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 Chapter
One

The morning after the night before

Edwin’s attic bedroom smelled like sweat and
whipped cream. A half-empty bottle of Yugoslavian wine, a remnant
from when the country still existed, was on the floor leaning
precariously against two empty bottles of Guinness Extra Stout.
Julio’s silk shirt was draped over a lamp. It had landed there
after last night’s strip tease. Anastasia was desperately hunting
for her bra, and Jennifer couldn’t find her shoes.

Today was the day they had been putting off
for months. They had talked about it and not talked about it. They
had hinted, whispered and asked leading questions. They had made
phone calls, hanging up before saying anything, and finally got the
information they needed. Today was the day, and all four of them
would get it done.

Edwin stood, scratching his head. “Maybe
it’ll rain, and we won’t have to go.”

“You’ll have to think up a better excuse than
that,” Julio said as he got out of bed.

“Couldn’t we do it next week?” said Edwin,
breaking into a smile. “I’ve got so much work to do today. My LSAT
is coming up, and I’m so stressed. Why don’t we reschedule for next
week? That will be a much better time.”

“I think your rain excuse was better,”
Jennifer said, finding one of her sandals behind Edwin’s bookshelf.
“Face it. We might as well get this over with.”

Anastasia pushed the window open a bit more
to let in the summer air. The window was awkward to reach, and it
was such an oddly shaped room, carved out of a corner of the attic.
The bed filled the room allowing just a little space for a desk
covered in papers. The bookcase had yearbooks, theater books,
college textbooks, a Snoopy statue, and five little plastic picture
holders from Great America amusement park on its shelves. A
bulletin board held pictures of Geena Davis and Marilyn Monroe. A
Keith Haring calendar hung inside the closet door.

This is my life, thought Anastasia
standing at the window, and today could change nothing or
everything. Edwin, Julio and Jennifer were her forever friends.
She knew they would be in each other’s lives no matter what
happened. They had gone to high school together. Anastasia, Julio
and Edwin barely knew they were gay at the time, and they certainly
weren’t out to anyone else. But they sensed it in each other. They
were drawn to each other and stayed friends through college. Julio
came out first, announcing that he was gay while they lunched at a
local Chinese buffet the summer between high school and college.
Edwin and Anastasia followed, coming out to each other on
Thanksgiving morning while decorating the Christmas tree in Edwin’s
parents’ living room. Jennifer was the odd one out and was
straight. She said she hung out with Edwin, Julio, and Anastasia
because they were fun and creative. Edwin and Julio always teased
Anastasia about possibly having a crush on Jennifer.

“No way,” she always said. “I just don’t
think of her that way. We’re friends. That’s all.”

Now Anastasia had just finished college, and
her friends were nearing the end of their undergraduate years. The
year was 1993. Anastasia was 23 years old, and she knew she was
going to change the world. With these friends, she could do
anything.

They just had to get through today.

Julio lined up his skin and hair care
products in order of application. He pulled out wispy curls around
his ears and stared at his face in the mirror. “I’m still so fat,”
he said to himself. “But at least my skin tone has evened out.” He
had big dark eyes and sallow skin the color of a pale yellow crayon
mixed in with a touch of brown because of his Puerto Rican roots.
Jennifer’s skin was almost white but not quite because of her
Mexican father. Her eyes were a rich blue because of her
French/Irish mother. Edwin’s skin was off in the browns somewhere
because his parents were from Cambodia, and his eyes were such a
dark brown that they were almost black. Anastasia was the only one
who could color herself with the pink, “flesh” crayon that came in
every 64-crayon box with a built-in sharpener, and her eyes were a
mahogany brown. Her Jewish father was blond and blue eyed. Her
English mother had been a pale redhead.

Anastasia found her bra under Edwin’s bed and
pulled on a baggy, purple, low-cut shirt that flared out over her
standard old black jeans. She spun around, letting her top fly up
like an old full circle skirt. All she had left to do was pin on
the red ribbon she’d been wearing daily for months—you know, AIDS
awareness—and get on her shoes.

Anastasia looked at her watch. “Shit, I can’t
believe it’s past eleven. We are never going to get out of
here.”

Julio pulled on a pair of black jean shorts,
and Edwin started rifling through his closet looking for an
outfit.

“Edwin, pick out the peach and white striped
pants,” said Anastasia. “Those are my favorite, and you haven’t
worn them in ages.”

“That’s because my mother now uses them as a
dust cloth.” Edwin threw a pair of blue jeans on the bed followed
by a beige silk shirt and a vest. “These will have to do.”

“Fabulous,” Julio said, turning the word into
a ten-syllable extravaganza and giving him a snap. “You might get
laid yet.”

They finished getting dressed. Jennifer threw
on a flowery summer dress. Julio strutted up and down the room in
his big Doc Martens, shorts and a white t-shirt under an open
flannel shirt. “I’m trying to go butch. How do I look?” One hand
sported three rings of amber, silver and crystal. A thin gold chain
hung from his neck dangling his class ring that had become too big
for his fingers. He had lost 30 pounds after coming out but had
never gotten the ring resized.

“Don’t you think you’re trying a little too
hard?” said Jennifer.

Julio stuck his pointy nose in the air and
went back to examining himself in the mirror.

“Are we ready yet?” said Anastasia.

“I’m ready,” said Julio.

“I’m not scared,” said Jennifer.

“I’m not scared either,” said Edwin.

As they left, a beautiful Chicago summer day
greeted them. An HIV test was waiting for them.


 Chapter
Two

The night before

Anastasia arrived at Edwin’s big bungalow
that he lived in with his family on Chicago’s Northwest side
wearing her beaten brown leather backpack and a purse slung across
her body. The sun was setting, and she banged on the door.

“Am I the last one here?” Anastasia yelled as
Edwin slid back the door chain and snapped the lock open.

“No, you’re the first. Julio and Jennifer
called,” said Edwin. “They’re picking up some food.”

“Well, I bought something interesting on the
way over, too.” She pulled out a round flat bottle. “Look,
Yugoslavian wine. This is going to be a collectible. That country
is falling apart. We can drink it, but I want to save the bottle. I
love this label. It’s so pretty.” She gave him a kiss. “I also
bought a couple pints of Guinness Extra Stout.”

“That stuff is strong,” Edwin said.

“You can always thin it out. I bought some
seltzer and some 7-Up.” They heard a knock on the front door, and
Edwin let in Jennifer and Julio.

“Oooh, what did you get?” asked Anastasia,
looking into Jennifer and Julio’s shopping bag.

“Strawberries and whipped cream,” Julio
said.

“Did you want to make up a tray to bring
upstairs?” said Edwin.

“No,” Julio said with a grin. “I’ve got some
plans for the berries and cream. Let’s just go upstairs so we can
talk.”

Upstairs they went. Edwin put a mixtape in
the stereo, and they got ready for bed, although not for sleep.

The rich tones of The Smiths filled the room
as the bottle of Yugoslavian cherry wine was poured into water
glasses, and the various cans and bottles of beer were opened and
shared. The friends felt each other’s thighs and straddled each
other like lovers. Kisses were faked, and the merits of dicks
versus breasts compared. They had been physically intimate like
this for years, every time they were alone. Some nights they slept
over because they had gone out earlier, and it was too late to get
home safely. Other times, they slept over because they were going
to do something together early in the morning. They could always
come up with some good excuse. They touched each other. They got
close but never that close. They could always honestly say they had
never had sex with each other without naming the other physical
intimacy they shared. They didn’t even have a name for what they
did.

“Peel me a strawberry,” said Julio as he sat
on top of a prostrate Edwin in a corner of the floor.

“Ass,” said Edwin.

“I want to play a game,” said Julio.

They all got on the bed and sat in a circle.
Julio brought out the last of the berries and two cans of whipped
cream. “Truth or dare with a twist,” he said. “A person asks a
question. You have to tell the truth. If it’s a bullshit answer and
no one believes you, you have to eat strawberries and whipped cream
from wherever the questioner wants you to.”

“That’s gross,” said Edwin.

“It sure is,” said Julio. “But that’s the
only way I’m having this whipped cream eaten. You did ask me to
bring a game. You said I could bring whatever I wanted. I decided
to bring fruit including myself.”

“I say we go for it and see what happens,”
Anastasia said. “I want to ask first.”

“Uh-uh, girlfriend. The diva is going first,
and that’s me.” Julio made eye contact with each of them as if he
was about to ask his question. Finally, he turned to Anastasia.
“Tell me how you lost your virginity.”

“That’s a boring question,” Anastasia
said.

“Doesn’t matter. You either answer it or eat
a strawberry out of my belly button and lick whipped cream off my
nipples.” Julio pulled up his nightshirt, exposing his black
underwear and hairless abdomen. He aimed the whipped cream can at
his nipples.

Anastasia licked her lips and said, “Two
tough choices, but your nipples really aren’t big enough for
me.”

“Edwin, turn down the lights,” Julio
ordered.

Edwin complied and left on only a small desk
lamp. Jennifer rested her head on Anastasia’s thigh as she told her
story.

“It was with a woman that I met in English
class, sophomore year in college. She was ugly but turned me on
because she kept saying she wasn’t interested. She was the first
lesbian I knew so, of course, I fell for her. Besides, I was
determined to lose my virginity by age 20, and I only had six
months to go.”

Anastasia stroked Jennifer’s hair as she
talked. “I got her to come up to my dorm room for a cup of tea.
That was before I switched to coffee. I had a collection of 20
different kinds of tea and an electric kettle. I’d never really
touched a woman before. I wanted her so badly. The kettle boiled,
and I got wet. I steeped her tea and touched her. Her lips, they
were like antique velvet, soft and delicate, nothing like the tough
butch image she projected. Our bodies rubbed together. We forgot
about the tea, choosing to lick beer out of each other’s belly
buttons instead.”

Julio offered Anastasia his finger covered in
whipped cream. “She went down on me,” said Anastasia before she
wrapped her mouth around Julio’s finger, swallowing the cream. She
pulled off and said, “She moved her fingers back and forth over my
clit.” Anastasia ran her tongue over her lips sweeping off the last
of the bright white cream. “I was ready to explode every time she
so much as breathed on me. I wanted her to fuck me in her leather
jacket, but she didn’t want to get it messed up. She made me
explode anyway, and I learned what an orgasm felt like.”

“You’d never orgasmed before?” Jennifer
looked surprised. A lock of her blond hair fell over her eyes.

“No, well, not really. Once upon a time, I
was a goody two-shoes who never touched myself, but I’ve made up
for lost time.” Anastasia was breathing heavily from her own
memories. “I came seven times that night but couldn’t make her
come. I didn’t know what I was doing, and she wanted to be eaten
out for so long that I started demanding water breaks.” Anastasia’s
hands crept up to her neck, daring to go near her cleavage. “We
slept together just four more times, and the last time I did the
ultimate female thing. I faked an orgasm to get her fingers out of
me because I could no longer stand to be near her.”

Julio offered Anastasia another whipped cream
covered finger. She went down on it. Julio’s finger glistened with
leftover whipped cream and saliva when Anastasia pulled off her
mouth.

“Thanks,” she said. “Now you go peel me a
strawberry, and I’m asking the next question.” Julio placed a
strawberry on Anastasia’s tongue. She embraced the texture and the
sweet smell. “Edwin, your turn.”

“Oh no.” He covered his face with his
hands.

“That’s not going to make things easier,”
Anastasia said, “Besides, after I’m done with you, you get to ask
someone a question. Tell me the most interesting thing you’ve had
up your ass.”

“My first boyfriend’s dick.”

“How dull. You can do better than that,”
Julio said, decapitating a strawberry and tossing it to
Anastasia.

“Are you sure you haven’t been doing anything
interesting with your little brother’s gerbils?” Anastasia said. “I
know it’s a myth, but you can never be too sure.”

“I don’t like things up my ass,” Edwin
insisted. “I just had my first boyfriend’s and, yes, we used a
condom.”

Anastasia bit the tops off of three
strawberries, sprayed her forearm with whipped cream and arranged
the strawberries in a line. “Come here,” she said. “Open your
mouth.”

“For what?”

“I’m your best friend. You ought to be able
to trust me by now,” Anastasia said. “Open your mouth.”

Edwin’s mouth opened just enough for her to
throw in a strawberry. “Now, open wider or the next one will become
the most interesting thing you’ve ever had up your ass.”

He opened his mouth like he was receiving
communion, and she placed the second cream covered strawberry on
his tongue. “That’s a good Catholic boy, but this one you’re going
to have to work for.” The third strawberry, she placed in her
teeth. Edwin and Anastasia leaned toward the center of the bed.
Their teeth touched as he bit off one half of the strawberry, and
she swallowed the other half.

Anastasia sprayed her arm with whipped cream
and offered it to Edwin. “Now
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