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Nick of Time

When the phone rang, I knew I shouldn’t answer. Part
of me craved a diversion, and that’s exactly why I hesitated. I
didn’t have time to be distracted. Zero hour, D-day, the Moment of
Truth—whatever the phrase for the clock is ticking and you’re
running out of time—was written in big bold letters across the
blank screen of my computer monitor.

Second ring. I clenched my jaws, determined to be
strong.

Third ring. I ground my teeth.

Fourth ring. I pressed both hands hard against my
thighs.

Fifth ring. Sweat broke out on my forehead.

Sixth—I snatched up the phone.

“Hello?”

“Did I catch you in the middle of a workout?”

“Nope, I’m at my desk.”

I leaned back and closed my eyes, picturing my best
friend Carly. At ten at night, she’d probably be curled up on the
sofa with a book, her long runner’s legs bare and her riotous red
curls disheveled because she unconsciously twisted the long locks
around her finger as she read. We’d met on our first day of college
at freshman orientation and had been practically inseparable ever
since. We’d pledged the same sorority, ended up sharing a room, and
throughout most of that year shared pretty much everything, even
dating the same guys, although not at the same time. All that
changed one night in the middle of commiserating about the
unsatisfying state of our love lives because neither of us had been
able to find anyone who could kiss, or do anything else to our
satisfaction. We were sitting cross-legged on her bed, facing each
other, wearing what we usually wore to bed. Big, long, loose
T-shirts and nothing else. I can’t remember which guys we had been
complaining about, but I distinctly remember Carly stopping in
mid-rant and staring at me as if she’d never seen me before. Or
maybe seeing me for the first time.

“You know, you have a fantastic mouth.”

“What?” I said stupidly.

“Your lips,” Carly murmured, leaning forward so our
knees touched. She braced her hand on my bare thigh as if she
needed to keep her balance and traced my bottom lip with the index
finger of her other hand. “They’re a beautiful color and so full.”
She dipped her finger ever so slightly inside, and without
thinking, I caught it with my teeth. She made a little sound of
approval in the back of her throat, and I felt weak and hot, as if
I’d been running for hours.

I’d seen her naked. I’d touched her casually hundreds
of times. I had told her things I’d never told another human being.
There were things I didn’t know about myself, or hadn’t yet
admitted, but Carly—Carly, I knew. But until that moment, I
had never noticed there were tiny flecks of gold around the edges
of her hazel irises. I hadn’t imagined that her fingertip running
along the inside of my lip could feel as if she was stroking me
deep inside. I had never once dreamed that the heat of her body
could consume me when we weren’t even touching.

“Carly, what—”

“Shh,” she whispered. “You know.”

Her lips were hot and wet, and when her tongue
slipped gently into my mouth, I whimpered helplessly, wanting
things I had no clue how to express. She took my hand and guided it
beneath her T-shirt to her breast. Her nipple tightened against my
palm, and she shivered and gave a little cry. That tiny, vulnerable
gesture gave me the courage to follow my desperate desire.

I guided her back onto the bed, following until I was
lying on top of her, my thigh between hers, my hand traveling from
one breast to the other, squeezing and fondling, exploring her with
breathless wonder. I kissed her and got lost in her softness, in
the sweet taste of her mouth—too lost to realize what her
breathless cries meant until she clutched my shoulders and arched
beneath me, her legs twisting around mine.

“I think I’m coming,” she gasped.

I remember holding my breath, my heart pounding so
fiercely I thought it might burst and not caring if it did, so long
as I lived long enough to watch her face while she came. She kept
her eyes open and I couldn’t have looked away if someone had held a
gun to my head. She let me see everything in her eyes—her need, her
fears, her pleasure. I’ve never known anyone braver, before or
since. I didn’t take a breath until she started to laugh.

“Oh my God,” Carly half laughed, half sobbed. She
wrapped her arms around my waist when I tried to pull away. “Oh my
God, that was unbelievable.”

My leg was still between hers and she was wet and hot
and beautiful. I was—I don’t really know what I was, because I’d
never felt anything like that before. Terrified, exhilarated,
aching, in awe. Carly nudged me with her knee and I shuddered.
Grinning, she turned her hand over and slid it between us, down my
sweat-slick belly and between my legs. My head snapped back when
she closed her fingers around me, and I thought I might pass
out.

“Just hold on,” Carly whispered, as she held me and
stroked me until I couldn’t hold on anymore. Then she held me and
stroked me as I lay quivering in her arms.

“Do you think this means…?” Carly whispered after a
long time, and I answered, “I don’t know.”

I wasn’t ready, but Carly was, and I’d never known
Carly to run away from anything. So she ran toward her truth while
I stumbled along behind. I took too long and she found a
girlfriend. There have been a lot of girlfriends in the six years
since then. For both of us. But the one constant in my life has
been Carly.

“You don’t sound like you’re working.” Carly’s voice
called me back to the present. “You sound breathless.”

I hadn’t been before, but I was now. I concentrated
on sounding normal. “Actually, the correct term would be
trying to work.”

“You’re stuck?” Carly asked incredulously.

I never suffered from writer’s block, and she knew
it. It wasn’t writer’s block precisely, it was…boredom. “Not
exactly. I’m just having trouble getting motivated.”

“What are you writing?”

I sighed. “I promised Vanessa a selection for her
next anthology.”

“The fantasy thing?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“When is it due?”

“Uh…” I glanced at the time on my computer. “In about
two hours.”

Carly burst out laughing. “I can’t believe you waited
this long. You always get everything done weeks in advance. It’s
disgusting.”

“I know,” I said miserably. “I’ve been putting it
off.”

“Why?”

I shrugged and then realized she couldn’t see me.
“It’s weird. Every time I sit down to write, my mind goes
blank.”

“No fantasies, hmm?” Carly teased.

I laughed. “Oh, I’ve got plenty of fantasies. But
this isn’t supposed to be true confessions.”

“You just need to get primed. Do a spinoff of one of
yours.” Her voice held a note of challenge. “Come on, let’s
practice. What’s your favorite fantasy?”

“Forget it, Carly. I don’t do autobiographical
erotica.”

“I didn’t say write it. I said tell me. Or are
you chicken?”

“Chicken?” I heard a muffled sound as if the phone
had been dropped. “What are you doing?”

“Getting comfortable on the couch. Stretching out so
you can tell me a story.”

I’d sat on that couch dozens of times, watching
television with her, eating popcorn and sharing a bottle of wine.
Sometimes she fell asleep. Sometimes we both did and woke up
leaning against each other, as comfortable in each other’s space as
a long-term couple. I pushed back my swivel chair and propped my
feet on my desk. I always worked in sweats so I felt pretty relaxed
too.

“Maybe I should write about one of your
true-life adventures,” I goaded.

“Like you’d know.”

I’m not sure exactly why I said what I said next. I
could tell she wanted me to do something, say something, but
I wasn’t sure what. She was always a step ahead of me, and I was
tired of trying to catch up and always getting there too late.

“Well, there’s the night Lucy Carmichael went down on
you in the middle of a pledge party.”

I heard a gasp, then total silence, and I started to
worry.

“Carly?”

“How did you know that? I never told anyone.”

I suddenly realized I’d made a big mistake. As close
as we were, there were still secrets between us. And I had just
told Carly that something she thought had been a secret, wasn’t. I
searched for a plausible story. But this was Carly, and though
there might have been things I hadn’t told her, I wouldn’t lie.

“I watched you.”

“Where?” she whispered.

I closed my eyes, picturing the dark room with a bed
in the middle piled high with coats. There was just enough
moonlight to see my way around the furniture as I crossed toward
the bathroom. The party was in full swing downstairs, and when I’d
finally gotten fed up with watching Lucy fall all over Carly, I
decided to take a break upstairs. Just as I reached a hand inside
the bathroom, feeling along the wall for the light switch, the
bedroom door behind me banged open and two women stumbled in.
Almost by instinct, I ducked into the dark bathroom. And then I
recognized Carly’s voice. I peeked around the corner and saw she
was with Lucy.

“Whoa, hey, in a hurry?” Carly laughed as Lucy threw
her down on the bed.

“God, yes,” Lucy gasped, tugging at Carly’s jeans.
“I’ve wanted to taste you all night long.”

Carly twisted her fingers in Lucy’s hair. “Come on up
here and taste some of this, first.”

 

Lucy climbed up Carly’s body and attacked her mouth.
I considered trying to sneak out while they were groping each
other, but I was afraid they would see me and I
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