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  Chapter one

When Beatrice came out of the bathroom, there he was in all his buff glory, sheet barely pulled up to his waist, looking like some Hollywood film star, but twice as smug and not as bright. "Slide on back in, baby, it's time for round two." 
Oh shit. Oh no. "Hank.... ah.... I'm really sorry because it would normally be a great idea, but my period's about to start and I am cramping and I need to get up really early in the morning and I know with you here I'll never get enough sleep."
He tossed the sheet off and swung his feet to the floor and tried to look tough as he stalked toward her and grabbed her head to kiss her. Ow. Whiplash. "I can make you forget your cramps. It'll only take a minute."
A minute's about how long it lasted last time too. "No, really, Hank. I appreciate the offer, but I need to sleep or I won't be ready for my meeting tomorrow. See, the vice principal asked my department for a report on the new data from the test results and parent interviews and we've got to knock his socks off or our project's going to go the way of the dodo bird." 
Stooping to clichés. And her an English teacher.
Hank tried to kiss her again and she straight-armed him. 
"Sorry, Hank. It was a lovely evening, but no." 
I don't know where you're going, but you can't stay here.
Hank gave up and got his clothes on. His hand on the door knob, he turned to her and grabbed her close for a slobbery kiss. Bleah. "I'll give you a call in a few days, see how you feel."
"All right. Yes. Lovely. Bye now!" She shoved him toward the door, trying to keep a pleasant smile on her face.
As she waved him off down the dimly-lit corridor with grubby brownish carpet, she heard voices behind her and turned to see her neighbors, Ron and Don, cheeks red, in running tights and t-shirts, still breathing hard. Her heart fell. They shouldn’t see her like this. Ron shouldn’t see her like this. God, she was such a loser.
"Big date tonight, Beatrice?" asked Ron’s cousin, Don. His dark, sweat-damp hair flopped across his forehead and he pushed it out of his eyes. In the year she’d lived next door to him, he’d been shoving the same lock out of his face, so she was pretty sure it was a deliberate affectation. 
"Short date tonight, guys." She smiled like no big deal at the cousins who lived in the two-bedroom shoebox full of plants next to her one-bed shoebox full of nothing. 
"Well, you've got your robe on, so it must have been—" 
"Shut up, Don," interrupted Ron, face turning even redder as he shoved his cousin through their door. "What he means to say is we hope you had a lovely evening and you're looking fabulous."
She snorted at Ron's grim expression. "I had an intensely dull evening, that's the funniest thing I’ve heard in hours, and I look like a manatee."
Ron finally smiled his sweet smile, taking her breath away as usual . "So are you going to go out with Don now?"
With Don? She laughed. "I haven't actually broken up with Hank yet."
"But you're about to." It was a statement, not a question.
"Should've dumped him weeks ago," she said, wearily as she slumped against the wall. "Calling me 'baby' and swaggering around like a cowboy when he works at a car dealership and is from Akron."
"Well, let Don know."
She stiffened. "Thanks for your input, and I think Don is lovely and he’s fun to flirt with, but I've decided to remain single for the next fifty years and then, maybe I'll date again. Once."
"Aw shit, honey. I've been savin' all my love for you." Don's big shit-eating grin reappeared in the doorway. Somehow, his grin made his normally handsome face look like a clown with too much caffeine.
"Savin', huh? Since when do you talk cowboy? All those other women don't mean anything? A new lady three times a week," she said as she stalked toward him, her robe slipping open to show her ancient Mickey Mouse t-shirt.
"I’m drownin' my sorrows.” He sloshed his water bottle. “Can't get you out of my mind."
She snorted again. "Don, someday I'll be queen and you can be my... court jester."
Ron's face had been getting darker and his eyes narrowing. His blue eyes went wide for a split second before he smiled sunnily. He was such an innocent. Her heart tumbled in her chest. If only I were half as innocent.
"So who's your king?" Don pressed on, his eyes shifting to Ron, who blushed and turned away.
"I've decided to rule alone, like Elizabeth the First, the virgin queen. No sense messing my reign up with men." She shifted uneasily from foot to foot as she glimpsed disappointment – or maybe relief? - on Ron's face.
She took a step toward Ron and pulled him into a big hug in spite of his sweat. "It's OK, honey, you can be my knight in shining armor and chase off all the cads and jesters."
He held his body still and stiff, but finally put one arm around her and squeezed back for a second before stepping away. He usually gave the best hugs, but her in her robe, t-shirt, and yoga pants, and having just slept with another man, wasn’t the most comfortable time to be hugging. "Good night, Queen Beatrice. I need to practice my jousting and you need to sleep so you can concentrate on the affairs of state."
She stifled the urge to make a jousting joke. "Well, I'm trying to forget my affairs, but I do have a meeting in the morning."
Ron blushed again and made a quick escape into his apartment.
"Well," she started, but didn't know where to go. Don grabbed her for a quick hug and smacking kiss on her cheek.
"Knock on the wall right after you give Hank a call and I'll be over to console you, Your Highness."
"Only if you can juggle. And get some better jokes. Good night, Don." And raising her voice she turned toward their open door, "Good night, Ron. I want to see your big jousting lance tomorrow." She knew she wouldn't be able to resist.
Don winked at her as he went into their apartment and shut the door.  

      [image: ]"I don't think she takes me seriously," announced Don the next morning as he elbowed Ron out of the way to get to the toaster in their tiny, pristine kitchen. He popped in some bread and grabbed a dishcloth to wipe down the counter.
"Who?" asked Ron, vision bleary. He stepped back, his head brushing spider plant tendrils, and sipped his coffee, wishing it were even stronger, because he had barely slept due to jealousy and lust. “And if you are going to keep taking hour-long showers, I am turning off the hot water on you. I have to leave for work in ten minutes and will have the shortest, coldest shower this side of hell.”
"Yes, Dad. Beatrice of course, you idiot. And don't tell me you didn't know who I was talking about."
Of course he did, because he couldn’t tamp down the little ray of hope he felt every time she broke up with her latest boyfriend. "Take you seriously? Does anyone take you seriously?"
"You do."
"Sometimes. But I've known you since you were born, so I know what a mess you were back then.Drooling and pooping yourself and stuff."
"Hey!" Don scowled.
Ugh, big cousin/brother guilt. "Sorry. You were mostly cute. Not enough caffeine yet.”
Don shrugged, but Ron squeezed his shoulder anyway. Don was full of jokes and bluster and flirtatiousness, but he was also much more sensitive than he liked to let on, which he definitely got from his mom and not from his dad. Ron, on the other hand, got his sensitivity from his dad and tried to stay out of his mom's way as much as possible.
“Really. I can only blame my bad mood. But, seriously: you ran down the street naked in freezing weather when you were two. Amazing you didn't die of pneumonia. You were trying to charm the neighbor girls out of their underwear when you were six.”
"We were playing doctor." The toast popped up and Don spread a thick layer of butter across it, wiped the counter again, and dropped his knife in the sink.
Ron snorted. "No one knew how you learned the word gynecology."
Don chuckled around a bite of toast, angling it to let the excess butter drip onto the second slice. "If Kristie whatshername hadn't narced on me, I would have been able to build a thriving practice. I would have been a real doctor by the age of ten."
"Right. Instead of a Lothario by the age of thirty." 
Ron sighed. Maybe Beatrice would go for the Lothario. She and Don were perfect for each other: both into short-term relationships, both funny, both kept their homes pristinely clean and could cook. It would mess up the dynamics of their friendship, but he bet it would be fun for them while it lasted. 
And it would break Ron’s heart.
"Lothario? Awful big word before enough caffeine and a cold shower."
"Right. Time for my shower. Five minutes till I leave, if you want a ride to the station."
Ron yelped as he stepped into the freezing water. At least I'm saving water and energy, he thought grimly as he toweled off barely a minute later, his teeth chattering. I wish I had a fluffy robe and looked like a manatee. 
His mind went back to the night before, with Beatrice grinning up at him and grabbing him into a hug in her formless, grayish-blue robe with ratty leggings sticking out at the bottom, her t-shirt-clad, braless breasts pressed against him. How turned on he had been even though she'd obviously just had sex with that other guy. Almost showed her my jousting lance right then. Gonna need another cold shower.  
Two minutes later, he was dressed and shoving a tie into his laptop case. "Just in time for a ride to the train station!" declared Don as he came out of his room, looking perfect and pressed and suave.
"Yeah. Leaving now," replied Ron as he slid a tray with a dozen African violets to one side and rummaged through the stack of papers on the coffee table where he’d been working the night before, plucking out the ones he’d need for his budget presentation.
They banged into the stairwell of the apartment building and thumped down the stairs, almost running into Beatrice as they piled through the door to the lobby. She was standing stock still by the mailboxes with a letter in her hand.
Ron pulled to a stop just in time, but Don bumped into his back, sending Ron stumbling into Beatrice. Her arms flailed, the letter fell to the floor, and Ron grabbed her to keep her from falling, holding her in a tight hug, which knocked the breath out of him. Her hair smelled good and she fit against him, her mouth in the right spot to kiss his neck.
"What is this? The Three Stooges go to the office?" she said as she eased away with a pat to Ron's chest, but couldn't seem to work up a real smile.
Don laughed. "Sorry. We were moving too fast on the stairs, Ms. Thompson. Won't happen again."
"It had better not, boys, or you're getting detention." She bent down to get the letter just as Ron crouched to grab it and knocked their heads together.
"Aw shit. Sorry again," said Ron rubbing the top of his head.
"Definitely Three Stooges," she groaned as she put her hand to her forehead and reeled back. "Somehow, this is funnier on TV."
Don grabbed the letter from Ron. "Hey, what's this? Looks official."
Ron snatched it back from Don. "It's probably personal."
"Yeah. It's...personal," Beatrice said and turned away, but not before Ron saw pain flash across her face again.
Ron put his arm across her shoulders. She leaned against him for a moment, but then pulled upright and grabbed her book bag. "Thanks for your concern, but I can't think about it right now because I have to get to school."
"Want a ride?" offered Don, "Ron's driving me to the train station."
"I always walk.” She strode to the door. "I need the exercise."
"Don't you usually leave before us, though?" asked Don.
"I'll miss the 8:00, but I’ll call in and ask them to unlock my door and cover my classroom for five minutes. I'll still get there before the bell rings."
"Nah. Come on and hop in.” Don smiled engagingly.
"You're awfully free with favors that aren't even yours to offer. But I would love to give you a ride, milady," said Ron. 
Beatrice had ridden with him only a couple of times in the year they’d been neighbors. Some friend he was. And god, she looked edible, all round and curvy in a navy blue plaid skirt, strict white blouse, boots, and long, navy, wool coat. Her curly brown hair was back in a clip, strands escaping to frame her face. She was a cool, grown-up version of a Catholic schoolgirl. He had dated some memorable schoolgirls back when he was a Catholic schoolboy. 
"OK, since you are such a gallant knight. I accept." Something close to a smile finally reached her eyes. 
He stepped closer to her, time seeming to freeze as she looked up into his eyes.
"Shotgun!" called Don as he darted out the building door, letting it swing shut in their faces.
Ron pushed the door open again and a cold fall breeze smacked him upside the head, knocking some sense into him. "After you, milady. The front seat of the carriage is reserved for royalty. Back seat for clowns." He shouted to Don who was already pulling on the door handle of his Subaru. He hoped like hell it didn’t stink like rotting algae in there. He kept it mostly clean, but carried his hiking and wading stuff in the back.
"Aw, man!" whined Don, shifting to the back door and swinging it open once Ron beeped the car unlocked.
Ron opened the passenger door and handed Beatrice in, bowing low over her hand. He hadn’t spent endless hours in cotillion class for nothing. She finally smiled at him. He held her hand for a moment longer than necessary and smiled back. She slowly slid her hand away and swallowed. At least she didn’t think about her letter for two seconds. Maybe she even forgot about the guy she'd slept with.
He walked briskly around the car and climbed in, "Put your seat belt on, Don. Wouldn't want to wrinkle your shirt in case of an accident."
"At least my shirts are ironed. You look like you keep yours in a wad on the floor of your closet."
"It's cheaper to do my own laundry rather than take it to the cleaners.” And his shirts were a wad in a laundry basket. Which was on the floor of his closet. He glanced at Beatrice. “My iron broke."
A chuckle from the back seat. "Your iron broke two years ago."
"True. And I've never missed it. Quick tumble in the dryer and they’re as good as new."
Beatrice groaned. "You guys are almost as funny as the Three Stooges."
They pulled out of the parking lot and drove the five minutes to the train station in silence. Ron turned to look at Beatrice when he stopped in the drop-off loop and saw the stricken look was back on her face. Don banged the back door open and jumped out. Beatrice reached for her door handle as Ron took her left hand. "Hey," he said softly.
She looked up at him, scared. He tried to smile. "If you need to talk about anything, just knock on the door this evening." 
Don yanked her door open. "Come on, sweetheart. Your train will be here in one minute."
"We can send Don to the babysitter's and get takeout," Ron said.
Beatrice smiled, grabbed her bag, and stepped out of the car. "Come along, jester, our trains await."
Don threw his arm around her shoulder. "Did anyone ever tell you how regal you look in the morning?" And they jogged off to the train platforms.
Ron sighed and put the car back in gear. He wished his office was near a light rail station so he could ride a train with Beatrice.   






  
  Chapter two

Ron had barely closed the door behind himself that evening when he heard the knock. He turned back to the door and realized it wasn't his door, it was one of the neighbors'. He recognized Beatrice's voice and the murmurs of a male voice and he leaned closer. Eavesdropping. Classy. He shook his head and forced himself to walk away. 
He banged pots and pans around in his kitchen, having decided to cook a hamburger. He had just set the patty in the pan when he heard the voices in the hall escalating. He hummed a tune, trying to block it out. 
Suddenly, there was a thump against the wall and Beatrice shouted, "Get off me, you piece of shit!" 
In no time, Ron yanked his door open and charged into the hallway. He was just in time to see her struggle in the man's grasp, the guy yelling insults in her face. She drove the base of her hand into the big guy's nose, kneed him in the groin, and yanked her arm out of his hands. She whirled away and slammed her door in his face. 
The man thumped his hand against the door a couple of times, then leaned on it and squeaked, "You fucking bitch! My fucking nose is fucking broken! I'm going to have you arrested!"
The guy looked up at Ron from his hunched position, pain and rage in his eyes, "What're you looking at, asshole?"
"Sorry. Thought you might need some help," said Ron as evenly as he could manage through the urge to give the guy another poke in the nose.
"Fuck off."
"Want some ice? Beatrice's a harridan."
"A what?"
"Harridan."
"She's a fucking bitch!" The man roared, still bent over.
Ron was thiiiis close to kicking the guy in the teeth. "Pretty much the same thing. Ice?"
"Shit yeah. She missed my balls, but my appendectomy incision is fucking on fire."
"Sounds like a personal problem."
"Shut the fuck up or..."
"Or you'll find I took the same self-defense class Beatrice did. Let me get you some ice."
Ron went back into his apartment, locking the door behind himself. No sense leaving myself open to attack from behind. He rummaged in the freezer, dropped some ice cubes into two plastic bags, and tore off a swathe of paper towels. When he stepped back into the hall, the man was limping toward the stairwell. "You still want ice?" he asked as he caught up to the man, who leaned heavily against the wall. "I got you two bags."
"Yeah. Shit." He took the bags and pressed them, wincing, to his face and pelvis. 
Ron waited silently.
"I don't know what you heard or saw, but she totally led me on. Prick tease."
"Right."
"She gave me her number in a bar a few weeks ago and then never returned my call."
"She's dating someone else."
"Oh yeah? Keeping a whole gang of guys on the go, I bet. Whore."
Ron gritted his teeth, but tried to keep his face passive.
"So I spotted her on the train and got off at her stop and followed her home. She never explained anything, just said to leave her alone. When I tried to kiss her, wham."
"Dude. You slammed her against the wall and tried to rip her arm off while shouting she was a prick-teasing bitch of a bitch. Direct quote."
"Yeah, well." The man's eyes shifted. Ron could almost hear the gears turning in his head. "I would never hurt a lady, I just wanted some of what she was giving out the last time I saw her."
"Huh." Ron turned away. "Have a good trip home. Take care. Have a nice day."
He heard the man shift behind him and stepped to the side and turned around to block the punch he felt was coming, to instead see the man stagger and again double over and clutch the ice to his belly. "Fuck," he growled and stumbled to the stairwell door and out of sight.
Ron watched the closed door for a minute until it shook to show someone had opened the door at the bottom and changed the air pressure. Whether the ass was really gone or not, he didn’t know. 
He knocked at Beatrice's door.  
"GO! A! WAY!" she shouted.
"Beatrice, milady, my one true heart. It is I, your knight in shining armor.” Ron crooned through the door. God, it took every bit of suave he’d learned from his cousin to sound like he was joking when all he wanted was to have her believe him. “I'm calling the Woky-Toky. You want fried wonton and something spicy with chicken?”
A moment later, he heard the deadbolt slide and Beatrice peeked out around the chain, cheeks red and hair unrestrained.
"Did someone say wonton?" she asked, breathlessly.
"Personally, I think crab Rangoon is better." It was an argument they had each time. When they got both, they had leftovers, but the fried appetizers were gross when stale.
"Wonton."
“OK, Your Highness. General Tso?"
"Yes sir, General Tso, sir."
Ron reached his hand through the opening of the door and wiped a tear from her cheek. "You can tell me and Don all about it when he gets here with the food." He had a sudden thought and jerked away. "Holy shit! Food!" He scrambled in his pocket and unlocked his own door as the smoke alarm blared.
He rushed to the kitchen and pulled the black, withered, smoking burger from the hot burner to a cold one and cranked up the ventilation fan. He tripped over his giant rubber tree plant as he rushed to the window and flung it open, steadying the five flowerpots on the windowsill. He climbed on a chair to hit the button on the smoke alarm, turning it off just as Beatrice strode in with a fire extinguisher.
"Nothing to see here. Move along. Move along." He waved her away, then went into both bedrooms, opening the doors and windows wide, turning on the fans of the window air conditioning units, and moving his plants away from his window, making a note to himself to close everything again as soon as he could so the orchids wouldn’t suffer.
He came back out and stopped dead at the sight of Beatrice smirking, absently twirling the extinguisher hose. "Want me to call for the Chinese? I'm not sure we should let you even think about kitchens for a while."
"I probably wouldn't have burned my burger if I hadn't been riding my white stallion to your rescue, my fair damsel. Well, to that guy's rescue. He may never walk straight again."
She grunted. "Poor baby stalked me home from the train station after I talked to him once in a bar and gave him a fake number."
"Fake number, huh? No wonder you never called him back."
"Grabbed my arm downstairs, followed me up here. I tried to reason with him, then next thing I knew, he was shouting in my face, calling me a tease and a bitch and he grabbed my boob and my arm, so I rescued myself."
Shit. He should have intervened sooner. "And very capably done, too. Give Don your statement and have him notarize it, in case the guy tries to sue you for his hernia surgery."
"I guess having a paralegal in the building is almost as good as having a knight in shining armor."
"Probably better." Ron forced a smile. "We knights can't always be there in the nick of time, but it's never too late for a restraining order." And his stomach twisted at the thought of her getting hurt. 
"Well, I didn't even get his name." She huffed a fake laugh. "‘Hello, judge? I'd like to get a restraining order on a creep I met in the Bluestown bar named, oh... Tim or Tom or Tamale or something?'"
"Damn! What did you burn this time? That's just foul." Don announced, stepping through the door. He flung his arm around Beatrice’s shoulders and leered. "Let's blow this popsicle stand. Let me take you to the Casbah."
"Ah shoot. I was going to order Chinese and make you pick it up on the way back from the station.” Ron pulled out his cell phone.
"Now you'll have to go get it yourself, Ronny, or pay extra for delivery."
"Fine. But you're paying, Donny."
"Can't. I'm broke." His cousin shrugged lazily.
"Broke? How?” 
Don’s glare was intense. His student loan payment ate up most of his income and even paying less than half the cost of their shared apartment, he was usually out of money by the end of the month. Of course, if he didn’t spend so much on buying drinks for women and having his clothes dry cleaned and altered to fit perfectly, he might not always be broke.
Ron was sorry he’d questioned him. “Fiiiiine. I'll pay. Can we eat at your house, Queen Beatrice?”
"Sure thing, kids. I'll go make sure I have clean plates."
She walked out. They heard her door open and shut as Ron pressed the speed dial.
"That's one fine ass.” Don sighed theatrically.
Ron whacked him on the back of the head just as Mr. Song picked up.  






  
  Chapter three

Forty-five minutes later, Beatrice heard the knock on the door, called out "Just a minute!" and went to open it, her cell phone stuck to her ear. 
"No, really, Hank. I'm sorry, but it's just not working out for me... I just don't think I’m ready for a relationship... No, sorry, I don't think we should try again...No, it's not because it's that time of the month...It just wasn't...What? It wasn't good for you, either? Well, too bad... Right, well...Whatever you say...Huh... Whatever!...Right. Bye." 
She clicked the phone off to realize she’d opened the door to Don somewhere around 'that time of the month.' Shit.
"Here comes the cavalry, darlin'," announced Don, grinning appreciatively. 
"Where's my food?" she demanded coolly.
"Ron should be back in a minute with it. I missed you so much I couldn't wait."
Beatrice rolled her eyes.
"Ready for some consoling, sweetheart?" Don asked and grabbed her and bent her back over his arm. "Just say the word," he purred into her ear. 
He was just kidding, wasn’t he?
"Don?" she said, stopping her struggle, but remaining as stiff and remote as she could under the circumstances. She was sure her expression wasn't an enticing one.
"Yes, dear. Anything you want," Don said, sniffing at the side of her neck.
"I've already ruined one jerk's balls this evening. I'm on a roll. Let go."
Don tightened his grip and began to nibble at her collarbone as she twisted to free herself, not willing to hurt her friend, but about to panic. 
"If Hank can't take a little criticism, he'll never learn."
"Not Hank. He wouldn't believe it if all three point five billion women on earth signed a petition to protest his premature ejaculation. I literally busted a different guy's balls a little while ago. Might have broken his nose, too, but I didn't stick around to check."
Don stepped back so fast Beatrice overbalanced and fell against his chest. She pushed away from him.
"Slow down, Beatrice. Don's a slow learner," said Ron from the open door.
Beatrice stepped further away from Don. "Don't worry about me, I just hinted I would do a Tim-Tom-Tamale on him and he jumped back so fast he almost knocked me over."
Ron glared at Don. "Go get the plates."
"Getting the plates.” Don wandered to the kitchen alcove, hands raised in surrender.
Beatrice finally looked Ron full in the face and wished she hadn't. I swear he's jealous. He can't be jealous. He's mad at me? He's trying to mother me.
"Right Mom. Feed me dinner. Stick a fork in me, I'm done." She flopped down on her ugly couch, laid her head on the back of it and shut her eyes.
She heard Ron set the bag of Chinese food on the coffee table, which she would have to remember to polish if anything leaked. Her beat up couch sagged as he sat gingerly a few inches away. "Bad day, huh?"
"Complete shit hole of a day. Black Hole of Calcutta. The Three Stooges tried, but couldn't quite break through the bleakness."
Ron patted her hand gently and she finally started to relax. I'm going to cry in about a minute. She snapped her eyes open and stared at the bag. "Feed me, Seymour."
Don came back from the kitchen armed with plates, forks, chopsticks, and a roll of paper towels. "No knives for you. I don't trust you right now."
"Just give me noodles and nobody gets hurt."
By the end of the meal Beatrice and Ron were both scrubbing at sauce stains on their shirts. "Don, how is it you look like your valet just dressed you when everyone else looks like they've been wearing their clothes all day?"
"Huh? Oh. Right. I guess I just have class." Don shot her a sideways leer that ruined his good looks. 
Ron scowled, which made him look like a grumpy little boy, what with his average brown hair sticking up. 
"Don't look so grim, dearie. We peasants should stick together. What do we care if our overlords lord it over us?" Beatrice reached out and patted Ron's hand. 
Ron got up abruptly, gathered their plates, and stalked to the kitchen alcove.
"Wrong thing to say. Bad family history," whispered Don to Beatrice.
"You guys keep hinting at it, but never explaining," she whispered back.
"I'm Donald the Fourth. Only son of Donald the Third, who was the wunderkind firstborn, light of his parents' eyes, overlord of his brother, poor old Ronald. Ronald Junior, here, is the mere child of the second son, the overlooked, mostly forgotten whipping boy."
"Ah. So your grandparents were obnoxious."
"No no! Au contraire! Grandy and Pa-paw were fabulous. When I was born, they pulled out all the stops. The heir had arrived. Let the gala begin! The second coming will be less momentous. The sun would shine out my behind."
The cousins exchanged a look until Don nodded. Ron said, “Then Uncle Donald pissed it all away, stole what was left, and fled to a small tropical island.”
“Without Mom.” Don’s shrug was awkward. 
Without Don, either, thought Beatrice.
Don spread his hands, “So, you know, goofed off in school, majored in wine, women, and song in college – literally, because I built my own Liberal Arts major – then got my paralegal certificate while living on Ron’s couch. Now I work.”
"But you don’t work too, too hard?" asked Beatrice, trying to lighten up the suddenly heavy atmosphere. “Still studying wine, women, and song?”
Don laughed. "On that note, I need to crash. We have an early meeting tomorrow. Some big case and I'm supposed to spend the next week in the law library." He faked a big yawn. "Cute college girl librarian."
"College? You're almost thirty, dude," Ron said.
Don stuck out his tongue. "Yeah. She's a grad student and a bit old for me."

      [image: ]As soon as Don closed the door behind himself, Ron cleared his throat, “I should go home, too.” He stood with his arms crossed by the kitchen alcove, as he looked all around at her tiny, shabby-but-clean apartment. It was colorful and bright and looked like poverty compared to his and Don’s place with its sleek, modern furniture. Not that anyone could see the furniture through the jungle. She was lacking in the damp smell of Ron’s ten million house plants, though no plants was probably a negative to him.
"You can stay for a bit, right? Want some coffee?" Beatrice didn’t want to be alone.
Ron shrugged. "Sure. Decaf? Want to talk about your day?"
"Maybe. Maybe not. It's over. My life has reached a new low. Nowhere to go but up."
"Oh." Ron shifted from foot to foot. "So when are you going to move on Don?"
She blinked. "What?"
"Don's hot for you."
"Funny way for him to show it. Try to kiss me and then talk about all the girls he's done and the one he wants to do next. I'm definitely too old for him if a college girl is. I'm thirty-one and my life is in the crapper. Where's the appeal?"
"He still needs a mom, I think."
"So now I'm old enough to be his mother?" She lobbed a pillow at his head.
Ron caught it and laughed. "No, but you're a nice, normal woman. Pretty and sexy. Smart and sweet and you give great hugs and bake us cookies."
"Aw thanks. He said all that?"
Ron’s cheeks turned pink. "Um. No."
Beatrice felt like she'd been hit in the face with the pillow she’d just thrown. Pretty and sexy? "So, you... Come here and sit down, you're making me nervous."
"You're nervous? I just listed some of your best qualities. You're going to think I'm hitting on you."
Beatrice stared at him for a minute. No. It can't be. He's my friend. "Well, come sit down, anyway. I'm in no mood for being hit on. I'll bust your Tim-Tom-Tamales if you push me. Men are slime."
"Right." Ron perched gingerly on the edge of the sofa. “You know, you missed his tamales, but got him in the appendix scar. It sounded like the surgery was recent.”
"Sit back. Relax. I won't break your tamales tonight. Probably."
He leaned back stiffly. She was conscious of the heat coming from his arm and leg. She scooted next to him and leaned into his shoulder. "Put your arm around me.”
"Yes, Your Majesty," he said, probably trying to sound relaxed and jokey. He was too stiff to pull it off.
"If you'll stroke my hair like my mom used to do, I'll tell you about my day." She thought about her mom, scared and craving affection. Giving Beatrice love on the sly, never in front of Dad.
He patted her head lightly. 
“Close enough."
His hand stilled. "I don't think this is such a great idea." He started to pull away. 
She grabbed his leg. "Don't move, fair knight."
His voice was strangled. "Right. Fine. Don's going to be pissed."
"What does Don have to do with it?"
"He'll think I'm moving in. He's stolen enough girlfriends in his life that he doesn't trust anyone."
"You’re talking crazy. He flirts, but we all know it means nothing. Are you moving in? On me?"
Ron remained silent, his cheeks blushing red. 
She sat up. "Really? On me? I'm flattered. But I'm not going to sleep with either one of you. Don would sleep with me once and never speak to me again. You'd stop talking to me. Pretty soon you would both move out and - poof - my best friends, gone."
"And if I slept with you..." His voice was so soft she could barely hear it.
"You'd want a commitment. You believe in true love. I've seen you fall in love and get your heart broken twice since you moved in next door."
"Well, I moved in just after one of those broken hearts, but yeah. I like committed relationships."
"Until they go bad. And I only date guys who are assholes, but I think are good on the inside. Turns out they're just as foul on the inside as the outside. Even Hank. Cowboy swagger, broad shoulders, made my hormones go pitter-pat."
"Why are you telling me this?" he whispered so quietly she didn't know if she was supposed to hear.
"Because I have to tell someone. Shut up. Ignore me if you want, but I've got to say it and you've got to say 'Uh-huh' and 'Awww' every now and then so it seems like you're listening. I used to have female friends. I still do, but they all live near my parents and most of them got married and moved on." 
"Right."
"Anyway, we went out a couple of times, but I could never imagine going to bed with him. We didn't have anything to say. Or rather, he had plenty to say, but it bored me to tears. If I tried to talk, he'd talk over me."
"And yet..."
"Yeah, finally I had a couple of glasses of wine last night and decided maybe my hormones could cancel out my brain. Didn't work. It was awful. It lasted about three minutes total. Right as I was recovering from the shock..."
He grasped the sides of his head. "I'm covering my ears. Lalalalalala."
"Shut up."
"No really. I can't listen to this. Honestly. It's torture. Inhumane." He actually looked like she was hurting him.
"OK, I'll tell you about my letter this morning." Though this subject would be awful for both of them, too.
"Does it have anything to do with you sleeping with a brainless brute?"
"Tangentially." Completely.
"All right then."
"Sit back. Put your arm around me again. Pat my hair."  
His hand resumed stroking. 
“God, that feels good, Ron." 
He froze. 
"Don't stop."
"Right," he sounded again like he was being strangled.
"The first school I worked at is being sued. I’ve been named as co-defendant."
"Shit. Now what?"
"I got the job through my uncle, who was the principal. I had a short fling with the gym teacher. Big muscles. God's gift to women. That sort of guy."
"Huh. No details. I'm begging." He was a hair away from whining now.
"Anyway, we broke up because he was also schtupping the art teacher and the librarian. My uncle fired him when he found out about the librarian. Turns out my uncle had a thing going with the librarian, in spite of being married to my aunt."
"Sounds like a groundless suit, though. Why would he sue you?"
"I don’t know. I made it to the end of the school year and found a new job here. My aunt was thrilled, to say the least. She's the one who consoled him. Big scandal.”
"Consoled your uncle?"
She sighed heavily and rubbed her face. "No, the gym teacher. He had the morals of a cat in heat. She did too. All of them." 
"Female cats are the ones who go in heat. Get in heat. Heat up. Something. I'm a botanist, what do I know?"
"OK, a stag in rut. A...swan in mating season."
He twitched slightly. "Swans mate for life."
She settled more firmly against his side. "OK, not a swan, though I remember reading something about genetic tests done on baby swans. Anyway."
"Anyway."
She leaned into his hand. Ron massaged her scalp lightly. 
"Yeah, anyway, I was fresh out of college and I end up with this handsome flatterer who drops his pants for anyone."
"So, the letter...?
"The letter was from my uncle's lawyer, our lawyer, saying the bozo's attorney is taking this to court, saying I am responsible for smearing his name so he can't get another job. That I set it up with my aunt and uncle to entrap him. My attorney said we should settle out of court. For a couple million."
HIs muscles tightened. "You're a schoolteacher. No offense, but where would you get even one mil?"
"I guess I wouldn’t have to pay all of it. But my point exactly."
They sat in silence for a few minutes, Ron still gently stroking her hair.
"If we settle, or if we lose in court, I'll lose my job. I'll be a deviant. The attorney says to start looking for a new line of work."
"Are you sure this guy is working for you?" Ron muttered.
"This woman. My uncle hired her."
He snorted softly. "Sounds to me like she's cutting a deal with the other lawyer. They win, all the clients lose."
"Oh, most likely. Maybe my lawyer is sleeping with my ex-boyfriend. Hard to say."
"Right."
"So recap: worst sex ever last night."
"Lalalalalala." He tried to take his hand away, but she held it to her head.
"And then the nasty letter this morning saying I owe two million big ones, or will soon. Oh, then lunch with the guidance counselor, who's a friend of mine and who said I just might be screwed. Then jumped by Tim-Tom-Tamale. Then broke up with Hank and apparently it was my fault he was bad in bed. Oh and the kids at school were totally hyper, jumping out of their skins today. I think it was the weather. Because they’re in high school and shouldn’t be so amped about Halloween tomorrow."
They sat in silence for a few minutes, Ron's hand returning to lazily combing through Beatrice's hair. Her eyes closed. For the first time in ages, she felt secure. It sure felt a lot different than when her mom stroked her hair in those rare moments they had alone. She could feel the heat radiating from Ron's thigh. Every so often, his breath would catch and his hand would dig deeper toward her scalp or he would lean away from her just a fraction of an inch. She turned toward him and slipped her arms around his waist and hugged him tight. He stopped breathing altogether.
She opened her eyes and looked up into his face. His head was tipped back, his face red, and he looked almost like he was in pain. She squeezed a bit harder. "Thanks Ron," she murmured and stretched up to kiss his cheek. In a flash, his mouth covered hers and she froze in shock and let out a squeak. In another flash, Ron was up off the couch and at the door.
He paused and cleared his throat. "Night Beatrice. See you later. Sorry," he said, shakily, and he was gone.
At least he doesn't want to be my mom.  
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