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Part One

A Select
Invitation

 


Chapter One:

Summons

 


Savannah Miles brought the laptop back
to bed. She sat up straight, yawning her daily apology to Alisha,
who grumbled incoherently in response. With the buzz of the alarm
clock still echoing in her mind, she opened her computer and
powered it on.

She expected to find a grade report on
her latest essay, “The False Lineage of First Kings”, in her
student inbox. Instead, there was a red-flagged email with the word
“Congratulations” in the subject line. Against her better judgment,
she clicked it open.

You have been
chosen.

She stared at the screen,
incredulous.

The SCS invites you to
participate in the Origins Fete.

She’d heard about this so-called
“Student Council Select” before. She was in her third year at
Bridgemont University, and she’d been listening to whispers about
its secret society since she was a freshman. Everyone knew about
them, but no one knew who they were. She’d written them off as
snobs, the self-proclaimed elite, arrogant and
pretentious.

But now they were talking to
her.

Report to the Student
Union this Friday at 9 PM. Go around the back. Don’t worry. No one
will stop you.

The Student Union building was at the
southernmost end of campus. As far as Savannah knew, there was
nothing behind it but a patch of grass before the forest and the
downward slope of Crestwood Summit. There was a wide balcony on the
back of the second floor. From there, a person could almost see the
entire length of the two-mile descent to the city. On a good night,
one could make out the skyline through the trees.

Why did they want her to go around
back?

Do not come early. Do not
be late.

Incredulity melted to a creeping
unease. To hear it from some, the Origins Fete was a party. Others
called it an initiation.

Ask no questions. Do not
reply to this email. Do not report this email.

The sent-by line read only, “SCS
Social Chair”.

If you fail to show, you
will never be asked again. Not everyone gets to go, Savannah. You
have been deemed worthy. You should be grateful.

Savannah supposed she should be, at
that. She was an archaeology major with a perfect GPA. She was a
bookworm, and a health nut besides. She hadn’t been to many
parties.

But there are
conditions.

She had expected something special
today, but not this. Savannah was not especially popular. She had
good friends, just not many of them.

You and your fellow
pledges will submit your names to a lottery. At midnight, two names
will be drawn. One of them could be you.

“What on Earth?” she
muttered to herself, hardly aware she was speaking aloud. She’d
already been a
pledge back when she’d first gotten here—had allowed herself to be
tarred and feathered with honey and crackers in her damned
underwear. She’d been eighteen, then, and scared out of her mind.
Alisha, of course, had laughed all the way through it. Alisha was
braver than Savannah.

If you are deemed
sufficiently cool at this first little soiree of ours, no
participation in future lotteries will be required. You will be one
of us.

“Alisha,” she called over
her shoulder. “Alisha, get up. I have to show you
something.”

A friend will contact you.
She’ll tell you what to do.

Across from her, on the opposite bed,
Alisha stirred. Slurred a curse. Rolled over.

You’re a good listener,
aren’t you, Savannah? Are you good at following
instructions?

It was still dark out. The window
between them looked out over a moonlit parking lot. In a few hours,
it would be packed with the cars of commuter students. At this
hour, it was practically empty.

“Alisha—oh, my God,
come on.”

This is a Bridgemont
tradition that goes back generations. We were here before the
Behavior Reformation Laws, before there was an age of transition.
We are the torchbearers, the keepers of light in the
dark.

Okay, now
that was
hokey.

Your presence is
expected.

Alisha propped herself up on an elbow,
palming sleep from her eyes. She blinked big brown eyes at
Savannah, brushed frazzled ringlets of dark hair out of her face.
Then she picked up the alarm clock from their shared nightstand and
dropped it with another groan. “It’s … four in the morning,
Sis.”

Alisha and Savannah were sorority
sisters, not real sisters. Alisha was full-figured, rather on the
heavy side, outgoing, insufferably chatty—basically everything
Savannah wasn’t. And they were inseparable. They didn’t keep
secrets from each other.

Savannah’s eyes lingered over the
final two lines of the email.

Tell no one.

“What is it?” Alisha
asked.

And get ready for the time
of your life.

“Nothing,” Savannah said,
closing the laptop. “Sorry. Spam email, something stupid. Go back
to sleep.”

Alisha flopped herself back down and
was instantly unconscious.

Well, happy birthday to
me, Savannah thought. If this is how being twenty-one starts, it’s going to be one
hell of a strange year.

****

Every day, she arrived at the same
time, just ten or fifteen minutes after the gym opened. It was hard
not to notice her, even as she shouldered through the doors in a
loose set of modest blue sweats, the duffel bag of her school
clothes slung over her shoulder. Scott couldn’t have said what it
was about her, her wavy blonde hair done up in a short
ponytail—he’d never seen her wear it down—the soft blue of her
eyes…

There were lots of women who fit that
description around campus.

She went directly for the locker room.
Scott checked his watch: 5:14.

He eased the pulley weights back down
to the stacks and stretched his arms, rolled his shoulders, and
worked out some of the tension.

She was a creature of routine, just as
he was. She wasn’t as fervent about getting here right when the
doors opened, but she clearly liked having the gym to herself as
much as possible, enough so that she dragged herself out of bed
ass-early to do it. But on the odd occasion someone she knew showed
up during her workout, she was always smiling, always welcoming,
her laughter half-stifled and a little self-conscious.

And that was it, probably. She was
genuine, sincere. She was nice.

Scott mopped sweat from
his brow with a hand towel. You don’t know
shit about her, he thought.
You don’t even know her name.

He moved the pins lower on
the stacks, adding twenty pounds to each side. That was officially
twenty pounds more than he wanted
on either side, but—

It’s okay,
he said to himself. You’re “of an age” now, dude. You’re supposed to take notice.
You should introduce yourself. There’s nothing wrong with that.
You’ll be less of a creep, waiting for her to come through the door
every day like you do, if she knows who you are.

For five years, it had been perfectly
legal for him to have a girlfriend. In little more than another
year, all of the age-based behavioral restrictions would be behind
him. Nothing wrong with laying a little groundwork ahead of that
time, especially with a friendly young woman like the one who would
emerge from the locker room any second now.

Most of his frat brothers had
girlfriends. Some had even ignored the law, taken the
chance…

Had sex.

Zeke and Rusty. And they had talked
about it. Bragged about it.

Scott would never do that,
not even to his high school buddies back home. Even if he
was that much of a
jerk—he didn’t think that he was—he wasn’t that stupid. Word from
the home front was that the senator’s son, Robbie McNeal, got
caught trying to spy on some girls in the shower at ECU last
semester and had gone down hard for it. Scott and Robbie hadn’t
been close in high school—Scott had graduated two years ahead of
him—but they knew each other. Robbie was a bit of a pushover. If
Scott really felt like it, he could probably wheedle the full dirt
out of him over Spring Break. Scott just had no desire to find out
what “transitional punishment” was until he wasn’t a transitional
anymore.

“Let’s just say the law
set him good and straight,” his father had said, “with no permanent
harm done. All you have to worry about is pulling that average the
rest of the way up to an ‘A’ before you graduate.”

That and making crew
captain next year, Scott thought, forcing
another lift. Got plenty going on without
thinking about all of this other crap.

But goddamn, it didn’t take much to get him
worked up these days.

And there she was, in a
short-sleeved exercise shirt and knee length shorts, her hand towel
slung over her shoulder, a water bottle in a belt sleeve at her
waist. Briefly, before he could look away, she caught his
eye. Oh, well, he
thought. That’s me, busted.

He waved, and she waved back. Was that
a blush rising in her cheeks?

There was no time to confirm. She
turned from the women’s locker room door and jogged over to the
stationary bikes before he could be sure. He decided he wouldn’t
approach her while she was on the bike. She wouldn’t want to talk
while doing cardio.

She didn’t bring her
earbuds today, he observed. Neither had
he.

He got back to his reps, and instantly
regretted putting the extra weights on the pulley.

But not too much. The extra work—plus
the hopeful prospect of learning this girl’s name, maybe even
having a conversation—took his mind off the email he’d woken up to
this morning.

****

Five minutes into her
cycling, Savannah was already thinking about stopping. She didn’t
want to be a big, sweaty mess if the boy in the muscle
shirt—with the short black hair and the
dark, puppy dog eyes, she thought without
looking at him—decided to come over and talk to her. What would she
say to him if he did? What would she do?

He better,
she thought. I’ll never
have the guts, that’s for sure.

Seven minutes now. Beads
of sweat, nothing disgusting. Anyway, people came here to sweat, didn’t
they?

Behind her, she heard the main doors
swish open again, admitting more people. It was legs-and-abs day
for Savannah. She hoped her favorite machines wouldn’t be taken
when she was done on the stationary bike. She hoped—

But as the morning crowd
started to trickle in, she began to imagine them as shadows, not
just anonymous but sinister. She let the fantasy take hold, didn’t
fight it. Any one of these people could be one of
them.

A friend will contact
you, the email had read.
She’ll tell you what to do.

It was Wednesday. It would have to
happen soon. And what had they meant by “friend”? Was it possible
she already knew someone in The Select?

That possibility was unaccountably
exciting. Crazy things like this didn’t happen in Savannah’s
sheltered world of books and exercise, writing and online gaming.
She’d only had one underage drink in her life. She had a license
but rode a bike or took the bus instead of buying a car. She saved
money instead of spending it.

I’m the most boring person
I know, she suddenly realized.
I have to do this, even if it’s totally stupid.
Even if I regret it for the rest of my life.

She fingered the heart-shaped pendant
at the end of her necklace. It was the only golden thing she owned.
She rarely took it off, but her hand went to it regularly.
Sometimes, she imagined her mother’s patient, reasonable voice
speaking through it. Today, it seemed to dare her.

Take a chance, Vanna.
Maybe they won’t be as stuck-up as you think. It’s not like you
have anything else going on this Friday.

The system screen on the exercise bike
beeped the fifteen-minute mark and switched to Level 1 difficulty.
Warmup complete. Savannah considered pedaling through the
two-minute cooldown but let her feet rest idle in the pedal straps
instead. She sipped from her water bottle.

“Hey.”

Savannah almost choked.

It was Puppy Dog Eyes, and he was
standing right behind her. “Oh, hey,” she fairly spluttered, then
instantly said, “I’m sorry. Kind of caught me off guard.” Climbing
off the bike, toweling off around the neck, she remembered to
smile.

“No, my fault,” the boy
said, extending his hand. “Scott Lachance.” Then, when she didn’t
immediately answer, he added, “Architecture.”

“Savannah Miles,” she
said, shaking hands, painfully aware of the dampness of her
palm—and either feeling or imagining the hint of a mildly pleasant
electrical charge through the sweat. “Secular Archaeological
Studies of Religious History. Okay, that’s out of the
way.”

Up close, it was clear
that Scott Lachance was as nervous as she was, even though he was
trying to play it cool. He chuckled. “That’s, um …
very specific. So, what
happens to the secular part if you … I don’t know, dig up God, or
something?”

She shared in the laugh. “Then I start
going to church, I guess.”

Reflexively, her brain
went into panic mode—Oh, God, what if he’s
super religious? Savannah, you idiot—and
started formulating another apology.

“I’ll hold you to it,” he
said amiably enough. “’Til then, how about a beer at
Finney’s?”

He’s asking me out. Holy
cow, Mom, you said this would happen one day and now it
is.

Actually, she’d been asked out
before—more than once—but this was the first time she thought she
might…

“Sounds like a good time,”
she said, hoping her face wasn’t as pink as it felt. Then she
remembered. “Oh—damn it. Listen, Scott, I’ve got a birthday thing
going on later tonight…”

That wasn’t the only thing, either.
She wasn’t looking forward to her wellness visit later this
morning. She got them twice-annually, like everyone else on campus,
but having to report to the med labs on a school day made for
nothing but stress. There’d be work to make up later, and she’d
have to trust Mandy Jameson to record the lecture for
her.

“Yours?”

“Yes,” she said,
exasperated with herself and more than a little embarrassed. She’d
brought up her damned birthday,
like a little kid expecting an instant present.
“Just turned twenty-one.”

“In that case, maybe this
afternoon?”

“Really?” she said,
surprised and rather flattered by his tenacity. That was when she
had planned on making up the notes, but…

“Oh, hell, yeah,” he said.
“I’d be honored to buy your first beer.”

“Well,” she ruefully
admitted, “first legal beer, anyway.”

There you go again,
she thought. If he
didn’t think you were a total heathen before—

“That’s what I meant,” he
forged on, undaunted. “One o’clock okay with you?”

She smiled at him. She
nodded.

“Great,” he said. Then,
looking all around himself as if wondering what came next, he
finally went on, “Okay, I’m gonna jet. Finney’s, though. One
o’clock.”

“Looking forward to it,”
Savannah said. And she was. She let it show. “See you then,
Scott.”

You can’t be very far into
your workout, she thought as he ambled off
to the changing rooms. But she understood why he was leaving. If
both of them had stayed at the gym at that point, they would have
turned the place into Awkward City.

“Happy birthday,” he
called back to her, then passed through the locker room
door.

****

Unchaining his bike from
the stand outside the gym entrance, Scott allowed the elation and
expectation to wash over him. I did
it, he thought. I
asked her, and she said yes. He was
grateful neither Rusty nor Zeke had been on hand. God only knew
what they would have said right there, out in the open and in front
of everyone. But he could imagine it.

From Rusty, something
like: “Finally, Scotty steps up to the
plate!”

Scott hated being called “Scotty”. Which
was why Rusty called him that.

And from Zeke, who fancied
himself something like an older brother, “Shy boy makes a move! Good for you, man. Now, here’s what
you do…”

They were seniors, and
they’d actually been a real help back when he’d been new. Pedaling
back to his dorm—which he occupied alone out of choice, and it
stretched his modest budget to its limit—he wondered if he would
tell them. There was no harm just in letting someone know he’d
offered to buy Savannah Miles a beer, and she’d accepted. Zeke
would be the better choice. He’d be encouraging, if a bit of a
know-it-all. Rusty would tease him all through Scaffolding and Safety, which was a
two-hour class. Maybe all the way to one o’clock.

Not until you’ve done
it, he decided, turning onto University
Way.

It was almost six in the morning. The
plaza was lit with the burnt orange glow of the rising sun. Just
past the low-roofed brick buildings of the Golden Tech and the
campus police was the Jam and Java. He could stop for a quick
coffee and bask in his success for an hour or so. The mock-up
floorplan of his make-believe middle school wasn’t due
until…

Monday. Before that would be
Friday—and he still hadn’t decided what to do about Friday night.
The fucking SCS. The Select. Why had they decided to pick on
him?

This is your
choice, the email had said,
but one does not refuse us lightly.

If he did stay home that
night (or maybe go out on a real date with Savannah, as an
alternative), he’d be wondering what he missed for the rest of his
life. But he was still inclined to skip. Scott Lachance did
not like being told what
to do, especially by his peers.

He passed the coffee shop. Best to get
done what he could, leave his options open.

Why do you hang around
with Zeke, then? he asked himself. But the
answer was obvious. Zeke was a friend. So was Rusty, in his way.
They were jerks, but they were his
jerks.

Outside the dorm house, he took off
his helmet, walking the bike in with him. He took the stairs,
carrying his bike the whole way. He’d ducked out of his morning
workout, so he’d have to make it up as he could throughout the
day.

In his room—third floor, Dorm 5—the
first thing he noticed was that he’d accidentally left his computer
on—and he never did that. Powering down the old desktop monstrosity
on his way out of the door was something he practically did from
muscle memory, like rowing at crew.

The second thing he noticed was the
white cardboard box in front of the computer desk. It was a perfect
cube and occupied the whole seat. It had a removable top but no
tape to secure it, no string. Nothing.

“What the hell?” he said
to no one.

Call the cops,
his common sense demanded. Someone just broke into your personal space. At least call
Rick.

Rick was the dorm supervisor—another
one of those older brother figures. But, knowing Rick, he’d just
defer to campus police anyway.

Instead, Scott went to his desk, to
the box.

You shouldn’t open
that, he thought, hearing nothing but the
whir of the computer fans as he took off the lid and dropped it to
the floor.

Inside, there was a collared white
dress shirt, black pants, a pair of black running shoes without
laces. On top of them was a single sheet of paper. The note was
typewritten, and short:

This is what you will
wear. This is all that you will wear. We will provide everything
you need for the night’s entertainment.

Scott was glad he hadn’t called the
campus police. They wouldn’t interfere with SCS shenanigans—or so
he’d always been told. It was just part of life at
Bridgemont.

He took them out, finding each article
was the correct size for him, or near enough.

And two more things at the bottom: a
plain white undershirt—and a jockstrap.

“You’re kidding me,” he
muttered.

The whir of the computer
fan…

Scott thumbed on the monitor. There
was a new email there, sent at 5:45 this morning. And it was from
the same sender.

Let us know if anything
doesn’t fit.

While he was still contemplating that,
a third email popped into his inbox.

“Jesus, stop
already.”

But he opened that one,
too.

Congratulations on your
success this morning. Hail, the conquering hero. And,
Scott?

She’ll be
there.


Chapter Two:

Wellness

 


Veronica checked her face in the
pocket mirror: her hair, glossy black, long and straight with a
neat line of bangs up front; light rouge over high, perfect
cheekbones; just the hint of shadow under her bright eyes—which
were closer to green than blue today.

Satisfactory.

It wasn’t like she should
worry too much over her appearance just now, or so a small part of
her insisted. Malcolm wouldn’t care. He was a dominant, as she
was—and as such, totally incompatible in relationship terms. But
Veronica was halfway through her final year, and she was
important. She had an
image to maintain. She had to look her best all the time—be in
control all the time. The balance of power, she reminded herself,
could shift.

She checked her phone. He
was five minutes late, and she only had twenty minutes to spare.
There were more mundane concerns, academic concerns, that could not be
ignored.

Text him,
she thought. Remind him.
Command him to get his ass over here now.

But, no. He wasn’t one of her freshman
stable boys. He’d tell her to fuck off and then not show at
all.

“Shit,” she muttered,
supremely annoyed. But then—then she saw her.

One of the new prospects. One that
Veronica, and others—and Malcolm in particular—had wanted for some
time. The one who, according to Malcolm, had the dumb luck of being
asked out by another prospect only this morning: Savannah Riley
Miles. The birthday girl.

Savannah never
walked anywhere.
She power walked,
as though perpetually tardy to some class or another. Just now she
was power walking her trim, athletic, delectable little body
straight past Veronica, not twenty feet away, crossing the Commons
on her way to the med labs as though they would turn her away if
she didn’t report in the next fifteen seconds.

It’s ten in the
morning, Veronica thought.
Your appointment is ten-thirty, you fretful
thing.

It was a lovely day. Nice
breeze. Birthday Girl really should slow down and enjoy it—unlike
Malcolm, who needed to be
here, like, seven fucking minutes ago.

So lost was Veronica in these
contemplations, watching Savannah pass through the automatic
entrance to the med labs—tracking her with hungry, predatory
eyes—that she didn’t realize Malcolm had sat down on the bench next
to her until he had his computer notebook open. “Mornin’,
Ronnie.”

Sunglasses. Boots. Dreadlocks, dozens
of them, tied back in a glorious mane that went halfway down his
back. A sleeveless black vest that inevitably drew attention to his
big, brown cannons for arms. Even his fingers seemed too big for
the keys on his notebook, and indeed he spent nearly as much time
backspacing as he did properly typing.

“Nice of you to show,
fucker.”

He winked at her. “Keep askin’ me nice
like that and you’ll get what you wish for, bitch,” he quipped,
glancing at her sidelong, typing, backspacing. Finger-scrolling the
touch screen. “Sorry I’m late.”

Veronica snickered. It was hard to
stay mad at Malcolm for long. “You look good today.”

His eyes were on the screen again.
“Yes, I do.”

“All right, then. Show me.
Stuff to do.”

“Always, always,” he
concurred, then turned the notebook to her. “His name is Scott
Lachance. Been on the list since last year. His friends got him off
it the one time—wasn’t anyone left to bail him out this year, with
his protection used up. None of the real council gives much of a
shit about him. Fifty-fifty for showing, I figure. But he
really likes this other
one, the blonde pet with the tight ass.”

Veronica looked over the
profile pic. Clean cut, handsome. Sarcasm in that smile—oh, she
could practically smell it. “How did I miss him?” she breathed. “Malcolm,
he’s gorgeous. Oh, he better
come.”

“Wouldn’t be much use to
you after Origins, Ronnie,” Malcolm said. “Had my eye on him this
morning. Boy reads dominant. Soon as he gets out of the Pen, he’s
playin’ our side
of the field, if he plays at all.”

Veronica purred, “You can’t know that
yet.”

“Maybe not,” he granted, “but he’s got it bad for that tight ass.
That much I know for sure.”

Veronica thought about it.
She considered their show value, as a
couple. Their as-yet untold story.

“We should help bring them
together,” she said. “Help them break the ice.”

Malcolm sat back. “The queen is
generous,” he said. “And just how do you propose we do
that?”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “Rig the
lottery.”

She knew even as she spoke that those
words would not be received well. Such a thing had never been done.
Veronica enjoyed doing unthinkable things, but Malcolm was more of
a traditionalist.

“Professor won’t like it,”
he said. Then, with some heat, “I
don’t like it. Ronnie, if you do that, you fuck
up everything—”

So predictable. “Don’t be dramatic.
It’ll be an improvement.”

“No, Ronnie. That shit
will not fly.”

“I’m sorry. Did you just
say ‘no’ to me? I could have sworn you did, just now.”

“You’ve made plenty of
changes already,” he insisted with a low growl. “Too many. We’re
supposed to discuss these things. If I can’t—”

“We discuss,” Ronnie said, “then I decide. That is tradition, too, Malcolm. I
am First Skull. You don’t want to break tradition, do you?”

Malcolm fumed, but he did not answer.
Good.

“Be a good Second and fuck
off now, hm?”

****

“All right, Savannah, come
on back.”

At eleven in the morning, the waiting
room at the Crestwood Summit University Med Labs was standing room
only. After waiting half an hour elbow-to-elbow with her fellow
students—most of whom were probably sick—Savannah was glad to break
free of it. She followed Nurse Sustrick into the hall with the
examination rooms.

“Up you get.”

Still in the outer hall, Savannah
kicked off her shoes, set down her purse, and stepped onto the
scale. At her feet, the digital readout proclaimed her one hundred
and twenty-one pounds. Nurse Sustrick lowered the stopper with the
red indicator arrows to the top of her head and said, “Five foot
five, just like last time.”

“Gained three pounds,
though,” Savannah said, frowning.

“And you could gain
another twenty and still be well within the healthy range. Lose
five or ten, and you’re officially too thin. Seriously, hon, you
worry too much.”

Savannah didn’t argue. They were on
familiar terms, Nurse Sustrick and Savannah. She hadn’t been “Miss
Miles” to her since the second visit. They had trust. But Savannah
knew better than to challenge her in matters of her
profession.

The drill was familiar, too. Without
putting her shoes back on, carrying them, Savannah followed the
nurse from the scale to Room 3, to the papered-over examination
table. She scooted onto it, sock feet dangling over the side. She
offered her arm for the blood pressure cuff.

Also normal. Ears, nose, chest,
reflexes—and whatever it was Nurse Sustrick was checking when she
felt around Savannah’s neck with light, searching pressure, then
her stomach—all checked out fine. She pulled her shirt back down as
Sustrick went to the computer and transcribed onto the keyboard the
information she had just scrawled.

What now?
she wondered. She’d been told over the phone that
this particular visit would be a bit longer, but the receptionist
confirming the appointment hadn’t given her any details. Nor did
she have any friends older than her around campus she knew well
enough to ask. Alisha would expect the full report, though, and had
said as much.

She fiddled with her pendant and
waited to be told what to do.

Nurse Sustrick swiveled in her chair
and winked at her reassuringly. “So … how have you been? Got any of
the creeping crud that’s been floating around lately?”

Savannah looked around for some wood
to knock on, then settled on exam table cushion. “No, Nurse
Sustrick. Dodged that so far. I’m good. Little nervous.”

“Nervous? Why?”

She was a friendly lady, if a bit on
the imposing side. She was probably only ten or twelve years older
than Savannah herself. But she was tall, with severely cut black
hair that curled in a wave just under her ears and grayish-blue
eyes that didn’t blink quite enough. She didn’t have a gram of
compromise in her—typical nurse, Savannah supposed—but she did have
empathy. And the look she was giving Savannah right now, that
slight upward curl of her lip, was all-knowing.

“Don’t know what to
expect, is all.”

Mom would have told her.
Would have armed her—for whatever.

“Oh, sweetheart, nothing
bad’s going to happen,” said Nurse Sustrick, reaching over and
giving Savannah’s hand a squeeze. “Surely you’ve had a
gynecological exam before.”

“Yes, Nurse Sustrick,” she
said. “Few times. It’s been a while. First time was when I was
thirteen.”

Mom had been present for most of that
one. She’d told Savannah everything to expect beforehand. She’d
even offered to let Savannah sit in on one of her own examinations
first—an opportunity Savannah had flatly refused, horrorstruck at
the mere suggestion.

Her doctor had been a lot older than
Nurse Sustrick, and she hadn’t been particularly
invasive.

“No interior pelvic
exam?”

“No, ma’am,” she answered,
feeling a familiar self-conscious heat suffuse her
cheeks.

“And your cycle finished
last week?”

“Yes, ma’am. Right on
time, nothing weird.”

“You’re due.”

She was more than a little
pissed—both then and now—that boys didn’t have to go through
anything like this. She doubted there was anything extra they had to endure
during their wellness visits when they turned
twenty-one.

“Are you a
virgin?”

Savannah’s eyes widened,
stunned. She opened her mouth but fumbled for words. Of
course, she was. The
law—

“Don’t worry. Anything you
tell me stays between you, me, and the doctor. We have the same
obligations to confidentiality that priests have with confession,
as well as legal protection. I need you to be honest with me,
Savannah. And listen, I’ve heard it all before, so no
judgment.”

Savannah shook her head,
bewildered, but she answered truthfully. “Yes, Nurse Sustrick.
I’ve—I’ve never done anything like … that before.”

And she thought,
The doctor? Since
starting college, she’d only had to see the nurse practitioner. If
there was going to be a doctor involved, she wanted some say in who
it was. “But,” she protested, almost stuttering, “but this isn’t an
OBGYN.”

“It is on Mondays and
Wednesdays. That’s when we have Dr. Yannick.”

Savannah checked the sides of the
table. No stirrups. And no curtain.

No gown.

“Room 7, dear. Not yet.
Relax. He’s with another patient right now.”

Savannah’s breath
caught. He?

“How often do you
masturbate?”

At that, Savannah narrowed her eyes at
Nurse Sustrick. She couldn’t help it. This was beginning to feel
like an ambush. “I’m sorry,” she said. “What does that have to do
with anything?”

Nurse Sustrick sighed.
“Several things. First of all, you’re twenty-one years old. Every
woman on this campus has the screening within one week of turning
twenty-one—and it’s recommended for all women, everywhere. It’s
a health screening, and these are medical questions that have to be
sorted out before we can proceed.”

Sounds like bullshit. I
trusted you, Nurse Sustrick.

“Secondly,” she said, “I
know what’s happening this Friday.”

Savannah took a moment to
absorb that. For long seconds, it was too much to take in.
How could she know?
Nurse Sustrick wasn’t a student, and the email had only been sent
today. And … she was normal
person, straight up and honest, or Savannah had
thought she was until today. She couldn’t belong to a secret
society.

Nurse Sustrick continued. “I know
exactly where you’re going, and I know exactly what you’re doing.
Better than you know yourself.”

But how didn’t matter. Just her saying
it was proof that it was true, unlikely though it seemed. Savannah
was shocked, stricken. Confused. “I don’t understand, Nurse
Sustrick.”

“No, you don’t,” Nurse
Sustrick agreed. “But I will help you understand. I’ll help you get
ready. I’m the contact you were promised, Savannah.”

A friend,
they’d said.

Savannah nodded, head down, waiting
for more.

“I’m not the only staff on
campus who’s former Select,” Nurse Sustrick said. “Far from it.
You’d be surprised.”

Quietly, Savannah said, “I’m already
surprised.”

“Those of us who seek
employment back on our old stomping grounds are the real council,
Savannah. I go over the lists with SCS leadership, both male and
female. This is the third year in a row you’ve been put
forward.”

Savannah’s head came back up at that.
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “What?”

“When you were nineteen, I
vetoed your selection as soon as I saw it,” Nurse Sustrick
explained. “It was harder when you came up again as a sophomore.
Had I been just a student here, I couldn’t have done it. They
really do like you. You’re a smart, attractive young woman who
keeps her secrets to herself. You’re not on social media, except
for your token presence on Profile, which you hardly ever use. And
now—well, now, with your consent, you’re old enough not to be so
fucking precious, Savannah. You can live a little, if you so choose. No one in
authority will know. Hell with the stupid Behavior Reformation
Laws. You’re only this young for a very brief portion of your life.
The world has no right to keep you from any of it.”

Savannah didn’t answer. Again, she
felt wholly disarmed, this time by the swearing. It wasn’t that
she’d never heard the word “fuck” before. She’d just never had it
slung at her by a health care professional.

“There’s a lot I can’t
tell you,” said Nurse Sustrick, a hint of regret creeping into her
voice. “But I will tell you what I can—when we’re done. You should
feel lucky. The young men invited to the Origins Fete are hardly
told anything.”

“Why not?” Savannah asked.
“That doesn’t seem fair.”

“No. To you it wouldn’t.
But it’s tradition, Savannah. Some things don’t have a reason. Some
things just are.”

Savannah decided not to get hung up on
it. There was no point. The only man she knew around campus, other
than professors, was Scott—and she’d only talked to him for the
first time a few hours ago.

“Back to the question,”
Nurse Sustrick then said. “How often do you masturbate?”

Savannah rolled her eyes,
then fixed them on the ceiling. Finally, she ventured, “Well, it’s
not like I do it on a set schedule.” Which was true. It was one of
very few things she didn’t
do on a set schedule.

Nurse Sustrick snorted, amused. “Me
neither, hon. Give me a rough average.”

“Twice a week, maybe?
God.”

****

I should have gotten her
phone number, Scott scolded
himself. Does she know yet?

At the end of the third floor, he set
down the white box and flipped the lid off again. He pulled the
mouth of the garbage chute open.

She has to know. You’re
seeing her in an hour and a half. You can talk about it.

He looked back over his shoulder.
Confident he was alone, he drew out the jock strap, asking himself
why he didn’t just tip over the whole box and dump everything at
once. He hesitated.

What if she wants this?
What if you want
it? You don’t even know what “it” is.

“Damn,” he muttered,
squinting his eyes shut, restraining himself from pounding the heel
of his closed fist against the metal. “Damn it, damn
it.”

They can’t really hurt
you. They won’t hurt her. It’ll be like a … frat hazing, or
something.

Talk to her.

“Yo, Scott!”

Led Zeppelin shirt, the Volume IV
cover. Blue jeans and curly blond hair. It was Zeke, and he was
jogging Scott’s way down the hall.

Well, shit.

“Scott, bro—don’t be so
hasty. Wait a sec.”

Before Scott could fully process those
words, Zeke was at his side, easing his hand back to the box. Scott
let the stupid jockstrap fall back into it. But then he turned, his
right hand still balled into a fist. “If this is your idea of a
joke—”

“No, Scott, it isn’t,”
Zeke said, uncharacteristically serious. “This is an
intervention, way outside the norm. I’m one hundred percent not supposed to be doing
this.”

“All right, asshole,”
Scott said, fuming. “Intervene. Talk.”

Zeke put a hand on his shoulder. “If
you ain’t into it, man, fine. Don’t go. I never thought this would
be your thing.”

“Then what the fuck are
you doing, putting this shit in my room while I’m out?”

“Scott, I didn’t. I don’t
know who did—I’m not that high up. All you gotta do is blow it off.
Stay home. Nothing changes, I promise. But do not throw that shit away. Bad move,
okay? Just … think about it until Friday. Be sure. If it ain’t your
jam, you give me the box. I’ll return it.”

“You should have said
something, Zeke. This is not
cool.”

“That’s just it, Scott. We
don’t talk about it—so you can’t ask what it is. And if you don’t
go, we never talk
about it again, right?”

After a moment, Scott nodded, and Zeke
let him go.

But I am going to talk,
asshole, he thought. To Savannah.

“No problem,” he said. But
in his mind, he decided, And if she
doesn’t know about this yet, I’m going to warn her.

****

Still carrying her shoes, Savannah
allowed Nurse Sustrick to lead her to Room 7 and close the door.
There, right in front of her, was the examination table with the
dreaded apparatus and the draw curtain. There was a closet, which
was where Savannah guessed the gowns would be, but it was
closed.

“Breast exam, hon,” Nurse
Sustrick said. “Go ahead and sit up straight on the table, just
like normal. And relax.”

Savannah did as she was told. She was
glad Doctor Yannick wasn’t here yet. She was still fortifying
herself.

“Lots of women start these
at age twenty, but you declined last year, as I recall.”

Guilty as charged,
Savannah thought. And it wasn’t like her. The
importance of health had been driven into her by both of her
parents from an early age. It’s just—something about Nurse Sustrick
had made her reluctant. Had made her procrastinate, which also wasn’t
like her.

Something
that I understand better now, she thought. The soft implacability
of the nurse came too easily to her. She liked giving instructions that made
people uncomfortable—and then being sympathetic to them.

“Early detection is the
best prevention, Savannah.”

“You’re not going to put
me into the … presser thing, are you?”

Again, Nurse Sustrick
laughed. “Not today. No ‘presser’ for you. Three more years,
sweetheart, and then once every three years after that until you’re
forty. Then you
can look forward to having them annually. But no, today is just a
manual exam, and a pamphlet for you to take with you so you can do
them yourself, going forward.”

Okay, she thought. Self-exam. That I can
handle. I’m a good student. No problem.

“I’m going to need you to
remove your shirt and bra.”

Resigned, Savannah peeled off her top,
setting it behind her, and unhooked her bra.

“Keep your arms by your
side,” Nurse Sustrick said before she even had the straps
down.

Then, Here I am, she thought.
Tits out. Like them?

Personally, she thought
them a bit on the small side. Alisha had declared them “cute and
perky”, more than once—close quarters, over time, was the death of
modesty—and they were being rather too perky just now. Keenly, she felt
Sustrick’s empathetic-clinical gaze upon them, and she was tempted
to cover.

“Arms straight up,” she
said. “Quick check for any unusual redness, dimpling,
rashes…”

Savannah complied, eyes straight ahead
as Sustrick’s thumbs went under her breasts and eased them up. She
pressed at a nipple, worked the protuberant nub between two
fingers. Savannah started to protest.

“Checking for discharge,”
Nurse Sustrick calmly said. “And they’re both normal.”

She made Savannah stand, hands on
hips, then lean forward. Then lie flat on the table, first easing
her shirt out of the way, then putting her hands behind her head.
The pads of Nurse Sustrick’s fingers pressed into her left
armpit—forcing an involuntary giggle and the defensive retreat of
her arms back to her side.

“Savannah,” the nurse then said, like
a teacher whose patience has been sorely tested. “It’s
okay. This is the
important part—testing for lumps, cysts, anything that could
develop into a problem.”

“Sorry,” Savannah said,
stifling the giggle, the blush high in her cheeks but burning lower
now, too, suffusing her neck and the top of her chest. “Just kinda
personal, you know?”

“Honey, how many of these
do you think I do every year? Every week?”

Savannah returned her hands to the
back of her head, letting Nurse Sustrick continue. In a matter of
minutes, she stepped back and told Savannah she could sit up again.
Gratefully, Savannah did.

“You’re fine up there,”
Nurse Sustrick said. “Perfectly normal.”

“Good to know,” said
Savannah, hands crossed safely over her breasts. She didn’t bother
with her shirt. She knew what was coming.

Nurse Sustrick went to the closet.
“I’ll let Doctor Yannick know you’re ready,” she said, drawing a
thin green gown from inside. “You’ll need to take off everything
and sit tight for a minute. We’ll be done in no time.”

****

“All right—what I’m doing
now is a standard check for swelling, sores, any problem with the
external genitalia. Totally routine. Do you need a break? Perfectly
fine if you do.”

Savannah shook her head. She kept her
eyes mostly on the ceiling, bobbing her head “yes” or shaking it
“no” at most of his questions.

“Been feeling
well?”

Yes.

“Any heavy
bleeding?”

No.

“Accidental discharge? Any
unusual pain or discomfort?”

No.

“Outside of intercourse,
any sexual activity with men or women?”

No.

He was a kindly man, Dr.
Yannick, safely in his fifties and apparently bored enough with the
procedure that Savannah had almost been able to relax, even when he
went finger-diving to measure the size and check the position of
her uterus and ovaries. The part with the speculum, what Savannah
learned was called a “pap smear,” had been a bit rough, though.
Nothing painful, but cold.

“There,” he said at the
end of it, packing up. “All done. How do you feel now?”

Savannah directed her gaze between her
legs, still splayed wide in the stirrups with a sheet thrown over
her middle where Nurse Sustrick had turned her gown up. From this
point of view, the top of the doctor’s head shone under the ceiling
lights. “Like a Thanksgiving turkey,” she said.

They laughed at that—and Savannah
laughed, too, pressing her palms to her face.

****

“Don’t get up, Savannah.
Not yet. Relax, please. Last basic checks. Few minutes.”

“What for
now?” She was clearly
frustrated. “Internal fungus? Aliens from the planet
Fallopia?”

Doctor Yannick had gone.
Nurse Sustrick sat in his place. She patted Savannah’s knee. “For
Friday, Savannah. This will only take a few minutes. Of course, if
you’ve already decided not to go
on Friday, we can be done right now.”

It was a gamble, a bluff
that Nurse Sustrick played to make sure Savannah was
up for Friday. She
didn’t want the young woman traumatized. And—selfishly, she
supposed—she wanted a small, early sampling of the transitional
young woman to herself.

“What if I’m not sure
yet?” Savannah asked, then gasped.

Nurse Sustrick gently ran her finger
the length of Savannah’s vagina. Made little circles over her clit.
“Tell me if you want me to stop, hon. I’ll stop if you want me
to.”

Savannah didn’t answer at first, but
her breathing quickened, and her fist tightened around the pendant
between her breasts. Nurse Sustrick made as though to withdraw her
finger. Savannah shook her head, and then Nurse Sustrick resumed
her ministrations.

It didn’t take her long to get what
she’d been hoping for. Savannah’s nipples had been so responsive
during a perfectly ordinary breast examination. Her vaginal
response, under skilled fingers, was no surprise at all.

****

Five minutes later, after she was
dressed, Savannah said, “I was so scared. I thought he was going to
… break me when he went in with that … speculum thing.”

Nurse Sustrick shook her head. “The
doctor knows what he’s doing, Savannah. Anyway, there’s nothing
down there to break.”

Savannah stopped on her last button.
“But—but I told you…”

“Yes, and
because you told me, I
believe you,” Nurse Sustrick assured her. She explained, “You’re a
physically active young woman, Savannah. You did gymnastics all
through middle and high school. That little membrane isn’t made of
steel. It could have happened anytime. A lot of young women go to
bed for the first time without a hymen, or with a partial hymen. I
did. It’s only tissue. It doesn’t define virginity.”

Savannah’s face was
reddening all over again. “Then what does?”

“Experience, hon,” Nurse
Sustrick answered simply. “Only experience.”

****

Savannah took the pamphlet, the
website references, and the box—and left.

“Once you’re
there,” Nurse Sustrick had said,
“you’ll be blindfolded. When the blindfold goes
on, that’s your last chance to back out. All you have to do is say
the word—any word to make it clear you’ve changed your mind. You’ll
have ten seconds. You’ll hear them count it down. At the end of
that countdown, you’re committed. No way out after that. Do you
understand?”

Just outside the front entrance, she
caught sight of a tall man with caramel skin, dreadlocks, and
sunglasses looking right in her direction. He had a squarish face
and a firm chin, pouty lips—which he now pursed to blow her a
kiss.

“What will they do to
me?” she’d asked Nurse
Sustrick.

“You cannot know. Not now,
not then. Not until they do it. It is an absolute surrender,
Savannah—if you have the guts for it. You have two days to decide
not to make that surrender. For two days, it’s up to you. If, after
that time, you choose to surrender, well … that’s on you, isn’t
it?

Savannah ran, even though it was only
twelve o’clock—plenty of time to get back to her dorm, set down her
things, and still be at Finney’s well before one.

If she still wanted to go. She had so
much to think about. Scott would understand. She’d explain next
time she saw him at the gym. She’d tell him … something.

“I don’t know if I’m ready
for this,” she’d said.

“Then you’re not,”
Nurse Sustrick had told her. “If you’re still in doubt on Friday, stay home.”

Talk to me, Mom,
she prayed as she ran. Tell me what to do.


Chapter Three:

Curious

 


Little bit of hair gel, not much.
There wasn’t all that much to work with, especially around the
back. But Scott had just enough for a slight retro-cool flattop up
front.

Whatever you do,
he told himself, don’t
scare her off. You’ve been waiting for this chance for weeks. Focus
on her. Don’t even bring “it” up until she knows for sure you’re
one of the good guys.

The timing of that email—that
package—couldn’t have been any worse if they had planned it that
way. Scott did not want to be thinking about The Select today, nor
about what it might mean for him and Savannah if one (or both) of
them blindly delivered themselves into their collective clutch. He
tried to think about the date he was getting ready for.

It’s just a beer.
Conversation. Maybe an appetizer.

Half-date, then.

Don’t play like you’re
anything you’re not. If she doesn’t like you as you, it won’t work
anyway.

He decided against slap-on cologne,
opting for standard Old Spice deodorant instead. Scott wasn’t
generally a cologne-wearer, and the bottle his mom had sent up as
part of the last care package—which made him smell like his dad,
he’d observed—went largely unused. He lifted an arm, sniffed an
armpit.

Nothing fancy, just don’t
stink.

The shirt, currently spread out on the
bathroom sink countertop, was a standard red polo. Business casual,
he figured, but show off the guns.

And when you
do bring it up, have an
alternative ready. Something you can do together. Think,
Scott.

He was a groomer, was Scott Lachance.
He set his phone to camera mode and turned, making sure he hadn’t
gotten too hairy back there. Up front was fine—it wasn’t like they
were going to get naked after a beer and an appetizer, anyway—but
…

He faced the mirror again, dropped his
boxers, let himself hang out. He put his hands on his hips,
considering total deforestation, which was what Rusty said he did.
Then he decided against it.

“Hey, baby,” he said,
affecting a voice an octave and a half lower than his
norm.

His cock stirred, lifting its drooping
head half an inch or so like a hopeful panhandler.

Down, boy. We’re just
going for a brew. And we’re going to be a gentleman.

It obeyed.

He told himself it was a good-sized
unit. Better than average, according to Online Omnipresence. Bit of
a swing to it.

Perfect condition, too.
Never been used.

Well…

“Oh, shut up,” he said
aloud, drawing his boxers back up, pulling the shirt on.

His phone blinked out of camera mode.
Incoming video call, and—damn it all—it was Rusty. The pre-recorded
3-D Holo-I.D. tag showed his friend making a megaphone of his
hands, as though crying out to be heard. Rusty was fond of
hyperbole.

“Son of a bitch,” Scott
grumbled, thumb-brushing the screen away. He didn’t know for sure
whether or not Rusty was a member of the Student Council Select,
but if Zeke was, the chances were better than average.

He switched to messaging.
He texted, Are you one of them?

He didn’t have to wait
long. Within two minutes, Rusty texted back, If I am, they must be awesome AF. Scotty, you all
right?

That was all Scott needed
to read. He responded, You and I are not
talking right now. About anything. Then,
finding that a bit harsh, he sent a third message:
Maybe in a few days. Not before then. Kinda pissed
right now. You know why.

And blocked him.

On the home screen, the time read
12:55.

“Shit on sourdough,” Scott
breathed, and hurried out of the bathroom to get his goddamned
pants on. They were on his bed, laid out on top of the white
cardboard box that he had not
sent down the garbage chute. But in that moment,
he hardly saw the box. The only thing he could think about,
lumbering for the door, cinching his belt, were the seconds ticking
closer to one o’ clock.

A minute and a half later, he
remembered to come back for his shoes.

****

“And what’ll it be for ye,
lassie?”

The bar, Savannah thought, was Irish
enough, with shepherd’s pie and colcannon and traditional soda
bread on the menu, Murphy’s Stout and Guinness and Harp Lager on
tap. A poster at the entrance promised a return of their classic
Mumford and Sons cover band next weekend, and they were having
Riverdance lessons tomorrow night. There was enough green, white,
and red in the décor to throw a Christmas party. But as for the
accent of the plump, bearded barrel of a bartender with the name
“Steve-O” on his shirt, it was an imitation at best—and in reality,
more of an accidental parody.

“Thanks. I’m waiting for
someone. Is that okay?”

“Oh, sure, sure. I’ll come
back for ye, then.”

The place was half-empty. It wasn’t
like she was taking up the space of a paying customer. But, after
dithering a short while as to whether or not she would come at all,
she’d arrived at the establishment, quite typically, fifteen
minutes early. The waitress who had come to her
first—“Lorna”—hadn’t faked an accent.

She looked college-age, too, with twin
rivers of straight, saffron hair spilling over her shoulders and
soft eyes that matched her tan capris—although Savannah couldn’t
recall seeing her anywhere on campus. She was chatting it up quite
familiarly with a customer at the bar. Savannah couldn’t hear what
they were saying, but it was obvious they were friends. Or maybe
coworkers, with the one on the customer side of the bar just
dropping in off-shift.

Savannah had taken a booth instead of
the bar. She glanced out the window. Nothing.

It was 1:05.

Lorna leaned over the bar, took the
other woman’s hands, and kissed her. It was a lingering kiss, thick
with affection and excitement. Real love, for all Savannah knew.
When they caught her looking, Savannah quickly redirected her gaze
to the drink menu, holding one hand over the side of her
face.

Tullamore Dew,
Jameson…

Steps coming her way. It was the
customer girlfriend. The waitress girlfriend stayed behind the bar,
still aglow from the kiss.

Savannah’s dad warned her she was too
prone to apology in circumstances where she’d done nothing wrong.
Nevertheless, she had a fresh one ready on her lips when the other
woman spoke, leaning in by half a head before exiting the building.
Her rich, chestnut-colored hair nearly brushed Savannah’s face.
Pink fingernails drummed on her table.

“Get your own, Swiss
Miss,” she said, but not unpleasantly.

Get my own what?
Savannah wondered, watching the door swing
shut. Girlfriend?

She thought of Nurse
Sustrick, how she had allowed her to massage her
down there as intimately
as she had, knowing the examination was over—the
medical examination,
anyway. It had just … felt so nice, and she’d been taken so far
beyond the boundaries of her modesty by then already…

“Hey, Sis!”

It was Alisha, striding into Finney’s
like she owned the place and plopping down opposite Savannah. Her
presence drew the attention of Steve-O right away, who advanced on
their booth with his notepad drawn.

“Alisha—” Savannah
started.

“Yeah, I know. I checked
through the window—okay, I wanted to see what he looked like. But
you were unencumbered, so…”

That’s what I get for
leaving a note for my sorority sister. Probably came off like a
giddy schoolgirl, too, with all those triple exclamation points at
the end of sentences and everything …

“Yeah, but—”

Alisha turned her bright, smiling
countenance to Steve-O and addressed him with a far more convincing
Irish accent than he had employed. “Hey, laddie, that’ll just be a
wee bit of the old ‘Diet Coca-Cola’ in a paper cup with ice. To go,
don’t you know.”

Steve-O turned with a sigh and went to
get it. He didn’t bother asking Savannah if she was ready for
anything yet. Fortunately, when next Alisha spoke, her voice was
back to normal.

“So, where’s He-Man?
Tarzan? Conan the—”

“Scott.”

“Yeah, him.”

Savannah spread her arms
as if to say, No clue, as Alisha got her soft drink and paid for it.

Once Steve-O was safely back out of
earshot, she intoned, “And how was the dreaded twenty-first
birthday checkup?”

Savannah was about to
answer when, through the window, she saw Scott jogging—almost
running—across the street, as if he were every bit as aware of his
lateness as Savannah was. Good,
she thought before she could stop herself.
Thought you’d stood me up.

She pointed. “Scram, Sis.
Please.”

“My God. Ain’t
he a hunk of burnin’
love?”

“Alisha—now.”

“I’m out,” she said,
reaching over for a quick press of Savannah’s hands before taking
her cup and retreating with it. “Smile,” she said. “Look
happy. Be happy.”

Savannah tried. She
thought, Oh, Alisha. If only you knew what
today’s been like.

Alisha crossed Scott’s
path at the door, meeting him with a shake of her head and tapping
her watch. “Huh, uh. That is not
how you make a good first impression, Biff. No
way.”

Then she was gone.

Scott stood there, rather
flabbergasted. Sweating.

Savannah waved him over. “Well, you’ve
met my best friend, and you survived,” she said as he slid into the
place Alisha had just vacated, “Congratulations.”

He was only ten minutes late. And he
was somehow even cuter, with that distressed look on his face. It
actually put her more at ease.

“Savannah, I’m sorry,” he
said. “Been a hell of a morning.”

“Tell me about
it.”

He nodded, oddly serious. “I will,” he
said, holding his hand up for Steve-O. “But first, how about I buy
you that beer?”

****

She told him the only beer she’d ever
had was light American beer, and she was open to recommendations.
The truth was that he’d only had a month and a half to legally
experiment, himself, but this was his pub of choice. “I wouldn’t go
Guinness,” he said, “despite its popularity. Or any of the thick,
dark stuff. It’s like drinking a meal. Pick a pale ale.”

“One O’Hara’s?” she
tentatively said to Steve-O. She had her hair down—literally, if
not in a figurative sense. Scott quite liked the way it curled a
bit around her chin before coming to rest on her shoulders, as if
it, too, were taking it easy after the morning workout.

“That’s good!” he said,
sincerely. “Two, okay? Frosted glasses, please.”

Steve-O tipped his ballcap. “Comin’
up,” he said, and chucked Scott on the shoulder before going to get
them.

“You two know each other?”
Savannah asked.

“Not really,” Scott said,
“Been here a few times, drinking my Irish roots with a friend or
two.”

Savannah raised an eyebrow, but her
voice was still quiet when she remarked, “Lachance doesn’t sound
very Irish to me.”

“Archeologist,” he came
back sagely, nodding. “Probably good with genealogy and family
coats of arms and things like that, too. You must think I’m as
French as French fries, name like Lachance.”

“Those are American,” she said, setting her beer on a table napkin
and offering a word of thanks to Steve-O.

Scott sat back and let himself just
smile at her. “I thought you were the shy one.”

“Sorry,” she said.
“Usually I am.”

He raised his glass. “Happy birthday,”
he said, clicking it to hers, chuckling at her change of expression
after the first sip went down.

“Oh, man,” she said.
“That’s light, but it’s not Miller Lite.”

“No,” Scott agreed. “And
the Irish is my mom’s side of the family. The Fagans of Dublin and
Philly have leprechauns jumping out of their god-damned
ears.”

Savannah almost snorted beer on her
second sip. But she caught it, swallowed, then managed, “God! Don’t
do that. Jerk.” But she didn’t seem too upset.

“Okay,” Scott deadpanned,
“This is me, turning off the funny…”

She rolled her eyes.

“Had a thought maybe you
could use some funny today,” he said, then quickly changed the
subject. He indicated the Greek letters on her tee shirt, which to
him were indecipherable. “Sorority girl?”

“Gamma Phi Beta,” she
answered. Then, with finger quotes, “‘We aspire towards excellence
in all that we do’.”

“What a pain in the ass
for you.”

“Yeah. I’ve been told it’s
a problem. Frat boy?”

“Na, just a dorm
moose-on-the-loose,” he said, referring to the university mascot.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’ve got plenty of school spirit and all, but
the only organization with any claim on me here is the crew team.
You want an appetizer? On me—your special day.”

“Thanks, Scott. I really
can’t.” She took another sip of beer, eyebrows arching again. Then,
with an unladylike rim of foam over her upper lip, “Maybe another
one of these things, though.”

I like her, God,
Scott half-thought, half-prayed, hailing Steve-O
back to their table. Please let her like
me back.

“Whatever you want,” he
said.

****

But two was her limit. Savannah had
class at three-thirty, then
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