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            Chapter 1

         
         “No.
         

         
         “I said no. Not now.
         

         
         “Steven, please, I’m begging you . . .
         

         
         “No—

         
         “No—

         
         “I know what you want, but I just—

         
         “I’m wearing black, Stevie. I just want—
         

         
         “For once, I just—”
         

         
         Cherry’s phone chimed. She ignored it. She was trying to hold an overgrown dog at arm’s length while she got out the door.

         
         Trying unsuccessfully. Stevie was too big and too eager to be contained—she pushed forward, tail-wagging, brown eyes pleading for affection. Stevie had human eyes. Like a gorilla.
         

         
         “Okay, fine.” Cherry gave in, lifting her arms. “Fine, fine, fine.”
         

         
         Stevie leapt forward, rubbing her big head against Cherry’s black pants, first one thigh, then the other.

         
         “I know . . .” Cherry sighed and patted the dog’s broad back. “You’re a good girl, Stevie.”

         
         Stevie was a two-year-old Newfoundland–Great Pyrenees mix. (Some people called this a “NewfiePyr.” Cherry was not one of them.)
            She was huge and white, with black spots around her eyes and ears—and she was as fluffy as a sheep or some sort of mountain
            goat. There were dog owners who actually collected their Great Pyrenees’ fur and made sweaters from it. (Again, Cherry was not one of them.)
         

         
         Stevie looked like a polar bear wearing a burglar’s mask, and she was probably the nicest dog who’d ever lived. Her full name was Stevie Nicks. Cherry’s ex-husband had named her. 

         
         Cherry’s phone chimed again. She kept ignoring it. Stevie was still trying to push closer. She was always like this when Cherry
            had been at work all day.
         

         
         She wedged her head between Cherry’s legs and charged forward. This was apparently a show of submission—it was one of Stevie’s
            favorite moves—but Cherry had short legs, and the dog practically knocked her off her feet every time she attempted it.
         

         
         “Stevie!” Cherry shuffled back, trying to find her balance. “Jesus!” Her phone double-chimed, two texts landing one after
            another.
         

         
         Stevie was between Cherry’s legs and also wrapped around her knee. (She was as long as a Chinese dragon.) It was too much.

         
         “That’s it—house!” Cherry ordered. “You have to go to your house, I’m sorry. I can’t do this right now.”
         

         
         Stevie heard the word “house” and dutifully trotted over to her wire kennel. The dog was well trained, Cherry would give Tom
            that. She handed Stevie a probiotic treat and closed the door. The kennel took up half the small front room they used as a
            foyer.
         

         
         Cherry reached for a lint roller and started at her wrists. She was covered in white hair, even in places that Stevie hadn’t
            touched. There was hair in the air in Cherry’s house. It was a full Pig-Pen situation. Maybe Cherry should change her clothes . . .
         

         
         Or maybe she should just stay home.

         
         She didn’t really want to go to a concert by herself. She’d planned to go with her friend Stacia, but Stacia had flaked out,
            and Cherry couldn’t think of a single other person who might want to take the extra ticket.
         

         
         Cherry was thirty-six. Her friends didn’t go to concerts anymore—they had kids. Or they watched prestige television. Or they
            liked to get to sleep early so they could make it to spin class or whatever this year’s version of spin class was. Cherry didn’t even go to concerts anymore.
         

         
         Tom hated concerts. He didn’t care about music, and he didn’t like people. Anytime Cherry had tried to take Tom to a concert, he’d spent the whole night frowning at everyone, and he didn’t even realize he was doing it. Tom had resting uncomfortable face. 

         
         Cherry started with the lint roller again at her shoulders. Her phone chimed.

         
         She’d bought tickets for this concert on the day that it was announced. Goldenrod was her favorite Omaha band. She’d seen
            them play live twice, before Tom—and before the band had gotten kind of famous and broken up. Tonight was a reunion show.
            They were going to play their first album straight through. Cherry didn’t want to miss it. She was tired of missing everything.
         

         
         Her phone chimed, and she pulled it out of her back pocket to take a look. The group chat with her sisters had thirty-five
            new messages. Cherry opened it.
         

         
         The first text was from her sister Honny:

         
         “THE THURSDAY TRAILER JUST DROPPED! THIS IS NOT A DRILL!!!!”

         
         Cherry silenced the phone and shoved it back into her pocket. She set the lint roller on top of the kennel and gave Stevie
            a stern look.
         

         
         Stevie was looking up at Cherry with needy eyes. Stevie had resting yearning face.
         

         
         “I’m going to let you out,” Cherry said, “but you cannot jump on me. And you’re not going with me.”
         

         
         Stevie yearned silently.

         
         Cherry unlocked the kennel. “Stay down.”

         
         Stevie hopped to her feet inside the cage.

         
         “I’m serious, Steven.” Cherry backed toward the front door.

         
         Stevie looked ready to bolt.

         
         Cherry ran for the door and slammed it closed behind her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Cherry parked on the street, as close as she could get to the concert venue—a small club in an industrial part of downtown
            Omaha. It was raining and already dark.
         

         
         Maybe it was foolish to go out at night by herself like this. Cherry should at least tell her sisters where she was going,
            to be safe. (Though that always seemed less like a protective measure than a way to streamline the process later when people
            were looking for your body.)
         

         
         Cherry’s sisters were still blowing up the group chat—and they’d also started texting her individually, to ask why she wasn’t
            replying. Cherry continued to ignore them. She shoved the phone and her wallet into her pocket and got out of the car, sprinting
            for the club door.
         

         
         The young guy taking tickets barely looked at her when he checked her ID. She hoped she was early enough to get a table. The
            only seating in this place was at a few high-tops near the bar.
         

         
         Cherry got inside and made a beeline for the last available table, hopping a little to get up onto a stool. Victory! she thought, then immediately felt foolish. (When had victory become a chair?) But she felt exhilarated, too, just to be here—to
            be out.
         

         
         She felt daring, to be out by herself.
         

         
         She felt old . . . already . . . compared to everyone else here.

         
         She felt fat. (Always.)

         
         She felt kind of cute, in her dark jeans and gauzy olive-green sweater . . .

         
         Cherry liked everything she was wearing tonight: Chunky baby blue leather boots that she’d ordered from Denmark. Dangly pink earrings made by a plastics artist she’d found online. A vintage heart-shaped locket that she wore with almost everything. 

         
         She had cute clothes—too many cute clothes, probably. She’d taken over their bedroom closet, and then the entire spare bedroom.
            Tom had had to keep all his shoes and dress clothes in a closet downstairs. (He never made her feel bad about that.) (But
            also he never wore dress clothes.)
         

         
         Clothes were important to Cherry—her appearance was important. Every weekday morning, when she rode the elevator to her office
            on the twelfth floor of the Western Alliance building, she took real satisfaction in seeing her reflection in the mirrored
            brass doors.
         

         
         Cherry had always been able to see herself clearly. She had a good eye, and she could turn it on herself. She knew what she
            was working with.
         

         
         Like—she had long, thick hair in a beautiful, unusual shade of chestnut brown, and she knew it. She had hazel eyes and thick
            lashes. Really nice freckles across the bridge of her nose. Dimples. A good smile. Cherry knew all this about herself. She
            could see it.
         

         
         Also . . . she was fat.

         
         Not fat like most women think they are. Cherry was actually fat. Objectively. And she knew it. She could say it out loud. She didn’t hide from it.
         

         
         Cherry came from a long line of fat women. (There were three fat women lighting up her cell phone right now.) She’d been a
            fat kid, then a fat teenager, and now she was a fat lady.
         

         
         She knew how she looked, how people saw her—she thought about it constantly. Whatever else Cherry was thinking and doing (which
            was a lot; if Cherry were a train car, she’d be the locomotive), she was also thinking about being fat.
         

         
         Cherry was so used to thinking about being fat, she hardly even noticed that she was doing it. She was so used to thinking
            about being fat, she never thought about it.
         

         
         There was dog hair on her sleeve. She frowned and plucked it off.

         
         More people were showing up for the concert now. Cherry watched them pour through the door. The crowd was younger than she was expecting. Weren’t these kids too young to know Goldenrod? 

         
         Maybe this was just the crowd for every concert here . . . Guys with patchy beards. Girls with blunt haircuts and tattoos
            creeping up their necks and onto their cheeks. Everyone had tattoos now. Literally, everyone. Even soccer moms and elementary
            school teachers. It must be difficult to be young and rebellious these days—you had to get a tattoo right across your face
            if you wanted to stand out. You had to wear clothes so deeply unflattering that no one over thirty would dare try it. The
            girls at this concert were wearing what used to be called mom jeans. Waist-thickening, ass-flattening jeans. Mom jeans and
            dad sneakers. Cherry didn’t have the heart for any of it. She was too old and fat to lean away from her strengths.
         

         
         She wished that Stacia was here . . . or somebody.

         
         In the old days, Cherry would have come to the concert with a big group of friends from work or school.

         
         Your friendships change when you get married. And then they change again when everyone starts having kids. Cherry had been
            left behind at the kid stage. And now Tom was gone, and it was worse than being left behind—it was like getting thrown back
            to the start.
         

         
         Maybe she needed younger friends.

         
         She wasn’t the oldest person here, at least. There were even a few people she recognized, just from living in Omaha her whole life and showing
            up in certain kinds of places.
         

         
         She spotted a guy who used to work at the record store . . . back when Omaha had record stores. And a woman who used to work
            for the newspaper, back when Omaha still had a real newspaper. Sometimes the world was so new, it made Cherry dizzy—and she
            was only thirty-six. No wonder her mom always seemed confused.
         

         
         Someone touched her shoulder. A young woman with short, unfortunate bangs wanted to know if Cherry needed the other chairs at her table. Cherry said she didn’t. The woman dragged them over to the bar for her friends. 

         
         Cherry watched them for a while—then realized she was staring at people like some sort of twentieth-century weirdo. She should
            stare at her phone, like a normal person. She glanced over at the bar one more time—and right into the eyes of someone who
            was watching her. A man. He smiled.
         

         
         Cherry frowned. Was that . . .

         
         It definitely was. She smiled, surprised. The man was already walking toward her. She smiled bigger.
         

         
         “Russell Sutton!” she said as he stepped up to her table. “As I live and breathe.”

         
         “Cherry, Cherry,” he said, grinning at her. “You’re a flashback—look at you.”

         
         “Look at you,” Cherry said. She was looking at him. He looked . . .
         

         
         Well, god, he looked the same way he always had. Like he’d dropped out of his mother’s womb with a good haircut and tortoiseshell
            glasses. Like he was born with that smirk. Russell Sutton of the Fairacres Suttons. Talk about flashbacks. Talk about concussive blasts from the distant
            past.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” Russ asked, smiling with all of his teeth, like he couldn’t help it.

         
         Cherry laughed. It was a dumb question. “I came for the show.”

         
         He leaned on the high-top table. A lock of brown hair fell onto his forehead. “You know what I mean. I haven’t seen you around
            for generations. Are you by yourself?”
         

         
         “Yeah, you?”

         
         Russ shrugged and swept his hair back with his hand. “Ish. I came by myself—but you know, I know everyone here. You’re the fresh face, Cherry. Where have you even been?”
         

         
         She laughed again. “Nowhere. Around. I still live in midtown. I still work for the railroad.”

         
         “I didn’t know you worked for the railroad—what do you do?”

         
         “I sit in an office and give orders.”

         
         He laughed. “I’ll bet you’re good at that. You’re married, right? To that guy who does the cartoon? They’re making a movie,
            isn’t that right?”
         

         
         Cherry clenched her teeth. For just a second. She didn’t stop smiling. “That’s right—Thursday.”
         

         
         He looked confused. “They’re making it on Thursday?”

         
         “No,” she said. “That’s what it’s called. The comic. Thursday.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Russ’s mouth quirked down on one side, sheepish. “Sorry. I’ve never actually read it.”

         
         “That’s—” Cherry smiled for real. “That’s okay.” She shook her head. “And anyway, I’m actually . . .” She shook her head again
            and flapped her left hand. “Divorced.”
         

         
         Russ stood up a little. “Oh.”

         
         “I mean, we’re getting a divorce.”
         

         
         His face was serious. “I’m sorry, Cherry.”

         
         “No, don’t be. It’s . . .” She waved her hand again. “You know.”

         
         “I’ve been divorced for three years,” he said.

         
         “Oh. Russ.” Cherry finally stopped smiling. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “It’s okay.” He shrugged. “I lived.”

         
         His eyes were soft. She smiled at him.

         
         He leaned toward her and bumped his elbow against hers. “You’ll live.”

         
         She laughed a little. “Thanks.”

         
         “Do you want a drink?”

         
         Cherry looked over at the bar. “Yeah, but I don’t want to lose my seat.”

         
         “I’ll get you something,” he said. “What do you want?”

         
         She bit her lips, humming. “Nah. I’d just have to go to the bathroom when the show starts, and then I’d lose my seat.”
         

         
         “Oh my god,” Russ said. “Just tell me what you want. I’ll protect your seat all night, Grandma.”
         

         
         She pointed at him. “Seriously, do you promise? I can’t stand through a concert.”

         
         Russ made a face. “I’ve stood with you through several concerts, Cherry.”

         
         “That’s the problem. I ruined myself with long nights in high heels.”

         
         He grinned again, nostalgic. “Oh yeah, you did. You used to wear those little pin-up girl shoes.” He held up his thumb and
            forefinger. “They made your feet look tiny.”
         

         
         Cherry kicked his shin with her clunky boot. “I want a Coke Zero. And you have to come back in an hour to watch my seat while
            I go to the bathroom.”
         

         
         “I won’t leave your side,” Russ said, loping away from her toward the bar.

         
         Cherry smiled after him. Then tried to shake it off. But her face still felt like it was smiling even with her lips pressed
            together.
         

         
         Russell Sutton. Who would have thought?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Russ brought back a Coke Zero for Cherry and a beer for himself. And he kept his word—he stuck to her table. The opening act
            had started playing—a local band that never broke out, Sacagawea—but Russ and Cherry just huddled a little closer and kept
            talking. Cherry told him a bit more about her job. She’d started out as a graphic designer—he knew that—then she got promoted
            to team leader, then manager, and now she ran the railroad’s marketing department. The woman above her officially ran the department. But Cherry was the brains of the operation and frequently the mouth, and always the person who made sure
            that everything got done. (She was a little more self-effacing as she explained all this to Russ.)
         

         
         Russ had been working in and around government since college. He was the mayor’s chief of staff now—even though the mayor
            was a Republican and Russ was a lifelong liberal. (His grandpa had been governor, back when Nebraska still elected Democrats.)
            And he was active in a bunch of civic groups. For voter turnout. Literacy. Arts programs in marginalized neighborhoods. He
            really did know half the people in the room—they kept stopping at the table to say hello. He kept introducing Cherry. (“Do you know my friend Cherry? We were practically roommates at Creighton.”) Russ still went to a lot of concerts. He still saw a lot of movies. He still ate dinner once a week with his parents. He
            was still really, really attractive.
         

         
         “Handsome” wasn’t the right word for Russ. He wasn’t especially tall or broad. His features were kind of sharp. He looked like the token Irish actor on a BBC drama—a little flintier than everyone else and a little more alive. His eyes were dark blue and set deep, and his color was high. When he was excited or drunk, he looked feverish. 

         
         He looked a little feverish tonight.

         
         Russ had gotten married after law school to someone Cherry had never met—a Marian girl who worked at the Community Foundation.
            (Marian was one of the Omaha schools where rich Catholic girls went.) They had one kid, an eight-year-old boy named Liam—he
            was at Saint Margaret Mary now. Did Cherry want to see a photo? Yeah. She did. She looked at Russ’s phone and smiled. His
            son was a doll. She said so.
         

         
         Cherry didn’t have any photos to show Russ. She wasn’t going to show him a picture of Stevie—that would be too sad. ( . . .
            Even if Cherry did have a thousand of them on her phone.) And she didn’t want to talk about Tom. She couldn’t talk about Tom the way Russ talked about his ex-wife—like she was just another thing that had happened in the years since
            he and Cherry last talked.
         

         
         “I can’t believe you work in management,” Russ said. The opening act had finished their set. Goldenrod would be starting soon. “You were always so creative.”
         

         
         “I’m still creative,” Cherry said, affronted. She was chewing on ice. She swallowed it. “There aren’t very many people who
            can be creative and practical. It’s my magic power, actually. I can make sure the work is good, and I can make sure it gets done. And I can talk
            to the numbers and money people.”
         

         
         “Huh.” Russ looked at her glass. “Do you want another Coke Zero?”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “Don’t you miss being an artist?” he asked.

         
         “I know I’m supposed to say yes, but . . . I think I’m a better executive. I don’t think I was ever much of an artist.”
         

         
         “Sure you were.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “When did you ever see my art, Russ?”

         
         He shrugged. “I just don’t think you would have been an art major if you were shitty at it.”

         
         Well. That was true. “I got by,” Cherry conceded. “But I wasn’t an artist.” Not like the other people she went to school with.
            Not like Tom. “If I had to go back to design, I’d miss what I’m doing now.”
         

         
         “I just can’t picture you at the railroad,” Russ said. “As an industrialist.”
         

         
         “I’m not a robber baron.”

         
         He laughed. “Do you still see Stacia and all those guys?”

         
         Cherry nodded. Minimally. “Yeah. Same old crowd.”

         
         Russ shook his head, like he was remembering something fondly. Cherry could imagine some of the details.

         
         A guy walked past their table and waved at Russ. Russ waved back.

         
         “Do you ever wish that you got out of Omaha?” Cherry asked.

         
         He cut his eyes toward her. “What do you mean?”

         
         Cherry looked up at him. He was a bit taller than her, standing by her chair. “Just . . . the same old faces,” she said. “The
            same old intersecting circles. Do you ever wish you’d gotten out?”
         

         
         Russ smiled a little. His eyes looked extra alive. “Not tonight.”

         
         

         Cherry ran to the bathroom before the show started, and when she came back, Russ was sitting in her seat. He smiled at her
            and got up. The band was walking onstage. Cherry climbed onto the chair, clapping. She was so excited for this show. Even
            more excited now that it was starting.
         

         
         The first song began—and Cherry immediately felt herself sliding backwards. Back to her early twenties. To her senior year
            of college, when she’d had this CD on repeat. Goldenrod was the band that made “Omaha emo” a thing. Simple, pretty guitars.
            Whiny, breathy vocals. Base-level unhappiness. All of Goldenrod’s songs were about being lonely or feeling guilty. The lead
            singer was a famous depressive. He was wearing a paper crown tonight, playing the first few chords of the song on an acoustic
            guitar.
         

         
         God, Cherry loved this song. She loved this feeling. She laughed a little, just for the joy of it. People around her were whooping.
         

         
         Russ had moved to Cherry’s side of the table, to face the band. He turned to her, smiling, and sang the first lyric—“I was young, and I was tired, and I was splitting in three.”

         
         Cherry grinned.

         
         These concerts were all the rage now—bands playing their best-loved albums all the way through—and after a few songs, Cherry
            could see why. It was delightful. Hearing all the songs you wouldn’t usually hear at a concert, the not-even B-sides. Hearing the songs in the precise order
            that you knew them best.
         

         
         Cherry kept smiling. She kept tearing up. She kept looking over at Russ—she still wasn’t over the shock of seeing him again, and there he was, standing right next to her. Standing so close that his arm brushed against hers every time he
            took a drink. Russ Sutton, as she lived and breathed.

         
         There were songs on this first Goldenrod album that had always reminded Cherry of Russ, that she’d twisted to fit her hopeless
            crush on him—obviously she’d had a crush on him—and now he was right there beside her, singing along.
         

         
         Maybe this was a message from the universe . . .

         
         It had to be a message from the universe—it was too strange and specific for happenstance.
         

         
         Cherry had gone out for the first time since Tom left to do something just for herself—she’d gone out by herself for maybe the first time ever—and this strangely perfect night was here waiting for her. A band she loved, an album
            she loved . . . and a boy she’d once liked an awful lot.
         

         
         An awful, miserable lot.
         

         
         Maybe the universe wasn’t on her side—would a benevolent god send Russ Sutton onto Cherry’s path? This ache in her stomach
            was familiar and delicious, but it had never led to satisfaction, not where Russ was concerned.
         

         
         And yet . . .

         
         There was satisfaction in feeling something, wasn’t there? In standing close to someone this attractive and exciting? It felt good to be attracted. To buzz a little.
         

         
         Russ shifted his weight and rested his arm on the back of Cherry’s chair.

         
         And Cherry let herself enjoy it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Everybody was going to the Galway that night.

         
         They were twenty-two and still feeling like they had to go out and drink legally every weekend just because they could—because
            it’s what adults did. Adults drank in bars, not in dorm rooms and basements.
         

         
         On Friday and Saturday nights, and sometimes on Thursdays, Cherry’s friends put on low-cut, high-cropped, slit-up-the-side
            silky tops, and they went out to the bars.
         

         
         Cherry was never the most enthusiastic participant—partly because she was too fat to pull off a crop top, but mostly because her dad was an alcoholic. Being around drunk people made Cherry anxious, not merry. And being drunk herself didn’t
            improve the situation.
         

         
         Cherry didn’t get drunk the way her friends did. She had to drink way more than they did to feel anything at all. Because of her weight, maybe.
            Or possibly genetics. Cherry could pound shot after shot and never feel soft or silly. She’d feel persistently sober for a
            couple rounds, then overheated for the next couple, and then—if she kept going—sick.
         

         
         There was no upside to it. She didn’t take any pride in holding her liquor. Cherry didn’t want to be one of those women who
            was always proving she could drink like a man. That seemed . . . expensive. And caloric. And sad.
         

         
         However . . . it was Friday night. And everyone was going out. And Cherry liked to go out. The Galway at least had music . . .
         

         
         She put on a tight dress with a low-cut neck and a full skirt, and offered to drive.

         
         

         The Galway drew three types of patrons: Creighton University students, career alcoholics, and people who really liked Irish
            folk music. It was downtown, shoved into a narrow gap between two office buildings. A bar this skinny didn’t have any business
            offering live music. The musicians were always crammed into the back on a plywood riser, and there was nowhere to sit and
            listen. There was hardly any place to stand.
         

         
         Cherry dragged Stacia to the stage end of the bar so they could see the band. Stacia was drinking a Moscow Mule. Everybody
            was drinking Moscow Mules that spring. Stacia didn’t care about music, but she knew that Cherry did, and regularly indulged
            her.
         

         
         Stacia was Cherry’s roommate and one of her closest friends. She was very pretty. On Friday nights, she was hot. Her breasts
            were just small enough to skip wearing a bra, and even though she wasn’t tall—just a little taller than Cherry—she had the snakelike
            torso of an American Idol contestant. She was still wearing low-rise jeans to show it off. (Low-rise jeans in 2010!)
         

         
         Cherry had stopped wearing low-rise jeans the second it became possible. She wore skinny jeans and yoga pants during the week,
            and on weekends, she wore one of two spendy rockabilly dresses that she’d bought online.
         

         
         (The problem with rockabilly brands was that they were obsessed with cherries. Cherry hadn’t worn anything with cherries—or even fruit—since she was old enough to dress herself.)
         

         
         Tonight she was wearing a yellow dress with a vintage cowboy pattern. It was Cherry’s favorite dress—even though the last
            time she’d worn it out to the bars, some guy as old as her dad had offered to take her for a ride. Cherry always wore this
            dress with a baby blue cardigan and bright red heels. Her friends told her she looked adorable.
         

         
         You’d think that going out with her hot, skinny friends and watching them get hit on all night by law school students would be depressing for Cherry . . . But she’d be a shut-in if she let herself get depressed by things like that. Cherry had always been fatter than her friends. She’d always been less attractive to guys. Being mad or depressed about it would be like getting mad at the sun for rising.
         

         
         It got her down sometimes . . .

         
         It ate away at her, constantly, sure. Low-key.

         
         But it didn’t get her down-down. It didn’t keep her from going out.
         

         
         Cherry was drinking Coke. The band sounded like Mumford & Sons but with whistles and bagpipes.

         
         “I like your dress,” somebody said.

         
         Cherry turned to him. It was a guy her age. Dark hair, clean-cut. Round glasses. His cheeks were red, and he was holding a
            copper mug. He might already be drunk.
         

         
         Cherry nodded.

         
         The guy leaned toward her. “I had pajamas that looked like that when I was six.”

         
         “Back in the 1940s?”

         
         “My mom made all my clothes.”

         
         “That sounds nice,” Cherry said, biting down on some ice and looking away.

         
         “You were in my ethics class,” he said.

         
         She looked back at him. That couldn’t be right; she’d remember this guy from class. He was good-looking in a way that Cherry
            would have noticed. She liked his hair—short and wavy, but not clippered. Long enough to fall into his eyes. He pushed it
            off his forehead. His eyes were dark and sparkling—he was probably drunk.
         

         
         “I sat in the back,” he said. “When I came. It was an eight a.m. class—I wasn’t built for it.”

         
         Cherry had taken ethics at eight a.m. . . .
         

         
         “You sat in front,” he went on. “You’re fond of sweaters.”

         
         “You are fond of sweaters,” Stacia said. She was standing behind Cherry, grinning.
         

         
         The guy cut his eyes to Stacia, then back to Cherry. He held out his hand. “I’m Russ.”

         
         Cherry took his hand. “Cherry. And this is Stacia.”

         
         “Cherry,” he said. “Is that your swing-dancing name?”
         

         
         “My what?”

         
         “You know, like . . . rockabilly girl. With the dress. Susie. Dixie. Flo. Cherry. Is your real name Jessica or something?”
         

         
         “Her real name is Cherish,” Stacia said, laughing.

         
         Russ made a face like he hadn’t expected that. “Oh god, that’s actually sweet.”

         
         “I’m not a rockabilly girl,” Cherry said. “I’m just a person wearing a dress.”

         
         “I said I liked it.”

         
         “I know you.” Stacia pointed at him.

         
         Russ nodded. “We had econ together.”

         
         “That’s right—your name is Russ.” Stacia was already a little drunk.
         

         
         “So, do you swing-dance?” he asked Cherry.
         

         
         She rolled her eyes back up to him. “You’re wearing round glasses. Does that make you a boy wizard?” (She actually liked his
            glasses a lot.)
         

         
         “Maybe. Why’d your parents name you Cherish?”

         
         Cherry sighed. “Why’d your parents name you Russ?”

         
         “It’s my dad’s name. And my grandpa’s.”

         
         Cherry couldn’t figure out why this guy was talking to her. Guys didn’t talk to her in bars. Unless they were really drunk. Or really old. Or if it was getting close to last call and they were lashing out in every direction.
         

         
         That wasn’t to say that guys never talked to Cherry . . .
         

         
         She wasn’t untouched. Or even unloved. She wasn’t a virgin. Cherry had had two boyfriends in high school and one at the beginning
            of college, and she’d slept with someone else since then. And at least two of those guys had been in love with her. Maybe
            two and a half.
         

         
         But none of them had hit on her out of the blue.

         
         Cherry had to grow on boys. She had to wear them down, by being around and being charming. By being surprisingly cute for a fat girl. By smelling good. By brushing her hair against their shoulders when they talked. By having breasts that sat so close to her chin that you couldn’t really miss them when you looked in her eyes. 

         
         Every guy who had ever dated Cherry had been her friend first—and probably thought at first that she was too fat to date.
            But then she’d grown on them . . . and all the things that they liked about her had crowded out her fatness.
         

         
         The point was, they hadn’t started talking to her in a bar. Or in the student center. Or at a party. They’d never actually
            hit on her.
         

         
         So this guy, this skinny, good-looking guy with the deep blue eyes, couldn’t be hitting on her. He wasn’t that drunk, it wasn’t that dark. Cherry wasn’t sitting behind a desk or standing behind a wall.
            He could see all of her.
         

         
         “Can I buy you a drink?” he asked. He glanced over at Stacia. “Both of you?”

         
         “That’s okay,” Cherry said at the same time that Stacia said, “Moscow Mule.”

         
         “Moscow Mule,” the guy repeated. Russ. He was looking at Cherry.

         
         “She’s drinking Coke,” Stacia said.

         
         “Coke and . . . ?”

         
         “Just Coke,” Cherry said.

         
         “She’s the designated driver,” Stacia said, like it was funny.

         
         “That’s handy,” Russ said. “I could use a designated driver.” He pointed at Cherry. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”

         
         Stacia didn’t even wait for him to get out of hearing distance. “He’s cute.”
         

         
         “Is he?” Cherry made herself sound skeptical.

         
         “What?” Stacia shoved her. “Yes. You know I like skinny guys with dark hair. He looks like a poet. Or like he’s in a band.”
         

         
         “You just mean he looks pale and underfed. He looks like the third-best-looking guy in U2.”

         
         Stacia made a face. “You think he looks like the bald guy?”

         
         “Are you talking about the Edge? No. I meant—he looks like a fictional member of U2, who would still only be the third-best-looking.”
         

         
         “You just mean he looks Catholic,” Stacia said, tipping her copper mug up to empty it. “He’s cute enough for me.”

         
         “You can have him.”

         
         “I don’t know . . .” Stacia teased. “I think he likes youuuu.”

         
         Cherry made a face. “You know how this goes. I’m just the approachable person who stands next to your intimidating exposed
            torso.”
         

         
         “Shut up, Cherry,” Stacia said. But she still laughed, which Cherry took as affirmation that she did know.
         

         
         “Ladies.” Russ was back with three drinks—two copper mugs and a glass of Coke.

         
         Stacia took a mug, and Russ swung around to Cherry, standing close. “Trade me,” he said.

         
         Cherry took both drinks, and he took her empty glass, and Stacia’s, and pushed into the crowd again. A second later, he was
            back, standing right in front of Cherry, taking his drink from her.
         

         
         “Designated driver . . .” he said. Cherry was five-foot-four—almost five-foot-eight in heels—and he was a little bit taller
            than her, but not too much. (Russ didn’t look like the Edge; he looked like Bono.) “Do you take turns?”
         

         
         “Nope,” Stacia said. “Cherry’s permanently designated.”

         
         “That doesn’t sound fair. That’s like when my older brother called shotgun for life.”

         
         “Did it work?” Cherry asked.

         
         He looked in her eyes. “Yeah. He was bigger than me.”

         
         “She doesn’t mind,” Stacia said.

         
         Russ was still looking at Cherry. “Is that true?”

         
         “I don’t drink,” she said.

         
         “She’s never even had a Mule,” Stacia said. “She won’t even try one.”
         

         
         “They’re good,” he told Cherry.

         
         “I assume so,” she said. “They come in a special glass and everything.”

         
         “You can taste the copper,” Stacia said.
         

         
         “You really can,” Russ agreed. He nudged his chin toward Cherry. “Why don’t you drink?”

         
         “I like to keep my wits about me.”

         
         “Your wits . . .” he said, stalling out. It sounded so witless that Cherry laughed for the first time.

         
         Russ frowned at her and took a drink.

         
         

         The Irish folk band kicked it up a notch. They were actually good, not just competent. Apparently they were from Kansas City. Their frontman could play every instrument that got handed to
            him.
         

         
         A few people had started dancing. Cherry and Stacia—and Russ—got pushed away from the stage, but the three of them stayed
            together.
         

         
         Russ seemed actively interested in the music. Not just drinking near it. “I was hoping you swing-danced,” he said to Cherry
            between songs.
         

         
         “Why?” She lowered her eyebrows. “Do you swing-dance?”
         

         
         He shrugged. “A little.”

         
         “That doesn’t seem like something people do ‘a little’ of. That’s like saying you do ‘a little’ karate.”
         

         
         “Not really.”

         
         “It’s a commitment,” she said. “You have to go to a special place on a special night, you have to wear special clothes . . .”
         

         
         Stacia was listening and laughing at them both.

         
         “You’re the one wearing a swing dress,” Russ said to Cherry.

         
         “I just think it’s cute.”

         
         He nodded. “It is cute.”

         
         “I think it’s cool that you swing-dance,” Stacia said. “Is it hard?”

         
         “Not at all.” He was still looking at Cherry. “I could show you . . .”

         
         “Can you swing-dance to this?” Cherry tilted her head toward the bagpipe player.
         

         
         “Absolutely. Let me show you.”

         
         She wrinkled her nose. “Better not. I’m the designated driver.”

         
         “What does that have to do with anything?”

         
         “It means I still have my wits about me,” she said.

         
         “Coward.” Russ looked over his shoulder at Stacia. “Do you enjoy joy, Stacie?”

         
         “It’s Stacia,” she said, “and I do.”
         

         
         “Stacia.” He held out his hand.

         
         She took it. “Are you sure?” she asked in a flirty voice. “I’m not wearing a special dress . . .”

         
         Russ pulled her toward him. “That’s purely optional.”

         
         Cherry stepped back to give them space.

         
         Russ guided Stacia through a few back-and-forth steps. He was making eye contact with her, smiling. Stacia was laughing. He
            held her by her hand and by her beautiful bare waist.
         

         
         Once they were moving in rhythm, Russ swung Stacia away from him, then reeled her back in. Stacia squealed, delighted. She
            was clumsier than he was, but that didn’t seem to get in his way. Cherry couldn’t help but smile.
         

         
         After a few more moves, Russ wrapped his arm around Stacia, holding her close—then spun her out to the end of his reach. He
            quickly kissed her hand, then said, “Your turn, Cherry,” and grabbed Cherry’s hand. For a second, he was holding on to them
            both.
         

         
         “Do it, Cherry,” Stacia said. “It’s so much fun.”

         
         Cherry let Russ pull her close. “I don’t know how—”

         
         “Just follow my lead.” He was stepping back and forth. His hand was on her hip. She looked down at their feet. “No,” he said.
            “Look at me.” He was already swinging her out away from him. Then back. He took her other hand and swung her to the other
            side. “Look at me, Cherry.”
         

         
         She did. His cheeks were pink, and his eyes were sparkling. He reeled her into him, her back against his chest. “Relax,” he
            said. “Just be momentum.”
         

         
         “Momentum,” Cherry repeated. Russ’s arm was firm around her waist. He must be thinking about how much thicker she was than Stacia. He could definitely feel her belly under his elbow. He put his other hand on Cherry’s hip and spun her out again, under his raised arm. Then back into him. Then away from him. Cherry went almost limp, letting Russ push and pull at her. Had he spun Stacia this much? Cherry was getting dizzy. She was laughing despite herself. Every time he whipped her around, her skirt flew out in a circle. She was glad she was wearing tights. 

         
         Stacia was watching them, laughing and clapping.

         
         As the song ended—with a furious fiddle solo—Russ spun Cherry gently away and grabbed Stacia’s hand and held it over her head,
            giving her one more twirl. All three of them were grinning. Russ’s face was flushed and sweaty. He was holding both their
            hands.
         

         
         “That was amazing,” Stacia said.

         
         “I told you it wasn’t hard,” he said.

         
         Cherry let go of his hand but couldn’t stop smiling at him. “You did all the work.”

         
         “How did you learn to dance like that?” Stacia asked.

         
         “I took classes in middle school.”

         
         That made all three of them laugh. Russ was still holding Stacia’s hand.

         
         Some guy walked over and bumped Russ’s shoulder like he knew him. “Hey,” the guy said, ignoring the girls. “We’re taking off.
            Everybody’s going to your place.”
         

         
         “Yeah, all right.” Russ looked at Cherry, then Stacia. “Everybody’s going to my place. You coming?”

         
         “Yeah.” Stacia looked at Cherry, eyes alight. “Yeah, right?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Cherry agreed. “Sure.”

         
         

         Cherry and Stacia couldn’t really talk on the way to Russ’s house, because Russ rode along with them to show them the way.
            Cherry’s other friends came, too; Cherry was their ride home. Russ called, “Shotgun!” on the way to the car.
         

         
         He lived in an apartment building not far from Creighton, in kind of a rough neighborhood. Cherry was expecting his apartment to be disgusting—three college guys lived there—but it actually wasn’t so bad. There wasn’t much furniture, but it was clean. Wood floors, high ceilings. There were already too many people crammed into the living room by the time Cherry and her friends got there. There was rap music playing, and some people were dancing. Cherry recognized a few of them, from classes and her dorm. 

         
         “There are drinks in the kitchen,” Russ said.

         
         Stacia and Cherry’s other friends—Grace and Elizabeth—headed that way. Russ stuck by Cherry.

         
         He ran his fingers through his hair. “Is this fun for you?”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Staying sober while everyone around you gets progressively blitzed.”

         
         She shrugged. “It varies.”

         
         He hummed.

         
         “It beats sitting in my dorm room by myself,” she said, “and I do enjoy being smug and condescending with everyone the next day.”
         

         
         “You must be really popular.”

         
         “So popular.”
         

         
         He ran his hand through his hair again. “Do you know what I remember about you, from ethics class?”

         
         “My sweaters.”

         
         “Beyond the sweaters.”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “When we introduced ourselves on the first day, you said you were an art major.”

         
         “I am.”

         
         “Art majors don’t have to take ethics.”

         
         “Ethics are universally relevant,” she said.

         
         He looked amused. “Are they?”
         

         
         “I thought it sounded interesting.”

         
         “So you took ethics as an elective . . .”
         

         
         She nodded.

         
         “I took History of Rock,” he said.

         
         “That also sounds interesting.”

         
         “It was.” The music had gotten louder. “It was!” Russ shouted, just in case she hadn’t heard him. “Cherry . . .” He leaned
            closer, his mouth by her ear. He was still shouting. “I think you’re interesting.”
         

         
         She pulled her head back so she could see his face. “Are you drunk?”

         
         Russ laughed. “No. I think I’m totally sober.”

         
         Cherry didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know how to stand. She turned away from him, toward the people dancing in front
            of the couch.
         

         
         “Do you want to dance?” Russ asked.

         
         She looked back at him. “I don’t know. Can you swing-dance to Lil Wayne?”

         
         He grinned. “I mean . . . I can.”
         

         
         He held out his hand. Cherry smiled and shook her head, but she still took it. Russ put his other hand on her hip. What happened
            next wasn’t really swing dancing—it was normal house-party dancing, with a bit more hand-holding and a few unnecessary spins.
         

         
         But the next song, “Low” by Flo Rida, apparently was a good swing-dancing song. Russ pulled Cherry closer and tried to lead her through some slightly more elaborate steps. She
            couldn’t keep up. They were both laughing. Almost everyone at the party was dancing now—there wasn’t space for Russ to fling
            Cherry around. He held her hip and twirled her right in front of him, so they were eye to eye every time she spun back to
            face him.
         

         
         Stacia and Grace and Elizabeth came dancing in from the kitchen. Stacia was holding two drinks. She danced up to Russ, holding out a drink for him, her arm moving with the music. He took it from her, matching her rhythm. He was still holding Cherry’s hand. He held it over her head and twirled her away from him, then let go, still dancing—sort of with Stacia, sort of with Cherry—as he took a sip. Grace grabbed Cherry’s hand and shouted the chorus of the song at her. Cherry nodded along. “Low, low, low, low, low, low, low, low.”

         
         Cherry looked back at Russ. He was twisting down to the floor. Stacia was dancing over him, her arms in the air—halter top
            riding up so high, you could see the little cross tattooed just under her left breast.
         

         
         Cherry let go of Grace’s hand and backed off the dance floor. She felt a little disoriented.

         
         A girl was standing on one end of the couch, dancing. Cherry sat at the other end and tucked one of her heels under her knee.

         
         She watched Russ dance with Stacia. And another girl. And then with two of his guy friends.

         
         Another song had started before he looked over at Cherry. He held his arms up, like, What gives?

         
         Cherry just waved.

         
         Russ stood still for a few seconds, the only still thing on the improvised dance floor. Stacia was right next to him, flicking
            her hair from side to side, with her arms folded behind her back, pushing her chest out.
         

         
         Cherry smiled at Russ.

         
         Russ smiled back. He took a step toward her, holding out one hand.

         
         One of his friends—a big guy waving around a beer bottle—stumbled between them. Russ caught the guy. Then started dancing
            with him. (Boys didn’t really dance together. They stood near each other and held their drinks in the air and shouted into
            each other’s faces.) Russ kept glancing past his friend at Cherry.
         

         
         Cherry got up to use the bathroom—and to steady her nerves. She’d swear she felt Russ watching her as she left the room.

         
         The bathroom was down a hall. It was also less gross than she would have expected. None of the towels matched, and Russ and
            his roommates used an old picante-sauce jar to hold their toothbrushes—but everything was clean.
         

         
         Cherry looked in the mirror. She was flushed from her cheeks down to her neckline. Her eyes were extra shiny. She shook her head. Then shook her head again. Then reapplied her red lipstick. 

         
         She made a decision:

         
         When Cherry walked out of this bathroom, she was going to stop shrinking away from Russ. When he reached out to her, she was
            going to reach back.
         

         
         Against all odds and all her past experiences, this cute, charming guy seemed really interested in her. He’d literally said that he was interested in her.
         

         
         And Cherry was very, very interested in him.

         
         She was going to stop turning away from him in disbelief. She was going to start moving in.
         

         
         She opened the bathroom door and walked out to the living room.

         
         Russ was right where she’d left him . . .

         
         Making out with Stacia.

         
         A couple hours later, Cherry drove Grace and Elizabeth back to the dorms.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Funny that this used to be an album Cherry would listen to when she was sad. She hadn’t stopped smiling tonight since the
            moment Goldenrod started playing.
         

         
         She was reminded of how great Russ Sutton was at concerts. Most people weren’t great at concerts . . . They complained or got too drunk or wanted to leave before the encore to beat the rush in the parking
            lot.
         

         
         Russ was completely present and engaged. He’d sing along and dance in place. He’d look over at you every few minutes, like,
            Isn’t this great? He’d get invested in your options at the merch table. How many shows had they dragged Stacia to over the year they were dating?
            (The year that Stacia and Russ were dating.)
         

         
         Stacia had always been game for a concert—she was game for most things—but she didn’t love music. She got bored at long concerts, especially if no one was drinking, and she didn’t like situations where everyone pressed
            against each other. She didn’t like being jostled by strangers. (Jostling was probably more unpleasant for hot girls.) Cherry
            kind of loved getting lost in a crowd, everyone dancing together like one organism. Sometimes Stacia would leave Russ and
            Cherry in the thick of it and wait for them at the back of the room or sitting at the bar.
         

         
         It felt familiar for Cherry to be shoulder to shoulder with Russ Sutton in the dark like this. It felt easy.

         
         “I wish we were closer,” she said between songs. She meant, to the stage.

         
         “We could be closer,” Russ said. He knew what she meant. He shook the back of her chair so it rocked. “Let’s get closer.”

         
         Cherry scrunched up her nose. She didn’t want to give up her seat—but she also didn’t want to spoil Russ’s fun. “You can go.”

         
         “Oh, does Her Majesty not want to leave her throne?”

         
         She made another face. “It’s not me, it’s my lower back.”

         
         “Come on, Cherry. We’re still in our youth. We’re Millennials.”
         

         
         “And I’m aging like milk.”

         
         The next song started. It was another of Cherry’s favorites. Another one she’d played over and over when she was feeling low.
            “Unf, ” she groaned. “I love this song.”
         

         
         Russ’s arm slipped from her chair to her shoulders and squeezed. “Come on. We’re moving up.”

         
         Cherry bit her lips for a second, then hopped down off the chair.

         
         “Attagirl.” He tugged her forward.

         
         She let him lead her through gaps in the crowd. Russ had a way of moving like he was on his way somewhere. People always stepped
            aside for him.
         

         
         He kept his arm around Cherry, and she kept close to him, all the way up to the front, just a few people away from the stage.
            Close enough to read the lead singer’s ironic T-shirt—OMAHA IS FOR LOVERS . . . of free parking.

         
         Russ looked over at Cherry and raised his eyebrows like, See? I told you this would be great.

         
         She grinned back at him.

         
         He turned to the stage, already swaying and nodding his head to the music. His arm still in place.

         
         Cherry noticed. And didn’t move away. She swayed with him, her shoulder against his chest, letting her head swing back and
            forth.
         

         
         They wouldn’t have been standing quite this close back in college. Russ wouldn’t have put his arm around her. But he used to dance with Cherry sometimes at concerts—if the beat was right, and if there was room. By the time Stacia and Russ broke up, Cherry had learned the basics of East Coast Swing and a little bit of the Lindy Hop. 

         
         This was different. Closer. Tighter. Russ’s chin was brushing against Cherry’s hair, and her hip was solidly against his—and
            he didn’t seem to mind. He didn’t seem worried about anyone seeing them. Maybe this was standard Russ behavior these days.
            Find a friend. Get cozy. Have a good time.

         
         It was not standard Cherry behavior. It had been a while since she’d felt cozy with anyone.
         

         
         This was all very irregular for her . . . Beyond irregular—surreal.
         

         
         Cherry was currently singing along to a song, about unrequited love, that had been her soundtrack for the second half of senior
            year. And the boy she’d been thinking of back then? Was holding her now, also singing along, completely oblivious to Cherry’s heavy feelings, past or present.
         

         
         Life was absurd.

         
         If the last year had taught her anything, it was that.

         
         Was the universe actually talking to Cherry tonight? Had it sent Russ back across her path as auspiciously as possible? (“Stop saying ‘the universe’ when you mean God,” her sister Honny would say.) Or was this night just another thing that was happening? A coincidence. More chaos.
         

         
         Cherry’s voice caught on the chorus of the song. Her eyes teared up. She laughed out loud.

         
         Russ looked at her, nodding his head with the music. He gave her another squeeze and leaned over so she could hear him. “I
            forgot how great you are at concerts. I missed you, Cherry.”
         

         
         “I missed you, too,” Cherry said softly.

         
         She hadn’t actively missed Russ. She hadn’t really thought about him in ten years. But now that he was right beside her, she missed him like
            crazy. Every good and bad memory was rushing back at her. Concerts. Lunches. Studying in her dorm room. Driving to Broken Bow to visit Stacia’s family at Easter. Cherry had spent a whole year stealing glances at Russ and then squirreling her feelings away somewhere that Stacia—and Russ himself—would hopefully never see them. 

         
         And now Russ was here, and Stacia wasn’t. (Stacia was married! To another chiropractor! She had three kids!)

         
         The song ended. Russ’s hand dropped below Cherry’s bra strap. “How’s your back?” he asked, like he’d heard her think the word
            “chiropractor.”
         

         
         “Fine. It won’t hurt till tomorrow.”

         
         “Oh, good,” he said, “I’ll be long gone by then.”

         
         Cherry laughed and elbowed his stomach. His arm tightened around her waist. She stood up straighter, instinctively, like she
            could straighten herself skinny. It had been so long since a man had touched her for the first time . . . (She didn’t have
            to straighten for Tom. He knew what Cherry was hiding under her clothes.)
         

         
         Cherry’s favorite song ended. Another favorite song began. Russ kept his arm around her. His fingers were cupped around her
            side, right in the crease of her belly. She was standing so tall, her eye line had jumped from his chin to his cheeks.
         

         
         He glanced over at her. “You okay?”

         
         She nodded. “I’m good.”

         
         He squeezed her again. “This okay?”

         
         “It’s good.”

         
         He pulled her even closer. Fully against him. If Cherry turned her head, it would be in his neck. She was close enough to
            hear him singing along. She sang with him.
         

         
         Now when Russ swayed to and fro, Cherry really did sway with him. They were dancing together. Properly.

         
         He kept glancing at her, singing to her. It wasn’t awkward. Because he didn’t make it awkward. (Russ never got embarrassed, so he was never embarrassing.)
         

         
         There was only one hit song on Goldenrod’s first album, and it had become a hit years after the fact, when it was featured
            on Grey’s Anatomy. The song was practically a cappella—more or less spoken word. Everyone in the crowd knew it. Cherry knew it. It was about being in love with the wrong person. 

         
         The lead singer stopped singing during the chorus and let the audience recite the lyrics, pointing the microphone out at them.

         
         Russ and Cherry looked right into each other’s eyes and said/sang the words. He put his other arm around her, across her stomach.
            Cherry stretched another sixteenth of an inch taller. She turned toward him, inside his arms, and touched the placket of his
            button-down shirt. (Russ was the only one here wearing a button-down shirt.) He noticed her touching him, and his smile quirked
            up on one side, happy about it. Cherry rolled her eyes, like she thought he was being dumb. She didn’t think that. She thought
            he was being unbearably attractive. She thought he was unbearably attractive. She’d always thought so—she’d never been able to bear it, especially when he was aiming all of that
            floppy-haired, blue-eyed Russness her way.
         

         
         He was aiming it now. Cherry felt very . . . targeted.
         

         
         She flattened her hand against his chest. He was warm. Hard. Russ was still thin and boyish—at how old, thirty-seven? Thirty-eight?
            Still sharp-jawed and loose through the shoulders. He didn’t hold himself up like someone who was divorced. His posture was
            light. It was difficult to picture him with a kid.
         

         
         Cherry stroked his chest and Russ stroked her hip. He’d stopped singing. So had she. The song had changed. It was the final
            song on the record, Cherry realized—the song she knew the least. She’d usually fallen asleep or gotten out of the car before
            she got to this one.
         

         
         Russ tilted his head down toward hers, and they swayed, slow-dancing.

         
         When the song ended, so did the album.

         
         Cherry let go of Russ and turned back to the stage, holding her hands above her head to applaud. Russ didn’t let go, just
            shifted a little bit to stand behind her. The crowd was going wild. Truly. Russ’s mouth was by Cherry’s ear, but she could
            still barely hear him over all the cheering—“We should go.”
         

         
         She looked back at him. She was still clapping. “Is the concert over now?”

         
         He looked right in her eyes. He was close—their chins and noses would touch if Cherry said something too emphatically.
         

         
         “No.” He shook his head. “They’re going to play more from their other albums.”

         
         “Oh.” Cherry was confused.

         
         “But if we left now, the album would be perfectly discrete. A complete experience with a beginning and an end.”

         
         “That seems rude to the band,” she said.

         
         Russ laughed. “I think they’ll manage.”

         
         She’d stopped clapping.

         
         “If we left now . . .” Russ said, his eyes gleaming, “. . . we could leave now.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Cherry said, understanding.
         

         
         She felt a sharp and immediate slice of guilt—even before she felt the thrill.

         
         (The absolute fucking thrill. Like someone had dumped a shot of adrenaline down her spine. Russell Sutton, as she lived and breathed.)
         

         
         But the guilt hit first . . . Why guilt . . . ?

         
         Because of Stacia?
         

         
         Because Cherry had spent a whole year of her life stewing in guilt, knowing she was lusting after her best friend’s boyfriend?
            Knowing she was looking too long and laughing too much, and cracking too many jokes that were meant for him, not for the room . . .
         

         
         Stacia had never seemed jealous. Even when Russ and Cherry were dancing together or bantering like vaudeville professionals
            right under her nose—Stacia never seemed to mind.
         

         
         She must have suspected how Cherry felt about her boyfriend . . .

         
         And she must have known that it didn’t matter.

         
         It didn’t matter. Stacia and Russ broke up after a year because Stacia wanted to date someone else, and Russ didn’t fall into Cherry’s
            arms for comfort. He moved on. She—Cherry—didn’t see him again after that.
         

         
         That was a dozen years ago. More. It was old news. What did Cherry have to feel guilty about tonight?

         
         Was it Tom?
         

         
         Tom was gone.

         
         “Cherry . . .” Russ said, still looking for something in her eyes.

         
         Cherry nodded. “Let’s go.”

         
         Russ closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against hers, smiling so wide.

         
         Goldenrod started playing a song from their second—more sophisticated, but less iconic—album.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         They agreed to take separate cars.

         
         Russ looked conflicted about it, standing on the sidewalk outside the club. “Don’t sober up and change your mind.”

         
         “I’m already completely sober,” Cherry said.

         
         “This is a really good idea,” he said. Firmly.

         
         “Are you trying to hypnotize me?”

         
         He took hold of both her hips and leaned in close. He hadn’t kissed her yet. (Cherry was pretty sure that was an operative
            “yet,” that the kiss was near at hand.) “Don’t change your mind,” he said again.
         

         
         “I’ll change my mind if I want to.” Cherry pulled away a bit, so she could really look in his eyes. “But I won’t want to.”

         
         Russ bumped his forehead against hers. He groaned. “I’ll meet you there.”

         
         They were going to Cherry’s house. They’d decided that quickly and in a very unsexy way. “My dog will eat Kleenex if I don’t come home tonight,” she’d said.
         

         
         They hadn’t discussed what they would be doing at her house. That was clear.

         
         Cherry had never slept with someone on the first date before . . . but this wasn’t a first date. It wasn’t a date, and it wasn’t their first time meeting each other. She’d spent more time with Russ than with
            guys she’d actually dated herself. And she’d liked him more. Wanted him more desperately.
         

         
         Maybe that should worry her . . . how desperately she wanted this.

         
         But—weren’t you supposed to want? Wasn’t desire good? Was Cherry not supposed to sleep with Russell Sutton because she was too attracted to him? Was she only supposed to have men that she didn’t want this bad? To keep herself in check?
         

         
         (This line of thinking made it seem like Cherry hadn’t wanted the other men in her life. Which wasn’t true or fair. But she
            hadn’t wanted them like this. Never like this.) (Except for Tom.) (Stop thinking about Tom.)

         
         Russ beat Cherry to her own house. He was waiting on her porch.

         
         She let him in without wasting time on talk or touching.

         
         Stevie was waiting, too, just inside the door. (Stevie tried to bolt out the front door every time Cherry opened it. She loved
            running and being chased.)
         

         
         “Holy shit!” Russ exclaimed.

         
         Stevie was all over them—she was big enough to be all over both of them at once. Jumping and barking. (She also loved new
            people.)
         

         
         “Sorry!” Cherry said. “Don’t worry, she’s sweet.”

         
         “She’s enormous.” Russ was backing away with his hands out. Stevie had jumped up onto his chest. She was tall enough to partner-dance with
            a grown man.
         

         
         “Stevie, down!” Cherry ordered. “We don’t jump on people.”

         
         “I think we do,” Russ said.

         
         Cherry pushed the dog’s shoulders away from him and got between them. “Stevie! Calm!”

         
         Stevie was jumping on Cherry now.

         
         “No,” Cherry said in a stern voice. “Down.”

         
         Stevie stayed up.

         
         “House!” Cherry ordered, pointing. “Sorry,” she said again to Russ.

         
         Stevie was cowed by the word “house.” Her tail dropped, and she dragged it toward her kennel.

         
         “Good night,” Cherry said, giving the dog a bedtime treat and locking the wire door. She dropped a cover over the kennel so Stevie would
            know it was time to chill.
         

         
         “Wow . . .” Russ said. “When you said you had a dog, I didn’t think it was Beethoven.”

         
         Cherry laughed. “Sorry.”

         
         He was looking down at himself, brushing off his shirt. “How did she drop her entire coat on me?”

         
         “I know, it’s terrible. I never wanted a dog.”

         
         He tilted his head up. “I’d hate to see what dog you’d get if you wanted one . . .”
         

         
         She shook her head. “It was—” She shrugged. “My husband—” She shook her head again.

         
         Russ’s smile softened. “Cherry.”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         He held out his hand.

         
         She took it.

         
         “I am so happy to be here,” he whispered.

         
         Cherry nodded. She looked up in his eyes. “I didn’t change my mind.”

         
         He squeezed her hand. “Good. Can we . . .” He looked around. He was standing near the bottom of the stairs. “Why do you have a baby gate?”
         

         
         “For the dog.”

         
         “Smart.” He reached behind himself and unlatched it. Then glanced at Cherry. “Yeah?”

         
         “Yeah,” she breathed.

         
         Russ led her past the gate—led her up her own staircase. He had a way about him. All of Cherry’s anxieties stepped out of
            his way.
         

         
         He stopped at the landing.

         
         Cherry motioned toward her open bedroom door. Russ led her inside.

         
         His arms closed around her again, and his head dropped, hovering over hers. “Hey,” he said in a low voice. He was looking
            at her face but not in her eyes.
         

         
         Cherry let her gaze fall to his cheeks. “Hey.”

         
         “You haven’t changed at all.” Russ touched the side of her head. “Like a flashback, seeing you tonight.”

         
         Cherry hummed.

         
         He petted her hair. “So beautiful,” he said. “Like a fucking . . . beacon. Just . . .” He kissed the side of her head. “Cherry, Cherry.”
         

         
         Cherry went a little weak at the knees. And between the ears. She hadn’t been ready for the word “beautiful.” 

         
         It wasn’t that she’d never been called beautiful before—or even that she didn’t believe she was beautiful. She just never thought that Russ Sutton saw her that way.
         

         
         She was still reeling when he kissed her.

         
         He kissed her.

         
         Cherry made a little blissed-out noise at the back of her throat. She swayed on her feet, and Russ tightened his arms to hold
            on to her.
         

         
         When he pulled his mouth away, he was smiling. Cherry smiled, too.

         
         He kissed her again.

         
         She reached out and found his chest. His shoulders. She held on.

         
         Russ was a very teasey kisser. Very brushy. Pulling away constantly to smile and start over. It left Cherry off-balance. Out
            of breath and laughing at nothing.
         

         
         He kissed her cheek, then her throat. He nosed along the neckline of her olive-green sweater. “You and your goddamn sweaters . . .
            I’ve been wanting to take off your sweater since the first time I saw you wearing one.”
         

         
         Cherry shook her head like she didn’t believe him. (She didn’t believe him.) Her cheeks were dimpling.
         

         
         Russ lifted his head. He grabbed her waist, hooking his thumbs in her belt loops and shaking her a little. “Take it off,”
            he said in a stern but slightly silly voice. “Right now.”
         

         
         Laughter thrummed in Cherry’s chest. “You want me to take off my sweater?”

         
         “Right now.” He shook her a little more. “You’re driving me crazy.”
         

         
         Cherry reached for the bottom of her sweater, her anxiety catching up with her giddiness. (This was it, the big reveal. She
            wondered if Russ Sutton had ever seen a fat girl naked . . .) She pulled it up.
         

         
         Russ groaned long and low, and started shaking Cherry’s hips again before the sweater was clear of her chin. She laughed and dropped it on the floor. 

         
         “Cherry,” Russ sighed, manically kissing the tops of her breasts.
         

         
         Cherry was wearing a very pretty pink bra with extra straps crisscrossing her cleavage. All of Cherry’s bras were very pretty.
            (It put her in a real bind whenever she went to get acupuncture—finding something plain to wear so that the acupuncturist
            wouldn’t think she was making a pass at him.) Cherry was wearing pretty underwear, too. She liked to lean into her strengths
            even when no one else could see them.
         

         
         “God, you’re just . . .” Russ bit her breast.

         
         She yelped. And touched the top of his head. His floppy brown hair. So different from Tom’s. (Stop.) “Russ,” she let herself whisper, playing with his hair.
         

         
         “This is a very vexing bra . . .” His face was still in her chest. He pulled at the decorative straps with his teeth.

         
         She coiled her fingers in his hair. “Why?”

         
         “Because it looks so good on, I want it off. But then it will be gone, and I think I’ll miss it.”

         
         Cherry laughed again, humming. She was doing a lot of laughing—she might be a little delirious. She was already so turned
            on, and not because of anything Russ was doing. It was because he was him. Everything Russ was doing was on top of the him-ness. (Everything he was doing was too much, really.)
         

         
         He pulled one of her bra straps down and kissed her shoulder. “Remember those dresses you used to wear? With the cowboys?
            And the lassos? The little horseshoe buttons . . .”
         

         
         Cherry closed her eyes. “Uh-huh.”

         
         “Fuck . . .” He pulled the strap farther down her arm and kissed the newly exposed inch of her breast. “Were you wearing bras like this
            under those dresses?”
         

         
         “I couldn’t afford bras like this in college.”

         
         He growled. “I’m still going to pretend that you were, the next time I think about them.”

         
         She tugged his
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