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Chapter I - “Catch and Release”
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“IF YOU CATCH HIM, THAT will tie us for the lead,” Katherine said to her best friend, Chelsea. They leaned in, their wet heads almost touching as they whispered beside the pool. 

“I can catch him,” Chelsea tossed her bright auburn ringlets toward the lifeguard, “and his friend, before you adjust your bikini top.” 

Katherine laughed loudly, turning the heads of other sunbathers. She didn’t notice their stares; she was used to turning heads. Tall, thin, and blonde: every woman’s nightmare and every man’s fantasy, Katherine King was gorgeous from head to toe. 

Ignoring her friend’s laughter, Chelsea turned around and eyed the two shirtless hunks, like pieces in a chocolate box. She smiled; this would be easy. She tousled her curls, applied shiny lip gloss, and dived into the pool. Coming up for air directly in front of the two men, she pulled herself up over the edge, her wet suit clinging to her ivory skin. Chelsea wrung the water out of her long hair, the pool water splattering on the blond hunk’s bare feet. 

“Oh,” she cooed, “oops.” Chelsea lifted her eyes, not surprised to see his gaze did not meet hers. He was appreciating her barely clad body. She waited for his glance to make its way back to her face. It took a while. Finally, the man drew his eyes away from the contents of her lime-green bikini. 

“Hello,” he said. 

“Hello, handsome,” Chelsea said. She brushed water off her arms and chest and lost his gaze again. Yep. This would be easy. “So hot today.” 

“Yes...” he mumbled. “Hot.” 

Chelsea turned her attention to his friend. He avoided her gaze. Hmm, a shy one. Fun. “Hello, you,” Chelsea said. “You guys go to the university?”

“Uh? Oh yeah. Yes. We do,” Shy Guy mumbled. 

“Registration’s next week. I’m so ready for the summer to be over. Texas summers are so warm,” Chelsea said. She lifted her hair off the back of her neck and watched his eyes flicker between her wet hair and bare shoulders. 

Chelsea walked closer to Shy Guy and touched his bare arm. His biceps tensed and relaxed, and his eyes shot to her face. She rubbed his arm. “Do you work out?” 

He laughed awkwardly. “A little...”

“Don’t lie, loser!” Blondie stepped closer to Chelsea. He ran one finger down Chelsea’s muscled arm and said, “But I can tell you do.” 

Chelsea raised her arms, like a weight lifter, and flexed her small yet defined biceps beneath her milky white skin. She took Shy Guy’s hand and placed it on her arm. “Feel that?” she asked, her voice soft and low. 

He cleared his throat. Chelsea stepped closer till they were chest to chest, pressing lightly against him. She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “What’s your name, handsome?” 

“That loser’s name is Jon.” Blondie stepped closer and put his hands around Chelsea’s waist, tugging her away from Jon. He spun her around and put his arm around her bare shoulders. “I think you want my name, darling. That will be the one you’re calling when I—” 

“Hey.” Jon tugged at Chelsea’s arm. 

Blondie ignored his friend and leaned in closer to Chelsea. He let his mouth hover against her ear. “Mike.”

Chelsea turned her face and breathed into his mouth. “I’ll remember that... Mike.” 

Seeing his chance with the hot girl slipping away, Jon grabbed Chelsea’s hand. “Hey now, bro, back off.” 

Chelsea stood between them and caught her girlfriend’s gaze as Katherine watched the exchange from across the pool. Katherine rolled her eyes; Chelsea winked. 

“Tell you what, Jon.” She softly touched his six-pack, her hand tracing a trail down his stomach, grazing the top of his swim trunks. Breath hissed out his mouth. “Why don’t you take me out for dinner tonight? And,” turning to Mike, she felt his grip on her arm tighten. “Mike, was it? Mike, you can take me out tomorrow. Sound good, boys?”

They both nodded and whipped out cell phones, punching in Chelsea’s number. “See you later. Bye now!” She dove back into the pool, swam ten feet to Katherine, and pulled herself out on the other side. 

“Men. They are so easy,” Chelsea said. She glanced over her shoulder to confirm. Yep. They were watching. “I got ’em. We’re tied.” 

“Catch,” Katherine said. 

“And release!” they both chanted and burst into giggles. 

Water splashed from the pool and soaked the girls. “What the hell!” Katherine flew from her chair, drenched. Laughter drifted from the water, the third girl in their trio breaking through the waves. 

“Watch out, Playgirls,” Alyssa called from the water. She pushed another wave of water toward the two girls standing beside the pool. Her friends squealed and jumped into the pool. Katherine and Chelsea reached Alyssa at the same time and dunked her quickly beneath the water. They high-fived and then slipped into the cool water, too.

All three came up for air, and another round of splashing and giggles ensued. 

Alyssa, Chelsea, and Katherine grew up in small-town Boots, Texas. They became best friends the day Chelsea split her pants during gym in junior high. It was a nightmare for the poor thirteen-year-old. All the boys were laughing and pointing as Chelsea ran to the bathroom, her Hello Kitty panties on display for all the world to see. 

“I’m so stupid!” little Chelsea cried. She locked the bathroom door in the girls’ restroom. 

Katherine quickly tailed Chelsea into the bathroom. She had witnessed the whole, awful exchange. Poor Chelsea! 

“What?” Alyssa Cole said. She always skipped gym. It wasn’t that Alyssa wasn’t athletic or competitive. She was both, but her mother always said, “You can never do anything right.” So why bother trying? 

Katherine glanced up and discovered Alyssa perched on the vanity, her mother’s bright red lipstick coloring her small lips. Katherine ignored her, as usual, and knocked on the stall door. 

“Um, Chelsea? Are you okay?” Katherine shifted her weight back and forth, unsure of this wild girl. Chelsea Moore was different than the other junior high girls. Her early development drew all sorts of unwanted attention from both the junior and high school guys. Ever since her boobs grew in, Chelsea had changed. She was always pissed off and never talked to anyone beyond “bug off!” 

“What happened?” Alyssa slid off the vanity. 

Katherine dropped her voice. “Her pants. Her pants tore and—”

“SHUT UP!” Chelsea yelled from the stall. 

Katherine and Alyssa looked solemnly at each other. “Did anyone see her—” Alyssa barely breathed the words. 

“The boys laughed. Everyone saw,” Chelsea said from inside the stall. 

“Boys are mean,” Katherine said. 

Alyssa nodded fiercely. “Chelsea? Do you have anything to change into? Any shorts or something?” Alyssa asked. 

A small sob escaped through the stall door. “No.” 

“I’ve got an idea,” Alyssa said. She unbuckled her shorts and slipped them off.

“What are you doing?” Katherine asked. 

“Come on.” Alyssa wadded her shorts up and shoved them into her backpack. “We’ll all just go to class in our panties. My cell is in my locker. I’ll call my mom, she can bring Chelsea some pants.”

Katherine gasped. “But then everyone will see my—our undies. I mean, that’s just not okay.” 

Alyssa laughed and tugged on Katherine’s blue jeans. Katherine leaped away. Alyssa said, “Who cares! It’s underwear. Everyone wears it. I don’t care what they think. Besides, we have cute butts. Come on.”

“My legs are too skinny...” Katherine whispered. “I’m so ugly,”

“Whatever! You’re gorgeous!” Alyssa smiled.

“Really? You think so?” Katherine self-consciously traced the jagged scar that ran down her chest. Alyssa’s gaze flicked to the scar and back to Katherine’s hesitant eyes. 

“No one even notices that, Katherine King,” Alyssa said. 

“Thanks,” Katherine said. She grinned. “Okay, I’m in!” Katherine slowly wiggled out of her jeans, her face flushing a pretty pink. 

The lock clicked open behind the stall door, and a red-eyed, red-faced Chelsea peeked around the dingy door. “You—you would do that? For me?” Chelsea sniffed. She noted the girls’ bare legs and grinned. 

“Yep. I’ve been watching you. I like you. You have nice boobs.” Alyssa winked and laughed.

Chelsea and Katherine giggled. 

“Let’s do it,” Chelsea said. She yanked off her ruined shorts and tossed them into the garbage can. 

“Ready?” Alyssa said in a sing-song voice. 

“Ready!” Katherine and Chelsea sang back. 

They pulled open the door and strutted into the gym. “Hi, fellas! The Playgirls are ready to play!” Chelsea called to the crowd of shocked boys. 

After that, the three girls were inseparable. Their little trio continued to refer to themselves as Playgirls, and as the awkward junior high years faded into high school, the girls’ friendship grew stronger. 

“I can’t believe this is our last year at U.D.,” Alyssa said. They were all in Katherine’s bathroom at her parents’ house, lined up, squeezed together, and putting on makeup. It was the Friday before classes were set to begin, and the girls were wrapping up their summer of partying. Per their tradition, the girls’ summer game, Catch and Release, ended tonight. Whoever caught the most boys during the summer months was dubbed the winner, with bragging rights for the school year. 

“Me neither.” Chelsea leaned closer to the mirror, thickening her black eyeliner on both the top and the bottom lid. She snapped the liner lid back on and smudged eye shadow across her upper lids. The eye shadow matched her emerald-green eyes. Chelsea studied her reflection. She patted her red curls carefully, lying just right so they looked the perfect amount of messy. The smattering of freckles dotting across her nose and cheeks popped against her white skin. 

Katherine ran her straightener across her long, blonde hair, over and over again, until it fell across her tanned shoulders, like silk. “I am so ready to do Chicago this semester. I love that musical. Can’t wait to meet the new director either.” Katherine winked at Chelsea’s reflection in the mirror.

“I hear ya, girl! Fresh meat,” Chelsea grinned, looking forward to scouting out the freshmen. The younger, the better for her. Chelsea considered herself a cougar-in-the-making.

“I am so ready to get on the stage again. I hate going so long between shows. I miss being somebody else.” Katherine sighed.

“You should have done the community theatre. They did Annie this year.” Alyssa said. She patted her sleek dark hair, styled neatly in a short bob. 

Katherine sniffed. “Yeah, right. Community theatre’s a joke.” 

“You can be such a snot sometimes, Katherine,” Alyssa said. She watched her friend’s reflection in the long bathroom mirror. Katherine glared at her.

Chelsea put a hand on both their shoulders and said, “Hey now. Let it go. It doesn’t matter tonight. Tonight, ladies, is about who wins this summer’s Catch and Release. That is much more important than anything.” She smiled at her two best friends. 

“She just says that because she thinks she’s the winner,” Katherine muttered. 

“But we know better, don’t we?” Alyssa’s smile relaxed the tension between them. 

“I did snag those hotties at the pool on Monday,” Chelsea bragged. She adjusted her boobs till they peeked from beneath her leather vest—just right. Chelsea had made peace with her boobs after junior high. When used correctly she discovered they came in handy. 

Katherine listened absentmindedly to the girls discuss the two dates in detail. She self-consciously buttoned and unbuttoned her red blouse, studying the scar lying beneath the thin fabric. Was it noticeable? It was so ugly. 

Alyssa’s hand steadied her fiddling. “Stop. You’re gorgeous. That scar does not take away from your beauty.” 

Katherine sighed. The girls always told her she was beautiful. They had to; they were her best friends. But it didn’t change the reflection. Despite her intense beauty, apparent to all, Katherine could not move past the scar slashed across her chest. She’d had open heart surgery when she was nine years old to correct her congenital heart defect, and it had left the jagged scar running between her breasts.

“Darn it! I forgot to bring my skirt over,” Alyssa said, letting go of Katherine’s hand. “I’m such a ditz. I never do anything right.” Alyssa pulled all her clothes out of her black bag, dumping makeup, tampons, and notebooks all over the floor. “Ugh!” 

“Right...” Chelsea said. “So smart with that 4.0 GPA. You couldn’t sleep with enough professors to get all those A’s.” 

“That’s true,” Katherine said. “I’ve tried.” They all laughed. 

“I guess I’ll just wear my jeans,” Alyssa mumbled. Never good enough, her mother’s voice rolled through her head. 

Chelsea leaned toward the mirror and kissed her reflection. “Love me,” she exclaimed. “I’m just too sexy for these boots!” 

“Your confidence is so hot,” Alyssa declared. She slipped her tiny feet into six-inch heels. She stood up and was still not as tall as Katherine. 

“Yep! Don’t I know it. That’s why they fall for me. I’m the perfect bait. Too bad they’re all too scared of me to stick around long.”

Katherine snorted. “Like you want them to, boss.”

“Right.” Chelsea laughed. Secretly, deep in her heart, she wondered if her confidence would always drive men away. Chelsea scared many men with her boldness and college success. Tonight was about fun, so she put her arms around the sexy women on either side of her and said, “I only need my girls!” 

“Let’s go catch us some guys to play with,” Alyssa said. 
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Chapter II - Flirts
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KATHERINE STOOD IN the middle of the stage, her sheet music lying unused at her feet. Her voice poured forth slowly and seductively as she auditioned for the role of Roxie for the university’s fall production of Chicago. 

Katherine was truly alive when she acted. Becoming another character thrilled her to her core. Halfway through the summer, Katherine’s many college connections informed her that a new professor was making his directorial debut this fall with the hit musical Chicago. Between her sunbathing trips to the local pool and nights out partying, Katherine fiercely studied the role of Roxie. She read the play. She watched various renditions of Chicago at least twice a week. She downloaded the soundtrack to her iPod. And Katherine sang. Over and over until the songs accompanied her dreams. 

Now on stage, Katherine melted into the role. It was her best audition. The last note of Funny Hunny rang through the room. Silence hung in the air-conditioned theatre for a split second before a fierce applause awakened Katherine from her Roxie role, and she broke into a dimpled grin. 

“Thanks!” she called to her friends and competitors. She waved adoringly as she climbed off the stage. 

“Miss King,” the director, Professor Ken Micky, called out from the fifth row, mid-section, his pen poised in mid-air. “That was... Well, that was perfect. Thank you.”

Other girls took the stage, singing half as well as Katherine. Katherine politely watched and applauded each effort. Her theatre girlfriends sat beside her, and they quietly critiqued each other. 

“Who’s that?” Katherine motioned to the guy auditioning for the role of Billy Flynn. 

“He’s a transfer, I think. I’ve never seen him audition here,” Susanne Rockers said. “I think his name is David?” Susanne was Katherine’s theatre-geek girlfriend. Katherine loved her BFFs, Chelsea and Alyssa, but they were busy with their own classes. Susanne was a nice friend filler. 

They watched the cute David sing All I Care About Is Love. 

Susanne whispered, “Um, that’s the best we’ve heard. Definitely getting that role.”

Katherine nodded. She gazed to the director and watched him write comments in his notebook. He brushed a lock of brown curls off his forehead, his brow knitted together in serious concentration. Tall, dark and handsome. And a professor. Katherine was on the prowl; a plan formed quickly in her mind. “I’ll be right back,” she muttered to Susanne. 

Katherine resettled herself two chairs down from Professor Micky and his team of directors. Their heads were together, discussing David’s audition. David wrapped up the song, and the next student took the stage. 

“I liked that kid,” Katherine said toward Professor Micky. She nodded her head at the stage. 

He glanced at her and smiled. “Yeah?” he asked. “He was pretty good.” 

Katherine propped up her long legs on the chair in front of her and grinned. He smiled back quickly and then turned his attention to the continuing flow of auditions. 

“She sounds good, but I just don’t think she would be a convincing Velma. She’s not mean enough,” Katherine said, after an angelic-looking freshman belted out “Hello, Sucker”. 

It didn’t take long before Professor Ken Micky began leaning toward Katherine for her critiques of individual auditions. She was well informed about theatre, and she knew the characters of Chicago inside and out. After four hours of auditions, Professor Micky finally wrapped things up. 

“I want to thank everyone for auditioning. Casting will be posted by noon on Sunday. There is a lot of talent in this room. Such an honor to be able to share my vision with all of you talented men and women.” Professor Micky tapped his clipboard on the seat. “Thanks again.” He dismissed the lingering group of students. 

“We haven’t officially met,” Katherine said, and offered her hand to the distinguished professor. “I’m Katherine King.” 

He laughed and firmly shook her hand. “Katherine. You are a gem. Truly. Are you graduating this year?” Ken released her and began rustling his paperwork. He waved goodbye to his colleagues and turned his attention to the patiently waiting Katherine. 

“I am. I’ll have my Master’s in Performing Arts. I’m excited to play Roxie, Professor Micky—”

“Oh no, please. I always have the kids call me Ken. I’m too young to be ‘Professor Micky,’” Ken remarked. He combed his thick brown curls back with a steady hand. 

“Is this your first year teaching?” Katherine stretched, her back stiff from sitting so long. She was amused to see Ken’s eyes gaze to the buttons pulling tight across her chest. She caught him checking out her rack and grinned at his embarrassment. Ken looked around, relieved to see the theatre had emptied of students and his colleagues. 

“Like what you see, Professor Micky?”

“Um, Katherine,” he stuttered. “Miss King, faculty members are strictly forbidden to have a relationship with students. It’s in the rule book.”

Katherine leaned toward Ken, rested a hand on his leg, and whispered, “Is it in the rule book?” She liked professors, and, she liked breaking the rules. 

He grabbed her hand to move it away from his knee, but Katherine insisted and pulled his hand to her own knee, moving it slowly up her bare leg. Ken’s hand froze midway up her thigh. 

“Miss King... I... I want to, but... but I can’t. It is in the rule book...” Ken mumbled. 

Katherine brushed her lips across his cheek, resting her mouth against his ear. “I’m not talking about a relationship. I just want to know, do you like what you see?”

Ken’s blush warmed Katherine’s mouth. He whispered, “Of course. You are a beautiful young girl. I’m much too old for you, Katherine.” 

Katherine placed her mouth over the teacher’s still-moving lips. She slowly licked his full mouth and slipped her tongue inside. She moved his hand from her knee and pushed his palm against her breast. His breath escaped into her mouth as he responded to her. Keeping a hand against her chest, he brought his other hand to her waist and pulled her closer to him. He gently slipped his tongue deep into her mouth before moving to nibble her jawline. 

“I bet you have a lot you could teach me, Professor Micky,” Katherine said against his ear. “I’m a good student,” she flirted. 

Ken was back at her mouth and answered with another deep kiss, his tongue searching and probing her.

Voices burst through the auditorium’s backdoors as a small group of students entered the cold auditorium. Ken wrenched away from Katherine, quickly returning to his papers and shoving them into a briefcase. Katherine didn’t take her gaze off his face. 

“Such a pleasure to meet you,” she said. Katherine leaned over his podium, her breasts swinging forward, pushing against the unbuttoned blouse. “I hope you liked what you saw, Professor Micky. See some more at rehearsals.” 

She allowed Ken exactly two seconds to admire her cleavage before straightening up and exiting the theatre. 

***
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“WELCOME CLASS OF 2017!” Chelsea called from her platform at the front of the Thomas Center. Eight hundred freshmen mingled on the green grass at the front of the university’s administration building. As part of Chelsea’s business management degree, she interned for Professor Golden. That year, Golden headed up the freshmen initiation committee, and he planted his most outgoing pupil where she loved to be, in the spotlight. 

Chelsea grinned with excitement. A new year. A new group of young coeds excited to be away from home for the first time. Kids ready to stretch their wings and to try their hand at independence. Chelsea reminded the students of the importance of attending classes, meeting new people, and campus safety precautions. 

“Have fun. Be safe. And try to learn a little,” Chelsea said, her voice booming across the mass of freshmen. “I’ll be up front if you need to talk to someone. Thanks, y’all!”

The crowd of freshmen dispersed, most heading toward the parking lot or the mammoth dormitories. 

“Great job, Chelsea,” Professor Golden said. He shook her hand, his gray hair flopping over his forehead. “Can you stay and answer questions?”

“Of course,” Chelsea agreed. She liked Golden. He reminded her of her grandfather before he passed away last year. She grinned at the old man before turning her attention to the quickly forming line of young people. 

“Hey, gorgeous!” A tall, thick-shouldered boy was first in line. He had long, blond hair, tucked back in a low ponytail. When he smiled, as he did through his whole conversation with Chelsea, his dimples deepened on both sides of his face. 

“I assume you mean me, of course,” Chelsea said. 

“Well, you are the prettiest gal I’ve seen all day,” his southern accent drawled. 

“Thank you, kind sir.” Chelsea played his game. “Do you have a question, cowboy?”

The young man laughed. “Cowboy? I’ll take that as a compliment.” He shook Chelsea’s hand and added, “My name is Nicholas Brewer.”

“Welcome to the University of Dallas,” Chelsea said. 

“Do you have a boyfriend, Chelsea?” He sidled up next her, ignoring the line of freshmen grumbling behind him. 

“Cutting to the chase, are we?” Chelsea put her hands on her hips, pretending to be annoyed. “A little cocky for a freshman.” 

“I’ll show you cocky...” Nicholas winked at her. 

Chelsea laughed. Fair enough. Nicholas was handsome and, she would bet, just past his eighteenth birthday. Exactly right for some fun and excitement. Yep. She would take the bait. Let him lead for a while. Poor guys learned a little too late who was leading who when it came to Chelsea Moore. 

“I didn’t say I didn’t like cocky. I do like it,” Chelsea joked. 

“Hey! Get out of the way!” The crowd in front of them grew restless. Nicholas stood beside her, and the next freshman took his spot. 

“Hi! My name is Tosha! I’m a freshman! I am so excited to be here!” A tall, skinny girl with a mouthful of braces bounced in front of Chelsea. 

Chelsea greeted her warmly. “Welcome to the University of Dallas, Tosha!” 

Tosha giggled. “Thanks! I was going to do some laundry today. But the machine doesn’t have a coin slot.” 

“That’s true,” Chelsea said. “You’ll need to put money on your university ID card. Just go to the main office here in the Thomas Center, and they can show you how to do that. Then, just use your card by sticking it in the slot in the machine. Should work just fine,” Chelsea instructed. Every freshman wondered about the washing machines. It was a common question. 

Tosha thanked her and bounced away. Nicholas caught Chelsea’s waist and whispered in her ear, “I wanna stick it in the slot.”

“If you think that will make me blush, you’ve got a lot to learn,” Chelsea teased. 

Nicholas’s hand was warm against her waist. He slipped his hand just beneath the edge of her tank top and squeezed her skin. “I like learning,” he said softly. He grinned, those adorable dimples popping in his round cheeks. “We are at a university, after all.” 

“True, true,” Chelsea said. She touched the dimple on his right side. “You’ve got dimples. Did you know that?”

“Yep. Girls love those,” he quipped. 

“Really?” 

“Hell, ya,” he said. He snapped his mouth toward her finger, nipping softly on her index finger.

“Ouch,” Chelsea cried. 

“Sorry,” Nicholas said, his mischievous face still cracked into the naughty grin. 

“No, you’re not.”

“You’re right. I’m not,” Nicholas agreed. He grabbed Chelsea’s cell phone out of her pants pocket and entered his phone number. “There. Now I’m in your phone. No excuses. Call me.” He handed her cell back and winked again. “Later, babe.”

The screen on Chelsea’s phone listed a new contact. “Finger Licker.” Chelsea threw her head back and laughed. She liked Nicholas. He was good freshman bait. Chelsea shoved her phone in her back pocket and greeted the next naïve student. 

***
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ALYSSA ROLLED THE PAINT roller across her wall, watching the coral orange paint soak into the living room. Over and over, she swiped the roller across the wall. 

“Never good enough. Ugh. I never do it right,” she complained to the empty room. “A blind man could do this better than me.” Alyssa sighed and rolled her brush in the paint pan, filling the sponge with orange paint. 

Paint flicked into her jet-black hair. Her thoughts started wandering. She couldn’t believe it was their last year at the university. Their last year in her aunt’s house. Aunt Lisa rented her house out to college students, and Alyssa and her girlfriends had snagged the house their junior year. The remodeled Victorian home was just a ten-minute walk to campus. 

In exchange for not charging the girls rent, Aunt Lisa gave them a list of improvements to tackle every year. This year, knowing it would be their last, Aunt Lisa’s list was extra lengthy. Painting the main room coral orange was number one. 

Classes started tomorrow, and Alyssa was hoping she could cross at least one thing off the list today. With Katherine’s auditions and Chelsea’s intern work, painting the front room fell to Alyssa. She felt the bulk of the responsibility anyway; it was her aunt’s house. 

Going to refill her roller again, Alyssa popped open the lid. She sighed. “It’s empty. Of course.” 

She looked down at her tiny body, dressed in an old T-shirt and paint-covered blue jeans. “Still sexy.” Alyssa grabbed the keys off the hook beside the door and headed to the hardware store.

“Thanks, guys!” Alyssa called to the friendly gentlemen behind the counter. 

“Sure you don’t need help, miss?” said the one with the beer belly. 

Alyssa balanced three paint cans, her arms beginning to ache from the weight. She lied, “No thanks! I’ve got it. Thanks again!” Why stop with the coral color? Alyssa killed two birds with one stone and bought colors for the kitchen, the next room on Aunt Lisa’s list. 

Almost to the girls’ shared car, a large, green 1978 Pontiac Catalina, Alyssa recognized the Converse shoes, standing in her way, a split second before her tower of heavy cans crashed into her old flame, Jordan Moss. 

The cans whacked his thick chest and bounced against Alyssa’s head. She lost her balance and fell backward, covering her head to keep the cans from hitting her face.

“OUCH!” The cans whacked her forearms before rolling down the parking lot. “Jordan! Watch out. Damn it.” Alyssa rubbed her aching arms. 

“Alyssa. I’m so sorry, short stack,” Jordan said. He chased the rolling cans and brought them to the old car. Jordan stuck them all in the back seat before helping Alyssa to her feet. “You okay? I’m so sorry. Really. Oh, man. Did you break anything?”

Alyssa let out a long breath and said, “No, I don’t think so. Just going to have a nice-looking bruise tomorrow.”

Jordan took her arms and rubbed them gently. Alyssa’s body tingled with flashbacks of their junior year when Jordan and Alyssa went steady. He had been her first, and only, steady.

His hands were soft and gently rubbing her aching limbs. Jordan absentmindedly kissed her sore spot. “All better?” he asked sincerely. 

“Jordan...” Alyssa gently removed her arms from the soft hands of her old boyfriend. “Thank you. Yes. That’s much better. Thank you.” 

Jordan recaptured Alyssa’s hand and squeezed it. “I miss you, short stack. How’ve you been?” 

She turned and smiled. “You know, I’ve been good, Jordan. You?” 

“I’m all right,” he said. “I’m teaching now.”

“Really? You’re a teacher? I thought you were getting your Master’s?” Alyssa asked, while watching him brush his dark curls from his face. 

“I found a job after I got my bachelor’s. I just started my second year. I love it!” he said. His voice was full and passionate. 

They leaned back against the trunk and watched the Dallas traffic. It was rush hour. Her girls would be home from their busy days soon, and she still had the coral wall to finish. But running into Jordan felt nice. Alyssa still thought of him from time to time. 

“Hey, I’ve gotta get home,” Alyssa said softly. She realized Jordan still held her hand. “Can you call me later?”

He lifted her hand and rubbed the back of her fingers softly across his lips before kissing her hand and letting it go. “I would love to call you. Let’s catch up, go out sometime.” 

“I’ve got a new number,” Alyssa said.

“That explains it...” Jordan mumbled.

“What?” Had he tried to call? She had changed her number two years ago when she changed carriers. Alyssa assumed the long absence of Jordan’s texts were because he was completely over her. 

“Nothing. What’s that new number?” Jordan quickly punched Alyssa’s number into his phone and then pulled her into a hug. 

Jordan’s tank top smelled of gasoline and oil, typical for a grease monkey. Alyssa always thought of him when she got the oil changed in her car. Jordan enjoyed toying with cars as a hobby. His scent was comfortingly familiar. 

“Talk to you later, Jordan,” Alyssa called to him, climbing into the Green Machine. 

“I’ll call you tomorrow!” He disappeared behind the row of trucks. 
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Chapter III - Always Kiss and Tell
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COFFEE AROMA HUNG IN the air, penetrating her nostrils with each breath. Alyssa was empowered by the strong scent; it sent her fingers tapping along her laptop. 

Her Tuesday marketing class started in T-minus one hour and thirty minutes. She spent the weekend working on her presentation, but still had a few more pages in need of polishing. Alyssa loved studying at One More Cup coffee shop. It was the coffee scent, she decided. It inspired her mind. 

She needed a refill after an hour of editing and adjusting, continually striving for perfection. At the counter she noticed the ponytail first, then the broad shoulders. He was leaning on the barista’s counter, discussing coffee beans and Columbians with the other employees.  

“Excuse me,” Alyssa said. She held out her empty coffee cup, waving it toward the handsome guy with the dishwater blond hair slicked back into a long ponytail. “I need another café mocha, please.” 

Nicholas’s dimples warmed Alyssa, and she handed him her empty mug. 

“No problem, miss. Café mocha?” he said.

“Yes, please.” Alyssa watched him rinse out the cup and fill it with chocolate and espresso before topping her drink off with steamed milk. Nicholas ceremoniously whipped a napkin into the air and gently handed Alyssa her warm mug. 

“My lady,” he said, and bowed slightly. 

Alyssa giggled. “Well, thank you, kind sir.” She blew on the coffee. “You did that quite well. Especially for a newbie.”

“Ah,” he said dismissively, “I’m a quick learner.”  

“I bet you are,” she said. 

Nicholas wiped the countertop with his striped towel. He offered her his dimples again and said, “I’ve seen you here every day. Are you a student?”

“Yep. Been a student for five, almost six years now. I’m finishing up my Master’s in Marketing. Finally done after next semester.” Alyssa sipped her coffee; the warm sweet liquid filled her mouth. “Mm... This is delicious.” 

“Glad you enjoy it,” Nicholas said. 

“Oh my gosh, your dimples are adorable,” Alyssa complimented him. 

He ducked his head in humility and joked, “I’ve been getting that a lot lately.” 

“Well,” Alyssa sighed, “I’ve got to get back to my stuff.” She threw him a smile over her shoulder and parked herself back at her laptop, enjoying the view of the cute new barista. 

***
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“AGAIN!” MRS. PANNING screamed from the audience. “Katherine, watch your pacing! Susanne, where are you supposed to be?! Amber! Are you even awake?”

Katherine turned her head away from the Nazi-like choreographer and made a face for the chorus line behind her. They laughed nervously, their eyes darting to the always pissed woman dressed to the hilt in a red catsuit. 

“Do you think this crap is funny?” Mrs. Panning shrieked, and all mirth blanched out of the cast’s faces. “Let’s go again! This time, don’t be so pathetic!” 

Katherine sighed and returned to her starting position for “Razzle Dazzle.” Waiting for her cue, her eyes wandered to the handsome director. Ken sat in the very last chair, in the farthest corner of the auditorium. As far from Katherine as he could get. Ken had not spoken to her beyond basic directorial comments since their first conversation three weeks earlier. 

Katherine had tried all her tricks with Ken. She wore her sexiest clothes, the ones that hugged her boobs and showed off her mile-long legs. She talked to other men in front of Ken. She smiled toward him until her cheeks ached. Darn that man! 

“Katherine!” Mrs. Panning screeched, startling Katherine. 

“Shit,” Katherine mumbled. She missed her cue. “Sorry! I‘m so sorry, Mrs. Panning,” she called.

“I give up. I just give up!” Mrs. Panning threw her hands up in the air and stomped out of the rehearsal. 

Ken called from his corner perch, “That’s it for tonight, everyone. Thanks.” 

The men and women on stage took a collective breath and let out the built-up tension from the past three hours of working on choreography with the hellish woman. Mrs. Panning was evil, but she created inspiring dance numbers. 

“She’s such a bitch,” David Rover said. He made a phenomenal Billy Flynn, per Katherine and Susanne’s prediction. 

Katherine studied David. He was a cute grad student. David had the typical build for a dancer. Slight, but strong. Average height. Nothing spectacular about his looks, but he was fun. And he held his own in their play. That went a long way for Katherine. 

She smiled at him and said, “Poor Mrs. Panning. She must lead an awful life to take it all out on us innocent children.” 

“Not as awful as we are performing under her coaching. You’ve worked with her before? She always like this?” he asked, walking beside Katherine, heading to the dressing rooms beneath the stage. 

“Oh, yes, Mrs. Panning does all the musicals. She is very talented. I guess it’s worth putting up with her crap. Just wait, you’ll see. It will come together in the next few months,” Katherine said. Excitement gleamed from her eyes when she talked about theatre. 

“You really have a passion for this? It’s not just for fun?” David opened the door to the main room beneath the stairs. From the main room, four dressing areas split off, like caves. The main area backstage had old couches discarded from college students of the past. The space was deserted, the cast hurrying to their next appointments. 

Katherine leaned against the arm of one of the couches and said, “I really do. I’m finishing up my major in Performing Arts and Theatre. I hope to do this all my life. I love it.”

David moved closer to Katherine, his knees bumping the back of the couch. “You are incredible. I love your rendition of Funny Hunny. You are so convincing as Roxie. You’ve just taken that role and—”

“You know,” she interrupted him, “you’re pretty good yourself.” 

David looked down. “Really? Thanks.” His eyes flickered to her mouth. He licked his lips. 

Katherine smiled. “You have a nice mouth,” she said. 

“I was just thinking the same thing about you.” David sighed. He hesitated for a brief moment but then wrapped his fingers around Katherine’s jaw, his thumb tracing her cheekbone. 

Katherine pulled his shoulders and brought his mouth to hers. David took a split second to get over his surprise and return Katherine’s spontaneous kiss. He took her face in his hands and met her tongue with his own. David pulled her to him and planted a trail of kisses from her earlobe, along her jaw and down her delicate neck. 

David was lost in Katherine’s beauty and didn’t notice the man standing in the shadows of the hallway. But Katherine did. Her eyes closing and opening in response to a man’s lips along her skin, Katherine caught sight of Ken watching her kiss another man. 

Katherine held Ken’s gaze, brought David’s face back to hers, and kissed him deeply, knowing Ken was watching. Ken’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t look away. Katherine maintained eye contact with Ken, her tongue probing David’s mouth. David, enjoying Katherine’s passionate kiss, was unaware of the voyeur in the hallway.

***
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“STRAIGHT A’S?” A HANDSOME voice in Chelsea’s ear made her jump. She quickly pressed the homepage button on her phone, her grades fading to black. 

“What? No, that was my friend. You know, Alyssa? I logged on for her, her cell isn’t working.” Chelsea laughed and cleared her throat.  

“Well, let her know she’s brilliant! Not my type, though,” Nicholas said. He tugged gently on her long, braided hair before crossing the small table and sitting down. “Sorry I’m late.” 

Chelsea opened one of the two menus and cruised through the list of Italian foods. “No worries,” she said, and flashed him a warm smile. “Since it is our first official date, I waited on you to order.”

“Thanks. You’re so sweet,” Nicholas said. He ducked behind the menu, his dimpled face hidden behind the tall, stiff papers. 

Chelsea waited a solid two weeks before calling Nicholas, but not before she friended him on Facebook and looked up his student profile on Professor Golden’s computer. Nicholas grew up in Longview, Texas, and had many pictures on his Facebook Timeline with his arm around high school girls, beer in hand. He looked like just the right amount of trouble for Chelsea. She called him right after stumbling upon the picture of him in his bathing suit with a beautiful bikini-clad girl sitting on his lap. Chelsea wanted to feel his hands on her bare skin, thus their first date. 

“Anything look appetizing?” Chelsea said, eyeing the eggplant Parmigiana, her favorite.

“Yes, something definitely looks appetizing,” Nicholas said softly. Chelsea felt his foot on her calf, and she glanced past her menu. Nicholas’s eyes were on her face when he added, “Very, very appetizing.” He slowly licked his lips and winked at her. 

Desire twirled in Chelsea’s stomach, watching his tongue move across his lips. She loved a good kisser, and she would bet her schoolbooks that Nicholas was a good kisser. Chelsea planned to find out for sure before their date was over. 

“Thank you.” Chelsea cast her eyes down in mock humility. “Anything on the menu?” 

“Hmm.” Nicholas rubbed the stubble on his face. “Eggplant Parmigiana looks good.”

“I think so too. It’s my favorite,” Chelsea said. They folded down their menus and sipped the tall glasses of water already on the table. “Are you really a freshman? That’s a lot of stubble for a kid.”

“Yes, I’m a freshman. And yes, it is a lot of stubble. But,” Nicholas’s foot was back on her calf, slowly rubbing up her leg, “I wouldn’t say I’m a kid.” 

“What are you? Seventeen? Eighteen. Little baby,” she teased.

Nicholas straightened up and smoothed his long hair back. “I, little lady, am nineteen,” he took a long drink of his ice water before adding, “and a half.” 

Chelsea laughed out loud. “Fair enough,” she said. She propped her foot up on his chair, her toes brushing his inner thigh. Nicholas’s gaze jerked to his lap and then back to her face. He cocked an eyebrow up before smiling. Chelsea’s foot slid closer to his crotch, and she
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