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Prologue

	The wait in the small, nondescript reception area was brief. 

	I sat on the sofa against the wall by the entryway. A window to my right had its blinds drawn, as if to keep anyone from peering in—even though the room was three floors up. Across from me, against the opposite wall, was a small wooden table, a chair on either side, a half-completed puzzle strewn across it. I noticed it when I first arrived—briefly, with a flicker of interest. The puzzle’s box, propped against the wall, showed an Impressionist landscape—Monet, maybe Pissarro—something I’d seen years earlier in a New York museum. I’d even considered helping put it together, but immediately deferred, content to wait across the room as I let my mind wander back to that weekend trip with Paddy.

	The door opposite the entrance soon opened and a man appeared, his hand still on the knob as his eyes quickly found me. He was older, heavyset, with thinning gray hair and round tortoiseshell glasses, looking every bit the part in his slightly wrinkled khakis, oxford shirt, and buttoned cardigan.

	“Mr. McKenzie,” he said softly, a reserved warmth in his voice, as if offering some quiet reassurance.

	I stood. “Yes, sir.”

	“Dr. Jeffries. Please—come inside.” He fully opened the door and stepped aside to let me pass.

	I walked into his office. It was sparsely decorated, a faint scent in the air I couldn’t quite place—something like honeysuckle. Other than a few framed degrees, the walls were bare. A desk and chair sat near the door, facing the far side of the room. By the window, two chairs were set opposite each other, the blinds drawn much like those in the waiting area. Only a notepad and pen rested on the desk, the pad left blank.

	I turned to face him.

	“Would you like to take off your jacket?” he asked.

	“No, I’m fine,” I answered. “Still a little cold from outside.”

	“Early February in Boston,” he remarked. He motioned toward the two chairs. “Please, have a seat.”

	“Which one?” I asked.

	“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’m fine either way.”

	“Is this a test?”

	He chuckled. “No. No tests. Just talk.”

	I chose the chair on the right and sat. He followed, pen and pad in hand, taking the seat across from me, six or seven feet away. He crossed one leg casually over the other, his right foot dangling while he balanced the pad on his knee.

	“Are you nervous?” he asked.

	That’s when I noticed my hands clamped around the armrests, gripping them tight. “No,” I said, letting go. “I mean—kind of. I guess. Yeah.”

	“No reason to be,” he said. “You’re not in any trouble. We’re just here to talk.”

	I forced a smile as he studied the lacerations still visible on my face. “Good to know,” I joked.

	Dr. Jeffries paused. “I noticed your referral came from William Cromwell’s office.”

	I couldn’t tell whether he was annoyed or flattered. “I know their son, Paddy,” I answered.

	“Must be one hell of a friend,” he said.

	“He’s like a brother at this point.”

	He nodded, then dropped the topic. “And how are you finding Boston? First time?”

	“It’s fine, and no. I went to boarding school in the area. Andover.”

	“Ah,” he said, scribbling a note. “And how did you find it up there?”

	“It was… fine.”

	“Just fine?”

	“It was school,” I clarified. “Homework. Studying. Tests.”

	“When did you go up there?”

	“I was eleven—halfway through sixth grade. Right after New Year’s.”

	“And being away from your parents at that age—how was that for you?”

	“It was okay.”

	He made another note. “Did you miss them?”

	“Is it wrong to say not really?”

	“There are no wrong answers here.”

	“Then I didn’t really miss them.” I hesitated. “In a way, it was kind of freeing.”

	“In what way?”

	“Because I don’t know if they really even wanted me around. They sent me up here, didn’t they?”

	“That’s not always the case.”

	“It felt like it.”

	He considered this. “What was your relationship with them like before you went away?”

	“My dad? Distant. Very distant. I wasn’t the son he wanted.”

	“And your mother?”

	I sighed. “Better than my dad, I guess. We had our moments. Without my dad, she was… different.”

	“And they’re deceased,” he said, as fact.

	I nodded. “Yes. Plane crash.”

	He tapped his pen lightly. “You were in college then?”

	I nodded. “Yeah—yes.”

	“How was your relationship with them before that?”

	My focus drifted as my hands found the armrests again. The last memory I had of the three of us together surfaced—my father’s blind rage, my mother’s anguish, and me at the center of it—a shadow life and one bad decision, the catalysts.

	“Jason?” Dr. Jeffries said. “Where are you?”

	I looked up. “Excuse me?”

	“Just now,” he said. “Where did you go?”

	I shook my head. “I was just remembering the last time we were together.”

	“Do you want to talk about it?”

	I forced another smile. “Not yet.”

	He nodded. “We can go there when you’re ready.” He made another note. “You’re an only child, correct?”

	“Yes—but I had an older brother. He drowned when we were kids.”

	“How was that for your family?”

	I glanced toward the window. “I think it broke us.”

	He leaned back slightly. “So, where would you like to start?”

	“With?”

	“I’m trying to understand what led up to the event that brought you here.”

	“The event,” I repeated, the word catching slightly.

	“Yes. We can start there, or we can work our way toward it.” He paused. “From what I understand, you deliberately aimed your car at a tree and struck it at full speed. Is that fair?”

	“Fair enough.”

	“Something brought you to that moment, Jason. If I’m going to help you, I need to understand how you got there.” He studied me. “Is there a point you’d like to start? A week before? A few weeks?”

	I thought of the year and a half since I’d finished school. “No,” I said quietly. “Further. Last March. That’s when everything started coming apart.”

	He nodded. “Okay. That’s a start.” He paused. “So… what happened back in March of 1993?”
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	“Pay it,” I said, tossing the seven-page American Express statement back across the table. 

	Sitting outside on the upper patio off the living room, an unread newspaper in front of me, I’d flipped through it only to humor Howell, a balding, Lurch-like presence apparently put on this Earth to torment me.

	I’d never been particularly fond of my overbearing trustee, but now that he felt it his civic duty to monitor what he termed the “excessive spending habits” of my boyfriend, I was beginning to dislike him even more. I was, however, stuck with him through my twenty-fifth birthday—two and a half very long years away.

	“Pay it?” he repeated, an eyebrow raised, as the papers sat in front of him. He leaned forward, resting one hand on the back of the chair in front of him. His grip tightened.

	“Howell, I said pay it. So pay it.”

	“You don’t see a problem with this?”

	“No, I don’t,” I answered. “It’s my money. I gave him the card, and I don’t have a problem with it.”

	He didn’t react.

	“Please just pay the stupid bill.” I stood and reached across the table, picking up the statement before thrusting it at him.

	“You could cancel the card, or tell him to stop spending so much,” he remarked as he took it from my hand.

	“Yeah, I guess I probably could,” I answered, then sat back down.

	Howell glared. “Fine,” he said before reaching for his briefcase—which until now had sat stoically beside him like a well-trained dog—and placing it on the table. Moments later, the source of our tension had been safely returned and the briefcase resealed. “I just want to say one thing,” he said.

	“What?” I asked, dragging the newspaper into my lap, bracing for another lecture about my “gay lifestyle.”

	“When your parents died—God rest their souls—it fell to me to look out for you. To do what would be in your best interests. To see that you developed into a respectable young man. Now I have no problem with your… choices. Your private life is your private life—”

	“Howell—”

	“Let me finish,” he interrupted, holding up a paw of a hand. “When I see him spending almost five thousand dollars in one month, I have to question what’s going on. It’s ridiculous. You have got to be more careful, or one day you’re going to wake up and it’ll all be gone.”

	Most of what was on Chris’s card was mine, but I let him run with it. 

	“You know, I’m really looking forward to the day I can fire you.”

	He shook his head in disapproval. “I don’t even know why I bother.”

	“That makes two of us.”

	He took hold of the briefcase handle. “Any thoughts on what we discussed last week?”

	“You mean selling the company—or did I screw something else up?”

	“The company,” he answered, ignoring the bait. “There might be a buyer interested.”

	“Might be?”

	“They’d be open to a discussion if we were.”

	“You’re the CEO and chairman of the board, and you run the trust that owns the company. Why is this my concern?”

	“Because it’s all meant for you,” he said. “I’m not going to do something like this without your blessing.”

	“Then you have it.”

	Howell shook his head slightly. “Are you ever going to take any of this seriously?”

	“When I need to,” I answered. 

	The company had never meant much to me—not in any way I could admit, anyway. It was simply there—like the house, like the money—another thing I assumed would always exist, whether I paid attention to it or not. 

	“Jason—”

	“Howell, please—it’s time to go.”

	He scowled before shuffling back inside.
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	I was an only child—or so I had become—when my older brother David drowned at the beach just over twelve years ago. He was thirteen. I was still ten, only a few months shy of eleven.

	His death—the result of two precocious boys sneaking out of their grandparents’ beach house to boogie-board while the adults lounged and drank—crippled my parents. That he died trying to save me from a strong rip current did not make his sacrifice any easier to accept—the lesser of the two having survived. My father’s favorite—the heir apparent—gave his life so that the runt could live.

	Now an only child, with my parents’ love no longer assured—much less given unless others were watching—I returned to school to find myself increasingly alone. Whether my friends had only ever tolerated me because everyone wanted to be around my brother, or whether they quietly blamed me for his death, I never really knew. Either way, whatever place I’d once occupied had been revoked.

	My father quickly buried himself in work, my mother in causes and social obligations befitting her standing. When we were together, it was largely performative—a version of family life staged for public consumption. Alone, we passed one another like distant acquaintances—polite and disengaged.

	I learned quickly not to expect much from either of them. Affection, when it came at all, arrived indirectly—through duty or necessity—and never lingered long enough to resemble anything like the real thing. I adapted and stopped asking for what was no longer offered.

	My parents were products of the worlds they came from. My mother, Elizabeth Carolyn Cornell McKenzie, was Charleston society through and through—polished, selective, and acutely aware of appearances. My father, David Jeffrey McKenzie II, had been raised inside the company that bore his name and devoted himself to it with the kind of loyalty that left little room for anything else.

	They met in college, married soon after, and built a life that, from the outside, looked like success—a growing business, a prominent social calendar, and a house that eventually dwarfed the neighborhood they developed around it. What the structure lacked was intimacy. Whatever warmth had existed disappeared with my brother’s death.

	Shortly after the new year, only a few months after David’s death, I was shipped off to a boarding school in Massachusetts to finish the sixth grade. It was presented as an opportunity, though it felt more like a practical solution to a problem no one wanted to name. Paddy had already been there for years—exiled early and for reasons of his own—and we were assigned the same dorm room. We latched on to one another and stayed that way through high school graduation. After a gap year abroad together, we arrived at Wofford still inseparable—enough that people assumed we were brothers. By then, we already were.

	When my parents died last May, they were returning from a short trip to Charleston. I was sitting in a ten o’clock economics class when the nose gear on the company jet collapsed during landing, flipping the plane and igniting it on impact. I was told by the college president, who arrived as class let out, to notify me before I learned of the news elsewhere. I thanked him perfunctorily, then walked back to my dorm.

	The emptiness I carried—or rather the absence of any real feeling—was nothing new. By then, I’d long since become emotionally indifferent where my parents were concerned. Their deaths registered the way stolen property might—unfortunate, inconvenient, but distant. I felt none of the devastation I was supposed to—and that absence troubled me far less than it probably should have.

	I managed to graduate early after two years of summer classes and a final January Interim program. That was when I moved back into my parents’ house—all eight thousand square feet of it on three acres, the largest lot in the neighborhood.

	With them gone, it felt like a museum after closing time. Their bedroom was exactly as they’d left it—my father’s suits still spaced two inches apart in the closet, my mom’s jewelry still laid out in the mahogany chest, waiting for her to walk in and choose a pair of earrings. I slept in the same queen-sized bed I’d had since childhood.

	Nothing in the house was meant to change, so nothing did.
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	Chris and I have been together nearly seven months, though we first crossed paths only days before my parents died.

	It began as a fairly typical Saturday night at the Castle—though nothing about that weekend stayed ordinary for long—with only my friend Sam joining me. Paddy, being Paddy, had gone up to New York for the weekend. My other close friend, Jim, was still in Greenville, but trapped at his parents’ house for his father’s birthday, with no chance of escape—home by nine or ten at the latest. He wouldn’t even broach the idea of a dance club at midnight. Even my girlfriend, Lauren, had a sorority event on campus she couldn’t get out of, so Sam and I killed time over drinks at California Dreaming before heading over around eleven.

	I’d left Sam at the main bar with a twenty and was on my way back from the bathroom when I saw Chris for the first time on the stage above the dance floor. He stood alone near the ledge, moving to the beat, a fitted white T-shirt hugging his lean frame, baggy jeans hanging low on his hips. His dirty-blond hair was cropped tight on the sides, longer on top, deliberately tousled.

	Sam appeared at my left, thrusting a vodka cranberry toward me. “Here, bitch,” he said.

	Five-eleven and emaciated, with a flop of bleached hair, Sam was pure eighties pop star material—affected, outgoing, and impossible to ignore. He’d also been my very first boyfriend—right when I first started going to the Castle—for about three catastrophic weeks.

	We touched cups before drinking.

	Sam made a face. “Fucking mini bottles. This tastes like shit.”

	“I told you to get doubles.”

	“Whatever,” he said. “Are we dancing?”

	“Not yet,” I answered, glancing back toward the stage. “Another drink or two first.”

	“That’s not going to help you any out there. You know that, right?”

	I grinned as my gaze shifted again. “Shut up.”

	He scowled. “Do I even want to know who’s got your panties all in a wad?” 

	“That guy on stage,” I said.

	He glanced back. “Which one?”

	“The guy in the middle. Jeans and a white T-shirt.”

	He looked again. “You’re kidding.”

	“No. I want to meet him.”

	He sighed loudly enough that I could hear it over the music. “I don’t know if he’s worthy of my matchmaking skills.”

	“Oh, come on, Sam. I’ll owe you.”

	He smirked, just a little. “Why the hell do I have to be in the middle of this?”

	“Because you love being in the middle of everything. You’d get pissed if I went around you.”

	“That’s not untrue,” he admitted. “Even though you’ll wind up blaming me when this goes bad. I’m just saying.”

	“Fine—then I’ll do it myself.”

	Sam scowled. “Fuck off with that,” he said. “I’ll take care of it.”

	We skipped dancing and settled at one of the high-top tables on the second-to-last riser overlooking the main bar, just below the back bar. About five feet up, it was high enough to watch the entire circus unfold as we nursed our latest cocktails. 

	Sam eventually peeled off after some military-type guy who’d been circling the floor. When I looked back toward the dance floor, the guy on stage was gone.

	I held our spot, nursing my drink, half-watching the crowd and half-waiting for Sam to come back. A couple of guys tried to strike up a conversation, but I kept them short. I wasn’t interested, and I knew Sam would shoo them away if they were still there when he showed back up. 

	About thirty minutes later, he reappeared with another round of drinks, already complaining that the whole thing had been a bust. They’d managed to make out on the back patio, but it had gone downhill from there.

	His tale over, he leaned in. “Oh—and I also ran into your little lust object on the stage.”

	“You what?”

	He pulled back. “You heard me.”

	“You could have led with that.”

	He sneered. “Because everything is all about you, isn’t it?”

	I ignored him. “When did that happen?”

	“Ten minutes ago. In the bathroom.”

	“And?”

	“Queen, calm down. I did my thing,” he said. “Yes, he knew it was you. And before you even ask—he already left.” 

	“Fuck,” I muttered.

	He grinned, nudging my arm. “Relax, princess. He’ll be here next Saturday. His name’s Chris—and you’re welcome.”

	Less than a week later, my parents were gone.

	The funeral unfolded like a movie, with everyone knowing their part and hitting their marks. At some point, I became detached from what was happening around me, as though I were watching a parallel version of myself play the dutiful, grieving son.

	It was a state affair, and I’d never seen the church so full. Distant relatives were there, along with my parents’ friends, company employees and clients, and a host of politicians—half the city council, the governor, and even a US senator. I sat alone in the front left pew, hundreds of people behind me, an organist playing a song I’d heard countless times before, though the words now escaped me.

	I stared blankly at the two coffins ten feet away, painfully aware of the room’s attention fixed on me, and of how completely alone I felt. Just as I thought I might lose it—run from the church and never look back—a shadow appeared beside me in the aisle. I looked up to see Paddy, a wry smile on his face.

	“Is this where all the cool kids sit?” he asked.

	It was all I could do not to cry. “Yes,” I said, my voice breaking.

	In an instant, he stepped over me and sat to my left, our shoulders touching, his right hand grasping my left as if the pressure alone could keep me from coming undone. To everyone else, the day was about my parents. For me, it was Paddy once again coming to my rescue. Moments before the mass began, Jim, Lauren, and Sam joined us—my true family at my side.

	I didn’t go out again until August, when everyone returned to school. After my parents died, I finished the semester mostly in a haze and stayed on through the summer, enrolling in classes I barely remember taking. When I wasn’t in class or at the library, I was holed up in my dorm. 

	I met up with Sam and Jim a few times, but they came to me. I never left Spartanburg. It wasn’t exactly grief that kept me there—at least not the kind people expect. It was something quieter than that: the days leading up to the accident continually finding their way back into my thoughts, and following me into my dreams.

	When Paddy returned to campus, he gave me space at first, though he wasn’t happy with how that was going. After a few weeks of watching me hide out in our dorm room, he came in one night and kicked the door shut behind him.

	I looked up from the sofa, where I was reading Time. 

	“I’m tired of this shit,” he said, glaring.

	 “What?”

	“You know what,” he said, dropping into his desk chair across the room. “This self-pity shit—it’s got to end.”

	“I’m fine.”

	He leaned forward and planted his elbows on his knees. “No, brother, you’re not,” he said. “You’re in here all the time.”

	“So?”

	“Kind of hard to jerk off with you constantly lurking about.”

	I glanced toward the door. “You want me to leave?”

	He dropped his head, then looked back at me. “I swear to God—I’m going to slap the living shit out of you.”

	“What? You said you wanted to jerk off.”

	He sat back. “It was fucking rhetorical, you idiot.”

	I closed the magazine and tossed it aside. “Paddy—I don’t know what you want me to do.”

	“We’re going out tonight,” he said. “That stupid, shitty little Castle bar you like so much.”

	I sighed. “I’m not in the mood.”

	He checked his watch. “You’ve got about three hours to get in the mood—so do whatever the fuck you need to get there.”

	“How about next weekend?”

	“Uh… fuck no. Tonight.” He stood. “I’m going next door to tell Jimbo, so you call your little friend Sam.” He walked to the door, opened it, then turned back to me. “And when I get back, I need you gone for a bit.” 

	That night, I ran into Chris again—and we’ve been together ever since.

	Things between us moved slowly at first. I stayed on campus through January, though we spent most weekends at his apartment in Greenville and nearly every night together over the holidays, when everyone else was gone. When I moved home at the end of that month, he joined me. It took the better part of February for us to adjust to living under the same roof, but we eventually found our footing.

	I think, anyway. He’s been a little off these past two weeks, though I don’t know why. He doesn’t tell me much—though maybe he’s tried, and I haven’t really listened.
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	With Howell long gone and my time in the kitchen—where I’d blasted Madonna’s Like a Prayer CD—finished ahead of schedule, I parked myself on one of the twin sofas flanking the fireplace in the center of the living room. With the remnants of my second drink in hand, I was listening to the Indigo Girls when Lauren, the first to arrive, showed up a little after six.

	A Charleston debutante, Lauren and I had crossed paths at summer social functions for years, but it wasn’t until a dorm party during our freshman year at Wofford that we really connected, and we’ve been close friends ever since.

	Like me, she’d wound up a Business Economics major—though unlike me, she actually planned to use it. Thanks to my father, she’d been interning at McKenzie Development since her sophomore year, working under Howell during the school year. She was expected to stay on full-time after graduation—exactly where I’d always assumed she’d end up.

	“Miss Hutchinson has arrived!” she called from the foyer. “Jason?”

	“Living room,” I shouted back, standing to greet her.

	She entered moments later from the hallway that cut through the house, wearing a floral summer dress that hugged her slender frame, her signature strand of pearls dangling from her neck, her shoulder-length brown hair pulled back. She hugged me briefly before heading over to the bar, and I followed.

	“So,” she began, pulling out a glass and making herself a drink as casually as one of the boys, “how was your day, dear?”

	“Same shit, different day,” I said, standing across from her. “In a word—Howell.”

	“Oh, so it is the same old shit.”

	I grabbed the cranberry, topped off my glass, then followed it with another pour of vodka. “Twenty-five will be here soon enough.”

	She glanced back toward the front of the house. “Where’s Chris?”

	“Work,” I said. “He said he’d be late.”

	“How late?”

	I shrugged. “No idea. He just said late.”

	“Huh.”

	“What?”

	“Nothing. It just seems… kind of vague for him.” 

	I shook my head. “It’s not like that. He’s just—he’s been a little off the last couple of days.”

	She took a sip of her drink, then tilted her head as she listened to the music. “You and those lesbians again,” she said, rolling her eyes but smiling.

	“What?” I said. “I like the Indigo Girls.”

	“As do I,” she said. “But they do tend to add to your melancholy.”

	I ignored the comment. “So, how was your day?”

	“I had my stupid chemistry midterm this morning,” she said as we returned to the sofa I’d been on moments earlier. 

	“Why did you even sign up for that bitch of a class?”

	“I don’t know,” she said. “I think it just fit my schedule.” She paused. “That, and Jeremy Camden sits two rows in front of me.”

	“Of course he does.”

	She smiled despite herself. “That boy is walking sex.”

	“Absolutely,” I agreed. “I might not have stalked him into a chemistry class—”

	She playfully slapped my knee. “I did not stalk him.”

	I took another sip from my drink. “Isn’t spring break next week?”

	“Yeah,” she answered. “After class tomorrow morning, I am done for nine glorious days.”

	“You up to do something? Want to pop out of town?”

	She frowned. “I can’t. Sorry.”

	“Why not?”

	“Tax season,” she said. “I’m putting in a full forty next week.” Lauren exhaled. “And then I’ve got to head to Charleston next weekend because my mother’s flipping out that I haven’t been home in forever. It’s the season.”

	I instinctively sneered. “Already?”

	“Oh God no,” she said. “Not for another five or six months. But it’s Katie’s turn this year, so she’s having these stupid pre-parties she wants me to attend.”

	“I thought your sister was next year.”

	“I wish,” she vented. “If I have a daughter, she is not going through all that nonsense.”

	“You and Jeremy would make beautiful babies.”

	She smirked. “It’d be fun trying to, anyway.”

	We both glanced toward the front of the house when the front door slammed shut.

	“Bet?” I asked.

	“Jim,” she said. “I’m not stupid.”
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	A moment later, Jim stepped into the room and paused near the doorway.

	He and I had known each other long before we both ended up at Wofford, though it wasn’t until college that we realized the other was gay. By then, Paddy and I were already inseparable. Jim joined us after that—and while his place in our group was always secure, his relationship with Paddy largely existed through me.

	Growing up, our connection was mostly seasonal. He lived a few houses down the street and was a year younger, the son of a state senator. My father’s focus on cultivating political connections made Jim a fixture at our house during social events, giving me a friendship back home that existed outside boarding school.

	Even now, Jim’s parents remained unaware of their eldest son’s personal life. In a town where people paid attention to one another’s business and discretion mattered, keeping his head down was less about shame than self-preservation—the understanding that being seen too clearly could cost him everything he’d grown up expecting.

	Jim stood five-ten and had grown stocky from drinking nearly every weekend for the past four years. He had landed an internship at a well-connected, high-end brokerage firm in downtown Greenville—a position he was all but certain would become a full-time role after graduation, his family name carrying real weight.

	“What the hell did they do to my parents’ old house?” he asked, coming toward us. “It’s pink.”

	I stood. “I think it’s peach,” I said, pulling him into a quick hug. “That’s what you get for moving out of the neighborhood.”

	He made a face. “Like they even bothered to ask my opinion.”

	Lauren stood. “Hey, bitch,” she teased, throwing her arms around him and planting a kiss on his cheek. “Long time no see.”

	“It’s these stupid midterms,” he moaned, pantomiming jerking off while heading toward the bar. “God, do I need a drink.”

	“I thought you took your last midterm today,” I said as Lauren and I sat back down.

	“I did,” he replied. “Still sucked.”

	“Don’t feel so bad,” I told him. “Lauren’s having trouble in her chemistry class.” I glanced her way and was met with an icy stare.

	“Oh, Jeremy!” Jim sang out as he finished making his drink.

	“I hate both of you,” Lauren said.

	Jim came over from the bar and took the sofa across the coffee table. “Where’s Paddy?”

	“New York. Again.” I shrugged. “Any chance he gets to leave the Upstate, he goes.”

	“And Chris?”

	“Work,” I said, glancing at Lauren. “He called around five. Just said he’d be late.”

	“Okay, girls—shut the fuck up already!” Sam bellowed from the doorway.

	We hadn’t even noticed him enter. We turned as one.

	“Seriously,” Sam said. “Shut the fuck up.” His mischievous eyes locked onto their first target. “Hey there, Miss Lauren. I so love those tired pearls.”

	She eyed him warily, clutching them. “It’s my homage to Barbara Bush.”

	“You are no Barbara Bush, my dear,” he said, moving deeper into the room and stopping behind one of the twin chairs facing the fireplace. “More like a sad Tammy Faye Bakker—and I’m not even sure about that.”

	He turned to Jim. “Hey there, little Miss Kitty.”

	Jim only smirked.

	“Hey there, sunshine,” I said before he could pivot my way.

	He dropped into the chair closest to me. “Where the hell is my cocktail, you rude son of a bitch?” 

	“Fix your own damn drink,” I told him. “You know where everything is.”

	“And freshen mine up while you’re at it,” Lauren added, holding up her glass.

	Sam rolled his eyes at me. “Don’t you have, like, a fuckload of servants or something?”

	“Depends on how you define a fuckload.” Jim said.

	Sam smiled slowly as he turned toward Jim. “Honey, if anyone knows the answer to that, it’d be you.” He jabbed a finger across the coffee table. “The stories I could tell.”

	“Girls,” I cut in before Jim could respond.

	Sam looked around the room. “Where’s Paddy?”

	“New York,” I answered quickly. “He’s still in his ‘the South is too provincial’ phase.”

	Sam curled his lip. “I wouldn’t have even bothered if I knew it was just the fucking Goonies—Mopey, Nelly, and the Slut.”

	“Fuck you very much,” I said.

	“You had your chance, honey,” he replied, reaching over and patting my knee. He stood, collecting my empty glass and Lauren’s before heading to the bar. “Do I dare even bother to ask where Chris is?”

	“Work. Can you imagine?” Jim said dryly.

	“Well, someone around here needs to,” Sam said.

	“From the Slut’s perspective, I’ll second that,” Lauren added.

	“Be proud, girlfriend,” Sam told her. “Own that shit.”

	I stood and walked over to the bar to help him with the drinks, grabbing Lauren’s and mine once he’d refilled them.

	“It’s a Jeremy thing,” Jim said, turning slightly toward us.

	“The Jeremy?” Sam asked as we returned. “Ass-of-steel Jeremy?” He sighed theatrically. “Now what’s going on?”

	“Nothing,” Lauren said as I handed her drink over and sat.

	Sam slid back into the seat beside me. “So it’s really just us, then?” he asked.

	“Yes,” Jim said. “We’ve already covered this.”

	“I heard you the first time, you big woman,” Sam told him. “I’m looking for a better answer.”

	Jim ignored him. “Hey, are we going out later?”

	“It is Thursday,” I said.

	Sam brightened instantly. “Then fuck yeah, we are.”

	Lauren shook her head. “Not me, boys. I’ve got Advanced Accounting in the morning.”

	“Tragic,” Sam said. “Absolutely tragic.”

	“Well, I’m down for tonight,” Jim added.

	“Of course you are,” I said dryly.

	“After you feed me,” Sam said. “Because I’m not drinking on an empty stomach like an amateur.”
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