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Gina Singh stepped back, put her hands on her hips and surveyed her handiwork. Everything was in place just as she had envisioned it over the last two weeks as she planned and purchased items for her new apartment. Without anyone else’s input, she had chosen the colors, the furniture, the drapes, the dishes, everything. It was hers and it was as she wanted it. More than anything else, it was symbolic. Today, in this apartment, she was experiencing her first real taste of freedom in her twenty-two years of life. It was the perfect day.

She was born in the United States, but Gina’s family was first-generation immigrants from Delhi in the Northern part of India. Her older brother was the only one of the three children in the family born in native India; however Gina and her younger sister were raised in the culture. Her father would not have it any other way.  Although she considered herself an American, at home, the family still practiced most of the religious and social beliefs of her ancestors. This cultural environment had always made it difficult for Gina to have much of a social life, particularly as it related to dating and forming relationships with Americans.  

Amlan Singh, her father, had held her captive in a psychological way. Buried in and loyal to Indian culture, he restrained Gina in many ways. Her childhood was spent with family, not friends; her social life had always been limited and bordered by tradition. There were no slumber parties, or sleepovers such as the girls she knew at school enjoyed. Gina didn’t “mix” with people of other races and cultures. 

Indian culture had also crept into her love life, but she fought back.  When she was thirteen, her father “promised” her to a boy who still lived in India just to ensure that she would carry on the traditions of her native family. For years, she had worn the engagement ring, unaware that someday she would be free to pursue her own life, even at the cost of alienating her father. Once she had entered college as the recipient of several scholarships in addition to her father’s financial support, the ring had gone into her jewelry box. Her obligation to marry the “selected” husband had vanished from her mind. It was her first show of defiance toward a culture she no longer believed in, and it wouldn’t be the last show, either. Gina had fallen in love with a fellow student during her junior year, but the romance had little chance of blooming into anything that would last. Her father saw to that by claiming her studies and her career had to come first, or he wouldn’t help her through college. She had given into her father’s wishes; once may have been enough.

But now, the choices were hers to make. Gina was beautiful and full of life; she had realized her dream of becoming a marine biologist, and she had landed the perfect job for her career. She had a list of many friends, a diversified list - all cultures, all races, all castes. In just four months since she graduated college, Gina had found her niche. The world had opened to her. 

“Is that all you had to move?” her friend and co-worker asked.

“Yep! That’s it.” Gina moved to her purse and pulled out her wallet, reaching for a few bills to give him.

“Oh, no you don’t,” he said, holding up his hands to her. “You don’t owe me a thing for doing this. You don’t always have to pay people to help you, Gina. I did it because you are my friend; you gave me a job when I needed it. One good turn deserves another in my book.”

Gina always felt she owed someone for doing things for her. It was part of her father’s influence in a way. If you paid a person money for helping, it meant you didn’t have to acknowledge a friendship. Indoctrination, she presumed, taught to think a certain way in order to keep the boundaries in place. Gina had a lot to learn, but she was intent to take heed. It was another part of having been subjected to a culture that had stifled her life.

***

The old dog lay at Shane’s feet, his head on his front paws, eyes moving from side to side as he watched the younger animals test the strength of their owner’s leash. Shane couldn’t help but wonder if he knew why they were at the vet’s office; did Max sense this was his last day, just as he had sensed the dwindling life of Amanda? His hand drifted down to scratch the loyal friend behind the ear, a move that had always born a message of love. This was going to be a tough day, but a promise is a promise.

Shane Ryden had never imagined that his life would have gone down the paths it had. Born to parents who had been raised in the ‘60’s, he had always been encouraged to embody a free spirit, to do what he wanted to do, not to take life so seriously that it couldn’t be enjoyed, and to pursue love with the expectation that it would come. He had embraced this attitude with reckless abandon. 

Beginning in high school and lasting through college, Shane was always the ultimate athlete who had a body comparable to Charles Atlas.  In other words, he was hot with a capital “H!” Girls flocked to him, guys envied him, and teachers could neither corral nor fail him. He had a magical personality boosted by charm that defied rejection. Shane was magical, it seemed, all good things came his way without any effort on his part. Deep inside, however, he struggled with who he was and where he was going in life. Being the leader, the partier, the hero, the desired, doesn’t always make for a settled person. The truth of his younger years is that he relied on others to carry him; it was his one major fault. But, life had taught him some hard-learned lessons.

During his third year of college, Shane met Amanda through a tutoring service on campus. His grades were suffering as a result of his lifestyle, and he knew he had to get himself on track or he wouldn’t make the cut for dental school. During their first session, it was evident that a magical connection formed between them that surpassed their academic borders. He was smitten! Amanda was everything a guy could want; she was smart, beautiful, kind and willing to help anyone who needed it. Above all that, she wasn’t a bit impressed by Shane’s good looks, desirable body or charm. Over the course of a few months, they had started dating and falling in love. They married during the last year of his internship, living happily for four years. Two years before he sat in the vet’s office with Max, Amanda had lost her battle with coronary disease. Since then, it had only been Shane and the old golden retriever, his last connection to the woman he loved beyond comprehension. Today would mark the end of the final chapter of “them.”

“Mr. Ryden?” the veterinary assistant said from the door behind him. “We’re ready for you and Max.” In slow motion, Shane rose from his chair, bent over to help the old dog stand and led him through the door to the treatment room. Shane’s heart beat rapidly and loudly in his chest and he silently asked for the strength to fulfill his promise to Amanda, that he would do this when Max became too incapable of living a quality life. As the needle was inserted into Max’s leg, Shane stroked the fur of his loyal friend while tears filled his eyes. 

Back in his car, Shane sat for quite a while, reflecting on the past few years and where his life would go from here. He hadn’t dated and had very little social interaction except with a few close friends. He had buried himself in his successful practice, which was filled with Amanda’s presence. She had located the office space; she had ordered the supplies and equipment; she had hired the staff and arranged for the computer system that managed appointments and accounting activities. Even her mark was on his logo, which she had designed. Shane didn’t want to change any of that, but he did want to find a new direction for his personal life. Otherwise, he was afraid of becoming a recluse, a tempting alternative to facing the loneliness that comes when you lose your partner in life.

His ringing cell phone stirred Shane back to reality. “Hello,” he quietly said.

“Hey, Dude!” came the quick, light response from his friend, Don. “Did you forget our co-ed volleyball game at Manhattan today? We’re scheduled to play the first game. You promised!” 

“Ah, actually, I did,” Shane answered, still quietly. “You go ahead. I think I’ll just stay home and catch up on some patient charts.” 

“What?” Don pressed on. “You can’t desert me, Dude! We’ve had this match lined up for weeks. We need you. Well, at least we need your serve and spike. Those guys from Newport will be highly pissed after driving fifty miles and we can’t even cough up a team! C’mon, Dude! Help us out.”

“Hold on a sec,” Shane said, “let me check on something.” The “something” he needed to check was his conscience. Was it right to participate in a fun activity after just having euthanized his late wife’s dog? Could he really drink some beer and hang out with his friends instead of mourning his losses? Did he deserve a chance at happiness or was he going to live a life dedicated to the memory of his beloved wife? Finally, he raised the cell phone back to his jaw. “What time is the game?” he asked.

“They’ll be at the beach ready to play at three. We’re all meeting for a little practice there around two-thirty. You coming?” 

“Yeah, I’ll be there at two-thirty.” Shane ended the call and cranked up the car. During the last weeks of her life, Amanda had made him promise two things: He would have Max taken care of when the time came, and he would have a happy life, even if it included another woman. She had given him the permission; he had to make the choice. With a determination to live happily, Shane put aside the blanket of mourning so that he could keep his promises. He pulled out of the parking lot with a determination to give it his best shot. It was well deserved.

Situated on the Pacific Coast, Manhattan Beach is known for its multi-million dollar homes, up-scale restaurants and ritzy environment. Some of the most well-known athletes in the world live in The Hill neighborhood, while acclaimed movie stars fill in around them. It is a city in and of itself. Shane had purposely located his dental practice in North Manhattan in order to take advantage of the abundant wealth in the area, as well as to play volleyball, the game that made Manhattan Beach so popular. Twice, he had competed in the annual Manhattan Beach Open volleyball tournament before it became part of the professional volleyball tour. He loved the game, and this was the most perfect place in the states to play it. Since the beginning of Amanda’s illness, though, his volleyball games had dwindled to almost nil. The Ventures co-ed match-ups were one of the best-known, most popular volleyball tournaments held at the beach, and Shane’s team had always been a tight contender for the title. Highly competitive, it was recognized as one of the most crowd-drawing events at the beach. Not only were the teams made up of good amateur players, some of the most recognized names in volleyball also participated. One of them was Shane Ryden, a classic and very amiable player.

For years, he and Amanda had enjoyed living in the area. Despite the memories that met him on every street corner, he wouldn’t move. Friends had told him it was part of the healing process, a positive part. Today, one such memory would surface again; she had watched his team play volleyball just two days before she died. He pushed these thoughts to the back of his mind as he parked his Porsche in an open space next to Don’s Hummer. 

“Hey, Dude,” Don called to him. “Glad you could make it. This team we’re playing is one of the best around here. We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

“Really?” Shane answered, pulling his polo off and changing into his mesh tank top. At thirty-five, his abs and arms were just as impressive as they had been in high school. No one could miss the sight of his flexing muscles as he removed the heavy beer cooler from the back seat. He hoped today would mark the beginning of a new time period for him, a switch from the old to the new, so to speak.

“Yeah, man.” They walked together through the parking lot and out to the beach. As usual, the strand was active with sunbathers, children playing in the sand and surfers riding the waves.  “We’re on the second court,” Don said, as he pointed down the beach. “So, how’ve you been, Shane?” he asked his friend. “Things going well for you?”

“I’m doing okay, but not great,” Shane answered. “Just had Max put to sleep this morning.”

“What?” Don asked in surprise. “Old Max? Nah!”

“It was time,” mumbled Shane. “He could barely walk anymore, his hips popped out of socket; he was miserable. It was time. Besides, I promised Amanda he would never suffer. Guess it’s the end of a chapter,” he mused.

Don put his hand on Shane’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear about Max, Shane, but you’ve got to start living a little, too. Come out of that cave you’ve buried yourself in for too long. She wouldn’t want it any other way.”

“I know. I’m going to try,” Shane replied.

The rest of the team was already there, two of them having a cold beer already. They all came to meet the two new arrivals, happy to see their star player with Don. The team had played together for years, and they had greatly missed Shane during the past few months. He easily took his spot at the server’s block and began to play with the same talent and accuracy the team counted on. It would be a good game. Today, they would play 25-point games, best of three, meaning the winner had to win two of the three games. It would be tough going for Shane’s team; they were playing the top-ranked Newport Beach.

Precisely at three o’clock, both teams took their positions on the sandy court. Onlookers settled into chaise lounges around the parameter, beer coolers ready, favorite teams chosen. Shane looked around him as he stood at the line ready to serve; he could see the vision of Amanda’s face smiling back at him. Yes, she wouldn’t want it any other way, he thought to himself as he held the ball in front of him and drew back his hand to hit. I’ve got to start living. 

It didn’t take long to accumulate a five-point lead before his team-member missed a hard return from a giant on the Newport team. As the rotation progressed around, Shane fell into the game, just like old times. The score was tied at 10-all when he centered on the net where he was at his best, spiking the ball on return. The volley seemed to last forever, hit-for-hit it crossed the net between the evenly-matched teams. He saw it coming, the perfect set up for the perfect spike. As his muscular legs pushed him up from the ground, he raised his strong right arm to meet it. Hit! Down went the ball directly to the center of the opposition’s back row. Bam! It landed on the chest of the beautiful Indian girl that held the spot. Down she went, grabbing her chest as the neck strap of her bikini top fell forward. Shane saw that she was falling at the same time his feet were landing back on the sand. Her team mates quickly gathered round her; she was stunned by the hard blow of the ball and took a minute to recover. As they helped her up from the sand, her eyes met Shane with a cold stare, but she quickly tied the top back around her neck and returned to her position. “Nice boob job!” someone called from the crowd causing others to laugh. Shane could see the blush forming underneath her olive skin. It made her even more beautiful. But, she wasn’t smiling.

They won by three points. As the crowd dispersed and the teams gathered up their things, Shane noticed the young woman pulling on her beach shirt several feet away. He pulled two beers from his cooler and walked toward her, but she turned her back to him as he approached. “Hello,” he said to her back. “I owe you an apology for that hit. It was totally unintentional. Honest it was. And, I’m sorry it embarrassed you.” She ignored him. “Beer?” he asked, holding it toward her back. When she still didn’t acknowledge him, Shane turned to leave.

“What kind is it?” she suddenly asked. He quickly reversed his steps, noting the slight accent in her voice. As he faced her straight on, her smile captured his immediate attention; flawless white teeth, a perfect set of lips and long, black hair blowing in the warm breeze made for something more beautiful than Mona Lisa could ever hope to have. He was immediately captured by her - it wasn’t just her beauty, either, there was something else about her that registered with him. She had an aurora that drew him in; he had only experienced this once before. 

“Pardon me?” he asked.

“What kind is it? The beer. What kind of beer is it?” she answered, still smiling, standing with her hands on her hips.

“Ah, kind? It’s a Blue Moon. A nice beer,” he answered, holding it toward her again. “Try it.”

She took the beer, put it to her lips and guzzled a long swig. Once the bottle was removed from her mouth, she smacked her lips, looked up at the sky and rolled her eyes, as if it were truly a test taste. Shane smiled at her smooth personality. “Not bad,” she said, licking her lips. “Not bad at all. Must be expensive.”

“Yeah, well, a little compared to some brands. Hey, I’m really sorry about hitting you.”

“Are you?” she teased. “I thought it was intentional, or maybe even personal, considering the density of the hit.” Another swig of the beer, then a direct stare at him.

“Personal?” he quizzed. “I don’t even know you. How could it be personal?” 

“Just kidding,” she quickly said, but not before Shane noticed the flash of concern cross her face. She zipped up her tote, picked it up and started to walk away.

“Let me carry that for you,” he said, reaching for the bag. “I’ve got to gather mine up over there, and I’ll walk you to your car.” He scooted across the sand, grabbed his bag, holding the beer in one hand. With both his and her bags on his arm, Shane rejoined her. “Ready?” he asked, smiling at her.

“This is such a beautiful beach,” she said, as they walked the distance back to the parking lot. “I’ve only been here twice, but I love the excitement of Manhattan and the wonderful crowds that enjoy all this volleyball. You from here?”

“Yeah,” Shane answered. “I’ve been here for several years. I work here. Came here straight from college and haven’t left since. It’s my home, mostly because I love this darn game so much.”

“I’ve only been living in Newport for two months,” she offered. “Moved there from San Francisco where my father works for Stanford, the university. I graduated from there last year and have set out on my own. Finally!”

“Oh?” Shane questioned. “Is he a professor?”

“Not really. He is a tutor for the ethnic and cultural studies program. He is deeply rooted in cultural studies, so that’s a perfect career for him.”

“That must be interesting. Where are you parked?” he asked, off-topic.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m over here, the brown Nissan. That’s me.” Shane followed her to the car, waited while she unlocked the doors and put her bag into the back seat. She downed the rest of her beer and handed him the empty bottle. “You’re forgiven,” she said, smiling with those pearly whites again. “I’m Gina.”

“Thanks,” he smiled back. “I was sweating the forgiveness there for a minute or two. I’m Shane. Shane Ryden.” He offered his hand for her to shake, but she gently squeezed it instead. 

“Behave yourself, Shane Ryden, no more boobie attacks!” she chuckled to him. “See you around.” Gina waved goodbye as she backed out of the parking place. 

There was something about her smile and the ease of her personality that stuck with him on the drive home. Yes, I need to live a little, he said to himself. Amanda would want that.

***

In America, Amlan Singh’s tutoring position at the university was considered “working class,” while in India, relatives saw him as a successful teacher. Certainly, he had the degrees and the education to be a professor, but to reach that level of professional academia in the U.S. would require him to return to school for further studies. There was neither the money nor the time for him to do so. Any extra money that came into the home was spent on educating his two daughters. 

Gina’s college years had been time consuming; she had no time for social activity except for playing volleyball. As a high school student, it had been her one luxury, and she was very good at the game, making All-State three years in a row. Still, when she wasn’t on the court, Gina had to bypass the team gatherings and outings in order to keep up with her heavy course load. Living at home, it was also difficult to get out of the house without an hour long discussion about where she was going, who she was going with, and that ever present warning about mixing with other cultures. “Stay Indian,” her father had repeatedly said. “Remember your roots,” he warned. “Keep yourself in line or the payback will come,” he had indirectly promised. Gina had secretly prayed, in her own way, that one day that voice would be silent in her life. She didn’t even know how she meant that prayer, either. 

With her new freedom now, she could play as much volleyball as she liked, especially on weekends. She intended to pursue the activity with gusto. Gina could also let her heart loose to explore relationships, to feel emotions that were certainly harbored there. As she pulled out of the parking lot in Manhattan that day, a glance in her rear-view mirror reminded her that she had those feelings. I can’t rush things, she said to her heart, but I get your message. A sixth sense told her that she would see Shane again.

Being on her own in Newport was a new world for Gina in many ways. Her dual degree in marine biology and environmental science had landed her a wonderful job at the Back Bay Science Center. She worked as a researcher studying the effects of water runoff from the city on the protected wildlife of the cherished bay. It was her dream job of the moment, and it would definitely pay the bills as she pursued her master’s degree, the ultimate goal of her life. She knew the center’s director was retiring in two years; she wanted to manage the center where she had interned her last year of college. The Master’s Degree in Marine Science would make that possible, so she had her work cut out for her. She had to keep everything in her life balanced in order to be ready to step forward for the job.

As she drove along the Pacific Coast Highway, her favorite route to take anywhere on the coast, Gina’s mind drifted back to the awkward moment when her top had come unfastened from the slap of the ball against her chest. Although she was highly embarrassed by the situation, her teammates rallied around to prevent her from being ridiculed; it was this comradery that her family didn’t understand when it came to the American people. In India, she would have never been in public dressed in a bikini top and short shorts, much less playing volleyball in mixed company. Nonetheless, she smiled to herself as she thought of the man who had inflicted this awkward moment on her and she laughed out loud to herself as she reflected on his subsequent quest for forgiveness. He was the most handsome man she had ever seen. And, she couldn’t deny the unspoken message that had passed between them. It wasn’t the first time Gina had felt this sort of current, but it was very different. Something was different about the feeling, and something was definitely different about the man. 

***

That evening, back at his sprawling, empty house, Shane gathered the remnants of Max together in a black garbage bag. What a conflicting day, he said to himself. Putting an old friend to sleep was ending another life that had been so much a part of his. Meeting Gina had offset that sadness with a form of renewal. Her flawless, brown colored skin was unlike much of the regular complexion of persons whom he had ever seen. It intrigued him. For the first time since Amanda’s death, he felt a glimmer of hope that he would be able to step out of his grief and live again. It was premature to think that, perhaps, but he anchored on it. One day had to be a new beginning; he sincerely believed that day had come.

After depositing the black bag at the garbage can, he moved on to the other thing he had put off for years. He opened Amanda’s closet door and began to pull out her clothes, meticulously folding and boxing them up. The time had come to do this. 

***

Shane awoke Sunday morning sore from the volleyball game, a testament to how long it had been since he played. The house was unusually quiet without Max. He walked around the house gathering up the remaining pictures of his life with Amanda. He had to do this; he had to recognize a new day if it was going to be a new life. By noon, Shane had convinced himself to take a ride out to the beach for some lunch and sunbathing. The smile of the young Indian woman propelled him in the thought. Perhaps, just perhaps, she would come again that day to play volleyball. Her smile and beauty had certainly been a part of his dream during the night. 

He had long loved the Bacon Bleu Deluxe burger at Simmzy’s, an outdoor café centered in Manhattan Beach. Shane and Amanda had always made this their stop after a volleyball game, and he still came there often when he craved a good burger. Today, it was his chosen place to eat while he read through the small local paper looking for the volleyball tournament standings. Memorial Day weekend was a favorite holiday for Manhattan residents as it was often considered the official start of summer and the voracious volleyball schedule. 

As Shane finished the delicious burger he had savored, the waiter brought a Blue Moon beer to his table. “I didn’t order that,” Shane quickly said.

“It’s from a lady,” the waiter responded.

“What lady?”

Pointing to a table by the café door, “That one,” he replied, “in the blue top. The pretty one.”

Shane leaned around the waiter to get a clear view. It was Gina, smiling broadly at him, holding up her own bottle of Blue Moon. His heart skipped a beat as he raised his bottle to her in thanks. She must have been playing today, he reasoned. What a stroke of good luck! Gina quickly said something to the two girls she was with, got up from the table and came to join him. “Hi,” she said, that unforgettable smile easily spreading across her face. “Not playing today?”

“No, remember we won yesterday,” he answered, returning the smile as a reminder that his team had beaten hers. 

“Oh, that!” she easily offered. “Forgot.” Without pause, she joined him at the table. Shane noted how easily she slid into his world without halting.

Shane laughed at her. “I’m sure you wanted to. Did you guys play that team from Seal Beach today?”

Gina acknowledged the question with an affirmative shake of her head as she drank a swallow of her beer. “Yep,” she finally answered. “Beat ‘em by one shot. My shot, by the way. And, I escaped injury today, too.” It was a jesting reminder of his erroneous spike to her breast. 

“Are you okay? I mean, you’re not sore, are you? There, I mean, where the ball hit you.” In a slightly boyish way, Shane blushed.

“I’ll live,” she teased. “At least the bruise is out of sight. I was afraid you were going to ask to check it out.”

“Hey! Don’t tempt me,” he teased back. Shane wondered, given her ample chest, how it could be far out of sight. She was what many men would consider to be the perfect woman in build, sport and personality. He liked her.

“Are you going down to the beach to watch the last game today?” Gina asked, hoping that he was.

“Thought I might. You?”

“I need to. They have a girl on that one team that is tough at the net. We’ll play them tomorrow if they win today, which everyone believes they will. She is in the match position to me, so I want to get an idea of her style and all that. I’m self-conscious if I’m not prepared. Girls are like that.” She smiled at Shane as she said it; he wondered what she meant.

“Want to walk down together?” he asked, finishing his beer. “Oh, thanks for the Moon, by the way.”

“I owed you. Maybe not “the moon,” but I owed you one.” Rising from her chair, she observed, “It should be already underway.” Gina gathered her bag, finished her beer and walked over to the outside gate in the sidewalk fence, waiting for Shane to leave the tip and join her. To an observer, it appeared they were a couple; things were that easy and natural between them.

As they walked the few blocks to the beach, Shane asked her where she worked. It was all it took for Gina to launch into details about her favorite subject, the research she was doing with water run-off. Shane listened intently, amazed that this lovely creature was so gifted with science; she looked more like someone who would specialize in fashion. Once at the beach, they sat together in the sand beside the volleyball court, each watching the team they would face the next day. Each wondering if the connection between them was volleyball or magic. 

When the match had ended, they stood and wiped the sand from their legs. “Well, guess I better find my ride,” Gina said hesitantly. “It’s a long walk back to Newport if I miss them.”

“I wouldn’t let you walk,” Shane said. “Never.”

“Ummm…a hunk and a gentleman. That’s a good combination,” she teased. “See you tomorrow, I guess.”

“Yeah, tomorrow. One of us will go home with a trophy,” he teased her back. “Hope it will fit in my car.”

“Oh, you drive a Smart Car?” she asked, broadening her smile. “You won’t need much space for the little second place trophy! I, on the other hand, might rent a van!”

“Oh? She makes jokes, too!” he quickly retorted. Shane reached out to tag her, but she skipped to the side, laughing at him. He made a move toward her, but Gina started running away. After about a hundred feet, she turned back toward him and waved. He watched her join her friends, admiring the dark hair that blew in the breeze; her olive skin captured his fancy. It was a quiet ride home, but that suited his thoughts. I wonder…, he said to himself, but he turned his thoughts to other things. 

Shane arrived at the beach two hours before the championship game on Memorial Day, hoping that he would see her and be able to spend time with her before his match. His team was playing for the championship - hers for third place. Both of them would be winners in the tournament for certain. Shane hoped they would be winners in another way, too. 

At the trophy presentation, he finally spotted her sitting in the sand with her team. Their eyes met, she smiled and waved. Shane stood up and bowed to her; she laughed out loud, taking his gesture as an acknowledgement that she had been right about her team winning. When the ceremony was over, people flocked to the teams to offer congratulations, but Shane was more interested in finding her. Finally, he spotted Gina making her way down the beach with her team, moving in the opposite direction, walking away from him. He started to run after her, but restrained himself, disappointed that he wouldn’t talk with her, wondering if he would ever see her again. The emotion welled up inside of him; it was the first sign that he felt an interest in this young woman of Indian descent with her skin tone, beautiful face, old car and a culture so different from his. 

Shane slowly made his way back to his car in the parking lot, earnestly looking for Gina’s; hoping that she had lingered behind to see him, but she hadn’t. As he approached his Porsche, he saw a piece of paper secured by the windshield wiper, the soft breeze rippling its edge. He nervously unfolded it and smiled as he read: ‘Gina Singh, 949-673-4FUN. Call me, you have my number.’ Shane smiled to himself as he folded the paper and put it in his pocket. Two trophies in one day, he congratulated himself. A guy couldn’t hope for anything more!

His ride home through the busy streets of sun-drenched Manhattan Beach made him feel as if he were passing into something new. He patted his shirt pocket and smiled to himself.

***

Shane called her five hours later, unable to wait any longer, anxious to acknowledge her offer for him to call. “Hello,” she said cheerfully. He wondered absentmindedly if she had Caller ID. 

He paused a second, then, “Hi yourself. Thanks for your number. I was hoping to see you after the ceremony to offer my congratulations.”

“Sure you did,” she teased. “I had to get home to check on some water samples. Figured you would be bogged down with that trophy, trying to lug it back and fit it into that two-seater car of yours. I rode with some other people, so I actually had no control over staying or leaving.”

“You make jokes,” he chuckled. “Guess it wasn’t a problem to fit yours into the console of your car.”

“Nah,” she retorted. “Actually, it’s the smallest one I have. But, then again, we are used to playing the teams at Newport, not the pro-ams at Manhattan.”

“You really do make jokes now,” he laughed at her teasing. “Whatever. I am very glad you left your number. I wanted to stay in touch.”

A pause on Gina’s end. “That makes me happy,” she finally said. “I would like that.”

“Okay. Sounds good to me. I’ll touch base later in the week. Maybe we can meet somewhere for a beer or something.” He threw the idea out there, hoping she wanted the same.

“Well, Mr. Ryden, that would be great, but you do remember there’s some traveling time involved here, don’t you? Although some time my work drags me down the coastline. Never know when or where I might pop up!”

“Sure, I do. We both have cars. That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“No problem here,” she offered. “I think that would be enjoyable.”

“Great!” Shane didn’t hide the enthusiasm he felt at the prospect of seeing her. “I’ll call in a few days and see how your schedule is. Don’t want to interrupt you finding out what’s growing in Newport’s drinking water! Or, if you’ve captured my number on your phone, you can call me if you are in the area checking on our water supply.”

“Hey!” she said. “That may not be a joke; you never know what you may be drinking!” She laughed aloud; the musical sound brought back memories to Shane. It was a laugh almost identical to Amanda’s.

He was re-charged. But, he wondered if he would be able to resist comparing the two women. Telling himself Gina was vastly different from Amanda only made him wonder more. Go easy, he cautioned himself. Go very, very easy. Your heart is vulnerable, and your body is weak. Despite his own warning, Gina occupied his dream. The contrasts were there, but so were the similarities. They had been bound in their own ways, and they each had just found a new measure of freedom.

***

Shane could barely withhold the desire to talk with her on Tuesday. She had been on his mind all day. No amount of drilling or filling teeth could overcome his need to hear her voice again. He rushed home from work, prepared his dinner and did some paperwork, fully daring himself to dial her number. By the time he had showered and climbed into bed, he was proud of himself for not having given in to calling her. His cell phone rang into his thoughts.

The display on the phone said “Unknown Caller,” but he answered it anyway. “Hi,” she casually said. “Am I interrupting you or calling too late?” He smiled at the sound of her voice and her dismissal of the usual formalities.

“No, no, not at all,” he quickly answered, sitting up on the side of the bed. “It’s not too late and you’re not interrupting. How are you?”

“I’m good,” she replied easily. “How about you? Doing okay?”

“Yes, thank you for asking.”

“So,” she continued without missing a beat. “I’ll be down around Manhattan tomorrow afternoon. Can I buy you a treat?”

Shane quickly tried to recall what tomorrow was like, very surprised at her modern-day approach. He then remembered it would be Wednesday, his half day at the office. “Well, you don’t have to treat me,” he answered, “but I can meet you for a burger or something. What time?”

“I should be through around three or shortly after. Yes, any time after three would be great.”

“That works for me. How about we meet at the Deluxe, about three fifteen. Is that okay?”

“The Deluxe?” she questioned. “Where is that?”

“The Bacon Bleu Deluxe,” he quickly answered. “Where you bought me the beer. The burger joint. Remember?”

“Oh, yes, didn’t catch the local jargon there. That’s good for me. Three fifteen is perfect.”

“It’s a date then,” he offered.

“A date?” she questioned, teasing again. Her little chuckle made him smile.

“Well, you know what I mean. That’s an expression.”

“Shucks!” she teased again. “Had me all excited there for a minute. See you tomorrow.” Gina hung up the phone before he had a chance to reply.

Shane turned on his side and pulled the empty pillow close to his chest, a habit he had developed since Amanda left. He settled in comfortably for a good night of rest; the smile on his face confirmed the warmness of his heart. He would see Gina tomorrow.

The next morning couldn’t pass quickly enough to suit him. Patient after patient came through the treatment rooms; Shane took care of them in robotic fashion, his mind wandering to seeing Gina. He couldn’t help but wonder what would transpire between them, especially since she had been the one to suggest their getting together. Did she feel something between them? Did she sense the tingle he sensed between them? Or, did she just want to spread her social circle into Manhattan? Don’t start second-guessing yourself again, his conscious prompted. You need to get a life!

Promptly at noon, Shane left the office. At home, he quickly showered and dressed in preppy shorts, polo and sandals. He was anxious to see Gina, but he couldn’t tell if it was because he wanted the companionship or if it was just her. She was different, not just in ethnicity, but her personality on the whole. The casual, teasing persona attracted him. Gina was completely unpretentious, so different than the women who often flirted with him when he did venture out with friends, even as rarely as that occurred. His body and handsome face easily turned heads, but he wasn’t interested in those women who approached him. Too easy, too shallow, too needy. But, Gina was different, energetic in a slow-moving kind of way, natural to a fault, enthusiastic and witty. It was as if she didn’t care what he did, who he was or what might be in it for her. Shane felt as if she liked him for him, not the looks, not the obvious wealth, nothing but the person she saw in him. That was the same feeling he had experienced with Amanda. Often, he had felt that she would have gone on with her life the same if he hadn’t been a part of it. Women like this made men want them. And, Shane imagined a lot of men wanted Gina.

He parked across the street from the Deluxe at precisely two-thirty. An hour early. He had convinced himself that she may get there early. Still he waited in his car until three. As he sat at the outside table for two, slowly drinking his beer, he saw Gina approaching from a distance, but it was a wonder he even recognized her. Her blue shirt with the Center’s logo on the chest and sleeve, the dark gray shorts and mid-calf boots made her look so different than he had seen her. The ball cap with her long hair pulled through the vent in the back made her look like a kid. But, the smile was unmistakable. Even as she walked along with two other people, she was animated - her hands demonstrating what she must have been saying to them. Shane enjoyed this undetected moment; it gave him further insight into her. The threesome stopped about one hundred feet from him. Gina became serious, obviously giving the other two instructions. She patted one on the arm and turned back to his direction, leaving them to cross the street with the containers she had been talking about. She was almost within touching distance of Shane before she saw him. She stopped, the broad smile instantly appearing for him. As she approached the table, she said, “Can’t have a Moon with you today, not in uniform.”

“Well, hello to you, too,” he replied, rising from the table as she took her seat. 

“Sorry,” she answered, “Hello. I was just reminding myself not to be tempted. I could really use a cold beer, but can’t in this garb. It’s been a long day.”

“Can you have a glass of milk?” Shane asked, teasing. “Or something strong, like a Coke? Any rules against carbonation?”

Gina laughed out loud. “Sure, a Coke would be great. Don’t want to upset any of the taxpayers who love to watch a state-issued uniform. You know, really, there are some people who just like to call a state agency to complain when they see a uniformed person having a cup of coffee. Like we don’t deserve a break!” Shane ordered her coke and a cheese tray for them to snack on.

“I can understand what you mean,” he agreed, leaning back in his chair. “Sorry you’ve had such a hard day. Where were you working?” His eyes feasted on her dressed as she was, natural, uninhibited, and totally comfortable as she was, even in this swanky outdoor dining area where people around her were wearing $1000 shoes as if they were Docksiders. She absolutely didn’t care.

“Down at the harbor,” she said, taking a long drink of soda through the straw. “We’ve been trying to trace some elements through the water supplies, just to see how they travel, what is contiguous to our harbor, things like that.” Shane smiled openly at her. “What?” she queried. “Why are you smiling? Do I sound dumb?”

“Oh, no, not at all,” he quickly answered, leaning up, elbows on the table. “I’m deeply interested. It’s just that you are so explanatory, so animated about it, so caught up in your work. I think it’s fantastic! I can tell you are happy doing what you do.”

Gina thought for a minute. “Yes, I am happy,” she finally said. “I’ve waited a long time to find this measure of happiness. I enjoy my work.”

“Hey, Gina, don’t take me the wrong way. I didn’t mean anything negative. I really do like to see people happy like this, especially when they are realizing a dream, or feel they are accomplishing something. I’m happy for you. Really.” His hand covered hers on the table; automatically, her thumb curled up on his. They looked at each other for a long minute before she continued.

“So, did you have any trouble getting off early?” she asked innocently, swirling her straw around in the glass. At that moment, Shane realized she didn’t have any earthly idea about what he did or who he might be. 

He decided to keep her unknowing, just to see what would happen. “No, not at all. We close early on Wednesday. We are spoiled to that, you know, this is the beach! We need a mid-week break for the beach.” He smiled at her. She accepted the explanation without any comment.

They sat quietly for a few minutes before Shane asked what he really needed to know. “It may seem a bit personal, nosy even, but, are you seeing anyone? Are you, you know, involved?”

Gina looked off into the crowd, thought for a minute and answered, “No.” Nothing else, just the one word. Shane remained quiet for a couple of minutes, assuming more would come, but it didn’t.

“Sorry if I imposed,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mean to.”

“You didn’t,” she said, turning to face him squarely. “I’ve never really had but one relationship and that didn’t go well with my father. With school and a new job, I haven’t put much energy into another one. Just hang out with friends, the team, you know. Safety in crowds, I guess. It eliminates the temptation. So, no, I’m not involved.” That smile again, but it was more one of acceptance than joy.

“That’s hard,” Shane mused. “Everyone needs the room to explore relationships. The freedom, guess I should say.” He signaled the waiter and ordered their burgers. 

“How about you?” she pointedly asked. “Are you “involved?” she formed the quotation marks with her fingers, smiling as she did it.

“Not anymore.” Shane pulled his hand away from hers and twirled his beer bottled around on the table, the expression on his face changing suddenly.

“Now I’ve imposed,” she said.

“No you haven’t!” he quickly said. “You haven’t, Gina. I was married. She died.” There it was, laid out before her in a few short words. He looked directly at her; even through both their sunshades, he could tell she had regretted asking. “Don’t feel bad. It would have come up sooner than later. Now, you know. Shane was surprised how easily the words had flowed from his mouth, said as a fact. It was a fact. Silence again.

Gina’s shoulders immediately slumped; she realized how hard that must be for him to say. “I’m sorry. That is a hard pill to swallow,” she said, almost whispering.

“Yes, a hard one.”

Their plates came; they both settled in to dressing the burgers without any conversation. The atmosphere was a little tense, but not bleak. After a few minutes of loud silence, Gina ventured forth to break it. “Tell me about her.”

Shane stopped eating, looked away from the table and cleared his throat. Where to start? he questioned himself. How does one put a person’s whole life into a short conversation? How does one describe a person who filled their world, provided their happiness and left them hanging? How can I tell this woman about that woman? They are so different and so alike. As he formed his thoughts carefully, Gina sat silently without imposing. She realized this was difficult for him, but she also wanted to know. For a lot of reasons, she wanted to know, and he had to tell her. 

“Her name is Amanda,” Shane began quietly, refusing to speak in a past tense. “I met her in college; she was my tutor. I couldn’t get myself focused on my school work. Too much partying and goofing off. She got me straightened out, so to speak. She probably saved me, actually. Overall, Amanda made me who I am today, in many ways. She was always my rock.”

“I understand what you mean. We all need such a person in our lives.”

“Yes, yes we do,” he continued. “I was captivated by her, by her easy-going attitude, her belief that nothing was too big to tackle, not even my difficult classes. She was encouraging, prodding and demanding, but she was gentle, too. Over the course of a few short months, I fell in love with her. Long before she fell in love with me, I think. She was just so different.”

“Different from what or from whom?”

“She wasn’t like most girls in college. She didn’t give a hoot about what you thought of her. She didn’t try to impress anyone, but, ironically, she left her mark on everyone she met. Tons of friends, loyal friends, but almost no social life as it relates to college. Serious, but carefree in her own way. Supportive but firm. It’s hard to describe Amanda. For real, she’s a lot like you, at least to the degree that I know you.”

“That’s a compliment, Shane. I appreciate hearing that.”

“Anyway, over time we came to realize that we belonged together, so we married. For all that I’ve had in my life so far, she was the real prize. The only thing I’ve ever managed to have that really contributed to who I’ve become and the happiness I found. It was Amanda, all of it.”

“What an honorable tribute,” Gina said. “How wonderful for you to be able to say that, to have experienced that, that love of another person. We should all be so lucky.”

“Yes, to be so lucky,” he answered, picking up his burger and taking a bite. “She had a heart disease and didn’t survive it. I miss her, but I’ve missed her for a long, long time. I need to move on. She would want me to.”

Gina cleared her throat. “I had such a relationship, too,” she began, anxious to reach a common ground with him. “But, it never had a chance. I know that we loved each other, but my father ended it. Gave me a choice, actually. Said I could either drop the guy or give up my father’s financial help with college. Given the course load I had, there wasn’t even a choice. I couldn’t work to pay my own way; I couldn’t reduce my course load to give me time for work, and I couldn’t find any other way to get through, so I dropped him. Broke my heart. It’s taken over two years to put him out of my mind. If it hadn’t been for this job, this opportunity and my Master’s work, I probably couldn’t have done it. I know what it’s like to miss someone.”

“Why was your father opposed to your relationship? His reaction seems extremely harsh!” Shane asked. He needed to know what to expect in case his wish came true.

Gina took a pen from her shirt pocket, pulled an extra napkin from the stand and scribbled something in Hindi quickly onto its surface, sliding it over to Shane. He looked at it and raised his eyebrows in question. “Remember your roots; honor your culture,” Gina translated. “It’s my father’s mantra; it is on a plaque in the living room of our home, his home that is. We, our family, are expected to live that life. As long as we are under his control, it is the rule of his house. Relationships with non-Indian people come under that rule. It is frowned upon, period. That is how he destroyed it for me. That is how he will always try to destroy them unless it is with an Indian man.” She saw the tenseness form in Shane as he sat up straight in his chair, but Gina had to put the matter on the table, just as he had done about Amanda, just in case her wish came true, too. The air had to be clear between them. “I wanted you to know and understand,” she said simply. “That is important to me.”

“I see,” Shane said, trying not to seem disturbed, only acknowledging. He didn’t want to do anything or say anything that would put distance between them. But, he also realized that he was up against that mantra if he and Gina were to be a couple. That would require strength and perseverance. Was it worth it? Did he have it in him to fight for a woman again?

They finished the food in silence. When Gina was through, she softly said, “I really need to hit the road. I’ve got to get those samples identified and set up. Don’t want to spend my night in hip waders just so I can lounge around swanky Manhattan Beach!” she chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. 

“I need to be getting along, too,” Shane said. “I could sit here and people watch all day, but it gains nothing to do it. Where are you parked?”

“Down the block, between here and the harbor, about two blocks or so. I’m good, don’t worry. I can make it to my car,” she laughed. “Big girl now!” she comically said, putting her fists to her chest.

“I’m walking you to your car!” Shane said emphatically. “Don’t even try to prevent me.”

Shane left a wad of cash on the table to cover the bill and tip. “This was my treat,” Gina protested, pulling her card from the shirt pocket. “I’m going to pay!”

“Get out of here,” he smiled, grabbing her hand and pointing it back toward her pocket quickly. He made her hit herself in the chest.

“There you go again,” she laughed. “You got something against that boobie?” His face reddened instantly, but Gina patted his shoulder. “It’s okay,” she said, turning to walk out the sidewalk gate, grinning back at him. He caught up with her quickly. As they walked the two blocks to her car, Shane talked about the various shops along the way, how he liked one versus the other, how that one was less expensive or had better volleyball equipment. Gina realized through that short distance how far apart their lives really were - over and above her father’s cultural requirements. Nonetheless, she relished in his company. 

When they reached her car, the mood changed to awkward. She unlocked her door, opened it and turned to Shane. For a second the air hung between them, but Gina rose on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek; he grabbed her arms, pulled her to him in a generous bear hug and kissed her forehead. It was a sweet moment that spoke volumes to each of them. She got into the beat up Nissan, rolled her window down and smiled that luxurious smile. “Be good,” she said.

Shane slipped his business card into her hand, waved and walked away. He was afraid, embarrassed actually, to watch her read the card for fear she wouldn’t want to develop their relationship any further. Between her father’s cultural obsession and the societal differences between him and Gina already silently identified, Shane knew it would be an uphill battle to have her. For the first time in his life, he felt ashamed of being rich, of having what she could not even imagine.

Just as he was climbing into bed, Gina called. “Just wanted to thank you for this afternoon, Dr. Ryden,” she teased. “It meant a lot to me. Good night and sweet dreams.”

“It meant a lot to me, too, Gina,” Shane said. “Sweet dreams to you, too.” Nothing else needed to be said. Shane grabbed the pillow as he always did, but this night, it felt more firm than it had in a long time.

***

For the following week, although they chatted almost every evening, Shane made an occasional trip down to the beach in search of Gina, telling himself that it was useless, but he wanted to see her. She works, I work, when would there be time? he asked himself.  A few days later, he went to the marina to see if Don was out on his boat. As he walked down the plank dock, he saw her, bent over a tray of something with other people gathered around. There was no way to miss that hair. He came up behind Gina, listening to her explaining the biology of the strange fish she had in the tray. When her explanation was over and the crowd began to wander away, Shane stepped in front of her as she remained kneeled at the tray. “So, where did you find that fish?” he asked. Gina’s head jerked up quickly as she recognized the familiar voice. That ever present smile lit up her face as she stood up to greet him. He hugged her tightly. “I didn’t know you would be here today!”

“Neither did I,” she answered. “Or, I would have called ahead.  A fisherman caught this weird fish in his net this morning and called the Center. Dr. Hill sent me down here to see what it was and to bring it back to keep if it was a rarity.”

“Is it a rarity?” Shane asked, genuinely interested. 

“Yep, it is. This is a fish usually only found near Hawaii,” Gina said, drifting easily into an explanation of how far it must have traveled to this very marina. Shane listened intently until she completed the lesson she felt he should learn.

“That is amazing!” he ventured. “Are you taking it back to the Center?”

“Yes, we don’t have a specimen like this. The kids will be interested in it and how far it traveled from its natural environment.” She carefully moved the fish from the deep tray into the large carrier she had brought with her. “There,” she said. “It’s all packaged and ready to ride.”

“Are you taking it back with you or sending it with someone else?” he asked, hoping she wasn’t.

“No, there’s a co-worker around here somewhere. He’s transporting it.”

“Good!” The words were out of his mouth before Shane realized what he had said. A Freudian slip. Gina looked up at him questioningly. “I mean, that’s nice that you have someone with you,” he quickly answered her gaze, trying to cover up his anxiousness to be around her. “Are you leaving, too, or would you like to hang around for a bite to eat and a beer? I know a quaint little place. I’ll even drive you there and bring you back to your car. How accommodating is that?”

“Well, I think that would be wonderful,” she answered, secretly glad that he had crossed the bridge of wish between them. “That would be very nice, Dr. Shane Ryden. I’m not in uniform, so I can take you up on the beer this time.”

Shane carried the container with the fish in it across the dock to the waiting Center van. The guy joined them and loaded it, securing into the docking port at the back of the vehicle. Once he had left, Shane and Gina walked across the lot to his car. “I’ve never ridden in a Porsche,” she innocently volunteered climbing into the passenger seat. Shane secretly hoped the car didn’t seem too ostentatious to her; he didn’t want to do anything to turn her off.

***

A few minutes later, Shane parked in front of the Tin Roof Bistro, a small, well-known restaurant he frequented, but one Amanda had never liked. He even realized that his selection was another attempt at starting over, as well as recognition that Gina may be more comfortable with a menu that offered some Indian cuisine. As they looked through the lunch offerings, she didn’t miss the attempt either. “I do eat American food,” she offered. Shane looked up from behind his menu.

“I didn’t mean anything by bringing you here,” he quietly said. “I like the place for the variety it offers.”

She didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds, then, “Shane, I enjoy your company very much, but if you think there will be a problem with our interracial-ness, just say so. I don’t offend easily; I’m used to it.”

“Is that a word?” he joked at her. He realized instantly that she must be sensitive about that point.

“What word?”

“Interracial-ness, is that a word?”

Gina smiled. “It’s my word,” she said. “I just made it up to fit the moment.” They both laughed. “I have no idea if it’s a word.”

“It’s no problem for me,” he finally observed. “No problem at all.”

Their conversation flowed easily, just as he had expected. He told her about his practice, the dog, his volunteer work at the free clinic, everything he could think of. He packed his life into what he thought Gina would want to know or have to know about him. She did the same, spending quite a bit of time in trying to relay how culturally stubborn her father was, how she had tried to defy him that one time over her only relationship, and how forcing her to give up the relationship had deterred her from forming other ones.  Shane earmarked that part of the conversation, just in case he needed the reference at some point in the future. Gina spoke of her newfound freedom of choices she had never been allowed to make and how she would handle her father firmly if he tried to meddle too much in her life. Shane told her he understood how difficult that must be; he was trying hard to separate his previous life with Amanda from how he wanted to move forward. They both agreed the challenges they faced were similar.

Shane signed the credit card receipt for the meal. They casually walked to his car and he drove her back down to the marina where her car was parked. At her car, Gina gave him a kiss on the cheek, the same as she had done the last time. It was sweet; Shane took her chin in his hand and kissed her fully on the mouth. She returned his kiss gently but with some reserve. They both realized the orchestra had started playing and the dance had begun. 

As Gina cranked her car, she rolled down the window, smiled and offered, “If you’re ever in Newport, I’m usually around.” Without waiting for his response, she backed out of the parking spot, waving as she pulled away. Shane watched her until she turned the corner. It was only the second time in his life that his soul had ever centered on a woman.

***

As usual, Shane closed his practice at noon on Wednesday. When he pulled out of his parking spot at the office, the car seemed to head in its own direction, down the streets around the office and out to the Pacific Coast Highway, heading in a northerly direction, straight to Newport. It had been two weeks since he saw her, a long two weeks of daily phone calls, but he wanted to see her.  When he was about two miles from Newport, he dialed her number.

“Hello,” she answered in a somewhat singsong voice.

“Hi,” Shane replied. 

He could hear her smiling, “How are you?”

“I’m great. Actually, I’m really great. Can I buy you a beer?”

“Sure. Will that be arriving by UPS or the unreliable postal service?” she chided.

“How about by car?”

“Are you here? In Newport? Now?”

“Yep, almost that is. I’m about a mile from the Center. Are you still at work?”

“Yes, but I’ll be finished in about fifteen minutes. Can you meet me at the Bluewater Grill? Do you know where that is?” she offered.

“I do, on Lido Park, right?”

“Yes, that’s it. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes at the most.”

“See you then,” Shane said, his heart as anxious as his eyes to see her.

She was waiting by her car when he pulled into the lot ten minutes later. As he came around the back of her Nissan, she stepped toward him. Their quick embrace confirmed their thoughts and their happiness at this impromptu meeting. It was a little clumsy, but the meaning of the hug was there. Gina jabbered nonstop as they walked into the quiet bar and ordered their beers. He marked it as a sign of nervousness; she felt it as the thrill of seeing him again and of his caring enough to come to Newport. They sat at the table, nursing beer and sharing a sandwich until it was past dark. “Well, I need to head back South, I guess,” he said, looking into her huge brown eyes. She stared back at him, wondering if that was a hint or if she were testing her own reluctance to let him leave.

“I don’t live but two blocks from here,” she said softly. “If you want to crash at my place, I mean. You can drive back early in the morning. Sober. I mean, you will be totally sober then. It’s a hilly, curvy and dangerous road at night, especially after drinking.” Shane watched her try to qualify her offer, but each of them knew it wasn’t about safe driving; it was about a mutual want and need. “Follow me,” she ordered as she got into her car. “I won’t drive too fast for that Porsche.” Shane smiled at her jibe, cranked his car and pulled into the street behind her.

If the contrast in the two cars and his reluctance at giving her his fancy business card were contradictions of their lives, her upstairs, outside-entry apartment was even more so. The steps were rickety from being subjected to years of salt-air and moisture; the inside was so small that Shane could almost reach the sofa by stretching his arms from the back door. But, it was neat as a pin and homey, simply furnished with the basics one would need to live, nothing more. Gina offered no apologies, either. Rather, she spread her arm to let him pass in a gesture of welcome. He pinched her cheek as he passed so close to her body that he could feel the warm breath of her smile. She opened another beer for each of them and joined him on the sofa. They talked for a couple of minutes, then, without a hint at the movement, Shane took her chin between his fingers, turned her to face him and kissed her warmly. Gina melted into his arms instantly, returning the kiss feverishly. It was the instant both had waited for.

She stood, took Shane’s tanned but still Caucasian hand and led him to her bedroom. He wanted this very much, but he could also see her submissive side. “Are you sure about this?” he asked, hoping she did but giving her the choice.

“Yes, yes, I’m sure,” Gina answered softly. He kissed her gently, aware that she would do this for him, no matter what her own convictions might be. Shane had to be careful…for many reasons. Mind over matter; reality over heart. 

With their lips still pressed together, Gina’s dark-colored hand drifted down to his crotch where his cock was already half erect. Her fingers drifted over the fabric that covered it, tickling, teasing, and bringing moans of pleasure from Shane. In answer to her touch, he massaged her ample breasts, enjoying the touch of what he had hit with the ball that day at the beach. From her breasts, his fingers drifted to the buttons on her blouse; he unbuttoned them one by one, removed her blouse, then her bra. Gina rubbed his cock harder as her passion mounted with his. 

Totally undressed, they explored each other’s bodies with their hands and mouth; he nibbled at her erect nipples, she tasted his skin down his beautiful chest as her tongue moved toward his manhood. When she lifted his shaft to her mouth, the difference in their skin spoke loudly of the difference in their heritage; she bound by culture, he by memories. Shane stopped her, pulling her back up to kiss her soft lips; he loved the taste of her, the exotic sweetness that he had never experienced before. Easily, he lifted her and carried her to the bed. Gina pulled him down on top or her, wanting what he was offering, hungering for this man who had consumed her waking and sleeping world. He entered her easily, drawing a gasp of pleasure from her lips as she lay open to him, eyes closed, heart pounding. The rigid outlines of his muscles contrasted with the softness of her body. The sight of her smooth skin, her flowing hair and the outline of those wide beautiful eyes made his heart skip a beat. Even in sexual ecstasy, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was.

It happened so naturally between them. A slow, steady rhythm of his dick moving in and out of her; her well-kept nails leaving a red trail down his back as she reached the point of a light pre-cum.  Its warm flow ignited a hot reaction from Shane; his pace picked up. He lifted her hips from the bed and thrust himself into her pussy deeply, held it for a second, then retracted to the tip of his penis, then in deep again. She was wracked by the movement. Gina wrapped legs behind him, locked her ankles and pulled him into her, holding tightly so he couldn’t move back again. Slowly, she gyrated her hips against the fullness, bringing him to the absolute pinnacle of passion. He gushed with hot love juice, filling her, moaning with her as they rode the climax together. Hearts beating wildly, clammy skin and a sense of total release consumed them both as Shane fell onto the bed beside her. Neither said a word as they cuddled together. A sense of rightness and commitment surrounded them. Nothing will hurt what we have, Shane promised himself. Nothing. Many of the differences that faced them remained to be sorted out, but today, they were one.

***

The next morning, the bedside alarm woke Shane with a jolt. Snuggled up against him spoon-fashion, Gina stirred slightly while he tried to remove his arm from beneath her head. She turned to him, half waking, fully smiling. “Is it time already?” she mumbled, laying her hand on his massive chest.

“Yes,” he whispered. “Sadly so. I have to get on the road. My first patient is always at eight. I can’t be late.”

“You don’t have patient patients?” she asked, chuckling.

“No, just rich ones who get perturbed with waiting,” he answered, kissing her forehead. He twisted around to put his feet on the floor, but Gina grabbed him around the waist. He turned back to her and popped her teasingly on the butt. “I have to go,” he whispered.

“I know,” she said. “I know. Please lock the door on your way out.”

Shane kissed her again, got dressed and left, carefully locking the door behind him, but keeping the scent of her in his mind. She was a keeper.

He called her promptly at nine o’clock after he finished with the first patient. “Are you up and going?” he teased.

“Yes,” she answered breathlessly. “Just getting dressed. How are you? I see you made it home safely. Did you get your impatient patients handled?”

“I’m wonderful,” he answered softly. “I’m better than I’ve been in a long, long time, thanks to you. And, yes, the patients are all very satisfied.”

“Well, what can I say?” she teased. “We Indian princesses have that gift. Glad you got the rich and powerful drilled in line.”

“My Indian princess,” he offered. “That is if you like.”

“I like,” she answered softly. “I like very much.”

“Good!” Shane replied. “That’s what I wanted to hear.” And, he meant it. From that day on, they talked no less than twice a day until he saw her again on Wednesday. There was no way Shane would take a chance on losing a second opportunity to grasp the happiness he felt. On Friday, she called to ask him to go to San Francisco with her on Saturday. To meet my family, she had said. Shane dreaded to do it, but that family would be a part of his life if things went the way he hoped. She planned to come to Manhattan Beach on Friday so that they could fly to San Fran.

***

Shane opened the door to her smiling face, happy to see this woman who had so easily captured his heart and body. He pulled her straight into his arms without a word, kissing her gently and holding her close.

“That’s quite a greeting,” Gina said, slightly pushing him away. “Not even a “Hi” or “Hello.”

“Hi,” he replied. “Is that what you want?”

She took his chin in her hands, raised on tip toe and kissed him passionately. “That’s what I want,” she murmured, dropping her overnight bag to the floor. “All that.”

He took her hand and led her through the foyer into the den. Gina couldn’t help but to stare at the luxurious house as she passed from one room to the other. “You have a beautiful home,” she quietly expressed. “I’ve never been in one so, so…opulent.” She struggled to find the right word without sounding rude or making him uncomfortable. They were both aware of their differences, and certainly their positions, as one might say. 

“I have to give credit to Amanda,” Shane easily said. “This house is her, full of her style, her colors…” his voice trailed off.

“And her presence.” Gina finished the sentence for him. “It’s full of her presence. But, it doesn’t bother me at all. I believe we would have been good friends.” He almost made an audible sigh of relief, but he caught himself. 

Shane realized that Gina had made the observation honestly. Looking around the room, he saw that it was true. Amanda’s favorite knick knacks, coasters, vases, everything was still in place. “I’ve just never changed anything around the house,” he said quietly. “Never took the time, I guess. I have made some strides, but not many. It isn’t easy.”

Gina moved toward him and hugged him around the waist. “You don’t have to,” she began. “The right time will come.” They embraced, holding each other for a moment, each understanding the other’s emotion. 

“Want some dinner?” he asked, holding her away from him gently. “I’ve got some Chinese take out for us. I’m not a cook.”

“Yes, that’s great. I love Asian food. Let me help you.”

Together they set plates on the bar, divided up the food, poured some wine and settled into a leisurely dinner full of good conversation about their week of work. Eventually, the topic found its way to discussing her family. “About my father,” Gina began. “He’s a tough cookie, so I don’t want you to take anything he might do or say personally.” Shane looked at her questioningly. “I’m serious, Shane,” she continued. “He can be brutally rude. I want you to ignore it. He is very protective of me and our culture. He lives in the 18th Century when it comes to following tradition. I’m my own person, I make my own decisions, and he understands that about me now. We have come to an understanding about me and my life.  Still, when it comes to relationships, he really wants to control me. He will do it by trying to discourage you. I don’t want you to accept that discouragement. Okay?”

“I’ll be fine, Gina. Quit worrying about it.”

“I’m not that worried, Shane, but I know my father.”

“I understand. Let’s just leave it at that. We have more important things to be concerned about, right?” He lifted her hand and brought it to his mouth, kissed it and moved his lips up her arm until he reached her mouth. “I won’t let him bother me. Relax.” 

Gina pulled him close to her, resting her head against his chest as he rubbed her back. It felt so utterly natural, the connection they shared. Turning her face up to him, she whispered, “I want you, all of you.” The words spread through Shane’s mind and body instantly. He lifted her slight body into his arms and carried her to the guest room. It would be some time before he could have another woman in his bed. Time, it would take time, even for this woman.

Fire heated his groin and passion filled Gina’s whole body. This time, it wasn’t new to them; this time, they could express the pent-up need for unbridled sex; this time, it would be without reservation.  He turned her on her side to face him and pulled her face close to his, eyes facing eyes. Shane plunged his tongue through her waiting lips, kissing her passionately. Gina’s arms closed around his neck, holding him tightly, returning the kiss. Her mouth wandered over his face, his eyes, his neck; her teeth nibbled on his ear lobe as his hands squeezed her hard nipples and wandered down between her legs. Shane pushed her legs apart, putting his warm hand on her clit and squeezing softly. Gina moaned deeply, moving her hand down to close on his hardening shaft as he knelt beside her on the bed. He moved his finger into her sweet spot; she stroked him harder, each of them lifting their bodies in sync, a steady motion known only to the two of them. “Yes,” Gina whispered, “there, it feels amazing right there.” Shane slowed his finger to a steady rub as she worked her ass against him, deepening the sensation, savoring her lover’s mastery. His dick was throbbing, responding to her steady up and down movement. He moved her hand from his member and posed himself over her. “You’re going to get fucked, my beautiful princess!” She smiled in acceptance to his threat. This time, the newness and shyness was gone; it was just them doing what they wanted to do to each other.

Shane kissed her foot, lifting it into the air with one rand, rubbing her leg softly with the other. His mouth moved up her leg, kissing and licking both her inner thighs as he bent over her. The taste of her skin was exhilarating, but she would never hear that from him. Gina’s hands were on his head, unconsciously guiding him where she wanted his mouth to be. She was hot, but he moved at his own speed, slowly, enjoying her unleashed passion while he controlled his own. This was one fuck that had to be perfect! He knew it wouldn’t be their last.

Her pubic hair was meticulously and neatly trimmed, which didn’t surprise him at all. How nice to leisurely explore each other, taking in those little things they hadn’t taken the time to see before. Shane traced the outline of the V-shaped patch of hair that remained, letting his finger glide across her clit as she writhed in pleasure, groaning audibly. As his tongue found the soft wrinkles of skin beneath the short hair, her hands pushed his head into her crotch; he licked her moist center, her smell sweet and intoxicating. Musky and hot, she tasted delicious. “Yes,” she said with panting breath as she moved her head back and forth on the pillow, holding tight to his head, loving his teasing tongue, bracing for the release she needed so badly, intoxicated by the smell of this beautiful man. “Eat me, baby!” she managed to whisper in a guttural release. Shane smiled to himself. Gina gasped lightly as he sucked her clit harder and worked his finger in and out of her roughly. Her body rose and fell to match the movement of his finger, fucking the hand that had found her magic. 

She pulled him down on her; reaching between his legs, she tugged at his ready cock, showing Shane that she wanted him inside her. Easily, he slid into her and pumped her hard until she came, lightly screaming at him to go deeper, harder as they both reached a climax even more fulfilling than their first. The contrast of their skin color was lost in the sameness of their desire. For that one moment, the world was theirs equally.

Exhausted, they lay together on the bed spoon-fashion, quickly falling asleep. He had one arm under her neck and one hand on her breast. It had always been Amanda’s favorite sleeping position, and now he found himself comforted next to Gina.

***

Their flight departed at two o’clock in the afternoon of a beautiful, sunny day. They were quiet during the quick jaunt from Los Angeles to San Francisco, each lost in their thoughts and fears of what would face them in the Singh household. Shane had decided that he would take it all at face value, follow Gina’s lead and hope for the best. She was geared to a defensive state of mind, hoping against hope that her father might just accept this man that she had found and wanted in her life for a long time, forever even. When they arrived at San Fran, Shane tried to make light of the situation. “Well, the time draws nigh,” he casually observed. Gina cut her eyes at him, taking his jest more seriously than he had meant it to be. “I’m kidding,” he offered in explanation for his comment.

“It might be true,” she answered. “I hope he’s in a decent mood.” Her tension was obvious, physically and emotionally. 

“It’s going to be okay, Gina!” Shane said directly to her, trying desperately to shield her from the anguish she displayed. “I’m a big boy. Trust me on this.”

When Gina knocked on the door of their very modest home, her mother answered in full animation. “Oh my Gina,” she poured out, grabbing her daughter in a tight hug. “I am so excited to see you. It’s been months!” It was evident from the mutual hug that Gina and her mother were close. “And, you,” she said, moving toward Shane. “You must be the nice man Gina has spoken of. Shane?” She took his hand in a modest handshake.

“Yes, I’m Shane, Mrs. Singh,” he answered, “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Come, Gina, your father is in the living room. Let’s introduce them.” Shane didn’t miss the reference to “them” as being the two main characters in this family meeting. He followed the two ladies down a narrow hallway and into an even more modest room. “Amlan, this is Shane, Gina’s friend.” The man kept sitting, but looked up at Shane. “Shane, this is Gina’s father, Mr. Singh.” No first name mentioned; a lesson Shane didn’t miss.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Singh,” Shane quietly said, while extending his hand to shake.

“Hmmpff,” the aging man grunted. That was it, no handshake, no words, just a casual dismissal as he continued watching the television.

Shane felt the awkwardness come over him immediately. Silence hung in the room as thick as fog. Ms. Singh cleared her throat noticeably. “Ah, Gina, why don’t you bring our guest to the kitchen? Dinner is almost ready. We can converse while I finish.” Gina took Shane’s hand and led him to the kitchen where they sat on barstools at the small counter. “So, tell me about yourself,” the mother requested. “I want to hear all about this man that my daughter has been smitten by.” Shane sensed her earnestness and began to talk. While he left out the part about having been married, he easily shared most of his life with the mother who so wanted this relationship to work for her daughter. Happiness depended on it.

As the Indian fare was shared at the table, Mr. Singh said directly to Shane without even calling him by name. “You do understand that we follow the customs of my country in this family, don’t you, Sir?”

Shane looked across the table at Gina for a signal before replying. She stared at him without making any indications. “Yes sir.”

“Do you understand that we frown on intercultural relationships for our daughters?” he pointedly continued. “Gina has been promised.”

Gina’s face flushed, her eyes narrowed and her head slowly turned left to face her father. “Father, this is not the time or the place for this. We have had this discussion many times. You know how I feel; you know what I want and how I want to live. I am of age in this country, Father. You need to accept me for whom and what I am. I do not recognize myself as being “promised,” and you should forget it yourself.” Shane was very surprised by her reaction; he was witnessing this soft, gentle woman come out of her shell for, probably, the first time in her life. It spoke volumes to him about how she viewed the “us” of them. She was dead serious about him.

“Gina!” her father exclaimed. “You do not speak to me that way!”

“I have to, Father,” Gina continued fiercely. “If I don’t speak up now, you will forever try to run and ruin my life. I don’t want a showdown with you or an interruption to our family, but you are not going to destroy everything that might bring me happiness! That, you should know from now and forever. I won’t let you do it, no matter what!”

“Then you won’t be my daughter,” the father said too easily.

The tears welled in her eyes immediately as Gina rose from the table, threw her napkin on her plate and headed for the hallway, followed closely by her mother. Shane cleared his throat, and rose from his chair. “She doesn’t deserve that attitude,” he calmly, but firmly said. “And, I won’t listen to it! I love your daughter, Mr. Singh! I won’t hurt her. She deserves what she wants, not what you try to dictate! Thanks for dinner,” he mumbled, as he walked from the room.

“Leave her alone!” her father said. “You don’t belong! Gina knows that.”

Shane joined the ladies on the front porch. He could hear the soothing voice of the mother trying to calm her upset daughter. “Shhh…” she cooed encouragingly. “Your father is just like that, Gina, you know this. He’s too old world; just give it some time.”

“He’s done it before, Mama, he won’t ever change.”

“I know, but you will do what is best. You always have.”

“I love him,” Gina quietly said, but the tone of her voice was not convincing. 

Shane was surprised by the words, but he was also uneasy. Her emotions matched his. He had fallen in love with this beautiful girl just as deeply as he had loved Amanda. He didn’t want to sacrifice this chance at happiness again. He stepped through the door and joined the women. He reached out to pull Gina close to him; she stepped back towards her mother. “It’s okay, honey,” he whispered to her. “Let’s go home.”

Gina hugged her mother goodbye and left without even speaking to her father. It was a long, quiet flight back to L.A. When they arrived at his house rain was pouring, they sat in the car for a few minutes in silence. 

“Let’s go have a drink. You need it,” he casually said, taking her by the hand.

“I just need to go home,” she said to him. “I have to get my head screwed back on and make some decisions. I’m confused, torn and too upset to sort it out now.” Gina got out of the car and headed toward her Nissan with Shane close behind. The rain continued to fall.

“Wait, Gina! Look, I understand,” he said to her back. Gina put her hands up without even turning around.

“No, don’t do that. Don’t make this even harder for me.”

“Make what harder?” he asked, shocked at her actions.

“This, us,” she answered, turning to face him. “I don’t know what will happen here. Maybe we’ve rushed things; maybe this is too perfect. Maybe it’s wrong.”

“Wrong? What are you saying? How can love be wrong?”

“Sometimes, it just is,” she quietly said, getting into her car. “You’ve made your mark on me, Dr. Ryden, a big mark. I don’t need for it to be any deeper. Don’t force this on me.”

Shane stepped to her door, holding it open as the shower continued. “Gina, honey, I’m not forcing anything on you. I thought we were what you wanted; I heard you tell your mother you loved me. Why can’t you let that happen? Let us happen?”

“And I heard what you said to my father, Shane. That was rude. If nothing else, we respect others; it’s part of our culture. The culture that belongs to me, not you. We’re different. I’m going home.” Gina cranked the car and tried to pull her door closed. “Let go,” she said in a firm voice that Shane had never heard before. “I’m going to my home where I belong.”

“You don’t have to do this,” he pleaded. “Please stay so we can talk this over. Don’t be impulsive.”

“Impulsive?” she quickly retorted. “I’ve been impulsive; this is where it got me.”

“Gina, calm down!” he snapped at her. “You’re being ridiculous is what you’re being. Come in and let’s talk.”

“Nope, talking will get me in the bed with you. I don’t need any more of that, either!” She jerked at the car door again; he reluctantly let go of it.

“Well, call me when you feel like you’re ready to talk,” he yelled through the closed window, water droplets flowing down the glass.

Gina glared at him. Shane waited in the driveway soaking wet, watching as she turned left at the stop sign on the corner. The overcast sky giving him a gloomy feeling, his heart sank as he realized how serious she was; he might never see her again.

***

Three weeks passed without a word from Gina. Shane didn’t call her either, but he had been on pins and needles wanting to hear from her but reluctant to make the first move for fear he would hear what he didn’t want to hear. He had never been faced with such a decision as Gina was struggling with, and his opinion would only be self-serving, at best, so he left her alone as long as he could. As he sat alone in his office, working on patients’ charts as a means of filling the void of her absence, Shane picked up his cell phone and punched “1,” her auto-dial number. The phone rang at least ten times, but she didn’t answer. He envisioned her holding the phone, watching his name flicker wirily on the little screen the way LED characters do. Finally, he hung up. Now, he knew her answer. It was time to regroup. He called Don; nothing like a good beer-drinking buddy to help drown one’s sorrow.

***

Just as Shane finished with his last patient of the day, his receptionist stepped into the treatment room. “You have a call, Dr. Ryden. The lady said she would hold for you.”

“Okay, be right there,” he answered, assuming it was a patient with a question, not an uncommon call.

“Hello,” he quickly said.

“Hi,” she quietly answered. A pause, then, “Can you come up today?” That was it; the voice he had longed to hear reverberated through his heart.

“Do you want me to?” he asked just as quietly. He was pressing her, but he desperately needed to hear her say it. 

“Yes,” came her simple answer. “I need to talk with you.”

“I can be there about three o’clock or so. Will that be convenient for you?” Shane forced himself to be cool and without emotion. He didn’t want to press his luck or his chance at what might happen. “I look forward to seeing you,” he added, and he meant that.

“Okay.” That was it. She hung up the phone.

Three hours later, he knocked on her door; she answered immediately. As he stepped into her kitchen, she stood in front of him with her hands by her side as if waiting for him to make the first move. Submissive, he thought. He reached for her hand and pulled her to him, holding her tight, transferring his approval directly to her. Gina’s hands remained by her sides.

She stepped back from him and began what seemed to be a practiced speech. “I don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered. “I don’t want to lose my family, my father that is. He has worked all his life to let me become who I am today. I can’t turn my back on him, on that, what he’s given me.” She looked down at the floor as she talked; Shane was still mesmerized by her beauty and her softness. “Maybe he’s right,” she continued. “Maybe I do belong more with my own kind, my culture. People think we are after Americans for what we can get, and my father sees this intercultural thing as a slap against my heritage. He has a point.”

Shane waited for her to go on, but she didn’t. “I want what is best for you, that’s all,” he returned. 

“I know that,” Gina admitted. “I know you are that kind of person.” She lifted her eyes to him. “But, I also know that you have lost at this love game once, and I don’t want to put you through it again. I can’t separate myself from my family, but I don’t want to lose what we have in the process. It’s an impossible situation for me, and I just can’t sort it out.”

“If you want to give it a try, we will work through the thing with your father. I promise I’ll be with you through it all, if that is what you want me to do. There’s no rush. Trust me on that. I’m not going anywhere. It’s taken me two years to find someone worth wanting to share my life with. You are that person, Gina. I can wait. Just tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll do it. I’m here for you, for us.”

“I want to believe that,” she answered. “You’re who I want and all I need, but my father isn’t in the best of health, and I don’t want to be saddled with guilt over following my heart and not my heritage. Mother loves you, that’s obvious. He wouldn’t admit it if he saw you as a positive in my life. Too wrapped up in that damn culture thing; too selfish to let someone else be happy. But, he’s worked hard to give me a life; I owe him for that. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”

“I understand,” Shane said. “I’m having some trouble dealing with the memory of Amanda, too. Like using the guest room to sleep with you instead of the bed I shared with her. It’s hard to make changes and decisions when your heart and reality aren’t on the same page. We can work this out somehow, if that is what you really want. If you need more time, we can do that, too.”

“No,” Gina replied, stepping toward him and taking his hand. “No, this is our time. I’ve missed you!” She kissed him on the cheek with a big smile. As easily as that, they were locked in a tight embrace, each locking into their emotions, their wants and their love. 

She took his hand and led him to the bedroom the same as she had done before. Quietly, they undressed each other and climbed into bed. It was natural to them, so much of what they each needed and wanted; this brief separation had not changed that. More than before, this was their consummation of sorts, a commitment of allegiance in a way. They would be in it together and would form their own relationship, not of culture, not of direction, not against memories, but of love. He entered her gently, making love to her easily. Gina welcomed his body into hers, giving him all that she had, all that she had withheld before. Passion and oneness drove them as they lofted to climax together. But, this time it was different, more sensual, more desiring, more certain, more them. When she cuddled up to his back afterwards, he pulled her hand around him and squeezed it tightly. “I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you too,” she answered. It was a good and restful sleep for both of them. The commitment had been made; the pact was formed. Little did they know how important that pact would become.

***

The next morning as Shane was leaving, they embraced, both sensing the difference from such typical mornings of their past. “I’ll call you,” she whispered as he kissed her forehead. Shane accepted this, understanding that she was telling him to let her manage them in her own way. 

“I’ll be waiting,” he answered. 

Two days later, when his phone finally rang on Saturday afternoon, his heart leapt for joy when he saw “Unknown Caller” appear on its panel. “Hey, Sweetie,” he cheerily said into the phone.

A pause, then a deep voice with a heavy Indian accent. “Mr. Ryden?”

“Ah, yes, this is Shane Ryden.”

“Mr. Ryden, this is Mr. Singh. Amlan Singh, Gina’s father.”

“Oh, yes sir. How are you?” Shane tried to hide the shock at this much unexpected call while bracing himself for a confrontation with this overbearing man.

“Gina gave me your number. She is here visiting us. I asked her for it.” Short, chopped sentences bespoke the harshness he could deliver. A flashback to the dinner flitted across Shane’s mind.

“That’s fine, Mr. Singh,” Shane said, trying hard to sound casual despite his apprehension.

“I wanted to explain some things to you firsthand. Do you have a moment to listen?”

“Yes sir, I certainly do,” Shane offered, noting that he didn’t say “to discuss some things.” Shane steeled himself for whatever might come from the father of the woman he loved and intended to make her a part of his life - a permanent part.

“First, Mr. Ryden,” he began. “I want you to understand the customs and culture of my homeland, India. Do you know much about our culture or even about India, Mr. Ryden?”

“Ah, not really, Sir. No, I don’t,” Shane hesitantly admitted.

“That’s the problem with Western men,” Mr. Singh began. “They want to date our daughters and get all involved with these beautiful women, but they don’t want to take the time to learn about them, about their beliefs, their families, all those things that should matter. Always thinking you're superior, you Americans. And, in time, you treat our daughters as if you are supreme. I’ve seen too much. I don’t want my Gina to be a victim. I’m sure you can understand my position.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Singh,” Shane interrupted. “I’m sorry, but I, in absolutely no way, feel supreme or better than Gina. Let’s get that straight in the beginning. As for knowing something about Indian culture, I have just never been exposed to it. I’ve never had a reason to learn about it, but I do now. Still, that doesn’t mean I don’t respect it, and it certainly doesn’t mean I don’t respect Gina in every way possible. I love her, Sir; I love her deeply. Let’s start from that perspective, not from your assumption that I’m a typical Westerner, as you call us. Don’t assume that I would ever treat her less than my equal! I’m not that kind of person, and I’m certainly not that kind of man. I don’t know how you can judge me; you don’t even know me. In fact, you act as if you don’t want to know me.” He felt good about the firmness in his voice.

“How old are you?” the father suddenly asked.

“I’m thirty-five,” Shane answered. “And, I’m aware that Gina is much younger. But, she is also very mature and worldly. I don’t see our age difference as being a major point of discussion. It’s how we feel about each other that is important. I love her.” Shane let the silence hang between them before continuing, “I respect her as a person and as a woman. I care deeply for her and her well-being.”

The old man on the phone cleared his throat. “And, you’re rich,” he said sternly. “Gina isn’t. We aren’t.”

“That is neither here nor there, Mr. Singh. All relationships are not based on wealth and material things. I don’t care about money. I am a successful dentist, that is true. But, I assure you, money is of no consequence to me. I don’t flaunt it; I don’t live a luxurious lifestyle and I don’t disrespect women - no woman, ever!  I volunteer, I give, and I care about people who have less. That is who I am, Mr. Singh. I hope you will accept me as that person. Gina has.”

“She isn’t accustomed to a high-society way of living.”

“That doesn’t matter to me or to Gina. What is your point, Mr. Singh, what exactly is your point?” Shane was slightly perturbed at how the conversation was turning.

“My point is that I don’t want to see Gina give up herself to the rich and famous that make up your society, Mr. Ryden. That is my point.” His voice was even more firm now. “She will lose her roots, with that kind of lifestyle.”

“No she won’t. That’s a weak excuse for not letting go of her, of giving up your control, of her seeing me, being involved with me. Our relationship isn’t based on who has more or who has less. It’s based on mutual attraction, what we see in each other and what our emotional needs and desires are. That is all, Mr. Singh. Our love isn’t based on or in spite of culture, race, wealth or any other superficial thing. It’s based on us, period.”

“In India, it can be much different,” the father offered.

“That may be true in India, Sir, and in the U.S. as well, but it isn’t true with Gina and me. It doesn’t apply to us. It’s not part of our attraction and it’s never going to be a part of our life. Is that your major complaint about me seeing her? The age, the wealth, the society in which I live? Is that it?”

“It’s a concern, yes.”

“Then you should put that concern aside now, this moment. Look, Sir, I am in love with your daughter. Not her family, not her possessions, nothing but her. I hope you can understand and accept that. I am asking you to.” Shane hoped he would give them his approval, that he would just say it.

“Gina is of age in this country. She was born here. Legally, I cannot control her now. I just want the best for my daughter. I don’t want to see her hurt or in a marriage that ends in divorce after two years.”

“Mr. Singh, we haven’t even discussed marriage. We are not going to rush into that. I respect marriage, I have been married. I know what goes along with it and I honor it.”

“Your wife died, Gina told me. I’m sorry to hear that. Surely you understand my concern with Gina being so young. Her whole life is before her. She has told me she loves you, too. I only want her to be happy.”

“I am glad to hear that, Sir. You can ask me anything, discuss any concerns you have about our relationship or talk about anything else you need to, but don’t assume that I am after anything from Gina, because I am not. It’s just that simple.”

“Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Ryden. Good day.” With that, the conversation ended. Shane held the phone in front of him for a minute, staring at the instrument as if it could explain the purpose of the call. Guess I answered his question before he asked it, Shane said to himself. I wonder if she was listening. At least now he knew that Gina had made her decision and her move toward asking for her father’s approval. Otherwise, she would not have shared his number, and her father would not have called. Shane was relieved, but anxious.

Two hours later, his phone rang again; the same “Unknown Number” displayed on the screen. Shane ignored it at first, but changed his mind. “Hello,” he said into the receiver, not wanting to take a second chance at it being her father.

“Still speaking to me?” Gina’s voice was full of concern, but he could hear her slight smile with those beautiful lips curling slightly up.

“Of course! Why wouldn’t I speak to you? How did it go on your end?”

“When he came out of his study, I asked if the conversation went well. He just said, ‘We’ll see.’”

“Well, at least that doesn’t sound hopeless. Were you worried?”

“With him, I never know what to expect. I thought he might have raked you over the coals. He usually does. I’ve grown to expect it.”

“Did you ask him to call me?” Shane wanted to know her involvement.

“No, not at all. I was in the kitchen helping my mother. He walked in and asked for your phone number. I asked him why, and he said it was time the two of you discussed some things. That was it. I hadn’t even discussed you with him. In fact, I only nodded at him when I came in the house. We actually hadn’t spoken until he asked for the number.”

“Honey,” Shane said tenderly. “We are bigger than anything he or anyone else can throw at us. If he wants to attack me, I can handle myself and my intentions as far as you are concerned. I was firm, but respectful with him. Actually, I feel better. I think he sees that I won’t let him run all over me or us. I will defend us against him and his attitude. I promise you that. I love you, Gina. I love you for you, not your family, nothing else but you. Understand?”

“I love you, too. I’ll call you tomorrow when I get home. Okay?” It was a new day; he could tell it in her voice.

“Sure, get some rest. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Kisses.”

“Kisses back,” she said. He could hear the little smile she offered through her voice.

Gina didn’t call the next day. She didn’t have to. Shane was waiting in her driveway when she arrived home from San Francisco. They hugged as soon as she got out of the car. Hand-in-hand, they climbed the rickety steps to her apartment in silence. As they stood in the bedroom undressing each other, the color difference of their skin no longer seemed as stark; they had made a commitment to each other and their worlds had merged. Her father had sealed that pact whether he realized it or not. They would face whatever the future brought to them.

***

A week later, on an easy Saturday morning as they lay in each other’s arms quietly enjoying the peacefulness between them, Gina’s cell phone rang from the bedside table. She reached over, pushed the button and turned to Shane smiling as she said, “Hello.” Instantly, her facial expression changed from a smile to shock. “When? Oh, no! Yes, I’ll come. I’m on my way in an hour. No, I don’t mind. I want to come, Mama. I’ll be there quickly!” Turning to Shane as she threw the cover off her naked body, she said, “It’s my father. He’s had a massive heart attack! My mother is in a mess. I have to go there.” Shane jumped out of bed as she headed to the shower.

“I’m going with you,” he said matter-of-factly. “I’ll book a flight while you get ready, then you can pack a few things while I shower. We can be there within three hours if we hurry.” 

“You don’t have to go,” she offered. “I don’t know what might happen. It might be better if you didn’t come.”

“I’m going, Gina. Don’t say anything more. I belong with you.”

Within three hours, they were landing in San Fran; Gina a total bundle of nerves. They took a cab straight to the hospital and found her mother sitting on a bench outside the ICU. “How is he?” Gina immediately asked.

“He’s touch and go,” her mother answered. “The doctor said it will be this way for the next several hours. They are trying to keep him calm, but he is agitated. They have just given him a sedative. Do you want to see him before he goes to sleep?”

Gina hesitated a moment, terrified to see him like this, afraid that if she didn’t, regret would consume her. Looking up at Shane, she asked, “Will you go in with me?”

“Sure,” he replied. “Of course, I’ll go with you. May I?” he asked her mother.

“Of course you may,” she replied quickly. “He should see you with Gina. He needs to face that.”

As they stepped into the hospital room, Gina gasped at the sight of her father hooked up to so many machines, the heart monitor ticking erratically by his bed, a respirator down his throat. Shane held her elbow as she ventured closer to the father that had disowned her a month ago, and questioned the love of her life only two days before. Her emotions were laying on the edge of her skin; her eyes brimmed with tears. He knew her as soon as she came into his vision. She loved him, but she loved the man with her, too. The old man’s eyes flitted between her and Shane almost in panic. “What is it?” she asked her father.

He could only grunt, but it was clear he was trying to tell her something. Shane came alongside the bed within her father’s vision. “Are you okay?” he asked, more as a doctor than an adversary.

The old man answered with a nod, but his eyes continued to alternate between the couple. Just as a guess, Shane moved his finger between himself and Gina and raised his eyebrows, trying to ask the father if he approved of them. The tired, sick eyes glistened suddenly, warmly acknowledging the connection Shane had made. It was his own way of giving permission. Shane put his arm around Gina and pulled her close, kissing her on the forehead. 

The old man smiled slightly. “He approves of us,” Shane said to Gina. “He’s saying we are okay.” Her father nodded again, closed his eyes, and squeezed Gina’s hand. They stood by the bed for a few more minutes, listening to the beeping and clicking of the machinery. Shane pulled her close and led her quietly out of the room.

They were sitting with her mother in the ICU waiting room when the doctor called them into the hallway and led them to a smaller office a few feet away. “Your husband has just passed away,” the doctor softly said. “Another cardiac arrest. He didn’t suffer; he just went quietly and calmly. I’m sorry.” The room was full of silence at first, and then heavy sobs wracked her mother’s body. Although her own shock was obvious, Gina quickly knelt by her mother, offering unselfish support as her own heart was breaking. In the blink of an eye, she remembered someone saying to her long before now, your life can change. Her father had just proven this. He had blinked his eyes in approval of her new life, then gave up on his. 

Shane stepped into the hallway and closed the door to the little room, leaving his Gina and her mother to collect themselves. He took care of everything at the hospital for them. No funeral arrangements or burial had been planned in advance, but Ms. Singh felt it best to send him back to India for burial. “He belongs there,” she had said. “He left India years ago, but his heart didn’t come with him. I want to send him home.” 

Shane took care of all the expenses, even at Gina’s refusal to accept it. He knew this modest family didn’t have the financial means to do it, but Shane did, ironically and selflessly providing with the money the old man had seen as a detriment. The thought crossed his mind that perhaps Gina’s father knew this day might come, thus he brought up the subject of Shane’s wealth. It didn’t matter, though; he loved the old man’s daughter, and had come to respect the father’s concerns.

For several weeks following the departure of her father’s body, Gina seemed usually distant, not in a mean way, but in a reflective way. She clung to Shane, often driving down to his house in Manhattan Beach after working all day, just to sit on the sofa beside him or lay with him in his bed. She didn’t ask for anything, she didn’t cry; she just clung to him. Shane gave her the space she needed, but he was troubled by her continued grief. 

Eventually, she called into the Center and asked for a couple of weeks off, which were readily granted. Shane drove her to the beach and sat in the sand as she walked and walked. There were things she had to sort out, and he wanted her to be certain of any decisions she was trying to make, regardless of where he might end up with those decisions. 

During her second week at his house, she came into his study one evening and hugged him from behind, resting her chin on the top of his head. It was the first show of affection she had offered since her father’s death. Shane brought her crossed hands to his lips and kissed them gently, thankful that she was offering him the chance. He swiveled around to face her. The sight of her peach negligee against her beautiful olive skin almost took his breath as his body responded to the sight of her. She straddled his legs and kissed him passionately as his hands traveled up her thighs underneath the gown and rested on her waist. “It’s time for us,” she sensually said into his ear as her tongue tickled it. “I want my Shane.”

He rose from the chair and led her to the overstuffed couch. As he removed his shorts, she pulled the gown over her head, revealing her body to him; the nipples on her ample breasts were hard in anticipation of their mating. Without any words, they came together, each wanting to fulfill the unspoken desire that had hung between them, a desire that time would wait to bring to maturity. Gina lay on the sofa as his lips traveled the length of her body and his fingers worked their magic between her legs. She rose to meet his plunges; he pushed his love into her. 

When he finally brought his erection between her legs, the evening shadows of the fading day drifted from the windows and through the room, but they were unaware of anything but the heat of the moment and the satisfying release of their fluid love. As Shane moved his cock in and out of her, Gina rose to meet his movements, her hands digging into his back; her pent up emotions riding along with them. Her cum came quickly as she lost herself in the moment of total surrender to the man she loved, the man she wanted against all odds, the man she would have. His breathing quickened along with his thrusts into his woman. The sounds and smells of their joining filled the small study, but they were both oblivious to the world around them; they were alone. At the pinnacle of their climax, Gina’s voice softly whispered, “I love you. He responded in kind; it was a promise for their future.  

Two months later, they were married in a small ceremony on the beach attended by Gina’s mother, sister and a few close friends. There was no need for pomp and circumstance.

***

Within a month of their marriage, Shane finally convinced Mrs. Singh to move to Manhattan Beach so she could be near them. With her father’s insurance money, Gina bought her mother a small cottage located within walking distance of their house. Although she often joined them for dinner, Mrs. Singh had a life of her own. She, like Gina, had found her independence, quickly twisting the culture she had been bound to follow by her husband to suit her personal wishes. She learned to play bingo at the senior’s club; she joined a garden club and even took up playing bridge with some ladies on her street. She had never been allowed to socialize with these sorts of people, so Mrs. Singh was making the most of it. Gina and Shane suspicioned that she had taken up drinking some wine on occasion, but that was okay with them. She deserved to live, too.

A year after they married, Shane and Gina welcomed their son, Amlan Ryden, into the world. It was the happiest day of their lives. Not only did he complete their family, but Gina honored her father by making the little boy his namesake. Time had healed her wound. Amlan became the new center of their universe.

***

Shane leaned against the kitchen counter, staring at the project unfolding beside the pool. It was the day the goldfish got their permanent home in a special water fountain structure Gina and Amlan had built over the course of two weeks. Mrs. Singh sat in a chair close by, her legs covered in a blanket to ward off the morning chill, while Amlan’s puppy curiously watched the little boy. Shane had just returned from the last volleyball game of the season, an outing that continued to be a part of his and Gina’s life. The game that had brought them together. 

Hard to believe six years has passed already, he thought to himself as he watched his son gingerly transfer the goldfish from the plastic transport container to their new home. The little boy had his father’s handsome looks; his blue eyes a stark contrast to his mother’s olive Indian skin and facial features. He was beautiful, just like Gina. 

Tomorrow would be his fifth birthday, a celebration of the five happiest years of Shane’s life. The sun rose and set in the child, at least to the three adults that shared his life and the joy of raising him. Gina had finished her Master’s Degree and was now the Executive Director of the Center. Shane and Gina had also founded a shelter for the homeless, aptly named “Amanda’s Place,” a name Gina wanted. It was her idea and her way of avoiding “being rich,” a term she laughingly used to describe their modest lifestyle. He admired her ability to neutralize their financial standing by ridiculing it. 

Life had come full circle for both of them. Despite the rules and boundaries of culture, over and above losing a spouse, even beyond the difference in the color of skin, this couple had endured. Love will always prevail when it is given an opportunity. Shane and Gina had proven it.

 

The End
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