop.  She swallowed… hard.  “No.  Tonight is fine. 
Okay.  Tonight at seven.”


“See you then.”


Cal felt downright
nauseous as she pulled up to a modest sized brick house.  The two-story
was situated in a well-kept neighborhood, manicured lawns and flowerbeds
abounding.  




”Very nice,” she said, making good time of getting her chair out and set up,
heaving herself into it.  Relived there were no stairs at the front door,
Cal made her way up the path.  Before she even reached it, the front door
was pulled open, Paige waiting for her.  Cal waved in greeting, her
stomach churning once more as she realized she was about to meet Paige's
husband.


“Hi.  Find it
okay?” the brunette asked, stepping aside so Cal could enter the house.


“Yeah.  My
thanks go out to mapquest.”  


Paige chuckled. 
“Well, welcome.”


The foyer was small,
but well appointed.  The wood flooring throughout the house were polished
to a shine.  The furniture was nice, elegant yet functional.  A few
magazines were scattered on table tops, giving the beautiful home a homey,
lived-in feel.


Cal's attention was
moved to the stairs when she heard galloping footsteps.  An extremely
handsome man appeared, his brown hair cut stylishly short, blue eyes twinkling
and mischievous.  His smile was large and welcoming.


“Callahan,” he said,
walking over to the blonde.  “It is truly a privilege to meet you at
last.”  He took Cal's hand and placed a kiss on her knuckles.  The
blonde glanced at Paige, wondering what the hell the chivalry was about. 
The brunette chuckled, pushing James playfully away.


“Don't frighten her,
James.”


Paige's husband
grinned with a wink.  “So, you two lovely ladies will be gone a good
while, yes?”  He turned to his wife. “I expect you no earlier than
midnight, do you understand?”


“Jimmy, stop.” 
She gave him a quick kiss then turned to Cal.  “Ready?”   Cal
nodded, feeling strange.  She liked James, his first impression most
favorable, though she felt slightly creeped out at the fact that James was
married to Paige, yet he was urging their evening together.  


“Yes, I'm ready,” she
said at length, then spun her chair around and headed for the door, Paige
walking just behind her.  Once they were both loaded into her car, she
turned to her passenger.  “I hope you enjoy Greek food.  The place
I've got in mind is fantastic.”


Paige nodded
vigorously.  “Absolutely.  It sounds wonderful.”


“Okay.  Well,
here we go.”


They were seated at a
table, the second chair removed to make room for Cal's.  She cleared her
throat, looking over their surroundings, making sure it was to her
liking.  Why did she feel so damn nervous?  She finally met the blue
gaze that was focused on her.  Clearing her throat again, the blonde
spoke.


“You look really
beautiful tonight, Paige.”


“Thank you.  As
do you.  I love the way you have your hair now.  Not so wild, but it
suits you all the same.”


“Guess I'm not so
wild anymore,” Cal smiled ruefully.


“Oh, I don't know
about that.  You can take the girl out of the wild haircut, but can't take
the wild out of the girl.”


Cal chuckled. 
“I suppose.  I'm still a pain in the ass, I guess.”


Paige rested her chin
in her palm.  “I don't think so.  You've just always had your own
will.”


“Yeah,” Cal
smirked.  “We'll just see what you say in fifty years.”  Realizing
what she was implying, the blonde snatched her menu and began to trail green
eyes restlessly over the choice.  She saw fingers grab the center of the
menu and pull it down.  She was forced to look at Paige.


“I certainly hope
so.”


Cal couldn't respond,
so instead poured herself a glass of wine, as well as one for her
companion.  “What say you we just concentrate on the right now?” Cal
asked, a blonde brow raised.


The dinner went well,
Cal finally managing to relax and enjoy herself as conversation moved away from
them, and into more neutral topics.  As they drove, Paige asking for a
tour of her new city, Cal turned to the brunette.


“So, tell me about
James.  How did all this happen?”


Paige chuckled
softly.  “It's kind of funny, actually.  My friend Susan introduced
us at a disco one night, and he and I just hit it off.  We became fast
friends, then one day we were dating.  Didn't discuss it, really. 
Just… was.”  Cal smiled at the story.  “So, anyway, one day we
started to get into it, you know, kissing on the couch and everything, and
suddenly Jimmy stopped.  He came out to me, and I to him, and that day we
decided to get married to save us both a lot of grief.”


“there's a nice story
for the grandchildren,” Cal chuckled.


“Hmm.”  Paige
placed her and on the blonde's thigh, which at first Cal didn't realize was
there.  She looked down and saw it, then looked over at the brunette,
incredulous.  “You're incorrigible!” 


“I call it
determined,” Paige grinned.  The blonde looked at her with sad eyes.


“Paige, what would
you want with me?  I can't even feel your hand.  Don't you want
someone who's whole?”


“You are
whole, baby,” Paige said softly.  “Your heart, your mind, it's all there,
and all beautiful.  As is your body.  All of it,” she said at
the doubting glance she got.  “I don't care if you walk tomorrow, or never
again, Cal.  That's not what's important to me.”


Cal stopped at a traffic
light, looking over at the brunette, afraid to believe.  Her eyes slowly
slid shut as a soft kiss was placed on her forehead.


**


Cal moaned softly
as feather light touches brushed across very hard nipples.  She kept her
eyes closed, allowing her other four senses to take over, taking in the smell
of soft perfume mixed with mutual arousal.  She could feel a tingling run
up the outside of her left thigh, sighing softly as it intensified then was
gone.  Bolts of electricity crashed over her sex in waves, making…


… Cal wake up with a
gasp.  Her crotch still pulsing, she looked around the darkened bedroom,
realizing that she was indeed alone.


“Jesus,” she
breathed, the orgasm subsiding, leaving her tired yet thrillingly alive. 
Forearm over her eyes, Cal thought back, trying to think of the last orgasm
she'd had- in the old mill, with Paige.  Groaning, she squeezed her eyes
closed.  In the years since her injury, Cal had not given thought to sex,
or her bodies natural needs.  She had been ashamed at her body, and far
too bitter and angry to give thought to self-pleasure.  Her body even made
her disgusted, let alone what it would do for someone else.


She gasped as her sex
pulsed again, leaving her breathless as her long-dormant body came to
life.  Blowing out a breath, she ran a shaky hand through her
sleep-tussled hair.  She thought back to the dream, seeing Paige's face
all over again, hovering over the blonde's body.  She could still feel the
softness of the brunette's body atop her own, feel her fingers running all over
her body, down her legs-


Green eyes popped
open.  She went over that last thought.  She specifically remembered
the tingle of what had felt like Paige's fingernails running down the side of
her thigh.  Cal lifted the covers, looking into the dark depths. 
Reaching a hand down, she placed a hand on the cool skin of her left thigh-
nothing.


“God, that was
weird,” she breathed, dropping the covers to land just above her t-shirt
covered breasts.  “Wow.”  Her body seemed to be settling down again,
but she couldn't help the satisfied smile that curled up the corners of her
lips.  The release, regardless of it being fro a phantom dream lover, had
felt good.  Raising her arms above her head, Cal stretched languidly,
purring slightly.  “Maybe I need to get laid,” she murmured, eyes sliding
shut again with a sigh.


**


Paige walked into the
kitchen, noting a cup of coffee waiting for her.  James sat at the table,
hands folded in front of him.  He looked up at her with slightly guilty
eyes.


“Hey.  What's up? 
I got your message on the way home from the office.”  The brunette sat
down, taking a grateful sip from the strong brew, made just how she liked
it.  James cleared his throat before starting.


“Well, I've been
doing some thinking,” he began, briefly meeting Paige's concerned blue
eyes.  “I've been thinking about us, about this situation.”  He
gestured around the room.  “I'm wondering if we shouldn't divorce.”


“Okay.  Why are
you thinking this now?”


“Well, you've started
to make things right with Callahan, and honestly, Paige, I've started seeing a
chap I met at the pub.”


“the plumber?”


“No.”


“The banker?”


“Uh, no.  But
what a lovely bum he had.”


“Then who?”


“Michael, the cop,”
James said, sipping from his own coffee.  He saw the confusion on his
wife's face. “I've not mentioned him till now.  I don't know, somehow I
felt he was perhaps… different.”


“Oh my god,” Paige
said, hand going to her mouth.  “You're getting serious about this guy,
aren't you?”


“Possibly.  I
just feel that our marriage has served its purpose, and I think that perhaps we
should both move on.  From that.”  He placed his hand over the
brunette's.  “You're still my best friend, Paige.  Always will
be.  I just don't get that lovin' feeling from you, anymore.”


Paige laughed,
interlacing their fingers.  Grinning, she nodded.  “Okay.  Let's
get the paperwork started.  Do you have an attorney in mind?”


“No.  But we'll
find one.”


“Okay.”


“Um,” he cleared his
throat again. “We should discuss who gets what.”


“Right. 
Okay.”  Paige was surprised that part of her felt very sad, as she loved
living with James.  Yet, the other part of her, the bigger part of
her was happy, as it now left her free to completely pursue Cal, no
entanglements.


**


Paige stepped into
the bookstore, automatically looking around for Cal.  It didn't take
long.  She watched her as she gently explained the virtues of Dr. Seuss to
a rather enthralled 7 year old.  The brunette leaned back against a
fixture, almost as into it as the kid was.


“Now, see if Dr.
Seuss made any sense whatsoever, then you might as well be listening to your
mom tell a story, right?”  Cal made a face, which the little girl
copied.  “See, in the world of The Cat In the Hat, everything is
funny and sideways.  Fun, right?” the girl nodded sagely.  “So,” Cal
handed the child the blue and white volume. “This is far more the better
choice.”


The little girl
snatched the book and ran to her mother, begging her to buy it so she could
read about the “sideway world,” too.


“Nicely done. 
You had me sold.”


Cal looked up, an
instant smile coming to her face when she saw Paige walking toward her. 
“Yes, well, you have to start young.  You know, point them in the right
direction with the good authors.”


“Oh, I see.  A
big Dr. Seuss fan, are you?”


“Isn't
everyone?”  Cal grinned, turning her chair so she could look up at the
brunette.  “So, what are you doing out and about?”


“Well, I came by to
ask if you'd like to help me move.”  Paige crossed her arms over her
chest.


“To where?”


“James and I are
finally going to divorce.  He has his eye on some guy, and I have my eye
on some girl, so… we figured it was time.  I'm moving out.”


Cal stared up at her,
heart fluttering mysteriously.  “Oh,” was all she could say.  Her
dream of a week ago came back to her, not that it ever really left. 
Looking away for a moment to hide her slightly colored grin, she turned back to
Paige. “Sure.  When?”


“Next weekend. 
I figured I could use you to buzz around with the heavier boxes, since you've
decided to become Arnoldette, and all.”


Cal chuckled. “Hardly. 
But okay.  I'll do what I can.  No promises.”


“No
expectations.”  Cal returned Paige's smile.  “Well, I'll let you get
back to work warping young minds about sideways worlds.”  The brunette
leaned down and placed a soft kiss on Cal's cheek.  “I'll come by a little
later in the week.  Maybe we can have lunch?” she asked, slowly back away,
her blue eyes hopeful.  Cal nodded.


“Yes.”  Her
heart melted at the smile that appeared on the gorgeous brunette's face before
she turned and left the store.  Cal felt like she was sitting on a cloud,
her grin unstoppable, heart still pounding.  “Damn her,” she muttered,
wheeling back to behind the counter.


**


“Aunt Cali?” Locke
said, carefully shaping his ‘lion' in small hands.  When he felt his
aunt's eyes on him, he continued. “How come I don't got grandparents?”


Cal studied the boy
for a moment, stunned by the question, seemingly coming from out of nowhere.
“What?”


“Wayne has
grandparents.  Why don't I?”


“Oh.”  Cal put
her own creation down for a moment, trying to think of the best way to answer
her nephew's question.  She had no idea what Ty and Tracy had told him
about death.  “Well, do you know what Heaven is, Locke?”


The sandy-haired boy
nodded.  “Where God sits in a big chair and dogs with wings fly around.”


“Dogs, right. 
Okay, yeah.  Well, okay, see, all of us have a clock with us our whole
lives, always ticking, ticking, ticking.  Like your dad's noisy clock on
the mantel.”  Locke nodded with understanding.  “Well, at some point
everyone's clock stops ticking, and then it's time for you to leave earth and
go play with the angel dogs in Heaven.”


“So, my grandparents
are with the dogs?” Locke asked, brows drawing in thought.  Cal nodded,
her heart heavy.


“Yes.  But,” she
brightened. “they're looking down at you right now and thinking what a
wonderful little boy you are, and how much they love you and just how proud of
you they are.”


The boy's eyes
widened. “Really?”


“Yep, really
truly.”  Cal turned back to her own creation, not wanting Locke to see the
slight sadness that shadowed her face.


“Look, Aunt Cali!”
Locke exclaimed, the gift of the child to be able to jump from one topic to the
next.  Cal raised her head, amused at the creature of green, yellow and
red Play-Doh that Locke had made.  “It's a tiger!” 


“I thought you were
making a lion?”


“No,” the boy
drawled, shaking his head vigorously so his too-long bangs dropped into his
twinkling eyes.  He eyed Cal's own creation, then with a roar and a lunge,
he was almost in the blonde's lap as his tiger/lion attacked her hand, jamming
both hands into Cal's knee.


“Ow, Locke! 
Careful.”


The boy quickly
jumped back, eyes huge, mouth hanging open.  His gaze flickered from Cal's
face to her knee.  Cal tried to fix her smooshed figure.


“Aunt Cali,,” the boy
breathed, awe in his voice.  Cal looked up at him.


“What?”


“You're not s'posed
to feel that,” he murmured, looking up into her face again.  Confused, Cal
looked down to where Locke's eyes were once more riveted.  “I hit your
knee.”


Gasping softly, Cal
realized that sure enough, Locke was right, and it had hurt.  It had hurt
a lot.  Feeling her heart skip, breathing slowly as she tried to control
it, she looked back to her nephew.  “Come here, Locke,” she said
quietly.  The boy walked over to her, sensing his aunt's tension. 
“Poke me in the knee.”


Locke nodded
solemnly, seeming to understand the importance of this request.  He
reached his small hand out, extending his index finger as he did.  Both
holding their breath, he gently poked at the blonde's knee.  Cal didn't
look, closing her eyes to make sure it hadn't just been a visual reaction
before.  Sure enough, like a dim light in the night, she felt
pressure.  Gasping, her eyes opened and she looked at her nephew, who
looked up at her with expectant eyes.  


“Oh my god,” Cal
whispered.  “Do it again.  Harder.”  She grinned when she felt
it again.  “I feel it!”  Locke grinned from ear to ear, moving closer
and looking at Cal's knee in awe.  “Try somewhere else, hurry!”


Ty thanked the girl
behind the counter, huge tub of popcorn in the crook of one arm, two big sodas
in the other.  He followed closely behind Tracy as she weaved her way
through the throngs of Friday night movie-goers.  


“You have our
tickets?” he asked, nodding toward the ticket taker girl at the mouth of the hall
that would lead toward all the features.


“Yep.”  Tracy
took them out of her back pocket, handing them to the girl with a smile. 
They were directed toward their theater and given ticket stubs back. 
Again, Tracy led the way.


“Shit, honey, my
phone's ringing.  Can you grab it out of my pocket?”  Ty asked, his
hands far too full.


They moved out of the
middle of the hall, the redhead snagging the small phone and flipping it
open.  “Hello?  Hi, honey.  Are you and Aunt-“ 


Ty watched as his
wife listened to who was obviously their son.  He tugged Tracy further out
of the way as a large party headed their way.  Tracy absently stepped to
the side, her mouth slowly falling open as Cal took the phone from her
nephew.  The phone slid off her ear to rest against her neck. 
Turning filling eyes to her husband, Tracy spoke.


“She can feel her
legs.”


**


“This is wonderful,
Cal!  Truly wonderful.”  Dr. Steven Hanes stood, a smile on his
grizzled face.  “From here it should only get better and better.  Is
there much pain?”


The blonde shook her
head.  “Not pain, exactly.  More like my skin feels ultra sensitized,
like I can feel the slightest thing.”


The doctor nodded,
hands going into the deep pockets of his lab coat. “Everything's waking
up.  The MRI looked fantastic, very promising.  I want to see you in
here one week from today.  If there is any change for the worse, you come
in immediately.”  He looked to Ty and Tracy to make sure they heard and
understood.  Throughout the entire process with Cal, who was horribly
stubborn, he had relayed everything to the couple, knowing they'd make Cal
comply.


“We'll be here with
bell's on,” Ty assured.


“Alright.  In
the mean time, I want you to set up an appointment with Janice Hill, she's a
physical therapist.  We need to get those muscles back into working
shape.  I think at this point, it'll also speed up the process to get you
back on your feet, albeit, you'll undoubtedly be with cane for some time, Cal.”


“Okay.”


Cal was left alone to
get dressed while Dr. Hanes spoke with Ty and Tracy outside.  “This is
terrific folks, but you guys are really going to have to be there for
her.  This will be a slow, painful, process.  Physical therapy won't
be easy on her, and those muscles are going to have something to say about their
vacation being interrupted.”  He made sure he had both their
attention.  “Make sure she goes.  She must do this to heal properly.”


“We'll keep on her,”
Tracy said, then turned to her husband. “Or Paige will.”


He chuckled, nodding.


**


Paige removed her
sunglasses as she knocked on Cal's door.  She waited, hearing the blonde
called out, welcoming her inside.  Pushing the door open, she entered into
Cal's apartment for the first time.  Not bothering to look around as she
spotted Cal sitting on the couch.  The message on her phone had sounded
urgent.


“Hi.  Are you
okay?” she asked, sitting next to the blonde, placing a hand on her
shoulder.  Cal nodded, trying to suppress her smile.  Without a word,
Cal took Paige's hand from her shoulder and placed it on her thigh, by her
knee.  Paige looked at her with questioning eyes, not understanding. 
Hand still on top of the brunette's, Cal squeezed gently, causing Paige's hand
to squeeze her thigh.


“I feel that,” she
whispered, looking into the brunette's face, grinning when she saw
comprehension dawn.


“You can feel it?”
Paige asked, voice soft with shock.  At Cal's nod, she looked down at her
legs, squeezing again.  She moved her hand a little lower, covering the
blonde's knee.  Looking up into green eyes for confirmation, she moved her
hand again at Cal's nod.  “Oh my god, Cal, when did this happen?” she
asked, scooting closer, checking the other leg.  “Can you move them at
all?”


“This
afternoon.  We unwittingly found out when Locke smacked me with a Play-Doh
tiger/lion thing.  And, no.  Not yet.  My doctor said the
muscles aren't strong enough yet.”


“Yet?  They will
be though, right?”


Cal nodded. 
“Yes.”


“Oh, Cal!” Paige
threw herself into the blonde's arms, hugging her almost painfully tight. 
She felt Cal relax into the hug, a small sigh brushing the warm skin of her
neck.


Cal closed her eyes,
absorbing the feel of Paige against her.  She tightened her embrace,
feeling the soft caress of the brunette's hand against the back of her
head.  She couldn't get over how good it felt to hold Paige, and never
wanted to let go.  In that moment, she felt it in her bones- Paige was her
heart, always had been, no matter how much she had tried to deny herself for so
long.  Her emptiness was gone, the void filled.


Paige was surprised
as she felt a soft kiss placed on her neck, then she was gently pushed away, a
hand coming up to caress her cheek.  She looked into Cal's face, sucking
in the breath at the love she saw shining in those green eyes.  Cal
brushed long strands of mahogany hair away from Paige's face, the brunette's
eyes slipping closed at the soft gesture.  When they opened again, she saw
Cal close hers, leaning in.  


Cal sighed softly at
the feel of soft lips, so much softer than she remembered.  She slid her
hand from Paige's cheek to cup the back of her head, bringing her further into
the kiss, tilting her head slightly as it deepened.  She smiled at the
sigh she heard.  Paige's hand moved from where it had been resting on
Cal's thigh, moving up over narrow hips and a strong side to wrap around Cal's
shoulder, pulling her in closer to the brunette's warm body.  Cal deepened
the kiss, sitting back as she felt Paige crawl onto her lap, a knee on either
side of Cal's hips.


“What?” Paige said
into the kiss when she heard the soft chuckle from the blonde.  


“Nothing,” Cal said,
amused that the last time she'd been in this position was with Laura, and she
had freaked.  Now, all she could think about was the best way to get those
clothes off the brunette.  What she didn't take into account was that
Paige would want hers off, too.  She stiffened as questing fingers began
to unbutton her shirt.


“What is it?” Paige
asked, pulling away from the kiss, her fingers frozen on Cal's buttons.


“I've not… no one…”
She sighed, looking into concerned blue eyes. “No one has seen me since the
shooting.  I'm nervous.”


“Why?  You're so
beautiful, Cal, what could you possibly be nervous about?” Paige asked, running
her fingers through soft, blonde hair.


“I'm not beautiful
anymore, Paige,” Cal said, shaking her head sadly.


“Let me be the judge
of that.”  And with that, Paige leaned in, taking Cal's lips in a soft,
gentle kiss, her fingers resuming their journey.  One by one the buttons
gave way, the cool air brushing Cal's skin where the material began to part. 
She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the gasp of horror from Paige; it never
came.  Opening her eyes, she saw Paige looking at her chest, gently
pushing the material off Cal's left shoulder.


Paige schooled her
reactions.  She knew it wouldn't be disgust, but she didn't want her pity
or sorrow to show, either.  Cal's left shoulder had a deep dimple marring
the perfect flesh, a roadmap of scar tissue running out from it.  More
scarring brushed her left collarbone.  


Soft fingertips
brushed over the old injury, making Cal gasp in surprise.  She saw Paige
lean down, placing a string of gentle kisses along the ruined tissue. 
“Does it hurt anymore?” Paige asked, the kiss slowing, becoming wetter. 
Cal's eyes slid shut, her breathing hitching.


“No,” she whispered,
feeling deft fingers brushing the shirt completely off both Cal's shoulders,
the warm touch grazing over her sides, making her shiver.


“You're so beautiful,
Cal.  Even more so than you ever were before.  I'm so sorry for what
Douglas Harris did, Cal, but I'll be forever grateful that he wasn't able to
take you away from me permanently.”


Cal gasped as her
breasts were palmed, Paige's lips finding her own.  She returned the kiss
more than willingly, her own hands coming into play as they grasped Paige's ass
through her jeans, pulling the other body closer into her won.  Paige whimpered
softly, her hips adjusting against Cal.  


She deepened the
kiss, exploring the inside of Paige's mouth with abandon, the brunette reaching
around the blonde, fidgeting with her bra strap before it finally came
loose.  Cal shivered as her breasts were released, the air caressing her
skin, making her nipples harder than they already were.


“Oh, Paige,” she
whispered, feeling soft hands and fingers cup and touch her.


“It seems like
forever since I've been waiting to do this again, Cal,” the brunette said, her
mouth finding Cal's neck, the blonde lifting her head, giving her all the
access that she wanted.  “I've dreamt of it, wanted it, wanted you. 
I want you so bad.”


“I'm here.”  Cal
reached frantic hands to the hem of Paige's shirt, tugging until Paige lifted
her arms, the shirt flying off onto the middle of the living room floor. 
“Jesus, you are gorgeous, Paige.  I have truly never seen another woman
who can come close to you.”


Paige felt her heart
melt as her bra fell from her body, warm lips encircling a rigid nipple. 
“Oh, god!” she gasped, holding the blonde head to her chest.  Her head
fell back, her hips moving in a constant rhythm now.  “Jesus, I've
forgotten how good at that you are,” she breathed.


Cal grinned against
the flesh in her mouth, redoubling her efforts.  Paige's hips were moving
so hard, Cal was afraid Paige would come before she'd even gotten a chance to
touch her.  “These off, now,” she demanded, tugging on a belt loop. 
Paige nodded, and on shaky legs, she stood, shoving the jeans down over her
hips until they puddled at her feet.  Stepping out of them and her shoes,
she climbed back onto Cal's lap, the blonde in lustful awe of the goddess
kissing her.


Cal's hand wandered
down over Paige's side, squirming its way between their bodies, and into the
inferno that was between the brunette's legs.  Paige gasped, her body
automatically lifting to allow more room.  Cal groaned at the feel of
Paige's slick folds, her fingers sliding easily through them.


“God, you're so wet,”
she moaned.  Paige kissed her, chuckling into her mouth.


“What do you
expect?  It's been five years.”


Cal chuckled, though
it fell short as Paige gasped, two fingers sliding inside her.  Paige bit
her lower lip, hands resting on Cal's shoulders as she concentrated on what was
happening to her body.  She moved her hips slowly, her body tight from
such long disuse, other than her own quick ministrations.  She felt Cal's
lips on her neck, the hand that held her hip squeezing with comforting
pressure.


Cal was in awe as she
watched Paige ride her hand, her heart swelling with the joy of giving the
beautiful brunette pleasure.  She wanted so badly to make her come, and
from the look on the brunette's face, that wouldn't be too far in coming.


Paige found Cal's
mouth, needing that extra connection to her as her body began to convulse
around the blonde's fingers, her sex lurching, sending jolt after jolt
throughout her entire body.  Finally she cried out, Cal's thumb pressing
down on her rock-hard clit.  She buried her face into the blonde's neck,
panting as she tried to get herself back under control.  Cal's arms
tightened around her, the fingers slowly removed, before Paige was brought in
close.


“I love to be touched
by you,” she said at length, lifting her head and kissing Cal, the kiss soft
and languid.  With her own appetite curbed, she wanted to savor Cal. 
She moved off the blonde's lap, a soft whimper of protest from Cal.  “Lie
back, baby,” she instructed.  Cal used her powerful upper body to move
herself, finally stretching out on the couch, Paige putting her legs in place
for her.


Cal was still nervous
as Paige unbuttoned her pants, gently tugging them down her legs.  Cal
couldn't look, hiding her face in the cushion next to her.  


“Don't Cal,” Paige
said softly, tipping the blonde's chin with two fingers.  Cal looked into
loving blue eyes. “Don't hide yourself from me.  I told you I think you're
beautiful, and that means all of you.”  Paige gave her a quick kiss, then
turned her attention back to what she was doing.  She was mildly surprised
by the look of Cal's legs- shriveled and deathly pale.  She had expected
it, however, having done her research on paralysis.


Cal moaned softly as
a hand slid down the entire length of her right leg, the feeling dull, yet
exquisite.  She lifted her hips as best she could so Paige could drag her
underwear down her legs, then off to the floor to join the rest of their
clothing.  Fully naked, Cal watched Paige carefully, looking for any sign
of disgust.  There was none, just a hunger that matched her own.


Paige crawled up
Cal's body, lying her own atop it, both moaning softly at the wonderful
contact.  It was strange to feel Cal's legs stay as they were, when
normally the blonde would have wrapped them around her, but she pushed it out
of her mind.  Soon.  Very soon.  She kissed the blonde with all
the love and desire she felt for her, hands beginning to explore Cal's every
curve.  She smiled into Cal's neck when she cupped a breast, the nipple
still painfully hard.  Soon her mouth found it, tongue exploring the
softness of the entire breast.


“Oh, yes,” Cal
moaned, head arching back as she buried her fingers in Paige's hair,
encouraging her to continue the bliss.  After worshipping at Cal's breasts
for long moments, she began to slowly move her way down.  Cal gasped as
her leg was moved, bent.  


“Are you okay? 
Tell me if you need me to stop,” Paige said softly, gently bending Cal's left
leg.  Muscles began to scream that hadn't been used in half a
decade.  When Cal cried out, Paige immediately stopped, kissing the soft
skin of the inside of Cal's knee.  “I'm sorry, baby.  I'll stop.”


Cal took several deep
breaths, the pain beginning to ease and fade away.  She reached down to
pet thick, dark hair, letting Paige know it was okay to continue.  The
brunette slowly moved Cal's right leg, just enough so she could fit her
shoulders between, gently lifting the leg just enough so she could put it over
one of them.


“Are you okay? 
Are you comfortable?”  Cal nodded, so Paige turned back to her most joyous
task.


Cal nearly shot off
the couch at the first touch of Paige's tongue.  Her groan was long and
deep, her sex immediately jumping to life, the juices flowing hot.  She
could hear Paige humming as she licked  from Cal's opening to her clit,
then back again.


“You taste so good,
baby,” Paige whispered, entering the blonde with her tongue, moaning at the
sensual cry she heard above her.  She brought a hand up, using her thumb
to gently massage the blonde's clit as she pushed and sucked into Cal's
opening.  Quickly, and without warning, she switched, pushing deeply into
the wet heat, her mouth closing around the engorged nub and swirling her tongue
over it.


“Fuck, Paige!” Cal
cried, her hips jerking, stomach muscles clenching as she tried to hold her
climax back, to no avail.  The room was filled with her cries of release,
her hands pushing Paige further into her, trying to ride out the rest of the
pleasure wave.  She was panting, chest heaving as she tried to regain
control.  She felt Paige crawling back up her body, lying soft kisses the
entire way.  She kissed her deeply, pulling her to lie atop her.  “I
love you, Paige,” she whispered.


“I love you,
too.”  Lifting her head, she brushed a few sweaty strands of blonde hair
out of Cal's face.  “So, have I won you over, yet?”


Cal grinned,
nodding.  “Oh, yeah.  You do that again, and you can have anything
you want.”


Paige pushed her hips
suggestively against the blonde, making her gasp.  “How about your heart?”


“You've already got
it,” Cal whispered, kissing her softly, hands holding Paige to her.  They
were both panting by time Cal let her go.


“Okay, then how about
the rest of your life?” Paige murmured, resting her forehead against the
blonde's.  She felt Cal nod.


“Okay.”


The end… 
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