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In hindsight, the story ends the moment it begins. I park in front of the apartment building, my new roommate, Jerry, comes out to help me bring in my meager belongings, and everything is fine. Then he says, “This is my girlfriend, Aster.”

I look at Aster and I’m done.

So if you think about it, Jerry kind of started it.

From our few text exchanges, I know that Jerry, like me, is a third year student at Holsom College, a reputable-if-not-notable school just outside of Seattle. He’s pre-med, a meticulous recycler, and, if today’s outfit is any indication, a fan of polo shirts and the color purple.

“Hey,” Aster says, sticking out a hand as she props open the door to the building with her hip. I hoist my over-stuffed duffel bag higher onto my shoulder and take her hand, forcing myself to let go after a few seconds.

“Hey. I’m Aidan.”

“I know. Jerry told me all about you. Come on up.” Jerry had a lighter load and took the stairs, but Aster presses the button for the elevator and we get in, making the quick trip to the second floor. “Do you live here, too?” I ask, trying not to sound hopeful.

“No,” Aster says as we step out into a quiet hall with pale gray walls. “I’m on campus. This is it.” She stops at door 211 and holds it for me to pass through.

We enter just as Jerry goes back out for more stuff, and Aster leads me past a tidy living room and down a short hallway. It’s my first time living off-campus, and though I’d only seen the place in pictures, it’s already better than the two years I spent in Holsom College residence. The walls aren’t made of stained concrete, the floors aren’t covered in stained carpet, and, well, there aren’t any stains anywhere. The walls are still clean, the wood floors still shiny, the appliances still functioning.

I got into Holsom as part of a scholarship program that gives troubled kids a second chance, and when it became apparent that my second chance was being jeopardized by the distractions of life on campus, I’d managed to convince the program director to let me use my room and board credit to rent a room in town instead. Now here I am, January third, new year, new home, new blonde distraction.

Jerry’s previous roommate left his furniture behind, and I’ve inherited a queen size bed and a slightly lopsided desk. Combined with my duffel and milk crates, it’s the most I’ve ever owned. “This is nice,” I remark, taking things in as Aster lingers in the doorway. “Way better than residence.”

She smiles. “I know, right? Nothing is stained.”

She has a shoulder-length blond bob and clear, makeup-free skin. Her white T-shirt sets off her natural tan, and her torn jeans and bare feet make her look like she’d be more at home on a surfboard than a college campus. The dip in the V-neck of her T-shirt gives me a glimpse of cleavage I will think about for many nights to come.

I don’t have a type. I like all girls. Short, tall, thin, curvy, light, dark, and everything in between. Aster lands on the naturally pretty part of the spectrum, straight white teeth, clear blue eyes, and, when I pass her on my way to collect more things, a tiny smattering of freckles across her nose.

She smells like laundry detergent.

I’m still smelling it after Jerry and I have carted up the rest of my belongings, and I’m still thinking about it when he offers me a beer and toasts with, “To roommates.”

Jerry seems like a nice guy, but he’s my total opposite. His hair is dark, mine is dirty blond. His arms are tattoo-free; both of mine are etched in ink I started getting when I was fifteen. Jerry’s here because his dad’s a doctor; I’m here because the judge told me if I didn’t go to college I’d be going to jail instead. He said lifting cars and lifting weights weren’t the only things I could do, but that’s all I had to look forward to if I didn’t take the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity he felt strangely compelled to offer me.

I’m not an idiot. I took it. I took the scholarship they probably could have given to some kid who wasn’t faking his gratitude. But hey, I figured I’d made a living taking things that weren’t mine—why stop now?

“How were your holidays?” Aster asks, perching on the arm of Jerry’s chair. The living room has a leather couch and two club chairs, and I’m on the couch opposite the two of them, trying not to eyeball Aster’s cleavage.

“Just fine,” I reply, sipping my beer. “Yours?” To stop myself from staring I turn my attention to the front window. The January sky is gray, its pale expanse carved up by the bare branches of the tree that looms outside. In the summer, when it’s leafy and green, it’s probably pretty. Right now it feels like prison bars. I’d only spent a few nights behind them, but it was enough to convince me I’d taken a wrong turn somewhere right around the time I stole my first car.

Jerry wraps up a story about spending Christmas with family in Portland, and I missed whatever Aster said. Their politeness makes me feel antsy, like more of a black sheep than I already am. They’re the smiling, sweet people you see in catalogues, modeling corduroy and sneakers. I’m…not.

A shrill ring interrupts and Aster gives a little jump. “Shoot!” she exclaims. “Sorry.” She stands and pulls a phone from her back pocket, answering on the third ring. Her voice grows muffled as she disappears down the hall.

“So,” Jerry says. “You back to class tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“The break was nice.”

I nod along, like I didn’t spend it in residence with a kid from Taiwan. He didn’t speak much English but he had some awesome video games, so that helped pass the time.

“You said you, uh, play Frisbee baseball?” Jerry asks when the silence becomes awkward. “I didn’t know that was a thing.”

I try to appear pleasant and conversational, but it’s not easy. I don’t fit in at Holsom, and I definitely don’t fit in with purple polo shirts. “Me either,” I say finally. I hadn’t heard of the sport until I was informed that part of my scholarship requirement was that I have at least one “approved” pastime and a part-time job. Now I play Frisbee baseball at one of the campus gyms every Thursday and pull three shifts a week at the library.

“Aster’s good at sports,” Jerry says when Aster pads back into the room, her bare feet quiet on the hardwood.

“I’m okay,” she says, returning to her spot next to him. “I can run without falling down. What do you play, Aidan?”

Hearing her say my name has an odd effect on me. Most people call me by my last time, Shaw. For some reason it makes me want to sit up a bit straighter, put the beer away, be better. But I don’t.

“Nothing,” I reply. “Not really.”

Her brows pull together in confusion. “Oh.”

“He plays Frisbee baseball,” Jerry offers, suddenly uncertain. “On a rec team?”

I feel bad. I’m not really a dick, I just don’t like small talk. Or a lot of talk.

“On Thursdays,” I make myself say.

Aster scratches her knee through the torn denim, echoing Jerry’s words from earlier. “I didn’t know that was a thing.”

“A lot of people don’t. We’re always short players.”

Jerry perks up a bit, seizing the chance to show me what a good roommate he is. “Aster could fill in for you, if you wanted.” Then he turns to Aster. “And if you wanted,” he adds.

If she’s annoyed at him offering her services, she hides it well. “I’m free Thursdays. Just call me, if you want me.” Then she laughs. “To play,” she corrects herself. “If you want me to play with you.”

She presses her hand to her chest, drawing my attention there yet again. My stomach tightens, then my thighs, my arms. Everything pulls in tight, anticipating my next move, the way it did whenever I found the car I’d been sent to steal, sitting there, innocent, waiting.

No clue what was coming.

And no way to stop it.
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I’m smoking in front of the gym when Aster arrives on Thursday night. It’s dark and cold, the sky clear. The parking lot is half full of cars, and Aster weaves between them as she walks up. She’s wearing a puffy yellow jacket zipped to her chin, a red hat pulled down low over her ears. She’s the brightest thing in the lot.

I stub out my cigarette on a trash can and toss the butt away, nodding at Aster when she’s close. “Hey.”

“Hey. I didn’t realize you smoked.”

“Only sometimes. Don’t tell Jerry.” The apartment building is non-smoking, but I only smoke when I’m stressed, so it wasn’t an issue. The fact that I stressed all day at the prospect of seeing Aster for the first time since I’d moved in, is an issue.

“Your secret’s safe with me.” She smiles, but I swear I see her nose wrinkle a little bit when I reach past her for the door. I’m wearing a hoodie over my T-shirt and sweats, and now I pull it off as I follow her inside, hoping the smoke doesn’t cling to my skin.

The building has two gymnasiums and a small pool, and the air smells like chlorine as we walk down a hallway lined with orange lockers. The gym doors have been propped open to encourage spectators, none of whom ever turn up.

“That’s us,” I say, pointing toward a small group of people in white mesh jerseys on the far side of the room. “Thanks for coming.”

“No problem,” Aster replies. She pulls off the red hat and shakes out her hair, the thick, shiny strands falling neatly into place. She’s a foot in front of me and I take a second to admire her ass in the black workout tights, her lean legs, graceful walk. I meant it when I said I like all kinds of girls, but I’ve never been with a girl like Aster. A girl who looks like she goes on ski holidays with her wealthy family and reads books to blind kids in her free time. Someone who’s totally comfortable smiling and shaking hands with my teammates and introducing herself, saying her name, Aster Aster Aster, so many times it turns into a chant I can’t get out of my head.

Frisbee baseball isn’t terribly different from actual baseball, we just use a disc instead of a ball, but Aster listens politely as Shamus, our Irish team captain, outlines the rules, then takes her position in right field as we begin. My team is called the Shamrocks, courtesy of Shamus, and our opponents are the Scare Bears. I’m playing third when the first player comes up to bat, eyeballing Aster. There aren’t a lot of Frisbee baseball teams at Holsom, so they immediately identify her as a newbie and predictably hurl the disc in her direction. She jogs back ten feet, waits for the disc to drop, and catches it easily before tossing it back in. One down.

The next batter tries the same thing, this time a shorter toss, aimed to drop in front of her. It skitters across the ground and she runs in, scoops it up, and fires it into second, catching the runner as he tries for a double.

Two down.

Okay, maybe Aster looks like a girl who skis and reads to blind kids and plays Frisbee baseball.

The third player isn’t intimidated by the last two plays, and whips the disc into right field. It soars high and deep and Aster breaks into a sprint as she tracks it. The disc is coming down but still has momentum, and the runner is already rounding second. It’s an easy home run until Aster leaps into the air, one arm extended, and snatches the Frisbee. She lands on her feet, takes two steps to slow her speed, then casually jogs back in. Our team waits there, deeply impressed, and I’m standing at the back of the line to high five her as we return to our bench.

“What the fuck?” I mutter into her ear as she tosses the disc to the other team’s first baseman.

She bats her lashes at me, too deliberate to actually be innocent. “What? Isn’t that what I was supposed to do?”

“How many more secret skills do you have?”

She grins and blows a piece of hair off her forehead. “No secrets here, Aidan.”


* * *




The first inning wasn’t beginner’s luck. Aster is a fucking all star. She “hits” well, runs smart, and fields like a genie. There’s nothing she can’t do. Shamus is drooling over her by the time we get to the bottom of the fourth, and he’s fully in love with her when we win 13-8. Though she’d offered, I’d had no intention of actually asking Aster to play with us tonight. It was only Shamus’s pitiful email pleas begging us to find a female player for the game—and the dearth of response from the rest of our teammates—that prompted me to ask Jerry if he’d invite Aster on my behalf. He’d been more than happy to help. In fact, Jerry is always happy. He’s the most upbeat, positive guy I’ve ever met. He’s so upbeat he circles right back around from happy to annoying to kind of mystifying. It’s also why I told myself not to invite Aster to play—it’d be one thing to lust after Jerry’s girl if he were an asshole, but it’s quite another when he’s so, well, nice. The kind of guy a girl like Aster would fall for. The kind that’s nothing like me.

The team goes for drinks after each game and I normally bail, but tonight Shamus invites Aster and she accepts. “You coming, Aidan?” she asks.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say no, but hearing the invite come from Aster takes away any impulse to reject the offer. Maybe I can consider socializing with my teammates penance for jerking off to the image of my roommate’s girlfriend three times in the four days since I last saw her.

We get dressed and trek across campus to a small Irish pub, Shamus’s favorite. There are ten of us, so we grab a couple of tables and stick them together while Shamus goes to order the first round. He returns with a couple of pitchers and a server follows with a tray of glasses, and in less than a minute we’ve all got a glass of beer and a fake smile as we pretend to listen to Shamus’s toast.

I’m sitting next to Aster, and I don’t hear a word of what Shamus is saying. When everyone echoes the toast I just mumble something, touching my glass to that of the guy next to me, and the girl next to him, then, finally, Aster’s. Our fingers bump and she notices the four letters crudely etched into my knuckles: R-I-D-E.

“Ride?” she reads, automatically reaching for my other hand. I want to pull it back, keep it out of sight and not offend her, but there’s really no way to jerk away without doing exactly that. Instead I let her enfold my rough hand in her smooth one, her fingers curling mine into a fist so she can read the second word. H-A-R-D.

“Ride hard.” She looks at me. “Ride what?”

I try not to stare at her eyes. They’re cornflower blue, a shade I know because they used to grow in this weird little patch in the field behind our home when I was a kid. It’s a color I associate with being young and carefree and happy. A color I haven’t seen since one of the bookies my dad failed to pay burned down our house.

“Ride whatever,” I make myself say, the words scratching my throat. I take a sip of beer like my only problem right now is dehydration.

“Jerry said you don’t have a car.”

That’s true; I’d borrowed one for the hour it had taken me to pack up my stuff from residence and cart it over to the apartment. “There are other things to ride.”

“Motorcycles?”

She’s too close. I can see her freckles, count the tiny strands of hair that cling to her temples, damp with sweat.

I’ve never had a girl this close to me in a bar that wasn’t waiting for me to make a move, or planning her own move. All of my instincts are urging me to put down my glass and take Aster’s hands and put them on my crotch and show her just how hard I like to ride. It might offend her. Or it might turn her on.

Only one way to find out.

“Are we going to see you again, Aster?” Shamus asks, promptly slicing the tension in two. Or maybe the tension was all in my mind, because Aster has no trouble turning away from me to focus on him. I try to listen to the conversation, to hear Aster say she can play again if we find ourselves short, but I can’t. Coming here was a bad idea. A table of chaperones and I can barely control myself. Story of my life.

I down my beer and Shamus reaches for the pitcher to pour me another. “No, thanks,” I say, waving him off. “I have to get going.”

“Oh,” Aster says, sounding surprised even as she gets to her feet. “I’ll come with you.”

“I can walk you home,” Shamus offers quickly. “If you don’t want to leave right away.”

I wince when I see how stupidly lovestruck he is.

“That’s okay,” she says. “Aidan lives with my boyfriend, and I’m going to their place.”

I wince again when I see Shamus’s heart break into a million little pieces, shattering all over the table. “I see.”

“Thanks for having me,” Aster adds, pulling on her red hat. “Nice meeting you all.”

A chorus of goodbyes follows us out of the pub and into the frosty night air.

“I didn’t realize you were coming over,” I say when we’ve taken a few steps in silence.

“I’m not. I just didn’t want to hurt his feelings later.”

“Ah.”

“Do you think I embarrassed him in front of everybody?”

“No,” I tell her. “I’m sure he’s used to being rejected.”

She laughs. “Ouch.”

“At least now he knows you’re off limits, so if you come back, he won’t keep hitting on you.” For my peace of mind, as much as Jerry’s.

“That’s true.”

I glance at her. “Which way to your place?”

“You don’t have to walk me.”

“Of course I do. It’s dark. I’m a gentleman. Or couldn’t you tell?” I hold up my tattooed knuckles.

“How could I forget?”

We walk across the quiet campus, winding between the sleepy buildings and bare trees. Street lamps buzz softly overhead, the sidewalks already glistening with frost.

“How long have you and Jerry been together?” I ask. I’d wanted to ask Jerry about Aster all week, but couldn’t figure out how to work it into conversation without it sounding like I was wondering if it would be difficult to break them up.

“A little over a year,” she answers, brushing a piece of hair back off her face. Her cheeks are pink with cold, making her even cuter, more wholesome, more not my type. But my dick is just not getting the message, and when I sneak a peek at her ass, it blatantly ignores my instructions not to think about it.

“We met at move-in last year,” she adds. “We pretty much started dating right away.”

“Lucky guy.”

“What about you? Jerry didn’t mention if you had a girlfriend.”

“No. No girl.”

“What about Missy?”

“Who?”

“Missy? On your team? She played second base and jumped into your arms after your home run?”

“Oh. Missy. No. Not her.” Missy has been flirting with me since she joined the team in September, but I’ve never taken her up on her offer. I have to play with those guys every Thursday, and I don’t want to hook up with Missy and then see her pouting week after week because I didn’t call.

And though I hardly know her, I know Aster’s a girl who expects a phone call.

And Jerry’s the guy who calls her.

“This is me,” she says, stopping in front of a tall concrete building. “Thanks for walking me.”

“Any time.”

“And thanks for inviting me. That was fun.”

“Why do you live here?” I blurt out. “And not with Jerry?”

“I’m an R.A.,” she replies. “A resident advisor. It covers the cost of dorms and meals. I could use the money. And…it was too soon to live with Jerry.”

“Sorry. None of my business.” Though I file away the fact that if she needs the cash, maybe she doesn’t go on ski trips with her wealthy family. She probably does read to blind kids, though.

“That’s okay. Also, he steals money from my wallet.”

“What?”

She laughs, the same sound I haven’t forgotten from earlier in the week. The same one I hear when I’m jerking off. “Just kidding. Jerry’s great. You’re going to love him.” She waves and pulls out her keys. “Good night, Aidan.”

I step back. “’Night, Aster.”
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For the next six days, I manage to think about Aster a little less. I only jack off to the thought of her ass in the air and my hands in her hair three times. It’s an improvement over last week.

All of my hard work is promptly undone when I let myself into the apartment Wednesday night and find Aster alone on the couch. There’s a pizza box on the cushion next to her, her bare feet crossed at the ankles on the ottoman. The visual of coming home to Aster hits me stupidly hard, and I tell myself the heat I’m feeling is just the contrast from the cold air outside. That the want tugging at my insides is just hunger.

But it’s not.

“Hey,” I make myself say. I turn around and take off my coat and boots, trying not to show how happy I am to see her.

“Hey,” she replies. “Sorry for just being here like this. Jerry was supposed to meet me for dinner but he got stuck at the lab and I’d already ordered the pizza.”

“Totally fine.”

The kitchen and living room are divided by a small counter, so I can still see her as I fill a glass with tap water and down it in three swallows.

“Do you want some food?” Aster asks. “Jerry’s going to eat at the lab, and he said to tell you to help yourself if you’re hungry.”

I try not to appear too “hungry” when I look at Aster and wonder what else Jerry is willing to share.

I should tell her no. I should say I ate and go into my room and close the door and put on headphones and forget she’s here. But I’ve never been good at resisting temptation, even when it’s wearing an oversized Holsom sweatshirt and faded jeans and seems to be legitimately enjoying Bridget Jones’s Diary.

“I’ll have some pizza,” I say, grabbing a napkin from the counter. “But you’ve gotta change the channel.”

“This movie’s a classic.”

“It’s not.” I take the spot on the far end of the couch, the pizza between us. I can practically feel her scrutinizing my white button-up shirt and dark pants, far from my usual attire of jeans and old concert T-shirts.

“Did you have a late class?” she asks.

I grab a slice of pizza. It’s pepperoni and mushroom and it’s still hot. My mouth waters and I take a bite, glancing at Aster. It’s not a secret that I have a job, but it’s not something I advertise. My job at the library is in stark contrast to the tattooed knuckles and bad attitude.

“I was working,” I say around the food. “At the library.”

“Oh. I didn’t know.”

“I never told you. Change the channel.”

She picks up the remote and scrolls through the options in the guide. “I’m just being nice because you’re new,” she informs me.

I grin. Aster’s being nice because she’s a nice person. “And when I’m not new? What happens then?”

“All this hospitality goes right out the window.”

“Uh-oh.”

“It’s as terrible as it sounds.”

“Does Jerry know you’re cruel?”

“Nope. He came with me to see Bridget Jones’s Baby in theater.”

I groan and stuff the rest of the pizza in my mouth. If that’s what it takes to get a girl like Aster, maybe I’ve been jerking off to the wrong girl. “Jerry needs some guidance.”

She smirks. “Are you going to be that guide?”

“If I ever find him watching Bridget Jones by himself, I’ll have to step in. No real man watches that movie willingly. And he only watches it for a girl if there’s a blow jo—” I catch myself way too late. Aster’s blue eyes widen and she freezes, a piece of pizza extended toward her pretty mouth. “I’m sorry,” I say hastily. “I forgot who—”

Then she laughs. And laughs. And laughs.

She drops the pizza back into the box she’s laughing so hard.

“Poor Jerry,” she wheezes, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. “I just had to buy his popcorn.”

I snicker, relief making me weak and stupid. “It’s none of my business,” I say, even though I want it to be my business. I want to take Aster to a chick flick and make her pay for it with filthy sexual favors afterward. I want to find out if she’d be offended by it.

“I think you’ll be a good influence on Jerry,” she says after a second. She’s focused on the TV again, settling on a Big Bang Theory rerun.

I almost choke. “Did you say a good influence?” Not once in my life has anyone ever called me a good influence. I’m not sure I’ve ever even been called good, period. And I’m not sure how to feel about it.

“Yeah,” Aster says. “He’s so focused on school that he sometimes forgets to have fun. Maybe you’ll rub off on him.”

“What do you do for fun, Aster?”

She glances at my knuckles and rolls her lips contemplatively. “Lots of things.”

I try not to curl my hands into fists, try not to show her how I have to work so fucking hard not to reach over there to touch her, just to see if I can.

I might have been wrong about the money. I might even be wrong about the blind kids. But Aster’s a nice person, a good person. She’s not going to fuck me if she has a boyfriend.

So the boyfriend will have to go.
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The middle of next week, I come home to find Jerry studying in the living room. He’s alone, for once. Normally I have to see him and Aster cuddling or looking way too happy together as they eat dinner or lock themselves away in his room. I never hear them banging through the walls, but I’m not desperate enough to think they’re sitting in there reading scripture, either.

I wish.

“Hey,” I say, hanging up my coat.

“Hey,” Jerry replies. He closes his textbook. “How was work?”

“Just fine. Ready for the weekend.”

“I hear you.”

“Yeah?” I grab some leftover takeout from the fridge. “When was the last time you went out?”

He doesn’t even lie. “I don’t remember,” he admits. “It’s been a while.”

“Come out on Friday,” I say, like it’s just occurred to me. “A friend of mine is getting married and we’re having a bachelor party.”

“Getting married?” he exclaims. “How old is this friend?”

“Twenty-three. He’s a fucking idiot. We’re going to give him one last send-off before the ball and chain get tied on.”

“That’s young.”

I eat another mouthful of cold chow mein. “Real young. You and Aster headed that way?”

“For marriage?”

“Yeah.”

I wait for him to say no, this is college, they’re having fun, it’s not permanent. Instead he says, “Maybe once I finish med school and I’m working. I don’t want to tie her down when I have nothing to offer.”

A little shiver of guilt snakes through me, but I ignore it. “You’ll have lots to offer—in ten years. For now, live a little. Come have a beer on a Friday night.”

“Okay,” he says reluctantly. “You’re right. I’ll come. Thanks.”

I throw the empty takeout container in the trashcan across the room, sinking the three-pointer. “Thank you.”


* * *




Jerry tries to wear a tie to the bachelor party. He comes out of his room at ten on Friday night, no doubt having sat in there for the past two hours, wondering when we were supposed to leave. I told him around ten, but he didn’t think it was possible to start something so late. I swear Jerry’s an eighty-year-old man in a twenty-one-year-old body.

“Take that off,” I tell him when I spot the polka dot tie. Polka dots. Jerry might be nice and on his way to becoming a doctor, but I’m not sure those facts can make up for this tie. I’m doing Aster a huge favor by intervening here.

At least, that’s who I tell myself the favor’s for.

“What?” Jerry asks, automatically touching the tie. “This tie?”

“Yeah. It’s a bachelor party, not a horse race.”

“I haven’t been to a horse race in forever,” Jerry says. “Have you—”

“No. Tie off.”

He reluctantly undoes the tie, folds it carefully, and rests it on an end table. I’m sitting on the couch, wearing jeans and black button-up shirt, my combat boots propped on the ottoman as I eat a bowl of popcorn. I told him this wasn’t a drink-expensive-scotch-and-smoke-cigars type of deal, but I don’t think he believed me until now.

“And untuck your shirt,” I say.

“But that’s so slopp—” He breaks off when he sees my face. He’s got his sea green shirt tucked completely inside his khakis, and it takes him twelve full seconds to pull it out. There. At least he looks like a semi-youthful person. Or at least a bank employee who’s finished work for the evening.

“All right,” I say, getting to my feet. “Let’s go.”

I can tell Jerry’s nervous as we make the twenty-minute trek through the cold night to a dive bar called Bender just off the edge of campus. Bender is the anchor of a plaza of seedy businesses, all of which are open twenty-four hours. Pawn shop, sex shop, money lending. Everything a guy could ask for.

I grab the door and noise pours out, the battle of old rock music warring with drunken revelers and a recap of a rowdy football game. Jerry pauses for a second before entering, probably uttering a quick thank-you-God he’s not wearing the tie.

The bar is small and tightly packed, and so dark I probably wouldn’t have located my friends if I couldn’t hear them. They’ve commandeered three tables and a booth in the back corner, near a hallway blocked by a flimsy beaded curtain. They haven’t been here for long, but the table is already littered with empty shot glasses and baskets of greasy food.

“Shaw!” someone bellows, and more shouts follow.

I lead Jerry to the table and pull out two chairs near the curtain. “Hey,” I say. “This is my roommate.” I make the introductions and Jerry does a commendable job of not appearing too alarmed at the company he’s being asked to keep.

I enrolled at Holsom as part of their Promise & Potential Program, and that’s how I met most of these guys. Boasting tattoos, piercings, muscles, and perma-scowls, we work at the library, the bakery, and the campus daycare. My friend Wes did two years in prison for his part in a small scale drug operation; now he can change a dirty diaper in ten seconds flat.

Not that anybody will tell Jerry this.

I see a couple side-eye glances at the khakis, but no one comments. They don’t know about Aster or my ulterior motive for this evening, they think I’m just bringing Jerry out for a good time. And I am.

A fresh round of shots arrives and I expect Jerry to ask for a glass of white wine, but he grabs his glass and joins in the toast for Brix, the unlucky guy getting married in a month, and downs the whisky like a pro.

I keep pace for the next two rounds, then switch to water. I’ve got a small buzz, but Jerry’s cheeks are flushed and his eyes are glassy and he’s not half as tense as when he arrived. He even laughs at T.J.’s story about threatening to break the fingers of a student who claimed his cinnamon bun was over-baked and tried to get a refund.

“That bun was not over-baked!” T.J. shouts, pounding the table. “It was moist!”

We shout our agreed outrage and I can practically see Jerry making a mental note never to visit the bakery.

“Hey, boys,” coos a familiar voice, soft but seductive enough to wind through the testosterone-fuelled noise.

“Hey, Sin,” comes the chorus.

“Sin?” Jerry echoes as she steps through the curtain and puts her flawless, mostly-bare body on display.

“Sindy,” she says. “Sin for short.” She bends to whisper in his ear. “Or long.”

“Huh?”

Brix gives me a strange look. I’ve told them most of the truth about Jerry: he’s my roommate, pre-med, nice guy, a bit uptight. Definitely not a guy who’s paid for sex, or seen someone else pay for sex. I’ve never paid for it myself, but if you’ve been to Bender, you’ve seen guys—and gals—slip through that beaded curtain after Sindy and slide back out with a satisfied smile on their face. Hence tonight’s prime seating arrangements.

Sindy sinks into a free chair and crosses her legs, monitoring Jerry’s face the whole time, sizing him up. He’s a little drunk, a little confused, and a little turned on.

“I haven’t seen you here before,” she says. She leans in, arms pressing into her torso to emphasize her fantastic rack. She wears a sparkly gold bra that leaves little to the imagination, and I can almost see the shiny fabric reflected in Jerry’s eyes.

“Um, it’s my first time,” he manages to reply. “I’m normally…studying.” He’s having a hard time keeping his gaze off her chest, though he’s doing a commendable job of trying.

“Hey,” Brix says, rapping on the table to get my attention. “You wanna watch your friend get his rocks off or play pool?”

“That’s a tough one,” I say, standing. “But I guess I can kick your ass before your new wife takes over.”

Half of us move to the far side of the bar with the pool tables and dartboards. I see Wes talking to some sketchy guys in the corner, but tell myself to stay out of it. We all got our spot in this program for a reason; it’s probably nothing.

Brix reserved a table and now he racks the balls and takes the first shot. “Should we make this interesting?” he asks, reaching for his wallet.

“No,” I say automatically. I’ve done a lot of bad shit, but I never gamble. Never.

“Right,” he drawls, smirking as he sinks his first ball. “Because you’re afraid of losing.”

“Ha.” I scoff as he misses his next shot, then pick up my cue. “I’m doing you a favor. You’ll see.”

I know these guys well enough to call them my friends, but not well enough to talk to them about the situation with Jerry and Aster, though I have a hard time concentrating on the game when across the room I see that Sin has moved into my chair to be closer to Jerry. She’s got her hand on his bicep and her head tossed back as she laughs at something he said.

T.J. comes over with another round of shots and I hesitate before taking one. Alcohol only gets me into trouble. Women get me in trouble. I get me in trouble.

Fuck it. It’s Friday. I’ll sleep through the weekend and be back on the straight and narrow come Monday.

Three games of pool and another five—or was it eight?—shots later, I can’t even remember what straight and narrow means. We stumble back to the table, mocking Wes’s failed attempts to pick up women and his insistence that he “didn’t want to, anyway,” and find Jerry and Sindy squeezed into a booth together.

A half-eaten basket of carrot sticks sits in front of them, as well as an empty bottle of white wine and two glasses.

Oh, Jerry.

I sigh inwardly, thinking tonight’s game plan might be a little harder to execute than expected, then perk up when I notice that Sindy’s only got one hand visible. The other is hidden beneath the table, doing something that’s making Jerry have a hard time finishing his sentence.

“How long have they been in there?” I ask T.J. T.J. went from high school straight into prison, and came to Holsom after he got out early for good behavior. Now he’s an art history major who makes a mean focaccia.

“Too long,” he replies. “He still doesn’t know that what Sindy’s offering ain’t free. At least, it never has been.”

Sindy’s a business woman at heart, skilled in one of womankind’s oldest trades, and even as I’m thinking how best to insinuate myself into their party for two and convince them to take things into the back, Sindy links her fingers with Jerry’s and tugs him out of the booth toward the beads.

She parts the shiny curtain and giggles sexily as she pulls on his hand, and at the last second he turns to look at me, the same look I must have had when I stole my first car. The look of someone who knows he’s going to do something bad, maybe even wants to do something bad, even as he understands there will be consequences.

Then he lets Sindy lure him out of sight.

“Damn,” Wes mutters. “That guy? Really?”

“C’mon,” T.J. says. “Look at those khakis! When else is he going to get laid if he doesn’t pay for it?”

He’s not paying for it, I think.

I am.


5

I wake up with a splitting headache. The weak sunlight slipping past the edge of the curtain feels like daggers piercing my skull, and I groan and cover my face with the pillow.

Eventually I lift the pillow and check the time on my phone: just after eleven o’clock in the morning. I don’t have any plans for the day beyond shuffling to the kitchen for some aspirin and crawling back into bed. That’s as far as I can make it.

It takes another ten minutes before I manage to get my feet on the floor. I fell asleep in my jeans and now I pull on a T-shirt as I plod down the hall to the kitchen. Jerry’s already there, looking as shitty as I feel. His dark hair sticks up every which way and his skin has an unhealthy gray tinge. He’s wearing a Holsom hoodie and a pair of boxers, staring morosely into a glass of orange juice.

“Hey,” I mutter, my voice hoarse. I fill a cup with tap water, fetch three aspirin from the cupboard, and down them with one swallow.

“Hey,” Jerry replies. He may appear sick, but he just sounds…sad. Especially sad for a guy who got laid last night.

I know the answer, but still I ask, “You all right?”

He doesn’t look up from the juice.

“Want some aspirin?”

A tiny head shake.

Okay, I’m starting to feel bad for the guy. Not so bad that I don’t intend to go through with the rest of my plan to have Sindy bump into Aster and Jerry and spill the beans on last night’s encounter, but bad all the same. Bad on top of bad.

“Did you have a good time at the party?” I ask, joining him at the counter. “In spite of the hangover?”

He slowly raises his red-rimmed eyes. “No,” he says, his voice surprisingly firm. “I didn’t have a good time. I had a horrible time. It was… I was…horrible.”

I’ve known Sindy for the three years I’ve been in town, but we’ve never hooked up. Still, no one she’s been with has ever described her as horrible. Quite the opposite.

“I thought you hit it off with that, uh, waitress.”

“She didn’t work there. She was hanging out. She was lonely.”

If only he knew.

“She was hot.”

He meets my stare. “That’s not supposed to matter. I’m not supposed to do anything about it.”

“So you two…?”

He scrubs his hands over his face. “She…” He gestures to his crotch, and I infer the rest.

“That’s it?” I press. “Just a blow job?”

“That’s it? That’s it? That’s everything! That’s too much! When Aster finds out that I— That I—” He breaks off sadly. “That’ll be it.”

Never mind that I plan to make sure she finds out, I still ask, “How would she know about it?”

He gapes at me. “I have to tell her.”

Now I gape. “You’re going to tell your girlfriend you let another girl blow you?”

“She’s going to know something happened!” he moans. “She’ll be able to tell right away and I can’t lie to her. I love her. And now she’s going to hate me.”

I can’t believe Jerry’s going to do the rest of my dirty work for me. Another hint of guilt stirs, but I squash it. On the one hand I’m sympathetic to the guy’s situation, but on the other hand…he got the blow job. I just…helped.

“Maybe she’ll understand,” I offer lamely. “Maybe she’ll forgive you.”

Jerry scoffs. “Why? Why would she do that? Have you seen her? Have you met her? Aster is amazing. She’s a million miles out of my league. She has no reason to forgive me.”

“She loves you.”

He shrugs and sips his juice. “It won’t be enough. This is going to break her heart. Even if she managed to forgive me, I could never forgive myself.”

Jerry’s very sincere self-flagellation is starting to make me seriously uncomfortable. I haven’t bothered trying to convince myself that my motives here are anything other than selfish, because they’re motivated by the simple desire to have something that isn’t mine. But Jerry’s feeling bad enough for the both of us, and my conscience is starting to take note.

“Hey,” I say, reaching over to awkwardly pat his shoulder. “Just give it a day or two. You feel like shit right now, but maybe you’ll think differently on Monday.”

“Have you ever lied to someone about something this big?” he asks. “Broken their heart?”

Now it’s my turn to study my beverage. “No,” I lie. “I haven’t.”

He sighs. “Then you can’t understand.”


* * *




On Sunday night I’m watching the final minutes of a crappy football game with Jerry. Everything about this weekend has been crap, particularly because Jerry feels truly awful about what happened and I’ve been too hungover to leave the apartment to escape him.

“Do you play any sports?” I ask.

Jerry shrugs. “Nah. I played some growing up—Little League or whatever—but my dad’s a surgeon and one night I got a pitch inside, swung, and hit my hand instead. Broke it. After that my dad said if I wanted to be a doctor I had to take care of myself first, so that was the end of sports.”

“Do you want to be a doctor?”

He nods. “Yep. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. You?”

“Definitely not a doctor.”

“What’s your major? You never told me.”

“Social work.” The degree hits a little too close to home so I’d dodged the question during our roommate interview, but I’m still feeling bad about my
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