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Chapter One



Cassidy Jones wished her best friend, Larissa King, were Amish at times like these. It would have made life a lot easier, especially when it came to going to parties. Instead of obsessing over which pair of jeans to wear (either the low-waisted, boot-cut Citizens of Humanity ones that make her appear to have a butt, or the stretch, dark True Religion ones that were perfectly broken in), Cassidy could spend her time burying her nose in her sketchbook and drawing while sitting on the beach in Malibu. But that was not her fate today. She was about an hour away from attending a Pepperdine University party with Larissa, and Cassidy knew all too well what that meant. Soon Larissa would be acting the opposite of Amish—smoking, drinking, dancing, and perhaps even sexing it up with some college hottie. As for Cassidy, she was preparing for another night spent in the corner like your typical pretty wallflower.

Then she told herself that she’d have her boyfriend, Eric, to talk to, but even that didn’t make her feel like going out tonight. Maybe her melancholy mood could be chalked up to a bad case of PMS, or maybe it was because she was a few days shy of getting her last report card for the year. That always made her nervous, even though she usually did just fine. Maybe it was because she worried her chronic shyness was going to get the better of her once again. Whatever the reason, she looked at Larissa as she got all dolled up and hoped her friend would break one of her well-manicured, Hard Candy–painted nails. Beauty crises had derailed their plans many, many times before, so why not now?

“If this shirt doesn’t get me groped at least once tonight, I’m suing the designer.” Larissa tugged at the straps of a rainbow-striped terry cloth tank so that it draped lower on her chest. She posed in front of the mirror hanging from the door of Cassidy’s walk-in closet, flinging her long, straight hair behind her shoulders. She’d recently added bold red streaks, and they glinted in the late afternoon sunlight streaming through Cassidy’s picture window.

“Larissa,” Cassidy reminded her, “you are the designer.”


“Too true,” Larissa agreed. “What do you think? Will it be a hit on the runway?”

“You’ll have Dior begging for mercy.”

Cassidy rolled her eyes. Ever since Larissa had picked up an issue of Nylon magazine three months before, it was nearly impossible to tear her away from her sewing machine or get her to talk about anything besides cuts and fabrics. Larissa was convinced she was the next Coco Chanel, and Cassidy was waiting patiently for her to get over her fashion craze the way she’d gotten over rock climbing, karaoke, and synchronized swimming. They’d spent four summers together, and Cassidy just loved how Larissa’s ever-so-fleeting passions always took them somewhere unexpected.

“Excellent. But if not,” Larissa decided, “I’ll give it to you.”

“Thanks a million,” she said acidly. “I’ll wear it every day.”

Cassidy knew that Larissa was well aware of the fact she wouldn’t go anywhere near rainbow-striped terry cloth. She preferred simple, elegant clothes that made her blend in, not stand out. With her porcelain-colored skin, huge blue eyes, and endless lashes, she got enough attention as it was—too much, considering she was usually too timid to talk to any guys besides Eric. Even so, she still got tongue-tied around him, and they had been dating for almost two years.


Wow, has it really been that long? she thought.

“Look, a little color won’t kill you.” Larissa sighed, taking in Cassidy’s black crepe button-down shirt from Theory, plain white flip-flops, and short denim skirt. “Come on, I’ve got this new eye shadow that would look amazing on you. It’s hardly a color at all. Actually, it’s more of a subtle shimmer….”

Larissa began rummaging in the enormous straw tote she carried everywhere she went. Cassidy giggled to herself, picturing the mess of makeup, loose change, and empty Twizzler wrappers lurking in the bottom. She imagined the bag swallowing Larissa whole, so that only her newly painted lime green toenails stuck out from the top.

The image was too good to pass up. She grabbed her sketchbook off the nightstand and began covering a page in small, quick lines. As she drew with her favorite Hello Kitty number-two pencil, she felt the tiny knot she always carried around inside her begin to loosen. Secretly, she called it “social tension”—the feeling of always having to say something and never knowing what to say, so that she ended up just not talking and seeming stuck-up to everyone but her closest friends. Drawing was always good for that. It let her enter a silent world where she could sit back and watch without having to say anything at all.

In fact, the walls of Cassidy’s room were covered in her sketches: Larissa morphing into Kelly Clarkson as she belted into the mike of a karaoke machine, Eric riding a horse backward along Zuma Beach, and all three of them playing tug-of-war with a giant Twizzler.

Her favorite, which she’d tinted with colored pens and hung prominently over her bed, showed Larissa as Batman and her as Robin, both poised to leap off the roof of their high school and save the desperately bored students trapped inside. It seemed to sum up their friendship perfectly: the way outgoing, talkative Larissa always took the lead and quiet Cassidy was content to play sidekick. Some girls might not have been into playing Haley James to Larissa’s Peyton Sawyer, but Cassidy found it comforting. She didn’t want the limelight and liked that Larissa was always thinking of new fun things for them to do. As far as she was concerned, they complemented each other perfectly. Besides, she knew Larissa wouldn’t be so gutsy without Cassidy’s support—and if it weren’t for Larissa, Cassidy would probably forget how to talk entirely.

“Are you cartooning me again?” Larissa asked, breaking Cassidy’s concentration so that her head jerked up, sending her hand skittering across the page.

Larissa leaned over to examine the new sketch. “My bag is eating me!” she exclaimed.

Cassidy nodded and grinned.

“When I’m a famous designer, I’ll have to get you to do my sketches,” Larissa said. “You’re the one with all the artistic talent. All I have is the vision. Don’t you think we’ll make a great team?”

“Haven’t we always?” Cassidy asked.

Larissa smiled conspiratorially. “It’s almost like we share a brain. Which is good because mine seems to be missing half the time anyway. So are you going to let me put this eye shadow on you or what?”

“Can you at least tell me what color it is?” Cassidy asked. “I don’t trust your definition of ‘light shimmer.’”

“I told you this will look amazing. Trust me.”

“I don’t know.” Cassidy hesitated. “Eric’s really not into heavy makeup.”

“No offense, but Eric’s not exactly the next Armani,” Larissa said. “I think he’s worn the same pair of Diesel jeans every day since 2002. Come on, Cass. Live a little.”

Cassidy sighed and closed her eyes. When Larissa put her mind to something, it was hard to stop her. She felt something cool and sticky settling on her eyelids and breath tickling her forehead.

“Voilà!” Larissa shouted. Cassidy opened her eyes. Her friend was smirking as if she’d just done something blue ribbon–worthy. “If I were a guy, I would totally do you.”

Cassidy got up to check herself out in the mirror. The girl staring back at her was definitely still Cassidy: a petite five-foot-five, with a thick cloud of deep brown hair curled gently around her high cheekbones and small, pointed chin. But then there were the green rings surrounding her light blue eyes. It was “shimmering,” all right. The metallic gleam practically made her look radioactive.

“Larissa!” Cassidy wailed. “I look like a Powerpuff Girl!”

“Oh, please,” grumbled Larissa. “You look fantastic. We have to get you over your fear of color this summer if we’re both going to work at Seersucker.”

The week before, Larissa had dragged her into a new boutique in downtown Malibu to ask for summer jobs. The owners, two recent fashion-school grads with blunt bangs and lots of earrings, had hired them on the spot. Whether they’d been charmed by Larissa’s personality and Cassidy’s shy smile or just happy to get cheap high-school labor was anyone’s guess.

“Well, if it comes down to it, maybe I’ll wear some red lipstick or something,” Cassidy mused.

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Larissa snorted.

Through her open window, Cassidy heard the familiar blare of 50 Cent with too much bass and gravel crunching in the driveway.

“Sounds like Eric’s here,” she said, an unstoppable grin spreading across her face.

“I’m surprised he can hear anything that registers under two thousand decibels,” Larissa joked.

Cassidy heard the front door slam shut in the big marble foyer and Eric’s footsteps bounding up the stairs. The door to Cassidy’s room swung open and her boyfriend stepped inside, all six feet of him.

“What, no knock?” Larissa scolded. “We could have been indecent, you know.”

“You’re always indecent, Larissa,” Eric joked, sweeping Cassidy into his arms so that her feet came off the floor.

He had been surfing again at Point Dume. She could smell the salt on his neck and the scent of his Banana Boat SPF 4 sunblock. His curly black hair was slightly damp too. He spun her around and gave her a noisy smack on the lips before gently putting her down again.

Cassidy gazed at Eric’s deep Dominican tan and the way the skin around his eyes crinkled from sun and laughter. She loved Eric: everyone did. Even her parents were charmed by him and they were picky about everything.

Eric was squinting down at her. “Sweetie, what’s up with your eyes?” he asked. “You look like a Powerpuff Girl.”

Larissa laughed heartily. “Jeez, Cass. I thought I was the only one you shared your brain with.”

Cassidy began to blush as she fumbled on her vanity table for a cleansing pad. “I forgot I even had it on.”

Eric chuckled. “You’re so beautiful, you don’t need that stuff.”

“Dude!” Larissa cried. “I walk around with half of Sephora’s inventory on my face. Does that mean I’m busted or something?”

Eric quickly changed the subject. “Where’s the party tonight?”

“Near Pepperdine,” Larissa answered. “Sig Ep is having an end-of-the-year bash. I heard they always burn the furniture that nobody’s taking home, so it should get pretty wild.”

“I’m always down for a good fire.” He put his arm around Cassidy, and she snuggled into his chest. “Are you up for it, hon?”

Cassidy loved how he was always looking out for her. She kissed his lips gingerly in thanks. “Now I am.”

“Um, puke,” Larissa said. “Shouldn’t you two get a room or something?”

“This is my room,” Cassidy reminded her.

“Oh yeah.” Larissa shrugged. “So, like, is your mom home or what?”

“No, she’s at Lea Eigard learning some facial exercises or something,” Cassidy said. “You can go try on her shoes. I won’t tell.”

“Score!” Larissa said, winking at Eric before leaving the room, pointedly closing the door behind her.

As soon as she was gone, Eric picked Cassidy up and carried her to the bed, setting her down gently on top of the covers. “I’m glad we’re getting a couple of minutes alone,” he said.


Then Eric lay next to her, stretching his arm out so she could rest her head in the hollow between his chest and shoulder. Snuggling into him and smelling the faint trace of sweat under the sheen of saltwater coating his skin, Cassidy sighed with contentment. Nobody made her feel quite as comfortable or secure as Eric: Ever since he’d asked to borrow the bottle of soy sauce on her table at Nobu two summers ago, she’d been hooked on his loose laugh and sexy brown eyes.

Eric craned his head to kiss her lightly on the mouth. His was warm and as sweet as buttered popcorn. Cassidy let the kiss go on, closing her eyes as Eric’s body rubbed against hers and thinking how lucky she was to have such a fine boyfriend. Under her hand, which had crept beneath his shirt, the skin on his chest was smooth and taut. She heard a breath catch in his throat as his hand engulfed hers, gently guiding it toward his stomach and then lower.

Even more gently, Cassidy pulled her hand away.

“Larissa’s waiting for us,” she reminded him.

“Larissa’s looking at shoes,” Eric said, eyes half-closed. A smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. “Time ceases to exist when girls are around shoes.”

Cassidy laughed and planted a light kiss on his lips. He grabbed her, massaging her shoulders with deep, strong strokes as his tongue found its way inside her mouth again. She felt her body arching against his in spite of herself. But once again, she made herself stop before things got too heavy.

“You don’t want to get to the party after the keg runs out, do you?” she teased, sitting up and smoothing her hair. She could feel her cheeks burning where Eric’s stubble had rubbed against them.

“It wouldn’t be the end of the world,” Eric said.

Cassidy squeezed his hand. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go all the way with Eric. Who wouldn’t? He was practically the finest-looking guy at Malibu High, and she was lucky to have him. But there was something that hadn’t been established, and Cassidy could only hand over her virginity with a clear conscience.

She swallowed hard. “Hey, can I ask you a silly question?”

Eric nodded, and she took a deep breath and forced herself to look him in the eye. “How do you feel about me?”

His forehead crinkled with confusion. “What do you mean, how do I feel about you?” he asked. “You’re my girlfriend. I’m crazy about you. You know that.”

“Yeah,” Cassidy said. “I guess I do.”

Eric continued to squint down at her. “Why?” he asked. “How do you feel about me?”

“Oh,” Cassidy said. “I…”

The words stuck in her throat. There was no way she could say “I love you” to Eric before he said it to her. Every article in the women’s magazines she and Larissa liked to giggle over insisted that saying it first was relationship suicide. But after nearly two years of dating, shouldn’t it be out in the open? She was almost positive that Eric did love her, but there was no way she was going to risk letting the words slip without knowing first.

“I’m crazy about you too,” she finished softly.

“Good.” Eric’s face relaxed into a grin and he leaned forward, kissing her again. Cassidy counted to ten in her head before putting her hands on his shoulders and pushing him away.

“We should get going,” she said. “Really.”

“Okay.” Eric sighed, not meeting her eyes as he climbed off the bed.

He was too nice a guy to say anything, but Cassidy could tell he was annoyed she had never let him take things all the way. As close as she felt to Eric, Cassidy could never in a million years tell him that the “I love you” factor was keeping them from having sex. She knew it was silly and old-fashioned and really just a formality, but she still wanted to hear it, and was positive that as soon as the words were out of his mouth, she’d be rushing to Victoria’s Secret to buy the laciest thong she could find.

“Let’s go, gorgeous,” Eric said, finally meeting her eyes and smiling so that the comma-shaped dimple on his left cheek seemed to dance.

Cassidy smiled back at him. She grabbed her purse in one hand and Eric’s arm in the other and wondered what was to come in the night ahead.









Chapter Two



A few hours later, Cassidy was being crushed by a swarm of sticky, perspiration-soaked, barely clothed bodies. To her left were guys in white baseball hats, punching each other on the arm and calling each other “bro.” To her right were Tara Reid clones comparing tans and belly button rings and asking if there was any diet tonic left to mix with the vodka. Pepperdine’s Sigma Phi Epsilon fraternity was notorious for debauchery, and Cassidy could see why. A lot of people were already grinding their pelvises on the dance floor in the living room or funneling a variety of alcoholic beverages in the kitchen. As for Eric, he’d disappeared five minutes before to fill up their plastic cups with more Coors Light, which left Cassidy alone with Larissa, the boy-guzzling machine.


“Holy crap.” Larissa grabbed Cassidy’s arm suddenly in a death grip. “Look at that guy over there. I think I’m going to melt, he’s so hot.”

Cassidy followed Larissa’s gaze to a thin guy with lanky blond hair and an enormous nose.

“Are you sure?” Cassidy asked. “What about that thing in the middle of his face?”

“Face?” Larissa asked, bewildered. “Honey, check out his shoes.” Cassidy looked down. The guy had on a gorgeous pair of gray suede Gucci loafers, which looked great under a faded pair of Lucky jeans.

“Let’s go talk to him before he watches too many Queer Eye episodes and decides to go home and re-upholster his sofa or something.”

Cassidy tried peering over the crowd to find Eric, but before she knew it, Larissa’s hand was in hers and they were both surging through the crowd, hot on the trail of Gucci Boy.

“You better watch out,” Larissa warned him when they emerged safely on the other side of the mob. “I heard there’s a plot under way to get you drunk and steal your shoes.”

Startled at first, he broke into a huge grin at the sight of the two girls. Nose and all, Cassidy had to admit that when he smiled, he was kind of cute. She could sense Larissa sneaking glances at her, trying to gauge her approval, and gave her a barely perceptible nod.


“I think I can fend for myself,” he said, grinning. “Believe it or not, I actually do work out once in a while.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it for a moment,” Larissa said. “So what’s your name?”

“Can you guess?” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

“I dunno. Maybe a Dan? Sergio? Harry?” Larissa asked.

“You’re about as wrong as you can be.” He laughed, extending his hand. “I’m Jay.”

Larissa took his hand, letting her palm linger just a tad longer than necessary as she introduced herself. “I never would have guessed,” she purred. “I’m Larissa. And this is Cassidy, my bestest friend for life.”

Jay smiled. “Nice to meet you, Bestest Friend for Life.”

Cassidy withdrew her hand after something like half a pump and immediately felt silly. What did she think, he was going to eat her or something? She was always such a wreck when it came to talking with strangers. Even when Eric had approached her at Nobu, she’d been so anxious when she’d handed him the soy sauce that she’d dropped it on his foot. He’d been wearing Tevas and his big toe immediately had begun to swell up. He’d pressured her into giving her his number so that his “lawyer” could call her. It was so sweet.

“Nice to meet you, um, Not Sergio,” she said, realizing as soon as the words were out of her mouth that she sounded like a moron. The pressure of small talk just did that to her sometimes. She tried to be funny, and then it became obvious to everyone how awkward she was.

But Jay didn’t seem to have even heard her. “So you girls go to Pepperdine?” He casually glanced at the way the strap of Larissa’s tank top had slipped off her shoulder.

“No, we just hang around campus hoping to meet guys like you,” Larissa quipped.

“You don’t want to meet guys like him,” interjected a guy with black hair gelled up into tiny spikes. “He’s trouble. Not like me. I’m a nice guy.”

“Oh, but nice guys are no fun!” Larissa said.

Cassidy could tell Larissa loved all the attention, and this was why hanging out with her made Cassidy kind of depressed. She didn’t begrudge Larissa’s talent for flirting or how easily her best friend turned a boring conversation into a laugh-fest. She didn’t aspire to be Larissa either. She just envied how Larissa was so comfortable with being herself and letting other people get to know exactly who she was. Cassidy had never really been able to fully do that, even with Eric. She still felt like even though he had been holding back those three little words, there was much more that she was holding back from him and from everyone else she knew. Cassidy wished she could find out the secret to unlocking the interesting, engaging person that always seemed to show up in her sketches. She knew she wasn’t going to find out what it was tonight, so she drew in a large breath and decided it was time to sink or swim.

“Eric is nice and fun,” Cassidy interjected automatically. “And Dominican.”

Oh my God, why am I even talking? she thought.

“Who’s Eric?” asked Jay.

“He’s, um—a surfer,” Cassidy stammered, barely managing to get the words out of her mouth. Duh! That’s not all he is. “And he’s my boyfriend,” she added nervously.

“Oh, you guys have boyfriends?” Jay looked disappointed.

“She does.” Larissa’s eyes flashed Cassidy a tiny warning. “I, on the other hand, am delightfully single. Who wants to be my date tonight?” She crooked her elbow in invitation and the two guys nearly collided with each other trying to grab it first.

Cassidy panicked at the thought of having to come up with more things to say to these guys, so she did what any self-respecting shy person would do—run fast and far, far away.

“I think I’m going to find the ladies’ room,” she whispered to Larissa.

“You sure?”

“I’ll be fine,” Cassidy assured her. All she wanted was to go somewhere quiet where she could get her bearings and plan out her next conversation—word for word.

 

The line for the bathroom snaked through the kitchen and into the hall. Great. En route to the one place at the party where she could be alone, Cassidy was surrounded.

“My, oh my, Miss Cassidy Jones.”

The voice came from behind her. She spun around.

With his dyed blond hair and his signature scrubby jeans (complete with a tear in the crotch), Joe Telesky usually looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. But Cassidy knew that in her mind, he’d always be the kid down the block who used to spend his summers making a bunch of noise while erecting his state-of-the-art tree house. Cassidy and Joe were neighborhood pals during the BE period—Before Eric. From sixth grade until freshman year of high school, Cassidy had gone to Joe’s special fortress to play Pictionary, which was how he’d originally lured her off her front porch. But once she’d gotten a serious boyfriend and begun hanging out with Larissa more, Joe had morphed from a childhood buddy into a classroom acquaintance. Still, whenever they did run into each other, it was like seeing a favorite cousin at a family reunion.

Cassidy put her arms around Joe and gave him a big hug. He was so wiry and skinny that when she squeezed him tight, he actually let out a gasp of air. And he smelled like turpentine—Joe pretty much lived in his father’s garage, which doubled as a workshop. He built everything from the desk in his room to the bookshelves in his parents’ den. He’d even made an easel for Cassidy in honor of her fourteenth birthday. That was two years ago, and it was the last time they’d really hung out. Now that she was right in front of Joe’s kind, Adam Brody–esque face, she felt a pang of regret about not staying in better touch with him.

“How have you been?” she asked. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

“They don’t call me J-Low Profile for nothing,” Joe reminded her. “What are you doing here?”

“Larissa and Eric brought me,” she replied.

Joe chuckled. “You mean dragged you!”

Cassidy blushed. Joe really did know the score. “Kind of.”

“Heading to the bathroom for cover?” Joe laughed.

“No, I—I was just…” Cassidy stammered. “Trying to find the keg.”

“Such a party animal,” he said with a grin. “Come on, I’ll show you a shortcut. There’s one upstairs that’s probably easier to get into than a White Stripes concert.”

“Sounds good,” Cassidy said. Hanging out with Joe was definitely better than brooding in a corner by herself. She followed him into the kitchen, where he opened a door that she could have sworn belonged to a closet. Behind it was a flight of rickety wooden stairs.

“Servants quarters,” Joe explained. “These houses used to belong to ritzy families. They’d probably be rolling over in their graves if they knew what was going on here today.”

“Since when did you become such an expert?”

“Scotto is king of the Frat Monkeys,” Joe explained. “Don’t tell him I called them monkeys, though. He’ll kick my ass.”

Cassidy giggled. “I won’t. Promise.”

“There’s a mini-keg in here,” he said, knocking on a door covered in a ripped batik tapestry. “Better beer. It’s supposed to just be for the frat brothers, but I’m real family.”

“Who is it?” a voice boomed from inside.

“Your brother,” Joe called back. “And guest.”

“Male or female?”

Joe rolled his eyes at Cassidy. “Female,” he said. “But hands off. She’s very taken. A buff surfer would end you if you did anything stupid.”

“Fine,” was the final verdict. “Come on in.”

Joe led Cassidy into a room so smoky it took several moments for her eyes to penetrate the haze. She tried not to cough as Joe introduced her to a cadre of frat brothers huddled around a glass-topped coffee table littered with ashtrays, empty beer cans, and copies of Scientific American and Maxim magazine. The glass bong sitting in the middle was almost taller than she was.

She couldn’t catch any of the names except for Scotto, Joe’s brother, who looked like an older, chunkier version of Joe. He was wearing purple sweat-pants and a T-shirt that had the Onion logo splashed across the front and was sitting cross-legged on an armchair without any legs.

“Welcome!” Scotto bellowed. “And what can I offer you this fine evening? I’ve got Blue Hawaiian, this great hydro from Humboldt, and I think there’s Vicodin around here somewhere….”

“Actually, we kind of just want some beer,” Joe said.

Scotto waved his hand. “Whatever, man.”

Joe fished two red plastic cups out of a paper bag and poured them both beers from the keg. Cassidy took a sip of hers. It was cool and bitter. She hadn’t realized how thirsty she was.

“Who wants to smoke?” Scotto asked abruptly.

All the hands in the room went up except for Joe’s and Cassidy’s.

“Excellent.” Scotto fished several plastic baggies from under the cushion of his seat.

“We have to get going,” Joe said.

Scotto looked genuinely hurt. “So soon?”

“Yeah, I think there’s a chugging contest brewing downstairs and Cassidy’s favored three to one.” Joe reached out and tousled his brother’s hair.

“Wow, awesome,” Scotto said. “Well, can you do me a favor?”

Joe nodded.

Scotto found a plastic baggie under his seat cushion. This one was labeled PURPLE HAZE. “Can you take this down to Jordan? I promised him a sample.”

Joe pocketed the bag. “No problem, bro,” he said. “See you later.”

“Wow,” Cassidy said when they were out the door. “Your brother—”

“Smokes more dope than the kids on That ’70s Show,” Joe said. “Yeah, I know. My parents made him take the LSAT his junior year of college just to see how he’d do, and he aced it without even having to study. But he can’t seem to get it together enough to graduate…after seven years.”

Cassidy’s head already felt a little lighter and she was loosening up. Not as much as Scotto, but enough that she wasn’t nearly as worried about having to talk to people she didn’t know.

Joe and Cassidy walked out to the backyard, where there was a DJ booth and a fire ring that had been cleared and edged with stones. Cassidy breathed deeply, letting the cool, damp summer air invade her lungs, glad to be free of the suffocating beery smokiness inside the frat house.


“Do they really burn all the furniture that nobody wants?” she asked.

“The Sig Eps have a very unique philosophy,” Joe replied. “If you don’t like a particular piece, even if it’s not yours, you can burn it. And if you do like one that’s somebody else’s, you can steal it from them. Of course, they can steal it back from you as well, but that’s part of the fun. So around this time of year, there’s a lot of bartering and stealing going on, and you have to be pretty vigilant to keep something you really like from going up in flames.”

Cassidy couldn’t help laughing. “That’s ridiculous.”

“There was one guy who strapped his favorite chair to his back and walked around like that for weeks before the end-of-year party. At night, he’d padlock it to the post of his bed.”

“Did it work?” Cassidy giggled.

“No,” Joe admitted. “They dismantled his bed while he was sleeping and hid the piece with his chair attached in another frat house. He was inconsolable. In fact, that’s him over there.” He pointed to a stocky guy in a green knit cap sitting by himself in the corner, drinking a beer and staring up at the stars with a “Why me?” expression on his face.

“Poor man,” Cassidy said. “Should we go cheer him up?”

Joe shook his head. “I’ve tried,” he said. “We all have. They even gave him back his chair when they realized the deeper psychological impact. But I don’t think that was it. I think it was just having his plan thwarted. It insulted his intelligence.”

“The complexity
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