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SOMETHING PERMANENT

The world had become pink and red, white, and silver, and gold.
Even the guy at the corner of Washington and 34th who sings to
sell bottled water to drivers getting on the highway was upstaged
by a temporary structure dipping halfway into the right turn lane
that was hung with oversized white bears wearing red and pink
hearts around their necks, wrapped in plastic against the car
exhaust like the prizes at some janky State Fair booth.

And every day since the influx of pinks and reds, at the back
of my mind I’ve known I’d have to make a decision. The kind of
decision that, even after more than a year of being with Rafe, still
makes my breath hitch and my palms sweat:

Was I supposed to make with this whole Valentine’s
Day thing?

I’d never even noticed the holiday before, beyond vaguely
registering pink and red airplane bottles of that horrible cinna-
mon-flavored liquor in a pyramid on the checkout counter at the
liquor store. Uh, not that I go to liquor stores anymore.

Last year, I didn’t think about it and Rafe didn’t mention it.
But was that because things were still so new between us, or
because isn’t into it? I had no clue. He was kinda into holidays in



general. Christmas and Thanksgiving and birthdays and all that
shit. I guess with a family that celebrates them all and makes deli-
cious food for you, why wouldn’t you be?

But this year, I had noticed. And once it got in my head, I
couldn’t stop thinking about it. Thinking about what it might be
like to be a person who just got his boyfriend a Valentine’s card.
And, yeah, the b-word still made me kind of cringe and smile
simultaneously. Like a–a sminge. A crile? Whatever.

I got up early this morning to run before Rafe was awake, and
went right to the shop. In the process of my renovations over the
past year, I put a shower in off the main office. Technically, it was
a hazmat shower, designed to get chemicals and toxic materials
off in case someone’s coolant reservoir explodes or something, but
it was nice to be able to throw a change of clothes in my backpack
and take a long run, ending up there and showering before
starting on the cars. And it was very nice to be able to get home
not stinking of oil and covered in grease because sometimes Rafe
liked to pounce me as soon as I walked through the door. I mean,
not that that’s the only reason I put in the shower. But it sure
doesn’t hurt.

I got myself another cup of coffee and texted my best friend,
Xavier. He was married, so he should know about shit like
this, right?

Dude, I wrote, is val day like a THING. That I shd do.
I sipped at the too-strong coffee for a minute, impatiently

messing with my phone to see if he’d text back. When a minute
passed with nothing, I sent another text. This one was to my
brother, Daniel. Our relationship was … complicated, but since he
and his partner Rex had moved back to Philly last year, we’d been
trying to make shit work. I was still plagued by guilt for how
crappy I’d been to him when he was younger, and how my fear
that he’d end up getting hurt had led me to be a shit brother when
I’d realized he was gay. Well, fine, fear that he’d get hurt and
desperation that he never find out I was gay too.



To Daniel, I wrote: Do you and rex do valentines day? Is that a
thing gay dudes do? Should I get rafe sthing? Like … wtf should I get?

I had just given up on either X or Daniel being of any use to
me and was preparing to bury myself in a transmission rebuild,
when my phone rang. Since the only people who ever called me
were Rafe and Daniel, I grabbed it right away. It was Daniel, prob-
ably deciding he didn’t want to bother trying to coach me through
this shit over text.

“‘Is that a thing gay dudes do?’ Seriously?” Daniel was
laughing at me. First I had the instinctive flash of irritation at
being mocked, but I made myself to relax, forcing myself to
remember that Daniel wasn’t the enemy anymore. “You do get
that gay dudes are all different and some of them celebrate Valen-
tine’s Day and some of them don’t, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, shut up.” He snorted. “But, so, do you?”
“Uhh, well …” Daniel’s voice got that slight edge to it that

usually signaled he was going to talk about Rex and felt self-
consciously sappy about it. “Rex made me a bookstand. Like, a
thing to keep books open on my desk so I could look at them
while I was on my computer. It’s beautiful. This light wood that
he sanded all soft. And there’s, like, a little tiny heart he carved in
the bottom, but I can only see it if I flip it over; no one else can see.
He had it sitting at my spot when we had breakfast. It’s … yeah.”

His voice was dreamy. That was a pretty kick-ass present for
someone with his nose constantly in a book. Rex was an amazing
woodworker, so that made sense. I could’ve gone for the obvious
tease that he and Rex apparently had breakfast together every
morning like a couple of eighty-year-olds and wasn’t that just
precious, but I needed info more than I needed the satisfaction of
hearing Daniel get all blushy.

“What’d you get him?” I asked.
“I, uh, I kinda … I frgt,” Daniel mumbled.
“What’d you say?”
“Fuck. I forgot, okay? I didn’t know it was Valentine’s Day.”



I laughed at that. Daniel was notorious for having no grasp of
a calendar at all, unless he was staring directly at one.

“Wow, you’re a terrible boyfriend,” I teased.
“I know, right, I’m the fucking worst.”
I could hear the clicks of his keyboard.
“Do you need to go?”
“What? Oh, no, I’m having office hours but no one’s here right

now. I’m, like, googling Valentine’s Day presents. I kinda … uh,
never mind.”

“Speak.”
“I might have, kinda told Rex that I had a present for him but I

was gonna give it to him tonight.”
“Bow chicka wha wha.”
“Pshh, yeah right. I’m not seventeen.”
“You used to promise to do dudes as a present when you were

seventeen?”
“Uh. Well, no. Anyway, I’ve got nothing.” He groaned. “I

guess I could try and cook him dinner?”
“Didn’t you basically burn the kitchen down when you tried

that before?”
One night, a few months ago, Rafe’s phone had dinged with a

text and he’d immediately started cracking up. When I’d asked
what it was, he’d turned his phone to show me a message from
Rex that was a picture of their kitchen with the stove shooting
flames two feet in the air, and Daniel’s face half out of the photo,
looking like that painting where the dude is screaming. Yeah,
don’t get me started on how weird it is that Rafe and Rex are
buds now.

“I didn’t burn it down,” Daniel muttered. “It was just a
grease fire or whatever. But, okay, yeah, maybe that’s not the
best idea.”

“It’s basically the worst idea.”
“Yeah, yeah. Okay, so back to your last-minute ass. You’re

trying to figure out what to get for Rafe?”
“No, I’m trying to figure out if this dopey holiday is even a



thing I should be celebrating. Like, I don’t give a shit, but how do
I know if Rafe does?”

“Uh, shooting from the hip here, but did you consider, like,
asking him?”

“Oh, now you’re all into the direct, honest communication
thing, when six seconds ago you told me you lied to Rex’s face
about him getting the best present ever tonight?”

“Uh. Yeah, okay, fair. Well, but I know Rex cares about it, and I
totally would’ve gotten him something. I just forgot it was today.”

“Yeah, by all means make it a competition about who’s better
at life.”

“You texted me to ask about this, so you clearly know I’m
better at life.”

“Fuck off.”
Daniel laughed.
“Okay, well, we can figure this out. Does Rafe like holidays?”
“Yeah. His family’s always all over that shit.”
“Does he like getting presents or is he more of an activity

dude?”
“Huh?”
“Like, would he rather go out to dinner and go … like … I

don’t fucking know … ice skating or some shit? Or would he
want an object you purchased at a store.”

“I know what a fucking present is, bro.”
“Pardon me forever for somehow getting the impression we

were starting with the basics, asshole.”
“So … ice skating. Is that … that’s a thing? Like a … date thing

or whatever?”
“Oh, I dunno, I just saw it in this movie once.”
“Okay … I don’t know how to ice skate, so that’s probably a

no go. But, um … well, Rafe likes to run. And he likes … Uh, we
went on a picnic once. Shut up,” I said immediately, as Daniel
laughed.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m not laughing at your sweet picnic. I just acci-
dentally clicked on this … whoa! Jesus, sorry, that went in an



unexpected direction.” Porno music started pouring through
phone. “Ahh! Fuck. Okay, sorry. Jesus, I’m in my office,” he
muttered, as if scolding the computer. “I clicked on a link that said
‘Valentine’s Wood’ and I thought it was, like, uh, woodworking
stuff but. It was not.”

I snorted. Only someone with their mind firmly on hearts and
flowers and their boyfriend’s love of woodworking could have
interpreted it that way.

“We’re both screwed.”
“Yeah, basically,” Daniel said, and I thought I heard the sound

of a laptop slamming shut. “Fuuuuuck.”
I sipped at my now lukewarm coffee and ran through my

options. I could do nothing. But then what if I got home tonight
and Rafe had gotten me something? I’d feel like a total dick.
Besides … Rafe was always so understanding and patient with
my shit. Wouldn’t it be nice to show him that I appreciated him?

Or would he think it was stupid and clichéd and that if I
wanted to show I appreciated him then I should be doing it on
any regular day, not just the day elementary school kids shoved
valentines in each other’s cubby hole mailboxes and Hallmark
raked in the GNP of a small country.

But even if it was a cliché, would Rafe like it anyway? Shit.
“You still there, bro?” Daniel asked.
“Yup. Okay, I think … I think I should get Rafe something. Or

do something. Cuz Jesus fucking Christ, the man puts up with all
my shit and still seems not to hate me, so.”

I could feel the heat rising in my face. Talking to anyone about
Rafe still made me self-conscious as hell, to say nothing of high-
lighting the ways that I had messed everything up multiple times
when we were getting together. And, uh, sometimes after.

“Yes, good plan,” Daniel said. “Now we just need, like, actual
ideas. I mean, it’s my office hours. Usually students come to get
my help on writing their papers; I’ll be goddamned if I can come
up with a dozen sample thesis statements but can’t even think of



two Valentine’s Day gifts.” He paused for a minute. “They should
be different, I guess?”

“Dude, are you essentially trying to cheat by writing the same
paper for two classes?” I teased.

“Look at you, remembering shit I say about my job.”
“I still don’t get why it’s not allowed. If the paper is relevant to

two different classes,” I said.
“Because it’s—never mind; I already explained all this the first

time. Agree to disagree.”
The sound of a text came through and I told Daniel to hang on

a second.
X had finally responded, saying: Um YES it’s a thing you should

do, what’s wrong with you? Jesus, how do you still even HAVE a
boyfriend. 100% yes, make your man know he’s appreciated. Then he’d
added an eye-rolling emoji, an emoji of a gift, and an emoji of a
winky face.

“Uh, X agrees that we should do stuff for Valentine’s Day,” I
grumbled.

“Yeah, he’s married, right? I guess … he’d know?”
“That was my thinking.”
We both sighed at the same time. I knew the things people got:

cards, flowers, candy, stuffed animals. But it all seemed impersonal.
No card was going to be able to express to Rafe how much I—uh,
how I—well, anything about our relationship. Flowers? I didn’t
think he’d care about them much. Plus they died in like five seconds,
and that was depressing. Chocolate? He liked sweet stuff, but I’d
never seen him eat actual chocolates so I had no idea if he liked them.
And I’d saw my own leg off before I’d buy him a stuffed animal.

“Oh! I know what we should do.”
“Thank fuck. What?”
“Oh, uh, sorry, not about the gifts.”
“What the hell, man?”
“No, no, we should call Ginger. She’s good at ideas for

presents and stuff.”



Ginger was Daniel’s best friend, so she’d hated me for basi-
cally the entire tenure of their relationship. Well, recently she
seemed okay with me, but I still had … issues with her. I was
desperate, though.

“Okay, sure.”
“Kay, I think I can, like, do a thing where I three-way call her?

Hang on, let me just … Or maybe … Wait, I wonder if I—”
The line went dead. I shook my head. Daniel was hella bad at

technology and he was a particular menace with a phone. I shot a
quick text back to X while I waited for Daniel to call back: Yeah,
yeah, yeah, thx, working on it, don’t hurt yrself.

My phone rang with an unfamiliar number and when I
answered it I heard a loud laugh that I recognized as Ginger’s.

“You guys are hilarious and I fucking dare you to get Rex and
Rafe the same V-day present and see if they tell each other. Aren’t
they legit besties now?”

“Hi,” I interjected.
“Oh, hey, sorry. I cut it off when I tried to do the thing, but

then I got it on my office phone.”
I rolled my eyes at the evidence that Daniel could conference

call on a phone from the nineties but not operate an iPhone.
“I told Ginger we need gift assistance,” Daniel said, stating the

obvious.
“Yeah, I’m happy to help brainstorm, but I one hundred

percent forgot it was today too.”
“Even though I reminded her!” a voice called from Ginger’s

line. Christopher, Ginger’s boyfriend, owned a café around the
corner from Ginger’s tattoo shop, and though I wasn’t totally sold
on Ginger, he had revealed himself to be a really cool guy over the
last year. He was laid back and interesting, and he liked that
Ginger was weird, but also loved to fight with her.

“It’s true,” she said. “He told me last week, then he—hey,
gimme my phone!”

“I put a post-it note on her bathroom mirror, guys,” Christo-
pher said, clearly having grabbed Ginger’s phone. He had a low,



chill voice, so it was funny to hear him say, “It said V-Day is in four
days. Get me a cute and cheesy present! Then I put one on the next
day that said V-Day is in three days, et cetera, all the way up to
today, where the post-it said Did you forget that V-Day is today???.”

“Which I had,” Ginger said. Speakerphone, then.
“Which she had. But! The day is young and you still have

plenty of time to get me my cute and cheesy present. Have I
mentioned that I like the chocolates from that fancy place in
Reading Terminal Market? You guys, have you had these? They
have these chocolate covered potato chips that are phenomenal.
Also they have a chocolate covered onion.”

“Who the fuck would want a chocolate covered onion?” I
asked, at the same time Daniel made a noncommittal noise.

“Oh, man,” Christopher said. “Not chocolate fans. Well, okay.
Here’s the thing. Daniel—sorry, bud—Daniel thinks Ginger is
good at this stuff because she’s marginally better at it than he is.
But that’s really not saying much, to be honest.” Ginger made a
sound of protest in the background. “Uh, no, love, I’m gonna stop
you right there. You and Daniel used to give each other presents
you got out of the trash or stole from the lost-and-found. And
don’t even get me started on my birthday.” Daniel and Ginger
huffed.

“Anyway,” Christopher went on, “I’ll get out of your hair if
you guys want to brainstorm or whatever you’re doing, but I’m
just saying, I’ve got a lot of Valentine’s Days under my belt, and
I’m available for consult.”

“No, stay,” I said. I was not liking the sound of dumpster
diving gifts, no matter the scenario.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” Daniel said.
“You have no idea what you’ve done,” Ginger said. “You

know the phrase ‘the cat that got the cream?’ Seriously, there’ll be
no living with him now.”

“About that—” Christopher said, but Ginger quickly
interrupted.

“Anyway! If you’re such a gift-giving mastermind, prove it.”



“No problem.” Christopher’s calm certainty immediately
calmed me, and I realized I’d been pacing around the shop as I
talked to Daniel. I dumped out my cold coffee, got a fresh cup,
and sat down in my office.

“Okay, Daniel, let’s start with you. What does Rex like? Give
me some keywords.”

“Uh,” Daniel said. Then he said it about twenty more times, in
various tones of uncertainty, fondness, embarrassment, and finally
hopelessness.

“All … right, then,” Christopher said. When he spoke again it
was softer, pitched to Ginger. “Should I ask yes or no questions or
something? Okay, Daniel, I know Rex likes to cook. Has he
mentioned anything lately about wanting new stuff for the
kitchen?”

There was a charged silence in which I could almost hear the
intensity of Daniel’s thoughts, running through every recent
encounter he’d had with Rex.

“He said … yes. He talked about a … I forget what it’s called.
A … like you make pasta in.”

“Uh, a pot?” Christopher said.
“Yeah.”
Ginger started cracking up.
“I know the word for pot!” Daniel said. “But it’s a kind of pot.

Never mind, I have no clue. I got him this cookie cutter that I
thought was just a Christmas ornament last year. It’s a hammer.
He liked it, I think? He made hammer cookies, anyway.”

“Okay, do you think he’d want more cookie cutters?” Christo-
pher asked.

“I … how many cookie cutters does someone really need?”
“None,” I said, and Ginger snorted.
Christopher proceeded to run through a shockingly thorough

list of things that Rex liked.
“Damn, son, you’ve got Rex on lock,” Ginger said. “Obviously

you should just take over Valentine’s Day gifts for all of us for the



foreseeable future. Why let those of us who aren’t any good at it
ruin it for those of you who like it?”

“Clearly my post-it should’ve been more detailed. It’s not
about getting the right gift. It’s just about showing your person
that you care. Rex and Rafe won’t actually give a shit about what
you get, only why you chose it.”

Daniel grumbled something incoherent, then said, “Oh shit!”
“Got a student?” I asked.
“Uh, no. Um, Ginge, maybe I’ll just text you …”
“What? No fair!” I said. “Did you figure it out?”
“I—yeah, I—well, yes.”
“Ohhhh,” Ginger said. “Yessss, do it. Hot. Come to the shop

after class.”
“What are you gonna buy him?” I demanded. Ginger and

Daniel had this psychic mind-reading shit down cold but I never
had any clue what they were on about.

“Uh, it’s not relevant to you,” Daniel said.
“Not relev—shut up, what are you doing?”
Daniel sighed. “Fine. A tattoo. For Rex.”
“Oh. Shit.”
That was intense. And extreme.
And part of me really wanted to do it.
When Rafe had moved in with me, at first it hadn’t felt that

different. After all, he’d been spending a hell of a lot of time there
even when he had his own place. Then, one morning, a month or
so after he’d moved in, I woke up, took a shower, and it hit me:
Rafe was here now. He was just … here. With me. Always. The real-
ization had hit me so hard, I’d started sobbing in the shower. I had
no clue where that reaction came from, but it was like something
I’d been sure I’d never have was just … taken care of. The reality
of it hadn’t quite caught up to me until that moment. That I was
done. That Rafe was it for me. Not just the only person I wanted, but
the thing that made everything else in my life worth it.

Sure, I’d already known that I loved the crap out of him. I’d



already known he’d … well, okay, he’d basically saved my sorry
ass from myself. But it was one thing to identify the feeling, and
another to see that this was what my life was now. Different.
Better. Permanently.

Rafe had made my house our home. The home of our relation-
ship. I was crap at telling him stuff like that. What it meant to me
to have him there. To know that he wasn’t going to up and disap-
pear in the middle of the night. That for some damn reason he felt
confident enough in his feelings for me that he assumed they’d
last.

Now, all these months later, and I was suddenly flush with
notion that I could do something permanent for him too.

I cleared my throat but my voice still sounded choked.
“What will you get?”
“Well, Rex really likes that song, ‘My Funny

Valentine’—you know?”
“Uh, kinda,” I said, and Ginger said, “Fuck, yes.”
“So maybe a line from that … Like, uh, ‘You make me smile

with my heart’? Wait, no, that’s awful.”
“Hmm, what about just the word smile over your heart. Near

the keychain? Since it’s already a heart?”
I wasn’t sure what tattoo they were talking about—Daniel was

basically covered in them—but he said, “Ooh, yes, great.”
“Done,” Ginger said.
I let Christopher run through a few questions about Rafe,

trying to figure out a gift for me, but my mind was a thousand
miles away.

“Ginger,” I said, probably interrupting Christopher. “I want to
do it. A tattoo. For Rafe.”

“Uh. Yeah, sure, Colin. What do you want to get?”
“I … I don’t know yet.”
“Okay,” she said brightly. “Well, figure it out and we’ll do it.

Do you want to come after work? As long as it’s something small,
I can do it in like an hour. Colin, you still there?”

“What? Oh, yeah. Yeah, okay, thanks.”



She, Daniel, and Christopher started talking about something
else, but my mind was already far away, imagining what tattoo I
should get. If a Hallmark card had no chance of communicating to
Rafe how I felt, would I be able to think of a tattoo that would?

I walked in the door to the smell of something delicious. I was
later than I usually would’ve been, and I’d texted Rafe that I’d be
a little late, but I hadn’t told him why. He’d texted while I was at
Ginger’s tattoo shop, asking if anything was wrong but I hadn’t
responded. I’d spent the whole time Ginger was tattooing me
wishing I were home with Rafe, but the second I’d gotten in the
car and fought traffic to get home, I’d been a ball of anxiety, my
sweaty palms sliding on the steering wheel and my stupid
breathing thing making me feel like I couldn’t quite get a full
breath even though, logically, I knew I could.

I took a second to go through the routine Rafe and I had
figured out helped me relax. Well, Rafe had figured it out. I closed
the door behind me quietly, kicked off my shoes, and closed my
eyes, leaning back against the door. You’re home, I reminded
myself. You’re fine. Rafe’s here. That was it. The mantra. I’d prob-
ably said it to myself a hundred times, and it always helped at
least a little. Yeah, it made me feel kind of pathetic that I need to
be reminded at all, but … I did, so.

When I opened my eyes, after running through those three
simple sentences more times than I usually had to, Rafe was
standing a few steps away. My heartbeat sped with excitement
at the same time my breath came easier with relief. Two
different parts of myself, both responding to him in opposite
ways.

“Hey,” I said, and the second he heard the roughness in my
voice, he frowned.

“Hi.”
He was in front of me in two long strides, cupping my face



and looking into my eyes, his gaze that mixture of searching and
in control that never failed to get to me.

“What’s wrong?”
“I’m fine,” I said, patting his shoulder. “Dinner smells good.”
I started to move past him into the kitchen. His eyes

narrowed, but he didn’t call my bluff. I’d made him a promise,
months ago, and I’d kept it: I could say I didn’t want to talk
about something, but I would never again lie about whether I
was okay. In return, Rafe had promised not to leave, even if I
wasn’t.

“Hey,” he said, tipping my chin up before I could get far.
“Happy Valentine’s Day. My Valentine.” He smirked at that last
and I smiled.

“Happy Valentine’s Day.”
“I didn’t know if you wanted to celebrate. I was going to ask

you this morning, but you were out of here pretty early.”
He was clearly leaving me an opening to tell him what I

wanted, even though it was after the fact, but I didn’t say
anything. I just looked at him. He was so fucking beautiful that I
couldn’t believe he wanted me. Even after all these months, some-
times I woke in a cold sweat and turned on the bedside lamp to
look at him sleeping beside me. To look at the evidence that he’d
chosen to stay with me, even when everything would’ve
suggested it was in his best interest to leave.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked.
I kissed him softly.
“I promise.”
“Okay. I trust you. But you’re freaked about something, I

can tell.”
“Yeah. But I’m okay.”
“All right,” he said slowly. It was killing him not to drag it out

of me, but he was getting better about letting me get to things in
my own time, too. In turn, I was getting better about actually
getting to them.

Rafe had made some kind of lasagna with things I couldn’t



identify but that tasted amazing. After we ate, he led me into the
living room and sat me on the couch.

“I have to get your present, okay? Just sit tight a minute.”
“You got me a present?”
“I did. It’s okay if you didn’t get me anything, though. We

didn’t talk about it.”
I nodded and he went into the bedroom. I heard rustling and a

swear word or two, but I was preoccupied with running a finger
over my tattoo and wondering if I’d made a total idiot of myself.

I was startled out of it by Rafe’s voice saying, “Go to Colin,
Shelby. Go to Colin. Oh, dammit, Shelby.”

I laughed. “Dude, she’s not a dog. Cats don’t do shit you tell
them to do. What are you—oh.”

Something landed on the cushion next to me and then Shelby
streaked out of the bedroom and onto the couch, pawing at it furi-
ously. When she crunched something, I realized Rafe had tossed
a treat.

I also realized that he’d tied something around her neck with a
red ribbon.

“Jesus, you’re lucky you didn’t get mauled,” I muttered.
Shelby loved Rafe, but she didn’t like anything tied around her,
ever. I carefully tugged at the ribbon, and Shelby started batting at
it, like it was … well, a ribbon. When I went to untie it, she
attacked my hand, wrapping her front paws around my wrist and
scrabbling at my forearm with her back paws.

“Ouch! Damn, Shelby!”
I pulled my arm back livid with scratches.
Rafe dropped next to me on the couch and took my wrist in

his hand.
“Sorry,” he murmured, dropping a kiss on the broken skin.

“That was romantic in my head.”
“Yeah, if your idea of romance is a blood oath.”
I could have sworn Rafe’s eyes darkened at that, but then he

reached over me and tugged the knot free, dropping the ribbon
and the envelope it was tied to in my lap.



“Happy Valentine’s Day,” he said, and kissed my cheek.
“Thanks,” I said, getting lost in the feel of his soft lips on my

skin, the smell of him. I reached up to touch his hair, then remem-
bered I still held the envelope. “Oh, right.”

The note inside said, Next weekend: just us, the beach house, and a
bed. Join me? Then there was a picture of the beach house in Ocean
City that Rafe had inherited from his friend Javier. We’d spent our
first Christmas together there, right after Pop had died, when I’d
been an utter mess. It had been bittersweet: an escape from real
life and into what it could be like to have a life with Rafe. This
summer we’d gone down a few times, though, seeking to lance
the bitter memories and make new, sweeter ones. Mission defi-
nitely accomplished.

In February, with no tourists around, the Ocean City house
would be private and quiet, the beach an empty stretch we could
walk along and stare at the gray ocean. I loved it there. I love
what I could be when there was no one to expect anything of me,
to need anything from me, except Rafe.

I smiled at him.
“This sounds great. Thank you.”
“I checked your schedule at the shop, and it didn’t say you

had anything for the weekend, so I hope it’s good timing.”
“It’s perfect.”
I kissed him, pulling the elastic out of his hair so I could feel it

between my fingers. Under the elastic, at the center, it was still a
little damp, and I could imagine him getting home and showering
before he started cooking dinner. I shivered as his arm came
around me and stood up, breaking the kiss.

“Um, do you want to watch a movie?” I asked.
Rafe narrowed his eyes.
“Ah, sure, if you want.”
I busied myself with the remote, flicking through our queue

without seeing any of the titles, the images swimming in front of
my eyes.



“Baby, stop.” Rafe pulled me back down onto the couch and
pried the remote out of my hand. “What’s the problem?”

I shook my head.
“Are you freaking because you didn’t get me a valentine or

something? Because I told you, I don’t care.”
I shook my head again, my words lost somewhere in the sea of

love and relief and unworthiness that I felt so often when I was
around Rafe. I just needed a little more time before I showed him
the tattoo. Just another few hours. Then I would take him by the
hand, and lead him to bed, and strip off my shirt, baring myself to
him, and the tattoo along with me.

“You pick,” I said, pointing at the TV.
Rafe sighed, but he took the remote. He paused at a horror

movie that I’d added. He hated horror movies. But he glanced at
me and raised an eyebrow.

“What? No way. Of course not. You’ll have nightmares. What
are you doing?”

He shrugged. Now he looked anxious. Great. Instead of him
calming me down, I’d freaked him out.

Finally, he pushed play on a mindless action movie we’d
watched before, and sat back against the couch, pulling me into
his shoulder and wrapping an arm around me. I stared at the tele-
vision as cars exploded and buildings crumbled to dust, and I ran
through all the possible reactions Rafe might have to my tattoo.

“Colin!”
“What? Sorry, what, did you say something?”
Rafe was looking at me with a hint of panic in his expression.
“Okay, I’m done.” Uh oh. It was his boss voice. “Something is

clearly wrong and you’re going to tell me what it is. Now.”
I shook my head, about to say that I’d show him after the movie,

but before the words were out of my mouth, he bore me backward
on the couch and kissed the hell out of me. I groaned because every
time, no matter what else I was thinking about, Rafe kissing me
slammed me right back into my body. My body, which was suddenly



very aware of Rafe’s weight. Of the hard muscle and soft skin. The
whisper of his hair and the scrape of his stubble. The heady swipe of
his tongue against mine that sent bolts of heat rocketing through me.

I clutched at his back, all instinct, trying to drag him closer.
Then his mouth was gone, and I blinked stupidly at the ceiling.

He tugged me up by my elbow and turned so we were facing
each other.

“Baby, what is it. What’s wrong. Please, you’re scaring me.”
“I—nothing. Really, I … I just. I—nothing, I swear.”
“What the fuck, Colin?”
Now he sounded pissed and scared. Fuck, I was majorly

messing this up. I just didn’t know where to start. But … Rafe was
probably used to that.

“I um. I did get you something for Valentine’s Day, but I’m … I
don’t know if it … You might not … um.”

Rafe’s broad shoulders unclenched, and I could feel him relax,
sinking deeper into the couch next to me. His eyes were intent
on mine.

“Okay,” he said. “Well, I promise, however terrible your gift is,
I’m still going to love it.” He ran a gentle finger over my cheek-
bone. “And frankly, I wish you’d just give it to me and get it over
with because I keep feeling like you’re about to break up with me
or something.”

My face must have done something reassuringly shocked-
looking at that comment, because Rafe smiled faintly. The idea
that he might worry about me leaving him was absurd. Since he
was the best person I’d ever met and I couldn’t imagine anyone
not wanting him. But it was also unacceptable, because I’d hurt
Rafe enough by doing boneheaded, selfish, stupid things. The last
thing I wanted to do was accidentally hurt him trying to do some-
thing nice.

Trust me to turn a Valentine’s Day gift into convincing my
partner I was dumping him. Nice, Colin. Real nice.

I took a deep breath and attempted to wrangle my thoughts
into some semblance of order. It didn’t really work. I wasn’t good



at talking at the best of times. Not about myself, and certainly not
about feelings or whatever. It was all a tangle just beneath my
breastbone and any attempt undo the knots to find a place to start,
pulled the rest of it tighter.

“You’re here now,” is what popped out of my mouth instead of
a real sentence. But Rafe, being Rafe, knew I was trying to find
the words.

“I sure am,” he said, and took my hand between both of his,
kissing the palm and then holding it. I nodded.

“I didn’t … it took me a while to … for that to sink in. But it
matters. So much. It—” I shook my head, overwhelmed by the
sentiment behind what I was trying to say and frustrated that my
words could never, ever communicate it. “Everything feels differ-
ent, knowing that you’re just here.”

Rafe nodded, like maybe he kind of got it. Maybe. Fuck, even I
didn’t know what I was trying to say, so how could he?

“Colin.”
Rafe’s voice was low, and I realized I’d closed my eyes.
“Come here.”
He stood up and held out a hand to me, leading me into the

bedroom when I took it. As he had so many times before, he
peeled back the covers, slid into the bed, and settled me against
him, pulling the blanket over us like we could exist in a world of
our own making.

It was dark, and he held me, my face in his neck. There was
nothing but him, all around me.

“Try again,” he said softly, one hand against my back, the
other stroking through my hair. “Don’t worry about how it
sounds. You know I love you. You know I’m here. Just talk to me.”

I let out a shuddering breath. How was this still so hard?
Would it ever not be so damned hard to tell him how I felt?

“I love you,” I managed, and he kissed my head.
I knew he wouldn’t force me. Now that he knew I was just

freaked as opposed to something being really wrong, he’d let me
fall asleep like this, my face in his hair, our bodies flush. He’d wait



until I was ready. And somehow, knowing that he wouldn’t
demand my words made me more determined to get them out.
Even if they were ragged and messy. Imperfect.

“I get to be done now,” I said softly. “Now that you’re always
here and I’m always here. I get to just have that. Live with you. I
want that—I—the, like, permanence of it. I want us—I need us—to
stay. I’m not explaining well. Just …”

He stroked my hair back from my face, but didn’t speak.
“I … so, I did something …”
Rafe tensed against me and I realized how foreboding that

sounded.
“No, I—something for you. I hope.”
“What?” Rafe asked softly.
“I couldn’t think of what … of a thing or … I don’t know,

Daniel knew this song, but I didn’t want anything like that. I just
wanted … I … even if we don’t make it, I—”

Rafe pulled away from me, and sat upright at that.
“Hey! What do you mean if we don’t make it? What did

you do?”
“Um. Turn on the light.”
He flicked on the bedside lamp and we both squinted against

it, then blinked owlishly at each other.
I reached for them hem of my shirt slowly, my heart pounding

so fast I was lightheaded.
I’d had Ginger leave it unbandaged so I could show Rafe. As

I’d sat in her shop, the needle biting into my skin, I’d imagined
this moment. The moment when Rafe’s eyes would trace the same
lines as Ginger’s tattoo machine. She’d asked me if I was sure. I’d
nodded, just hoping she wouldn’t comment. Wouldn’t tell me it
was a bad idea. Or sappy. Or stupid. But she hadn’t. She’d just
nodded, and bent over me, curly black hair hiding her face as she
worked.

The shirt skimmed my stomach and I had to actually tell my
arms to keep moving. To drag the fabric over my head. Not to



freeze here in this moment of before. I ripped the shirt off and
dropped it on the bed, baring myself to Rafe.

For a moment, he didn’t react, eyes taking in my stomach and
chest appreciatively like they always did. Then he gasped.

His eyes flew to mine. I’d never seen him shocked before, and
I swallowed, my mouth gone dry. Then he looked down, at the
spot over my heart, where Ginger had tattooed, in elegant cursive,
Rafe Forever, the simplest and most explicit expression I could
think of. I knew it was almost a joke. People getting their lover’s
names tattooed with “forever” meaning they’d break up within
the year, and all the other stereotypes. And I didn’t care. It was
what I meant. What I felt.

Forever.
It was the only word I could think of vast enough to touch

what I wanted with Rafe.
Rafe’s fingertips hovered over my slightly reddened skin. He

looked like he was going to cry.
“I—did I do the wrong—”
Rafe dragged me to him and slammed his mouth over mine,

swallowing any doubt I’d had along with my unspoken words.
He growled into my mouth, and I kissed him back with every-
thing I had. When he finally broke the kiss, we were both panting,
and I was extremely ready to be done with the feelings portion of
tonight’s show and move on to the fucking part.

Rafe’s eyes were glued to his name on my skin, his look preda-
tory, possessive. I could almost see him forcing himself not to
touch the ink. He took a deep breath.

“Careful, doll,” he said, voice dark and strangled. “It almost
seems like you’re open to the idea of me marrying your
sweet ass.”

My heart hammered in my chest and my ears rang. Based on
things Rafe had said over the last year, I knew that marriage was
something he was interested in, but we’d never really discussed it.
I hadn’t even really considered that it might be something I could



do. Not since I was a kid and the fantasy of romance my mom had
always painted disappeared.

I grabbed his hand and placed his open palm against my skin,
over my heart. Over the tattoo. His breath caught in his chest and
his eyelids fluttered. His hand felt cool against my skin.

“We’ll see,” I managed to choke out, before he was on me
again, mouth and hands everywhere.

“I love you,” he murmured over and over, like he could tattoo
his own words on my skin through sheer force of will.

“I love you,” I said back, and I flipped the light off, plunging
us into a shared darkness. Into a world where there was nothing
but our mingled breath and tangled limbs, soft murmurs fading to
gasps as we spoke in a language that needed no words.



DEAR READER,

I hope you enjoyed this glimpse into the MIDDLE OF SOME-
WHERE universe!

You can read Daniel and Rex’s story in IN THE MIDDLE OF
SOMEWHERE (available in ebook, paperback, and audiobook).

You can read Colin and Rafe’s story in OUT OF NOWHERE
(available in ebook, paperback, and audiobook).

And you can read Ginger and Christopher’s story in SMALL
CHANGE (available in ebook and paperback, and coming soon in
audiobook).

Thank you!

xo, Roan Parrish

Want to get exclusive content and news of future book releases?
Sign up for my NEWSLETTER!








