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Savannah took the stairs by twos.  Her shoulder bag whacked her thigh all the way to the third floor, but she was too excited to feel any pain.  Stacy should be home by now, right?  Savannah couldn’t wait to tell her roommate the good news: Chris, the scruffy hottie with the kick-ass orange dreads, had invited her to Kingsley’s on Saturday night!  

“Stacy?” she called as she kicked off her shoes and dropped her bag at the door.  

“In the kitchen, Sav.”

Time slowed to a crawl as Savannah turned the corner.  It stopped altogether when she realized there was another person in the apartment.  And that person was...a man.

He was tall, built, and blond to the extreme.  Aside from his superior taste in Italian suits, Savannah couldn’t make out much about him.  He had his back to her, like he’d been talking to Stacy across the kitchen counter while she prepared dinner.  

When the finely-haberdashered gentleman spun around, his good looks caught Savannah by surprised.  He was younger than she’d anticipated, judging solely by the cost of his suit, but his vague familiarity didn’t help her cast aside a sense of impending doom.

Is he the landlord?  Are we being evicted or something?  Shit!  And right in the middle of our science term.  Like we’ll have time to look for a new place now! 

“Savannah?”  The man offered a sympathetic nod.  “Nice to see you again.”

“Uh...hi...”  She glanced back and forth between the man’s chiseled jaw and Stacy’s encouraging gaze.

Stacy clicked her teeth.  “It’s my dad, Savannah.  You’ve met him before.”

Oh yeah.

She felt like a total idiot, but tried to cover it up by saying, “Right.  I know.”

“Thanks for taking care of my little girl,” he said, giving Savannah a playful punch in the shoulder. 

Savannah rubbed the spot where his fist made first contact—not that it hurt, she just wanted to touch it for some reason.

“Hey, no probs,” Savannah said.  What is his name?  She couldn’t very well call him ‘Stacy’s Dad’ to his face.  “Stacy didn’t mention you were coming to town.”

“I didn’t know,” she said as she sliced cucumber.  Stacy gripped that knife like she could throttle the thing.

“Am I missing something?” Savannah asked.

Shaking her head, Stacy brushed platinum blond bangs from her eyes with the back of her hand.  “Sorry, Sav.  It’s just...”  She looked up at her dad and then set down the knife.  “Would you give us a minute, please?”

As Savannah looked from Stacy to Stacy’s dad, she felt out of place in her own home.  Grabbing her bag from the front hall, she scuttled off to her room.  

Savannah sat on the carpet with her back against the bed.  She preferred to study on the floor—it was more comfortable than the straight-backed wooden chair at her desk, and it gave her room to sprawl.  With a notebook in her lap, she looked at her lab notes, but all she could concentrate on were the whispers emanating from the kitchen.  She didn’t want to eavesdrop, but she did want to hear what they were saying.

It wasn’t like Stacy’s parents to drop by unannounced.  In the two years she and Savannah had lived together, Stacy’s dad had never come for a visit.  Savannah had met him when she and Stacy first moved in, but neither Savannah’s mom and dad nor Stacy’s lived anywhere nearby.  An out-of-the-blue visit must mean something terrible had happened.

Wait, where was Stacy’s mom?  Why had her dad come over alone?

God, what if Stacy’s mom had been in an accident?  

Savannah tried to hear without listening.  Then, she tried not to hear.  Then, she turned on the radio and tried to forget there was anything going on at all.  When Stacy was ready, she’d tell Savannah what had happened.  Until then, Savannah had lab results to type up.  The diagrams were always fussy when she tried to do them on the computer, but she’d procrastinated long enough.  Time to work.

By the time Stacy knocked at the door, Savannah was typing her conclusions.  She reached up to the radio and turned down the volume.  “Come in.”

Stacy slipped inside, falling like a ghost into Savannah’s bed.  “Looks like we’ve got company.”

Setting her laptop on the floor, Savannah got up and sat on the edge of the bed.  She could see Stacy’s red nose and bloodshot eyes in her closet mirror.  “You mean your dad?”

Stacy nodded.  When she hugged Savannah’s pillow, there was a thump against the headboard and then a muffled thud on the carpet.  Savannah breathed a sigh of relief that the romance novel she kept under her pillow had fallen behind the bed before Stacy found it.  She was always teasing Stacy for reading that crap.

“My mom had an affair,” Stacy said in a hush.  “Dad just found out.  He came home early from work today and caught her red-handed.”  

“Oh my god.”  Other girls might have wrapped their arms around Stacy and held her tight, but Savannah wasn’t touchy-feely like that.  It’s not that she didn’t care.  She just wasn’t good at physical displays of affection.  “Who was she cheating with?”

That probably wasn’t the most consoling question in the world.

“Some guy from her office,” Stacy said, lying very still and staring at her reflection in the mirror.  “They had a big argument.  I mean, not the guy—he took off, obviously.  Mom was all like, ‘I’m sorry, it’ll never happen again,’ and Dad was like, ‘That’s right it won’t, because I’m leaving,’ and he packed a bag and came here.”

“Why here?” Savannah asked.

Stacy’s voice was hard when she said, “Because I’m here.”

As she watched Stacy in the mirror, Savannah started feeling uncomfortable.  She had no idea what to say about all this.  It bothered her that they were going to have a man staying in their apartment.  Of course Stacy wouldn’t care—the man was Stacy’s dad—but to Savannah, he was a relative stranger.

And, god, they’d all be sharing one washroom with an iffy lock.  The place would start to smell like boys.  And he would stare at her tits, wouldn’t he?  She’d have to wear sweaters every time she left her room.

“How long is he staying?” Savannah asked.  “And where’s he going to sleep?”

“I offered him my bed.”  Stacy spoke matter-of-factly now that Savannah had totally failed at showing any sign of sympathy.  She felt sympathetic.  It sucked that Stacy’s family was going through a rough patch.  “But he insisted on taking the couch, so I guess the living room’s pretty much his.”

And sympathy jumped out the window.

It irked Savannah that Stacy hadn’t put the question to her: “Is it okay if we let my dad take the living room?”  It was their apartment, after all.  But no, it was a hard and fast statement.  He was staying with them, sleeping on the couch that came from Savannah’s parents’ basement, by the way.  That was that.  End of story.  No argument.  Stacy’s dad would be living with them.

“How long is he staying?” Savannah asked.

Stacy’s lips pursed and she rose from the bed.  “I don’t know, okay?”

In two shakes, Stacy was out the door.  She grabbed the handle hard like she was going to slam it shut.  After a moment, she snapped, “Dinner’s ready.  Come eat.”  

When Stacy left, Savannah stood from the bed and looked at herself in the full-length mirror: the hip-hugging jeans were fine, but her white tank top was just a little too tight, a little too low-cut, and a little too thin to wear in front of Stacy’s dad.  He’d spend the whole meal gazing into her cleavage, or tracing with his eyes the line where her light brown skin met her black bra.

This outfit represented her skank limitation.  Savannah didn’t dress slutty. She didn’t like people looking at her.  She knew she had a pretty face and her curves could draw a crowd, but she didn’t let them.  The only reason she wasn’t hiding under multiple layers today was that she wanted to catch Chris’ eye in lab.  

Mission accomplished, by the way.

Savannah wasn’t really sure what she liked about Chris.  He was the type of skuzzy indie rocker that usually opted for humanities, not science.  Most students in her program were geeks and overachievers like Savannah and, to a lesser degree, Stacy.  Maybe that’s what attracted her to Chris—the simple fact that, in a bio-chemistry lab, he looked different than everybody else.  That made him less boring than all the other guys.  At the same time, if he was in her program, he must have a few brains in his head.

So, today she’d made herself amply visible and he took the bait.  Saturday night, she was going to Kingsley’s to see his band.

“Sav!” Stacy hollered from the hall.  “I’m going to eat your kebab if you don’t get your aaa...uh...your butt in here.”

Chuckling over Stacy’s self-censorship, Savannah grabbed the grey Varsity hoodie off the back of her chair.  She zipped it all the way to her chin before joining Stacy and her dad for what promised to be a ridiculously depressing meal.
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Chapter Two
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The TV was on in the living room, and Stacy and her dad were eating in front of it.  The crass cackle of canned laughter was a welcome guest—unlike some people.

Savannah picked up her plate of salad, rice, kebabs and mixed vegetables.  It would have been rude to eat in the kitchen or, worse yet, take her plate into her bedroom, but when she stepped into the living room she wanted to turn tail and run.  Stacy had parked her ass on the armchair, leaving Savannah to share the couch with her father.

He looked up at her—at her eyes, not her boobs, so the hoodie obviously worked its magic—and offered a nervous smile.  For some reason, she said, “Hi,” and then felt like an idiot.

“Hello, roomie,” Stacy’s dad replied.  He reached across the couch and tossed the throw cushions to the floor so Savannah wouldn’t have to sit on his lap.  That was nice of him.  She expected every older man she encountered to have no respect for women, but maybe that view was a little too harsh.  She ought to give Stacy’s dad the benefit of the doubt.

Curling into the corner of the couch, Savannah placed her plate on the armrest and tried to watch TV without looking too much in his direction.  The sitcom Stacy had turned on was way too risqué to be watching with somebody’s father, and everybody stifled their laughter at the crudest of the jokes.

Awkward!

After five of the longest minutes of her life, Savannah grabbed the remote.  “Let’s see what else is on.”

“Good idea,” Stacy’s dad said.

What was his name?

Savannah flipped through the channels until she came across a familiar red-head.  “Oh my god, I Love Lucy!”

Stacy groaned.  “Seriously?  Dad used to put this on after school when I was a kid. I always hated it.  I wanted to watch reruns of Night Court.”

“You weren’t old enough to watch Night Court.” 

“Yeah, you probably don’t think I’m old enough to watch it now,” she muttered.

Savannah didn’t want to delve into their familiar discord.  She swayed the conversation back to Lucy.  “I used to watch this show after school, too.  I had a babysitter named... oh, what was her name?  Anyway, she was Indian with a British accent, which I thought was too cool for school, and she let me watch one half-hour of TV before starting my homework.  I always picked Lucy.”

“It’s a classic,” Stacy’s dad agreed.  “Lucy and Desi were the first TV couple to sleep in the same bed, if you can believe that.  Watch Dick van Dyke or... let’s see... The Honeymooners, I think, or any of those shows.  Married couples all slept in twin beds like Bert and Ernie.”

“Now that show I did like,” Stacy said, but the conversation no longer involved her.  It had coasted to Savannah and... what the hell was his name?

“But your parents let you watch Lucy?” Savannah asked.  She turned to face Stacy’s dad, bringing her knees onto the couch and setting her plate in her lap.

“They were fairly progressive, in that regard.  But, god, I was one of those kids who sat three inches from the television, you know?  They were constantly telling me to move back, move away from the TV.  ‘Eric, twelve inches,’ they’d say.”

Eric!  Finally, Stacy’s dad had a name!

He laughed and repeated the phrase, “Eric, twelve inches.  That’s also the caption under my picture in Gigolos Weekly.”

For a split second, Savannah wasn’t sure if that was a joke, but then Stacy moaned, “Eww, dad, what the fuck?”

He blasted a grave look across his dinner plate.  “Language, Stace.”

“Penis jokes, dad!” She made a gagging sound.  “God, I’m trying to eat, here.  Show some respect!”

But it was Savannah Eric faced to say, “Sorry if I’ve offended.”

“No,” she chuckled.  “I think it’s just Stacy who’s offended.”

Stacy nodded.  “Sh-yeah I am!  You’re grossing me out.  Talk about something else, will you?”

“Okay, okay,” Eric said.  He took a mouthful of rice while he searched for a new topic of conversation.  “Savannah, where are you from?”

Her fork fell from her fingers.  It landed with a clang on her plate before tumbling to the carpet.  For a moment, she just looked at it.

Savannah didn’t like to think of herself as easily offended, but it really bothered her when people figured she from another country just because her skin wasn’t as snow-white as Eric’s or Stacy’s, or Stacy’s mother’s for that matter.  Not that she’d had much interaction with either Stacy’s father or her mother, but she remembered thinking Eric and his wife had that “brother and sister couple” look about them.  They were both light-skinned with hair so blond you’d swear it was bleached.

“Sav,” Stacy said.  “My dad asks everyone he meets where they’re from.  He works as the Director of Development for the IHAO.”

“That’s the International Humanitarian Aid Organization, right?”  Savannah bent to pick up her fork.  It was covered in lint and other grossness, so she put it on the coffee table and ate her kebab with her fingers.

Eric nodded.  “That’s right.”

“Wow.” She didn’t even try to hide how impressed she was.  “Development... that’s essentially fundraising, right?”

“Yeah,” Stacy laughed.  “Dad’s a glorified panhandler.”

“It’s true, and I’m never off the clock, so if you’ve got any spare change I’d be glad to take it off your hands.”

“Students aren’t the best demographic to hit up for cash,” Savannah replied.  But she felt a little guilty giving nothing when she reflected on the four-dollar latte she’d downed between her microbiology lecture and her bio-chem lab.  “I’ll see what I can dig up after dinner.”

Stacy and her dad finished their meals at exactly the same time.  She cleared their plates while he explained, “That’s why I always ask people where they’re from.”

“I’m from here,” Savannah quickly interjected.  She didn’t want the assumption that she was born somewhere else to remain hovering on the air.

Eric picked up the TV remote and turned down the volume.  “Well, ‘here’ is a place.  We fund projects all over the world, including ‘here.’”

“Really?  That seems weird.  This is an affluent country.  Shouldn’t our money be going to people who need it more than we do?”

“Good question.  I feel like I’m being interviewed.”

“Oh,” Savannah said.  “Sorry.  Inquiring minds are always humming.” 

“No, it’s good to ask questions,” he said.  “And yes, you’re right.  Most fundraising dollars go to developing countries with world majority populations, but we don’t feel the government is doing a great job with First Nations populations here at home.  In fact, they’ve really dropped the ball.”

Savannah nodded.  “Amen to that.”

“There are reserves in this country akin to shanty towns, where clean water is not always available and disease is rampant.  And those who hold the money live in urban centres, so they never see this level of poverty first-hand.  It’s out of sight, out of mind.”

“That’s one thing about studying biology,” Savannah reflected.  “You get so caught up in the internal lives of individual organisms—you know, on an organic scale—that you sometimes forget to look out into the world.  What other work do you guys do?”

“Lots,” Eric began.  “Let’s try this: where are your parents from?”

Now that she realized why he was asking, she didn’t mind telling him.  “My mother was born in Laos, but her parents came here when she was little.”

“Laos?”  He looked at her in a way she couldn’t quite decipher.  It wasn’t sleazy or dirty or anything like that, and yet his gaze warmed her in a way she couldn’t describe.  “Our big project in Laos is bomb disposal.  The Americans dropped hundreds of thousands of bombs on Laos during the Vietnams war...”

“Yeah, I know.”  Savannah unzipped her hoodie, and slipped it from her shoulders.  “That’s why my grandparents left the country.  A lot of my relatives were killed in that war.”

“And bombs are still killing Laotians to this day.  The countryside is ridden with undetonated explosives.  In rural areas there’s a thriving black market for scrap metal.  That’s a lethal combination.  In poor villages, people—adults and children alike—come across old bombs and try to dig them up to sell.  Quite often, the jostle reactivates the detonation device and...”

“God.  Those people could be my cousins.”  Savannah fished all the change from the pocket of her jeans.  “What do you guys do about the bombs?”

“We have teams,” he told her.  “Bomb disposal teams.  They go into these areas and safely dispose of the explosives.  Can you imagine?  All these years after the war, and innocent people are still being killed.”

Savannah took a deep breath as she considered Stacy’s father.  He looked much younger than her parents, though they must be roughly the same age.  She’d already forgotten the reason for his visit, but when it stormed to the forefront of her mind, she felt a surge of discomfort.  Hopefully he wouldn’t mention his wife’s affair to her.  She’d feel really awkward hearing about it.

“What about Africa?” Savannah asked.  “That’s where my father’s ancestors were from.”

“We have a number of projects going on in Africa, as you can imagine.  Right now we have a big push on promoting the rights of women and girls.  This campaign’s gotten a lot of great press.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of it.  It’s about helping women work for themselves in sustainable industries, and encouraging families to let their girls go to school.”

“Right!”  Eric seemed very pleased his message had reached all the way to his daughter’s house.  “As ruefully as we may look at corporate sponsorship, it’s a necessary evil at times.  Did you know we’ve teamed up with purveyors of sanitary pads, who help us by donating money and product to help keep girls attending classes?”

Stacy crept back into the room and took a seat in her favourite chair, but neither Eric nor Savannah acknowledged her.  The conversation had gotten too interesting.

“Yeah, I actually did hear about that,” Savannah said.  “Because a lot of girls in the villages aren’t allowed to go to school when they have their periods.  They fall behind after a while, and then a lot of them drop out.”

“What the hell are you people talking about?” Stacy asked, grabbing the remote from the coffee table.

“One of the IHAO’s projects in Africa involves...”

But Stacy wasn’t listening.  She upped the volume on the TV to drown out her father’s voice.  He looked to Savannah and shrugged.  “We’ll finish this conversation some other time, I guess.”

The guy had a really nice smile—she’d give him that much.

“For sure.  Anyway, I have a lot of reading for Physiology of Neural Systems.”

“Sounds like fun.”  Eric looked to his daughter.  “Stacy, don’t you have reading to do?”

Rolling her eyes, Stacy tossed the TV remote back on the coffee table.  “Yes, Father.”

When Stacy marched to her room and closed the door, Savannah went to the kitchen to clear her plate.  Through the serving gap, she watched Stacy’s dad pick up the remote, flip past documentaries and round-table news programs, and finally settle on one of those irritating fat-husband-pretty-wife sitcoms.  A man as smart as Eric would really have to be suffering to fill his mind with that crap.

“Can I get you anything?” Savannah asked him.

“No thanks,” he said without turning.  “Stace showed me where you keep everything and... oh, I won’t eat any food with your name on it.”

Her heart bled for the guy.  “It’s okay.  Eat what you like.”

When Savannah got to her room, she spent a good half hour scouring her bookshelf for something Eric might find interesting.  Anything would be better than sitcoms, but she doubted he’d be interested in her old Genetics text, or even the vastly more jejune Pharmacokinetic Principles.  She didn’t own many novels, but she did have the autobiography of a young Somali woman.  With his international aid work, he’d surely find it as interesting as Savannah had.  She set the paperback by her door to give him when she left her room for the nightly nine o’clock tea break.
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


Savannah closed her eyes and listened to this week’s favourite song.  She fully acknowledged her commitment issues with regard to music and bands.  What she loved this week, she’d hate next week.  She didn’t like anything after it became popular.  Would she drop Chris so easily once she got to know him?  Would she love his band for a week and then start searching for the next big thing?

It was nine o’clock on the dot.  She felt cross-eyed from reading the hand-written words in her note book.  Break time hadn’t come a moment too soon.

Picking up last night’s tea mug, she hopped up from the floor and nearly tripped on the paperback by her door.  Oh yeah.  Not only had she forgotten her plan to lend the book to Stacy’s dad, she’d forgotten Stacy’s dad was even at their house.

When Savannah stepped out of her bedroom, she very nearly jumped back in.  Eric was topless in the middle of the living room!  When she gasped, he looked up and met her gaze straight on.  The look on his face matched the expression she figured must be painted across hers—your average ‘deer caught in the headlights’ look.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, throwing a white T-shirt over his head.  “Sorry, I just wanted to get out of my suit.  You’d been holed up in your room so long I thought...”

“Nine o’clock tea break.”  She tried to be subtle as she gazed over the back of the couch to see if he was wearing any pants.  He was.  “If you want, you can change in my bedroom while I put the kettle on.”

“Uhh...”  He blinked a few times, but she couldn’t read his expression.  “Yeah, I can do that.  Whatever makes you most comfortable.”

Or least uncomfortable.

“For sure,” she said with an organic smile.  “Just watch my papers and stuff.  I study on the floor.”

He gave her a teasing look as he walked by with plaid pyjama pants in hand.  Was it so strange to study on the floor?  Not that she cared much what other people thought.  She took her bag of chocolate chip cookies down from the cupboard and set a few on a plate as she waited for the water to boil.

What did Stacy’s dad think of her?  Did he know she’d kept her marks high enough to maintain her scholarship even into third year?  Did Stacy talk about her roommate at all with her parents, or was Savannah only part of the furniture?

At least being classified as ‘furniture’ was better than being seen as the roommate from hell, which she knew she wasn’t.  She was quiet and kept to herself, but she was sociable too.  After all, Stacy was her best friend.  But there were limitations on everything, as far as Savannah was concerned.  Even if you get along great with your roommate, you don’t want to spend every waking hour with her.

And then Savannah thought about her space—her room.  Eric was in there now.  How long did it take to change from dress pants into pyjama pants?  He must be in there perusing her bookshelf and looking at her knick-knacks.  A tingle of excitement ran through her at the thought of him picking up the little stuffed dog on her pillow and feeling how soft its fur was, or finding the secret romance stashed under her bed.

Eric emerged from Savannah’s bedroom just as the electric kettle clicked off.  She nearly poured boiling water all over herself when he walked by holding his suit pants in one hand and dark grey jockey-boxers in the other.  It wasn’t just the fact that she could see his underwear, it was also the fact that if his underwear was in his hand, that meant he wasn’t wearing it.

“Thanks,” Eric said to her, nodding as he folded his pants over the back of Stacy’s chair.  “Nice to have a moment of privacy.”

“No probs.  I made you a cup of tea.  How do you take it?”

He sat heavily on the couch in his plaid flannel pants and white T-shirt—and probably no underwear!  “Oh, thanks.  That’s sweet of you.  I just take a little milk if you have it.”

“For sure,” she replied, watching him as she opened the fridge door.  She was surprised that he wasn’t getting up to fetch his own mug.  If he turned out to be one of those men who expected any woman who happened to be in the room to wait on him hand and foot, she would soon be lobbying for his expulsion.

When she brought him his cup of tea, she understood.  His eyes looked red, like his two minutes of solitude had brought every sore thought surging into the foreground of his mind.  He must have darted by her so quickly because he didn’t want her to see him like this.  She would have done the same thing.  She hated when people asked that dreaded question: “What’s wrong?”  If she said “nothing,” they only pushed harder.  And if she told them what was wrong, she spent half the night crying.

Savannah piled her book on top of her plate of cookies, and carried her tea into the living room.  “I thought you might like this,” she said.

He offered a weak smile in return.  “The book or the cookies?”

“Well, both.  I was just thinking no sense watching stupid TV shows all night, right?  I read this autobiography a few years ago, and I really liked it.  There’s a part in it that you reminded me of when we were talking...”  Was she really going to bring this up again with her roommate’s dad?  “...uh, talking about sanitary napkins and all that, because she writes about going to a job interview in the city and leaving blood all over the chair.  In her village, they just bled out and didn’t worry about it.  So, not to spoil it for you, but the man interviewing her takes her to the store and buys her a box of pads and, like, takes one out and tells her how to use it.”

She couldn’t believe she was going on and on about periods, and Eric wasn’t even squirming.  Before she studied biology, she felt uncomfortable talking about these things, even with other girls.  Now, with everything they discussed in lectures and everything she encountered in labs, she wasn’t so squeamish or so bashful.

“I’ll certainly give it a look,” Eric said, flipping the book over and gazing at the photo on the back cover.  “And I’ll get right on these cookies too.”

Stacy came out of her room with fresh linens and an ear for conversation.  They probably wanted some time to discuss family affairs.  Happy to have made him smile, Savannah picked up her tea, took three cookies in hand, and left them to it.

* * * *
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After falling asleep in a book, Savannah sprang up from the floor, rolled the kink out of her neck, and surged into the morning kitchen.  It must be late—Stacy was back from her run, and already juicing colourful produce.

“Will you cut that out?” her father called from the couch.

“No!” Stacy snapped. “You drink my booze, you suffer the consequences.”

As much as Savannah didn’t want to get involved, she couldn’t help asking, “What?”

Stacy nodded toward the couch.  “My father got into the rum what’s-his-face brought me from the Dominican.  He was up drinking all night, and he called in sick to work.  How’s that for setting a good example for your daughter?”  She only stopped juicing because her glass was filled to the brim.  “No wonder Mom had an affair.”

Frozen to the kitchen tile, Savannah stared at the art cards on the fridge.  How could she possibly reply to a statement like that?  The tension hurt her heart.  She only stayed in the kitchen long enough to fill up the kettle and stick a tea bag in her travel mug.

“Are we taking the bus together?” Stacy asked.

Savannah nodded as she raced to the bathroom.  “I’ll be quick in the shower.”

“Good,” Stacy said. “I have Invertebrate Zoology first thing, and my T.A. already hates me.”

After showering and dressing in tight brown cords and a T-shirt, Savannah fixed her tea. Eric was snoring on the couch.  She felt strangely disappointed in him.  More than she should have been, all things considered.  She’d never been cheated on, or been married for twenty-something years, for that matter.  She was in no position to judge his response.

On the bus to campus, Savannah tried to avoid the topic, but Stacy was the kind of person who liked to talk things through.  “In a way, I can’t believe she did it.  I mean, if Dad hadn’t caught her red-handed, I would have said he was paranoid.”

“But?” Savannah asked.

Stacy leaned against the bus window.  “I guess she hasn’t seemed happy for a while.  But it’s hard for me to know what goes on between them.  I don’t live there anymore.”

Though she hated to pose the question yet again, Savannah asked, “Do you know how long he’s staying with us?”

“He’ll be out on his ass soon if he keeps drinking my liquor!”

Savannah laughed.  “Oh, I didn’t get to tell you!  Chris asked me to Kingsley’s tomorrow night.”

Stacy nearly did a spit take.  “No way!  He did?”

“Yeah, to see his band.”  Savannah took a self-satisfied sip of tea while Stacy looked on, slack-jawed.  “Why are you so surprised?  I’m an eligible bachelorette.”

“Yeah, no, I know that,” Stacy said.  “Just, Chris is so... I mean, he’s...”

“He’s cool.”  Savannah offered a decisive nod.  “I know.  That’s why I like him.  Our classes are full of geeks like us...”

Stacy poked her in the ribs.  “Hey, speak for yourself, missy.”

“Well, you know what I mean.”  Taking a long sip of tea, Savannah watched their familiar route pass by the window.  “I just want something a little different.  Every day is so much the same.”

She pictured Chris leaning back in his lab chair while their T.A. talked about this and that.  His expression always seemed carefree.  He seemed like he wasn’t paying the slightest bit of attention.  He never seemed to listen, but he always got As on his lab reports, so what did that say?  He went home every night and did his readings just like her.  He was naturally brilliant.  She and Chris were the same, but different.

Chris was cool.  Savannah was not.

* * * *
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Cool was such an elusive quality.

Savannah ascended the stairs to her apartment slowly that afternoon, lost in deep contemplation.  What did it take to come off as cool?  Clothes.  “Cool” clothes.  Savannah had cool clothes, didn’t she?  Well, they were cool when she bought them.  At least, she thought they were.

Chris wore retro T-shirts from the 1980s.  Dang, Super Mario Brothers?  That came out before she was born!  But, if memory served, she still had her favourite Sailor Moon top packed away in the back of her closet.  It would be nice and tight now, and her boobs would look kick-ass in it.  Would she look cool in a T-shirt from her childhood?  That’s what seemed to be in, so she’d give it a try.

Stacy’s shoes weren’t at the front door and her father wasn’t strewn across the couch, so she must have taken him out for a cheerful dinner.  Kicking off her cross-trainers, Savannah slid down the waxed wood hallway and opened the door to her room.

“Oh, Jesus!”

Savannah gasped as Stacy’s dad shielded his penis with both hands.  He was naked.  Totally naked.  Why was he naked?  Hell, besides that, why was he in her room?

Oh, because she’d told him he could change there if he wanted some privacy.  So he’d done just that, or, at least, he was in the middle of doing it when she walked in on him.

Naked.  And... good naked.

Wow!  Eric was fit.  He had nice abs.  Great chest.  Hardly any hair—that’s just the way a chest ought to look.  Not all thick with a carpet of fuzz, but smooth and just a little gleaming, like he’d been out in the sun and worked up a bit of a sweat.

As Eric grasped for the jockey-boxers laid out on her bed, Savannah thought to herself, I should say “Ooops!” and “I’m sorry,” then shut the door. But for some reason, she didn’t do any of those things.  She stood there, watching as he fought with his underwear.  He was obviously distressed by her presence, because he hopped around the room, jabbing his foot at the leg holes, always missing.

As far as she could recall, Savannah had never seen a blond guy without his clothes on.  Eric’s pubic hair surprised her.  It was dark.  Not jet black or anything, maybe not even quite brown, but it was dark compared to his bleach-blond head.  Her experience with male nudity was quite narrow—a high school boyfriend and another in first-year university, both of whom belonged to the black fuzz brigade.  There’d been nobody since.  She knew guys were a distraction, and she shirked their siren’s song to maintain her scholarship.

Though Eric’s nakedness made her heart beat strong in her chest, it didn’t offend her.  She watched him struggle into his underwear and then said, “How’s it going?”

“Uhh...”  Eric dove for his jeans and forced his legs into theirs.  “I’m just getting...uhh...”  He didn’t look at her, even after he’d pulled on his polo shirt.  “Just getting dressed.  I didn’t know you were home.  Sorry if...”

“No biggie,” she interrupted.  And then she laughed because that was totally the wrong thing to say.  “I mean no problem.  Hell, next time you can walk in on me naked.”

Dang!  What possessed her to say a thing like that?

Eric’s face went beet red as he murmured some nonsense on the way out the door.  It was all like a dream.  None of it felt real.  In real life, Savannah would have been mortified.  She would have slammed that door shut at the first sighting of a strange penis.

Not that the penis itself was strange—no, it looked long and strong, thick and proud, as Eric jostled it into his underwear.  The shaft was white and fleshy, but the tip gleamed like pink silk.

If she licked it, how would it taste?  Would it jump against her tongue?  If she took it between her lips, how hard would it get?  How much could she swallow before she gagged?

Savannah caught sight of her dopey smile in the closet mirror and shook it from her face.  She wasn’t going to let herself fall into that trap.  Yes, Eric was an attractive man, and intelligent and worthy, but he was Stacy’s father and how many years older than her?

Anyway, she had a date with Chris tomorrow night and she needed to dig through her closet for a Sailor Moon shirt or he’d never think she was cool.
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Chapter Four
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Stacy took her dad to the pub Friday evening, thank goodness.  They both came home pretty early, but suitably tanked.  Drunk Stacy made no mention of Savannah walking in on a naked Eric, so he must not have told her.

“Drinking with your dad?” Savannah chuckled when Eric was in the washroom.  “I think you’ve reached a new low.”

Stacy let out a huge burp and opened a bag of barbeque chips.  “Dad’s funny when he’s wasted.  He was flirting with these first-year drama sluts and they’re all like, Wow, you’ve got great hair!  Dramsies are such fake-ass lame-wads.”

Savannah’s gut clenched at the idea of Eric flirting with girls even younger than she was.  “Didn’t that bother you?”

Stacy crammed a handful of chips in her mouth.  When she spoke, shards of deep-fried potato fell out.  “It’s not like he was fucking random skanks, he was just flirting with them.”

Stacy held out the chip bag, but after watching her roommate make such a pig of herself, Savannah wasn’t exactly tempted.

“Dad deserves to feel good about himself, after what mom did.  The guy he caught her with was, like, our age.  He’s just a college student doing his co-op placement at my mom’s firm.  She could get in huge trouble if her work found out.”

Hearing of his troubles, Savannah felt a little less spiteful.  Still, she had to wonder why he hadn’t flirted with her.  She was pretty good-looking... wasn’t she?  Yeah, she was!  And she had a killer body—big boobs and a nice booty.  Why didn’t he want to get down with her?

Savannah suddenly felt like Stacy could see her thoughts. She looked around the room, feeling guilty as hell.  She should say something. What should she say?  “Do you want your mom to get in trouble?  Are you mad at her?”

Leaning against the fridge, Stacy sighed and then hiccupped.  “I’m pissed at her, yeah, but I don’t think she deserves to be fired or anything.”

“Have you called her?”

Stacy shook her head.  “I don’t know what to say.  I kinda don’t even want to take sides that much because, like, what if she was really depressed or whatever, and this made her feel better?  Who am I to judge?”

There was something hauntingly balanced about Drunk Stacy.  It was if all her mellowness floated to the top of her personality on a pool of alcohol.  

And then she burped and the illusion was shattered.

When the bathroom door opened, Savannah froze.  There was no way to get from the kitchen to her bedroom without seeing the whites of Eric’s eyes—or the pinks of his eyes, as it turned out.  He actually didn’t seem as drunk as she’d imagined.

“Good night?” she asked sheepishly.

Before Savannah could get beyond him, Eric threw a clumsy arm around her shoulder, and pulled Stacy in close as well.

“Good night,” he replied, kissing his daughter’s blond hair before leaning in to kiss the top of Savannah’s head.

But Savannah did a stupid thing.  She turned.

Was it stupid of fortuitous?  She wasn’t sure yet.  

It happened in slow motion: Savannah looked up into Eric’s face.  His eyes were closed and he was saying something—what was he saying?  Something about “his girls,” thanking them for taking in a homeless bum.  She watched his pink lips as he spoke, and she saw them coming straight at what he must have thought was the top of her head.

Maybe she meant for it to happen.  Maybe she wanted his soft lips to land smack against hers.  Whether she’d encouraged it or not, there it was.  He kissed her lips.  It was just a peck, and it was obviously an accident on his part, but it happened.

A surge of adrenaline shot through Savannah’s body, from her lips straight down to her toes, making all stops in between.  Her core ached to be filled.  God, it had been such a long time—well over a year!  How had she gone so long without?

In this accidental kiss, sensation and emotion resurfaced in her body.  And she wanted it.  She wanted it so goddamn bad.

As soon as Eric realized his lips had met her lips and not her hair, he pulled away... and hiccupped.  Savannah looked quickly to Stacy.  There was shock in her eyes, that much was certain.  Her jaw hung loose.  And then she tossed her head back and cackled.

Grabbing another handful of chips, Stacy said, “Dude, you kissed my dad!”

For a lithe pixie, Stacy could be rude and crude at times.  

Eric chuckled along with his daughter, even as he said, “Oops,” and, “Sorry.”

Forcing a smile, Savannah said, “Yeah, it’s okay.  Accidents happen.”

When she tried to roll away from the arm strewn buddy-casual around her shoulder, her boob brushed Eric’s forearm and a fresh shot of passion pumped through her veins.  God, was she ever turned on!  And what could she possibly do about it?  Seduce Stacy’s dad?  Yeah, that was a great idea.  Perfect way to ruin a good relationship with her roommate, not to mention further fuck up the man’s marriage.

Savannah mumbled her goodnights and snuck off to her bedroom without meeting Eric’s gaze.  She tried to read something dry, but her mind kept wandering back to the cock she’d seen full in the flesh that afternoon.  

Her body was screaming for sex.  

Did Eric like what he saw when he looked at her? Did he think she was beautiful?  Hot?  Sexy?  She wanted to see herself from his perspective.

She stood staring at herself in the mirrored closet door.  Her skin glowed honey-brown in the moonlight, and her dark hair fell past her shoulders, with a slight curl at the ends.  

What man could resist?  

Her body hadn’t felt so full of immediate desire in a very long time.  Now she wanted everything at once.  She wanted to finish the kiss Eric had started. That wasn’t going to happen, of course, but at least she could contemplate its completion.

Closing her eyes, Savannah imagined Eric’s lips meeting hers. She would press her breasts against his chest.  He would pull her close and kiss her hard.  He would give in to his own secret desires, and she would follow suit.

No, that would never happen. She needed to put these thoughts out of her mind. 

Savannah stripped naked and threw herself into bed, tossing and turning with tormented, unfulfilled lust. 

Her only consolation was that tomorrow would be Saturday.  When she woke up, Eric would be outside and, even though nothing could happen between them, she’d have her date with Chris in the evening.  

Savannah was going to get laid one way or another.
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Chapter Five
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When the rich aroma of black coffee filled Savannah’s lungs, her nose guided her straight out of bed.  She’d stumbled halfway across her bedroom before noticing three things: it was still dark outside, she was still naked, and the glowing blue number on her bedside clock seemed convinced it was just after two in the morning.  

All the same, that coffee smelled so damn good she threw on her fluffy white robe to investigate.

The TV was on.  That was surprising, because she could usually hear it from her bedroom.  The kitchen light shone across the hallway, but the rest of the apartment was dark.  Without processing who might have made coffee at two in the morning, or for what purpose, Savannah wandered toward the machine of infinite temptation.

“I’m sorry,” an alluring voice rang out from the couch.  “Did I wake you?  I was trying to be extra quiet.”

Savannah tried to say, “That’s okay,” but her voice was still asleep.  Clearing her throat, she tried again.  “No, honey, it was the coffee.”

Did she just call Stacy’s dad... honey?  Where the hell did that come from?

Sitting upright on the couch, Eric turned to her and smiled with casual curiosity.  “Yeah, I just made it.  Grab a cup, if you want.  It’s your coffee, after all.”

Returning his smile, she pulled her favourite mug from the cupboard before tip-toeing to the fridge for cream.  She felt like she was moving too gingerly or too deliberately or something.  Suddenly, she was Glenda the Good Witch in her own kitchen.

“I fell asleep and then I woke up,” Savannah said.  Now she felt like Glenda the Idiotic Witch, because of course she’d fallen asleep and woken up and what a stupid thing to say and Eric would think she was a total...

“Me too.”  He set his mug on the coffee table.  “And I figured, well, I’m up now so I might as well brew some caffeine.”

Savannah meandered around the couch without managing to spill her coffee down the front of her robe.  Before she knew it, she was sitting with Eric.  He must have changed his clothes in the living room or the bathroom, because he was back in pyjamas now and Savannah had no recollection of him sauntering into her bedroom to take off his pants.

After only a few sips of coffee, the world seemed a little more solid and Savannah realized they were watching infomercials.

“You’re not married to this, are you?” she asked, immediately regretting her choice of words.

“No, no,” Eric said.  “I just turned the TV on for company.  You can put it on whatever channel you like.”

Savannah flipped over to the two A.M. sitcoms she watched as a treat during exam cram, and Eric’s face lit up beyond the blue glow cast by the television screen.  “This is perfect.  I need to laugh right about now.”

Savannah nodded, even though Eric wasn’t looking at her.  “You don’t need a TV for company.  You have me.  TVs are probably better listeners, but I give really bad advice, in case you’re looking for any.”

With a deep chuckle, Eric said, “I’ve had no shortage of bad advice tonight, but I’d be glad to hear some more.”

“And here I thought I was being unique,” Savannah teased.  “Anyway, I’m just kidding.  The last thing I want is to pry into your life.”

Eric turned to her with an expression of awe.  “Pry?  I showed up on your doorstep unannounced and uninvited.  You let me change in your bedroom, sleep on your couch, eat your food, and you haven’t once asked me why.  I don’t think prying is even in the picture, here.”

“Well...”  Savannah couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eye.  “Stacy obviously told me why you’re staying with us.  It’s not like I wasn’t curious.”

Their shared silence was cut only by the sounds of sipping coffee and canned laughter on TV.  When she thought it was safe to look, Savannah glanced in Eric’s direction.  He was leaning against the armrest at the opposite end of the couch.  How could anybody cheat on a hot guy like Eric?  Sure, she didn’t know him all that well, but he seemed really sweet and caring.  He didn’t deserve to be cheated on.

“Savannah...”

Had she ever heard him say her name?  It sounded so sensual on his lips.  She loved the way he drew out the middle “a” sound for a few beats before moving on to the final “nah.”  

Eric trailed off as he turned to face her, and her heart thumped in her chest.  She felt like whatever came next would be a big deal.  Maybe he would even confess his obvious attraction to her.  Maybe he’d tell her their accidental drunken kiss had in fact been a deliberate drunken kiss.  Or maybe he’d say...

“I just wanted to apologize.”

She nodded, eyes wide and encouraging, but he didn’t clarify the reason behind the apology.

“Apologize?” she finally asked.  “What for?”

Shaking his head, he inched closer to her on the couch.  “All the drinking I’ve done since I got here.  I’ve really embarrassed myself.”

“Oh, that?  Pfft!”  She waved her hand in the air, offering him an encouraging smile.  “Don’t worry about it.  Totally understandable.”

Grabbing her hand, he squeezed her fingers against his palm.  “No, I’ve been acting like those mid-life crisis men who, you know, buy convertibles and chase young women, and generally try to be cool when, in reality, they’re just pathetic.”

Savannah could hardly breathe, let alone process what he was saying.

“You’re not pathetic,” she murmured.  “And I think you’re a little too young for a mid-life crisis.  You’re, what...”  She didn’t want to presume.  If she guessed too young, she’d seem like a flatterer.  If she guessed too old, that would be just plain insulting.  “I mean, not that it matters how old you are.  You look very young.”

Eric gave her hand one final squeeze before playfully tossing it back in her lap.  “Oh, come on.  I know you’re just trying to make me feel better.”

“No, I mean it.”  When she pulled her knees up on the couch, her naked legs peeked out from the slit of her dressing gown.  For a brief moment, she considered modesty’s demand to draw it firmly shut.

Throwing modesty to the breeze, she leaned across to the coffee table, allowing the top of her robe to fall open as she reached for her mug.  She knew it was lecherous of her, but she wanted him to look at her body and consider the possibilities.  “You look almost my age, like you might have finished college ten years ago, max.”

Throwing his head back, Eric released a sharp laugh.  As he sat cupping his coffee mug with both hands, Savannah felt a twinge of discomfort.  It was so obvious he was thinking about all the bullshit his wife had put him through—what else would he be contemplating, looking so like a lost boy?  

Savannah’s legs itched to stand up and leave, but she fought the unsympathetic urge.  She wanted to make Eric feel better.  Somehow.  If there was one thing Savannah sucked at, it was consoling the heartbroken.

“So, what did you take in college?”  If she couldn’t comfort Eric, the least she could do was change the subject.

He shot her a curious glance.  “Nothing.  Why, what did Stacy tell you?”

Confused, Savannah gripped her coffee.  Why did Eric look so defensive?  Had he not gone to college?  Savannah felt flustered by his strange response.  She searched his fearful gaze for some answer, but found none.  

His eyes were so blue.  Even looking apprehensive as they did, those eyes took her breath away.

As she ogled him like a schoolgirl with a crush, a wave of understanding seemed to come over him, followed by a wave of relief.  “Oh,” he said, chuckling before setting his coffee on the table.  “What courses did I take?”

“Well...yeah.”  Savannah gripped her mug.  “What did you think I meant?”

“Oh, it’s stupid.”  He stuck a hand in his blonder-than-blond hair and ruffled it like the coat on a golden retriever.  “I thought you meant what drugs did I take in college.”

“Drugs?”  Now it was Savannah’s turn to toss her head back and laugh.  Drugs?  “God, no!  Are you kidding me?  Drugs and I inhabit two separate worlds.  I’ve never even smoked a cigarette.”

Eric smirked and that wonderfully juvenile dimple made its first appearance of the night.  “Haven’t you?”

“Nope,” she said with a shrug that nearly spilled her coffee.  To be safe, she set her mug down beside his.  “I try to stay away from things that are bad for me.”

Savannah’s mind reeled with all the possible follow-ups to that statement: “What about me, Savannah?  I’m bad for you, and you just keep inching your way closer.”  Of course, Eric didn’t say anything like that.  In fact, he didn’t say anything at all.  He only nodded and reached for his coffee.

“I do enjoy caffeine,” Savannah went on.  “And I guess that’s bad for me.  But we all need our vices, don’t we?”

She imagined him putting an arm around her shoulder and asking, “Is that your only vice?” before tearing open her dressing gown and licking her breasts.  God, what she wouldn’t give to feel his hot mouth around her nipple.  The sucking would turn her on so bad she’d grab his hand and thrust it between her legs.  He’d find her wet already.

If she poised herself just right at his side, would he wrap his arm around her middle and kiss her hard?  Would he lay her back and open her robe?  Would he pull out his hard cock and, without even bothering to strip off his clothes, shove it into the wetness between her legs?  Hold her shoulders down and fuck her bareback, with Stacy in the next room?

No, Eric would never do anything like that.  Of course he wouldn’t.  He was sensitive and dignified, and that’s why Savannah felt so safe around him.  If she thought for a second this man might be a threat to her personal safety, she wouldn’t be sitting beside him on the couch in the middle of the night, sipping coffee in nothing but a robe.

“To answer your question,” Eric said, “I was an English major with a minor in Poli-Sci.”

Savannah issued a generous smile.  “And they say an English degree won’t get you anywhere.”

“Well, it was more the political portion of my degree that helped me along in my career.”  Eric returned her smile ten-fold.

For a moment, Savannah simply gazed at him: perfectly straight teeth, perfectly pink lips... Eric was quite a man.  She’d encountered many successful people over the years, in a financial sense, but so few whose careers she actually respected.  “How did you wrangle a job with the IHAO?”

He shrugged.  “Same way anybody without connections does it: took an unpaid internship, got hired on as a minion with a pretty crappy wage, and just kept applying for those promotions until they started coming through.  I’ve heard it said executives are promoted to the level of incompetence, and that’s pretty much where I’m at now.”

Savannah rolled her eyes.  “I’m sure that isn’t true.  Everything you told me about the IHAO yesterday proves you’re good at what you do.  Oh, and that reminds me, I want to make a larger donation to the organization—and that proves you’re good at your job too, because you’re the reason I want to donate.”  Did that sound too fawning?  “I mean, all that stuff you told me about, about the bombs in Laos...”

Eric could obviously see that she was treading water, trying desperately not to sink down to the depths of obvious infatuation.  “You’re in the same program as Stacy, aren’t you?”

“Pretty much,” she said with a nod.  “Yeah, I’m bio-chem, she’s more on the bio-engineering side of things.”  Savannah felt stupid for saying that last bit.  Eric was Stacy’s father.  Of course he knew what program she was in.

Savannah turned to look at the clock on the microwave, since they’d never managed to set the one on their old VCR.  Boy, was it late!

“Don’t go,” Eric pleaded, like he could read her mind.  He looked down into his coffee.  “I mean, if you’re tired, yes, go, but...”  With a persuasive smile, he said, “I could use the company.”

She couldn’t name the force that guided her to sit upright on the couch.  Was it the same one that insisted she grab a cushion and place it in her lap?  Taking the coffee mug from Eric’s hand, she set it down on the table.  His movements were every bit as fluid as hers when she set her palm against his head and pulled it down into her lap.

He offered no resistance.  She didn’t have to force him, and maybe that’s because he could sense, in that moment, Savannah’s intentions were not seductive.  This was comfort.  Something inside her was giving instruction now, to run her fingers through his fine hair as he lay against her on the couch.

The TV took over, as it tends to do, but it wasn’t the lame jokes or the canned laughter that prompted Savannah’s smile.  The look of relaxation on Eric’s face as he faded into sleep did more for her than any drug possibly could.
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Chapter Six


[image: image]


The birds had barely begun chirping when Stacy’s bedroom door clicked open.  Savannah jumped—at least, she started to jump before realizing there was a man in her lap.  Eric’s sleeping head was damn heavy.  

Her heart leapt into her throat.  She was stuck.  She couldn’t get up without tossing him off the couch or extracting herself by stealing off to the side.

In an oversized T-shirt and pyjama pants, Stacy sleepwalked to the bathroom.  When the door closed and locked behind her, Savannah relaxed just enough to mutter, “Shit,” as she tried to pull herself out from under Eric’s head.

Eric opened his eyes just in time to see Savannah yank her legs out from under him.  The right side of her dressing gown was not so easily extricated.  With her robe caught under Eric’s elbow, his lucky gaze landed smack against her bare bush.

Savannah’s blood ran cold.  This was exactly what she’d hoped for last night, but now it seemed wrong.  Why?  Because it was unintentional or because Stacy was nearly awake and peeing just across the hall?

Before Eric could say anything, Savannah yanked her robe.  Eric’s elbow slid out from under him and his face landed flat against the cushion he’d slept on.  Savannah took advantage of the opportunity to run away.  She didn’t stop until she’d reached her room, shut the door, and locked it.  Once inside, she fell across the bed she

[image: image]












[image: image]





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





