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The young man who opened the door for me had to be the best-looking human on the planet. I was at his house to pick up a girl, most likely his sister. I had asked her out on a whim, and she had smiled and said yes, also on a whim it seemed to me, but in any case, here I was.

“Hi. Hailey here?” I asked.

The boy was looking at me in the same way that I suspected I was looking at him, kind of dazzled by an unexpected pleasure. That didn’t figure. I was good-looking myself, maybe, but not that good looking. Not like him. Just average good looks like Hailey.

“Yeah,” he said. “She said she was going out with a new guy tonight. I guess that’s you.”

“I guess it is.”

“You sure you’re not used?”

Handsome kid and clever too.

“I have been.”

The boy smiled. Lovely smile. “Sorry to hear that. Come in. I’ll get her.”

New guy, huh? Whatever. New guy, new girl. I had finally gotten over the last girl who dumped me, one in a long string. I was getting pretty fed up with girls, actually, but there was something about Hailey I liked. She was worth a try.

While the boy went upstairs, a woman came in from another part of the house and introduced herself as Hailey’s mother. She seemed pleased with my appearance, but I was used to that. I basically look like a nice guy, and I like to think I am. Nothing too threatening or off-putting about me, although girls’ fathers sometimes act like there is. Girls’ fathers are like that around most guys, and I don’t blame them. In most cases they are interacting with the dude who is screwing their daughter, and they know it. That’s just how it is these days. Sex comes pretty easy, or at least that is my experience. I have seen the old movies with guys getting worked up over the girls and the girls playing hard to get and not putting out. It isn’t like that anymore. Girls are aggressive now. Maybe girls were objectified back in the old days, but now, I swear it is the guys. I can feel women mentally undressing me just about everywhere I go. I get slipped more phone numbers than I want, and I don’t think my experience is unusual.

“She’s almost ready,” the boy said, coming down the stairs.

He crossed the room and offered his hand, an old-fashioned handshake. “I’m Clay,” he said. “Hailey’s brother.”

“Parish,” I told him. “Nice to meet you.”

“Parish?”

“Yeah. Parish.”

“I’ve never heard that name before.”

“You wouldn’t have,” I said. “I’m new. Remember?”

Another big smile. A grin actually. His grin was even prettier than his smile. I realized I had just learned the definition of fetching. Fetching was standing in front of me.

“Have a seat,” Clay said, motioning me toward a chair. “I’ll keep you company until Hailey comes down.”

“All right,” I said, taking a seat.

The only thing I could think of to talk about was how astonishingly beautiful the guy was, and since guys don’t do that, I was tongue-tied.

“Where you guys going?” Clay asked, after it became obvious I was socially incompetent.

“I’ll let Hailey decide, but I was going to suggest the Raven.”

“Cool place,” Clay said. “Wish I could get in.”

“Don’t they do underage shows some nights?”

“No. Nothing Strikes Back does, but not the Raven. Gotta be twenty-one.”

“Nothing Strikes Back is my favorite club, actually,” I said. “But the Raven’s got a good band playing tonight. At least I like them.”

“Who’s playing?”

“Hoi Polloi.”

“I’ve seen them! They’re awesome!”

“Your sister like them?”

“I don’t think so. She’s more into jazz and softer stuff.”

“Jazz? Really? I wouldn’t have guessed that. But I just met her recently. Haven’t talked much. That’s what tonight’s all about, getting to know each other.”

Clay just smiled, said nothing.

“Maybe I better change plans,” I said. “If you don’t think she’ll like the band.”

“She would probably like watching the drummer.”

I was surprised he said that. The drummer always performed with his shirt off, the only member of the band who did. And he was drop-dead gorgeous according to every girl I’d ever taken to see them. It was true. He was. But I’d never heard a dude acknowledge his appeal.

“Maybe I should rethink this plan,” I said. “Taking a girl to see a hot guy onstage. Hmmmm....”

Clay laughed. “You’ve nothing to worry about,” he said.

I wondered what he meant by that.

“Hi, Parish!”

This was Hailey, entering the room with more enthusiasm than the occasion seemed to call for. 

“Hey,” I said. “You ready?”

“All ready,” she said. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”

“Clay kept me company,” I said.

Hailey rolled her eyes. “In that case, I’m really sorry I kept you waiting.”

I looked at Clay. No reaction. I suppose he was used to it. I opened the door for Hailey and was about to follow her through when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned.

“Don’t forget to mention the hot drummer,” Clay said. 

I stared at him a second then shut the door, joining Hailey on the porch.

“Where we going?” Hailey asked.

“I was thinking of a little coffee house across town,” I said. “Sometimes they have live jazz.”

“Sounds lovely,” Hailey said. “But shall we eat first?”

It was nine fifteen, and I had expected she would have eaten already. Lucky for me I had changed the plan. I would probably have enough money to take her out to eat and to the coffee house if I didn’t eat much at either place myself, but I doubted if I had enough in my wallet to pay for our meals plus the live show at The Raven.

I opened the car door for her, and as I did, I looked back at the house to see if we were being watched. I didn’t see anyone. For just a second, I thought how nice it would be if instead of this date, I was picking up Clay to go watch Hoi Polloi rock the Raven. The simplicity of that plan appealed to me. I loved that band. Had I known Hailey wouldn’t like them, I would have picked another night for our date so I wouldn’t miss the band. Maybe I should toss it out there to see if she was interested. I could mention the hot drummer. Awkward, but I could do that.

Nah. This girl wanted to eat.
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Hailey definitely loved jazz and loved ordering the most expensive items on the menu. She also definitely loved having sex. We did it that first night after spending a couple of hours at the coffee house. I invited her over. My place wasn’t much—small and in a seedy part of town. But it was all mine—I wasn’t sharing—and I kept it clean enough that girls didn’t freak out when I brought them home for sex. This happened frequently. As I said, Hailey was the latest in a long string. But the girls weren’t dumping me because I was cheating on them. I wasn’t. I only hooked up with one girl at a time—it was a policy of mine. They were dumping me because after a while they got tired of me and wanted to be have sex with someone else for a while. At least that’s how it seemed. The truth is, I couldn’t figure it out. All I know is I always got dumped.

Hailey was better than average in bed. She cost a bit as a girlfriend, but she made up for it. She was worth the expense. I fell for her quickly, the way I did with all my girls. Maybe that was my mistake. Seems like girls want to be treated badly these days, want guys to play hard to get, almost like they are doing the girl a favor by having sex with them. Maybe they are. My problem is that I always fall in love and want to treat them right. So, I treat them right and get dumped.

I had been dating Hailey for about three months when one day I went by to pick her up, but she wasn’t there. She was supposed to be; we had a date. Clay, who answered the door, said she’d left about an hour ago.

“Did she say where she was going?”

“No.”

I could see there was something he wasn’t telling me.

“Break it to me, Clay. Did she leave with a guy?”

Sheepishly, Clay said, “Yeah.”

It hit me hard. It always does. Seeing the alarm on my face, Clay said quickly, “Hey, teach me to drive.”

“Shouldn’t your father do that?” I asked. I knew he had one. I had met him. He didn’t live there with the family, but he lived in town.

“He’s too busy,” Clay said. “My father’s a shit.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Just teach me. I’m sixteen, and I need to learn.”

“What year are you?” I asked.

“A junior.”

“I figured you were older.”

“I’m old enough.”

I let that pass. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll teach you.”

I handed him my keys. Clay got the biggest grin on his face when I did that.

“All right!” he said with gusto, as if to confirm that he really was sixteen.

He already knew how to drive. That
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