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  Chapter One


  When I was thirteen years old, I went to my first boy-girl party.


  Of course grade school birthdays don’t count. This was a party without parents present, where the point of having boys there was to kiss them.


  And I by God was going to kiss one.


  I was the only one of my friends who hadn’t yet. Sharon was the first, all the way back in sixth grade, and for a while she was the only one. Then it was about half-and-half, and then it was just me and Melinda on the never-been-kissed list.


  Now it was just me. And since we were starting high school next year, I was determined to get this milestone out of the way. So when Sharon announced that her parents were going away for the weekend and she was inviting the entire eighth-grade class to her house Saturday night, I was in.


  “But you never come to my parties. You’re always studying.”


  “Well, I’m coming to this one. I want to get the whole first kiss thing over with. You just have to promise me that if nothing happens by midnight you’ll play spin-the-bottle or something.”


  “Your first kiss isn’t something to get over with,” Sharon admonished me, superior in her I’ve-been-doing-this-for-two-years wisdom. “It should be special.”


  The only way it would be special was if Derek were the one who kissed me, and that wasn’t happening. He’d moved away a month ago, and even if he were still here, he was way too cute to even notice I was alive, much less make out with me.


  “I don’t need it to be special. I just need it to happen.”


  “Fine. Spin-the-bottle it is.”


  But it wasn’t spin-the-bottle—it was seven minutes in heaven.


  As soon as Sharon and Melinda announced this fact, I panicked. I was ready for a simple kiss—no tongue or anything, just lips on lips—but I wasn’t ready for whatever mysterious things might go on in the dark in Sharon’s mother’s closet.


  I decided to sneak away and call one of my moms to come pick me up. No one would notice—there were at least fifty kids in the house.


  But just as I got up from the couch Sharon grabbed my arm. “Rikki will go first,” she said, and there was the requisite “Oooooh” from everyone as Melinda brought me the blue bowl—blue for boys, of course—with all the guys’ names in it, written on little pieces of paper that had been folded and twisted up.


  I couldn’t get out of it now without looking stupid, so I put a smile on my face, reached into the bowl, and grabbed a piece of paper. Then I untwisted it and unfolded it and looked at the name.


  Oh, no.


  When I didn’t say anything right away Sharon grabbed the paper and read the name out loud. “Sam Payne!”


  It was absolutely the worst thing that could have happened. But before I could figure a way out of it, Sharon and Melinda and a dozen other girls were dragging me to the closet—and a group of boys were giving Sam the same treatment.


  Once we were inside they shut the door on us. And then there we were: Sam Payne and Rikki Eisendrath, trapped in a dark closet for the next seven minutes.


  Seven minutes in hell.


  It wasn’t that Sam was a troll or anything like that. He wasn’t cute like Derek was, but he was decent-looking. Not ugly, not gorgeous… sort of like me.


  The problem was that he was like me in another way. He was smart and intense about his grades, and the two of us had been competing against each other for the last two years. Then, just last week, the principal had announced that Sam was the valedictorian of our class while I was the salutatorian, and we’d both be making speeches at the eighth-grade graduation ceremony next month.


  I hated Sam for beating me, and I hated him even more for taking very obvious pleasure in beating me.


  Of course I’d taken very obvious pleasure when I’d beaten him in our last social studies debate, but still.


  “I’m sure this goes without saying, but I wouldn’t kiss you if you were the last guy on earth.”


  It was pitch dark in the closet, so I couldn’t see Sam’s smug, superior expression… but I knew it was there.


  “Really? Wow, I’m so disappointed. I dream about kissing you every night.”


  In the dark like this, unable to see him, I was more aware of his voice than I’d ever been before. Now that it had finished changing, it was actually kind of nice—deep and rich, like good chocolate.


  Not that the quality of the voice insulting you really matters.


  Tired of standing, I sat down cross-legged with my back against the wall. After a moment I pulled my phone out of my pocket to check the time.


  “We still have six minutes to go. God, I hate this stupid game.”


  I was hoping to sound worldly, like I played seven minutes in heaven so often I was bored by it. A few feet away from me I could hear Sam moving around, and when he spoke again I could tell he was sitting down, too.


  “I’m sure if Derek Washington was here you wouldn’t hate it.”


  I stared at him—or at the place his voice came from, anyway. “What are you talking about?”


  The only people I’d told about my hopeless crush were Sharon and Melinda, and since I hadn’t gotten teased about it in school I knew they’d kept the information to themselves.


  “Oh, come on. It was obvious you liked him. It just goes to show that even a smart girl can fall for an idiot.”


  I felt hot all over, and for the first time I was grateful for the darkness inside the closet. I had cherished my crush on Derek like a precious secret, only telling my best friends, and I hated the idea that Sam, my nemesis, had figured it out.


  “Derek’s not an idiot.”


  “Are you kidding? He didn’t know who was president during the Civil War.”


  I remembered the day Derek had revealed that fact and cringed. “He’s not into history,” I snapped.


  “Yeah. And he wasn’t into you. Didn’t you feel pathetic after a while, staring at him across the cafeteria when you knew he’d never notice you?”


  The only thing that makes a hopeless crush bearable is knowing that it’s private. I felt like Sam had snuck into my bedroom and seen my underwear. Not the new, cute pairs, but the old, ratty ones with the bits of elastic trailing out of the waistband.


  “Okay, that’s it. I’m getting out of here.”


  I started to scramble to my feet, but Sam’s voice stopped me. “We still have five minutes to go. What are your friends going to think if you don’t finish the game? More importantly, what are all the people you don’t even like going to think?”


  I sat back down again. “Are you saying I care too much what other people think?”


  He didn’t answer me directly. “Why are you even at this stupid party? You hate parties.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because you never go to them.”


  “You’d only know that if you did go to them.”


  “So? What’s your point?”


  “Why do you go to parties if you think they’re stupid?”


  I’d finally managed to shut him up. In the silence that followed, I found myself wondering—why did Sam go to parties if he thought they were stupid?


  I checked my phone. Four and a half minutes to go. We were almost at the halfway point, so I might as well stick it out. Maybe Sam looked down on me because of it, but I did care what people thought about me. I did want to fit in, in spite of all the teen movies and television shows that tried so hard to convince me I didn’t have to.


  And to fit in tonight, at this stupid party, I’d have to stay in this closet for four more minutes.


  Oh, well. If Sam stayed quiet, it might not be too bad.


  The quiet lasted thirty seconds.


  “So why did you come tonight?” he asked.


  “What do you care? Anyway, it’s none of your business.”


  “Did you think Derek was going to fly back from California to be here?”


  “Will you shut up about Derek? He’s been gone for a month. I don’t even think about him anymore.”


  “I’m just trying to decide who in our class is dumb enough to take his place in your heart. Is that why you came tonight? To find a new moron to worship?”


  “You know, not everyone has to be smart. Some people are good at sports, or good at music, or whatever.”


  “Yeah? So what was Derek good at? Other than admiring himself.”


  I clenched my fists. “Will you just shut up? We only have three more minutes.”


  “If you tell me why you came to this party, I will.”


  “I came to be kissed.”


  Total silence.


  Oh, God. Maybe I hadn’t really said that. Was it possible I hadn’t actually said that?


  But I knew I had.


  I had to explain. “I wanted to get it out of the way before next year. So I wouldn’t have to start high school without having kissed somebody.” I took a breath. “Okay, so… I know there are, like, a million jokes you could make right now. But you said you’d shut up if I told you. So please, Sam—just freaking shut up.”


  He actually did.


  For the next couple of minutes we just sat there in the dark, waiting for the game to be over.


  Oddly enough, while I wished I’d kept my mouth shut, I wasn’t worried that Sam would tell anyone what I’d told him. He might be a jerk but he wasn’t a gossip.


  And then, finally, we were done.


  “Okay, lovebirds! Time to come out!”


  I scrambled to my feet and I heard Sam doing the same. But when I reached for the doorknob, something happened.


  I felt his hands on my shoulders and I jumped. “What are you—”


  Then he turned me around and kissed me.


  On the nose.


  I started to giggle and couldn’t stop. Everything was so intense and so embarrassing—seven minutes with my nemesis in a dark closet, admitting to him that I’d never been kissed, and now his hands on my shoulders and a kiss on my nose.


  “Did you mean to do that? Or did you just—”


  Apparently that first miss had been enough for him to recalibrate. Because when he kissed me again, it was on the mouth.


  My heart slammed against my ribs. Darkness, the smell of soap, and a boy’s lips pressed against mine.


  They were softer than I’d thought they would be. I felt dizzy, and I grabbed his arms to keep from falling down.


  Then, behind me, I could feel the door starting to open.


  I squirmed away from Sam and turned around in time to face everyone.


  “Okay, who’s next?” I called out brightly.


  My voice was a little too loud and I was worried about what my face showed, but I got away with it… mostly because Sharon had chosen her ex-boyfriend’s name from the bowl and everyone was laughing about that.


  While Sharon and Jerry were being herded into the closet, I managed to slip out of the house and call my moms to come pick me up.


  * * *


  I couldn’t sleep at all that night. Whenever I was in any danger of drifting off, I’d flash back to Sam’s lips on mine and squirm around in bed like I was trying to get out of a straitjacket.


  A boy’s lips. On mine.


  At first all I could think about was the kiss itself. Only I thought of it in capital letters, as The Kiss.


  My first kiss.


  Sharon’s first kiss had been pretty disastrous. Two sets of braces had been involved, not to mention some bad breath (his, not hers). Melinda’s, which had only happened last month, had been a little better—no blood and no halitosis—but she said it was kind of disappointing. No fireworks, no magic… and this was a guy she really liked, who was her boyfriend now. She said that the kissing had gotten a lot better since that first one, but I’d gotten the idea that kisses in general, and first kisses in particular, were more awkward than thrilling.


  But my first kiss had been thrilling. Which was crazy, because Melinda’s first kiss had been with a boy she liked and mine was with a boy I hated.


  Well… maybe I didn’t hate him. How could I hate the boy who’d given me my first kiss?


  And just like that, I was back there again.


  Sam smelled really, really good. Not like cologne or anything—just a sort of clean male smell, like soap and fresh laundry.


  His hands on my shoulders had been so firm, like he knew exactly what he wanted to do. Like he was going to kiss me no matter what—even if he landed on my nose first.


  I squeezed my eyes shut and squirmed around on the bed some more.


  Was it possible that Sam actually liked me? Or had he just had a bizarre, sudden impulse?


  The feel of his lips had been… electric. It had affected my whole body. All my muscles had gone weak, and if I hadn’t been between the door and Sam’s body I might have fallen. The minute our mouths touched a bolt of lightning went down my spine and some kind of spasm happened below my belly button.


  And all I had to do was think about the kiss to bring all those sensations back again. How was I ever supposed to go to sleep?


  Eventually I must have, because the next thing I knew I was waking up.


  It was Sunday and I spent it thinking about Monday. What would it be like to see Sam in school again? Would he be different? Nicer? Would he ask me out?


  And if he did ask me out, what would I say?


  No, of course. In spite of that amazing kiss, I didn’t like Sam that way. But how could I turn him down without hurting his feelings?


  By Monday morning I had decided on my hypothetical answer to his hypothetical question.


  Rikki, will you go out with me?


  Thanks for asking, Sam, but I’m not really into dating right now.


  I was proud of this answer, and considering it had taken me a whole day to come up with it, I had a right to be. It was polite and casual, and left it sort of open as to what I meant by “not into dating.” Maybe because I was focused on school; maybe because I just wasn’t ready. But it wasn’t a rejection of him personally.


  Well done, Rikki.


  But in spite of the fact that I was prepared, I was terrified… and in my secret heart of hearts, a little excited… to see Sam again.


  I decided to get to homeroom super early so I would be in my seat first. Students usually started drifting in around 7:45, but that morning I was there at 7:30.


  It was the perfect plan—except that Sam was there before me.


  I stopped short in the doorway. He was reading a book and hadn’t seen me yet, and for one wild second I thought about running away. Not just from homeroom but from school, too. And maybe the town.


  Maybe the state.


  But then he looked up, and our eyes met.


  I don’t know what Sam’s expression was like because my heart was pounding and there was this roaring in my ears and a kind of dark mist in front of my eyes. By the time I’d stopped spazzing out and had recovered a little bit, his eyes were riveted to his book again.


  But as I made my way to my desk—which, unfortunately, was right in front of his—I noticed that he was breathing hard, like he’d been running.


  I sat down and got out a book of my own. We spent the next fifteen minutes like that, staring at our books in total silence.


  As the minutes ticked by the pressure built up inside me until I thought I was going to explode. My eyes were moving over the words on the page but I wasn’t seeing them. Was Sam actually reading? Or was he looking at me? And why didn’t he say something to me now, before everyone else got here?


  Were we going to pretend Saturday night hadn’t even happened?


  Apparently so. Because for the rest of that day, Sam didn’t say a word to me. He didn’t even make eye contact.


  So that’s it, I thought to myself when the last bell rang at the end of the day. I headed out of the classroom with a few friends, but just as I was leaving I glanced back at Sam out of the corner of my eye.


  He was sitting in his chair with a relieved look on his face, waiting for everyone to clear out.


  That look made me mad. I told my friends I’d catch up with them later, waited in the hall until everyone but Sam was out of the room, and then I marched back in and over to his desk.


  He was gathering his books together and stuffing them in his backpack, but when he heard me coming he looked up.


  He actually looked panicked. Panicked!


  I got even madder.


  “Hi,” I said, and my voice didn’t sound like mine at all. It was loud and kind of aggressive.


  “Hi,” he said, looking wary.


  “Do you think I’m going to attack you or something?”


  I still sounded mad, and he still looked wary.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’ve been avoiding me all day. You won’t even look at me.”


  For a moment he just sat there. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, which was frustrating. When he finally did speak he didn’t clear up the mystery.


  “We don’t usually look at each other. Do we? It’s not like we’re friends or anything.”


  No, we weren’t friends. But he’d kissed me on Saturday night. He’d kissed me, and he wasn’t going to say anything about it. And even though, if I’d thought about it a little, I might have realized that this was the perfect solution to my problem—since I didn’t want to go out with him, after all—it was still infuriating.


  “So that’s it, huh? You’re just going to pretend it didn’t happen?”


  He opened his mouth and closed it again. I thought he might say something like, “Pretend what didn’t happen?” but he wasn’t that big of a jerk.


  Instead, he didn’t say anything at all.


  “Fine,” I said after a moment. “If that’s the way you want it. Just be sure you stick to the plan. Don’t talk to me again, Sam. Ever.”


  I started to walk out. But I was still mad—mad all the way to my toes. I stopped when I was halfway to the door, turned, and headed back.


  Sam was still just sitting there.


  I don’t know what got into me. Maybe I went temporarily insane. I went right up to his desk, leaned over it, and kissed him on the mouth.


  “That’s what happened Saturday night,” I told him as I straightened up. “In case you really did forget.”


  I turned and walked away fast. Behind me, I heard Sam scrambling to his feet.


  “Rikki, wait! Wait a second! Rikki—”


  But I couldn’t wait. The reality of what I’d just done was sweeping over me in a sickening rush, and there was no way I could look him in the eyes right now.


  I made it to the hallway and spotted Sharon and Melinda heading for their lockers. “Hey!” I said, hurrying to catch up with them. “Wait up, you guys.”


  I don’t know if Sam saw me with them and decided not to follow, or if he changed his mind when he was still in the math room. Whichever it was, I got away from him.


  As it turned out, I got away for good. Apart from school-related necessities, I didn’t exchange another word with Sam Payne for the next four years.



  


  Chapter Two


  With graduation just a few weeks away, we were taking the last exams of our high school careers. Sam and I rarely spoke to each other directly but we were going head-to-head again. When the scores were added up, one of us would be valedictorian and one of us would be salutatorian.


  I was determined to come out on top this time. The class valedictorian would get a full ride to Hart University, which was right here in Massachusetts and was the only college I’d ever wanted to attend. I could afford to go without a scholarship but my family wasn’t rich, and I knew this would really help.


  Besides, I wanted the prestige of being first in my class. I’d been serious about school my whole life and this would be the culmination of years of hard work.


  Then my friend Barb pulled me aside one day.


  “So you know Sam’s dad?”


  I bristled. “Of course not. Why would you ask me that?”


  Barb rolled her eyes. “God, what is it with the cold war between you two? It’s been, like, four years. You need to call it quits. Not only is he one of the cutest guys in our class, but his dad just passed away.”


  I stared at her, horrified.


  Barb nodded. “Sam never even told anyone he was sick,” she said. “I guess it was cancer or something like that.”


  I felt awful. “Oh, my God. I had no idea.”


  “No one did. Like I said, he never said a word. But the funeral notice was in the paper, so…” Barb shrugged. “He couldn’t keep that a secret. Everybody’s talking about it now. Someone whose mom works with his mom said that the family spent all their money on hospice care and other stuff insurance wouldn’t cover. Somebody else said Sam might skip college next year and work for a while. And I heard that—”


  The bell rang, and we had to go to class.


  Sam was in school that day. He’d been in school yesterday, too. I didn’t think he’d missed a day in… well, ever.


  Every so often one of his friends… and a lot of other kids, too… would go up to him and say they were sorry about his father. Sam would nod and say thanks, and then go back to whatever he was doing.


  I found the notice online. “Albert Payne passed away after a long battle with cancer…”


  A long battle? How long? Had Sam been dealing with this for months—maybe years?


  I felt sick. Here I’d been nursing this old, petty grudge while Sam had been dealing with real problems. To lose a parent…


  I didn’t have a dad, but I had two moms. The thought of losing one of them made me want to crawl into a hole and die.


  After a while I couldn’t stand it anymore. I had to talk to Sam.


  I waited until school was over, because I knew I’d be able to find him alone. We had our calculus final tomorrow, and the day before an exam Sam always spent an hour or two in the library before he went home. Sure enough, after the last bell rang, he was there in his usual place—sitting at the table in the science alcove. His math book was open in front of him and he was scribbling something in his notebook.


  Except for the librarian, who was working at her computer at the other end of the room, we were the only two people in the place. I approached softly, and Sam didn’t hear me coming until I spoke to him.


  “Hey,” I said.


  He looked up, and for a minute he just stared at me. For lack of any better ideas I stared back.


  Barb had been telling the truth when she’d said that Sam was one of the cutest guys in our class. Back in eighth grade he was kind of gangly, but now he was all filled out. He played soccer and basketball—he wasn’t a star on either team, just a good solid player—which was why the muscles in his arms and chest and legs looked the way they did. He sat in front of me in math class and I’d noticed how broad and strong his shoulders were… and the way his biceps flexed when he wrote in his notebook or raised his hand or picked up his backpack.


  I, on the other hand, hadn’t changed much at all. I was still skinny, although I’d finally managed to produce boobs a couple of years ago. My hair was still long and brown and straight. I’d thought about chopping it off a few times, just to change things up, but I liked being able to put it in a ponytail so I kept it the way it was. I’d been prone to zits through sophomore year but my skin was mostly clear these days.


  Sam’s acne had been worse than mine but it had cleared up, too. Now his face was smooth and sort of touchable. He had green eyes and brown hair—also touchable—and though he didn’t smile often, when he did you could tell he meant it.


  He wasn’t smiling now.


  “What do you want?” he asked.


  “I just wanted to tell you… I just wanted to say…”


  “No.”


  I stopped, startled. “What?”


  One of his hands was on the table in front of him. As I watched, the fingers curled up into a fist.


  “Don’t tell me you’re sorry about my dad.”


  “But… why?”


  “Because you hate me. I don’t mind you hating me, but I do mind you pretending you don’t because… because this happened.” His jaw tightened and the muscles in his neck corded up. “I’m the same person I was yesterday. You didn’t like me then, and nothing’s changed except…” He shook his head. “Just don’t, okay? Just don’t.”


  Apart from a few school projects we’d had to work on together, this was the first conversation we’d had since the night of Sharon’s party.


  “I don’t hate you,” I said—and as the words came out of my mouth I realized they were true.


  I mean, yes, I’d definitely hated him through most of freshman year, but after that it was more of a habit than anything else. We competed against each other for grades and we didn’t talk to each other, and that was just how it was.


  But the anger had faded away somewhere along the line—for me, at least.


  “I don’t hate you,” I said again. “And I am sorry about your dad.”


  My nose stung as tears came into my eyes. I tried to blink them away, but it was too late.


  “Don’t cry,” Sam said savagely, shoving his chair back and standing up. “You never cry. Damn it, Rikki, don’t cry.”


  “I’m not crying,” I lied, brushing the back of my hand across my eyes. “I’m just sorry about—”


  “Shut up,” he said furiously. “Just shut up.”


  I wasn’t doing any good. In fact, I was making him feel worse.


  “Fine,” I said, and I could hear my voice tremble. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”


  I turned to go. But before I could take a step, Sam grabbed my hand and jerked me around to face him.


  I was five four and he was six feet, but it wasn’t the height difference that made him seem so much bigger. It was the fact that I was skinny while Sam was broad-shouldered and muscular. He must have outweighed me by a hundred pounds.


  He sort of loomed over me now, glaring down at me like he hated me. He still had my hand in his.


  I didn’t feel scared or threatened. But as I looked up into Sam’s green eyes, so angry and so full of pain behind the anger, my heart started to pound.


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I wasn’t sure what I was expressing sorrow for—his dad, or the fact that I’d bothered him when he wanted to be alone, or the last four years.


  Maybe all of it.


  “I wish you’d go away,” he said, his voice low.


  “I am. I was. I mean… that’s what I was doing when you…” I tugged on the hand he still held, but he didn’t let go.


  “Rikki,” he said, his voice even lower. His hand on mine tightened, and then my heart wasn’t just pounding. It was thundering so hard I was afraid it might burst out of my chest.


  I couldn’t breathe. The human body couldn’t sustain this. I’d have a heart attack or die or something if my pulse didn’t slow down.


  “Sam,” I said, but my voice came out as a croak. I tried again. “Sam…”


  I couldn’t say anything else. All I could do was stare up at him, my heart gone haywire and my breath caught in my throat.


  But then he dropped my hand like it burned him and turned his back on me. He went back to the table, grabbed his stuff, and walked away.


  My knees felt like jelly as I started to follow him.


  “Sam!” I called out. “Sam, wait!”


  But he didn’t wait. He didn’t even look at me. He strode through the library, pushed through the glass doors, and was gone.


  * * *


  I stared down at the calculus exam without really seeing it. Sam, sitting in front of me with his shoulders hunched over as he solved equations, hadn’t said a word to me all day, even though I’d tried to make eye contact with him a few times.


  I knew he wanted to go to Hart University. He wanted to study engineering, and I’d heard him talking about Hart’s mechanical engineering program and how it was one of the best in the country.


  But Barb wasn’t the only one talking about the Payne family’s money problems. A lot of kids were saying that Sam would have to skip college for now, unless he got help.


  He was a good athlete but not good enough for an athletic scholarship. He was smart, but you don’t get full academic scholarships just for being smart… not as a graduate of our high school, anyway. We weren’t a fancy private school—just an average public school. Doing well here wouldn’t earn you a free ride at a four-year college.


  Unless, of course, you were valedictorian.


  Ten minutes had gone by since the exam started and I hadn’t answered a single question. For the first time in my life, I was considering something unthinkable.


  I was considering doing less than my best.


  I knew from the school secretary, who kept track of GPAs, that Sam and I were only a few hundredths of a point apart. I was ahead, but only by a hair. This last exam would decide it.


  I was decent at math but it was my weakest subject. Sam, on the other hand, ate derivatives and integrals for breakfast. If I got a B plus on the final, or even an A minus, he would almost certainly edge me out for class valedictorian.


  I picked up my pencil and wrote my name at the top of the sheet. What would be the best way to do it? Deliberately get a few questions wrong, or skip some?


  But as I heard the question echo in my head, I realized something.


  I couldn’t do it.


  It wasn’t the kind of lie I could tell. Not that I was incapable of lying—I was sure I could lie with the best of them if the occasion called for it.


  But not like this. I couldn’t pretend not to know something I really did know.


  As I bent my head over the paper and got to work, I reflected that Sam had a decent shot of beating me anyway. He was better at math than I was and he had a ten minute head start. But I would do my best, and if he won it would be fair and square.


  And for the first time since I’d known him, I hoped he did win.


  * * *


  As I walked home after school that day, I realized that while I wasn’t willing to tank an exam, there was something else I could do to help Sam.


  I talked to my moms about it over dinner. They were completely against it at first, but after I explained Sam’s situation and made offers about student loans and working multiple jobs or even deferring a year to save money, they gave in.


  “But no loans,” Charlotte said firmly. She was still paying off the loans for her undergrad and graduate education, and she had strong feelings about student debt.


  “And you don’t have to defer,” Beth added. “We can afford to send you to Hart without that, although it would be good if you had a job to help out with expenses. Not your first semester, though. Settle in and focus on your classes this fall, and you can get a job in the spring.”


  The next morning I went straight to the principal’s office. “Did Mr. Brandt finish grading the exams?”


  Our principal, Leah Goldstein, smiled at me. “As a matter of fact he did. I was going to call you into the office during homeroom, but since you’re here—”


  I held my breath.


  “—let me be the first to congratulate you, Rikki. You’re our valedictorian.”


  My breath came out in a long, slow sigh.


  It was what I’d been working for since ninth grade. I’d sacrificed sleep, free time, and a normal social life to accomplish this goal, and I deserved to be happy about it.


  I let myself feel happy for thirty seconds. Then I leaned forward in my chair.


  “About the scholarship.”


  “To Hart? Certainly. We just have to inform the scholarship committee—”


  I shook my head vigorously. “No. That’s just it. I want to decline it. Then it’s offered to the student with the next highest GPA, right? Is that… would that be Sam? Sam Payne.”


  I shouldn’t have mentioned Sam’s name. Our principal wasn’t an idiot, and as she leaned back in her chair and looked at me, her eyes blinking owlishly behind her glasses, I could feel myself flushing.


  “Rikki,” she said after a moment. “I think I understand what you’re doing, and while I—”


  I flushed deeper. “I’m not doing anything. I mean… I just… I talked things over with my moms last night, and we agreed. You can call them if you want to check.”


  Ms. Goldstein drummed her fingers on her desk. “There’s still a week before college decision day. I suggest you take that time to think before doing something irrevocable.”


  “I don’t want to wait. If”—I stopped myself from saying Sam’s name again—“someone else is offered the scholarship, they’ll need time to make decisions, too. It’s not fair to tell them at the last minute.”


  The principal sighed. “You’re formally declining the Hart scholarship?”


  I nodded.


  “Very well. You’ll need to sign some paperwork to that effect.”


  “I know. I mean, I figured I would. And then you’ll talk to the student who’ll get the offer?”


  “After conferring with the scholarship committee and generating new paperwork, yes.”


  “Today? Do you think it’ll be today?”


  She smiled a little. “Yes, Rikki. It’ll probably be today.”


  My hands relaxed, which is when I realized I’d been clenching them into fists.


  “Okay. Good. Thank you.”


  “I hope you don’t regret this,” Ms. Goldstein said, shaking her head.


  “I won’t.”


  * * *


  I was sure I wouldn’t. I’d talked through the worst case scenarios with my moms—like if Sam declined the scholarship too, and my effort to help didn’t do him any good at all—and the three of us had decided we could live with that possibility.


  Then, near the end of math class, Sam was called to the principal’s office.


  I was glad that he didn’t come back before the last bell, and that I made it out of the building without seeing him. I hoped he might call or text me—we had each others’ numbers since working on a group project earlier that year, although we’d never used them. The idea of Sam Payne actually thanking me for something made me so uncomfortable I thought I could deal with it better over the phone than in person.


  But he didn’t call, and he didn’t text.


  I braced myself the next morning in homeroom, but it was business as usual. Sam came in, made no eye contact with me, and didn’t acknowledge my existence once all day.


  I tried to puzzle it out on my way to Sharon’s after school, but I didn’t come up with any answers. Had they offered him the scholarship? Had he accepted or declined? Did he know I’d turned it down? What did he think about it all?


  I hadn’t told any of my friends about the situation yet, and I kept it that way at Sharon’s. I decided to walk home instead of accepting a ride from Sharon’s mom, wanting a little time to myself to think about things. I’d just resigned myself to the idea that I would never hear one word about the scholarship from Sam when I caught sight of the extra car in my driveway.


  After a moment I recognized it. It belonged to Sam’s mom.


  My heart started to beat faster. Sam must have borrowed the car and come over to see me.


  Charlotte and Beth’s cars were there too, so they were both home. Sam wasn’t anywhere in sight so my moms must have let him in.


  We have a rambling old Victorian house and it took me a few minutes to find them. The living room and dining room were empty, but when I went into the kitchen I heard voices floating in the window from the backyard.


  I found my moms on the patio, along with a tall, dark-haired woman—Theresa Payne, Sam’s mother. The three of them were drinking iced tea and chattering away like old friends.


  Sam’s mom jumped to her feet when she saw me.


  “Rikki,” she said, and then she crossed the patio to where I was and wrapped me up in a huge hug.


  When she let me go she took a step back and smiled at me, but there were tears in her eyes.


  “I don’t know how to thank you,” she said. “When Ms. Goldstein told me you’d turned down the scholarship…” She shook her head. “I didn’t want to believe it could be true. I came here to talk with Charlotte and Beth, to see…” She took a deep breath. “But I shouldn’t have thanked you yet. Not until… I wanted to find out if you’re sure. Before Sam accepts.”


  “I’m sure,” I said, glancing at my moms. Beth looked calm and serene, like she always did. Charlotte looked pleased and embarrassed at the same time, which was how I felt.


  I looked back at Sam’s mother. “Is Sam here?” I asked, not sure what I wanted the answer to be.


  Theresa nodded. “Yes, we came together.”


  Beth spoke up then. “He seemed restless out here with us, so I sent him up to your room. Why don’t you go find him?”


  My room? Sam Payne was in my room?


  I couldn’t run while Theresa and my moms were watching, but I didn’t dawdle. And once I was inside the house I took the stairs two at a time.


  I’d told my moms it was fine to send friends up to my room, so I couldn’t really blame them for doing it this time. I’d never told them the state of things between me and Sam or the fact that we were anything but friends. And considering I’d been willing to turn down a four-year scholarship to benefit him, it wasn’t surprising they assumed we were friends.


  But I didn’t want Sam in my room. It was a mess, for one thing—laundry everywhere, the bed unmade, and at least one empty pizza box on the floor. For another, it was my room. It was private. I didn’t mind friends in there, obviously, but I hated the idea that Sam was getting any kind of a glimpse into my world—especially since I’d never gotten a glimpse into his.


  My room was on the third floor, so I was out of breath by the time I skidded to a stop in the doorway.


  Sam was over by my bureau. When he heard me, he spun around and stared.


  We held that tableau for several seconds. Sam’s face was red, but I didn’t know why. Was he embarrassed? Angry? What?


  As for what I was feeling, it was impossible to say. My heart was thundering against my ribs, my breath was coming hard and fast, and my armpits were prickling with sweat and adrenaline.


  “I saw your mom downstairs,” I said finally.


  His jaw got tight. “It was her idea to come over here. She said I had to come, too.”


  “Oh,” I said, mortified. So his mother had made him come. Like we were six-year-olds and he was being ordered to thank me for something.


  We stood there for another moment. I could see Sam’s face getting redder, and I knew mine was, too.


  Finally I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Well, say it,” I snapped.


  He scowled at me. “Say what?”


  “Thank you. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Or why your mom brought you, anyway.”


  His hands were in his pockets, but I could tell they were clenched into fists.


  “My mom’s not up here,” he said, sounding as mad as I’d ever heard him. “So I can tell you what I really think about that stunt you pulled.”


  I stared at him. Maybe it was too much to expect that Sam Payne would actually thank me for something, but this was too much.


  “What do you mean, stunt? What are you—”


  He took a step toward me. “If you had the brains of a paramecium, you would have figured it out when you came out ahead of me in the calculus final. Didn’t that surprise you? You know I’m better than you in math.”


  I did know it, but I would rather have died than admit it. “What are you saying? That you came in second on purpose?”


  He took another step. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Don’t you get it? If I didn’t have that stupid scholarship I could stay home next year. But now my mom says I have to go to Hart. She won’t let me defer. And that means she’s going to be on her own with my sister to take care of. I won’t be there to help out.”


  In all the scenarios I’d thought of, it had never occurred to me that Sam might not want to go to college next year.


  “But… if you want to stay home that much… why won’t your mom let you?”


  “Because she doesn’t think she needs me, and because my dad wanted me to go to college right away. She was making herself sick trying to figure out a way to make it happen, and I finally had her convinced that waiting a year isn’t the worst thing in the world.” His scowl got deeper. “And then you had to come along and ruin everything. You turned down that scholarship like some kind of martyr, and my mom made me take it. She was so happy I couldn’t say no.”


  I hadn’t done what I did hoping I’d get thanked for it. The truth was, if I could have done it without Sam knowing about it, I would have.


  I hadn’t been looking for gratitude. But hearing Sam now, and seeing his face, made me realize that I hadn’t counted on him throwing it back in my face, either.


  “Hart’s only two hours away from here. You’ll be able to get home a lot. You can—”


  “It’s not the same thing as living at home.”


  He turned away and went over to the big bay window, and I stood in my doorway looking at his back.


  A minute went by. “I didn’t mean to mess things up for you,” I said.


  He didn’t turn around. His broad shoulders went up in a shrug and then down. “Yeah, well, you did. So if you’re expecting a thank-you card or a fruit basket or something—”


  That stung. “Believe me, I don’t. I don’t expect anything from you, Sam. I know how you feel about me.”


  He turned around at that. “I know how you feel about me, too.”


  There was a moment of silence. Neither one of us seemed to have anything else to say.


  After a while, Sam took in a lungful of air and let it out again. “Are you still going to Hart?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, it’s a big school. With luck we won’t run into each other.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked the time. “I guess I’ve been up here long enough to convince my mom I showered you with gratitude or whatever.”


  “Or whatever.”


  He brushed past me on his way out of my room, and in spite of everything, my heart sped up when his arm touched mine. Had he put some kind of mojo on me when we were thirteen? Was my body always going to feel excited when he was near even when my mind wanted never to see him again?


  I just stood there and watched him go. But when he reached the head of the staircase, he hesitated.


  “I’m really pissed at you and I hope I don’t see you after graduation. But… good luck next year.”


  It wasn’t an apology. His voice didn’t even sound particularly friendly. But for some reason, tears sprang to my eyes.


  “Good luck to you, too,” I said gruffly. “Even though I hope I don’t see you either.”


  He didn’t smile, exactly. But his expression lightened a little, as if some of his anger was fading. He nodded at me, and then he headed downstairs.


  I went over to the bay window. In a minute the front door opened and Sam and his mom came out. Theresa was chatting with Beth and Charlotte, who walked with them down the front steps and then waited while they got in their car.


  I watched them drive away. Then I turned around and looked at my room through Sam’s eyes—or what I imagined his eyes might see.


  It was just as messy as I’d feared. Books and clothes everywhere, and—


  Oh, God.


  He’d been standing over near the bureau, and two of the drawers were standing open. This was actually on purpose, since my cat Basil liked to sleep in bureau drawers.


  I usually left the bottom one and the top one open, and Basil alternated between them. The bottom one looked perfectly respectable, being full of sweaters I’d stopped wearing once the weather turned warm.


  But the top one was my underwear drawer.


  Sam Payne had been standing a foot away from an open drawer full of my bras and panties.


  I swooped over to it.


  Okay, it was pretty bad. Lingerie as far as the eye could see. White, ivory, pink, lavender; some cotton, some satin, some with lace edgings.


  The one good thing was that my period underwear—the older pairs with faint stains I could never entirely get rid of—were at the bottom of the drawer and out of sight.


  But it’s safe to say that if your period panties not being on display is the best that can be said about a situation, the situation pretty much sucks.


  It looked like a case for wishful thinking. I was going to have to force myself to believe that Sam, distracted by his extremely bad mood, hadn’t noticed that open drawer.


  I turned away from the bureau, took three quick steps, and dove onto my bed in a flying leap. I buried my face in my pillow and tried not to imagine Sam looking at my underwear.


  Every interaction I’d ever had with him had been confusing, humiliating, frustrating, or infuriating. Now I’d hit my limit.


  But all I had to do was get through the rest of senior year. Like Sam had said, Hart University was a big place. Once we’d put high school behind us we’d never have to see each other again.



  


  Chapter Three


  It wasn’t until three months later, when I was packing for my college move, that I noticed the missing pair of panties.


  They’d come from a pack of three: white cotton bikinis with pink, purple, and blue polka dots. The pair with the purple polka dots was gone.


  I hadn’t thought they were missing over the summer because I’m pretty haphazard about clothes and I figured they were under the bed or in one of my many laundry piles. But in the days leading up to my big move I’d gotten completely obsessive, and I’d cleaned my room to within an inch of its life. At one point in the process I washed every piece of clothing I owned and laid it all out on my bed.


  My purple polka dot panties weren’t there.


  It bugged me because they were fairly new, really comfortable, and flattering. I’d gotten the three-pack on sale for practically nothing, and they were my favorites.


  It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen this particular pair all summer. The pink and blue ones, yes, but not the purple ones. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen them since…


  No.


  Oh, no.


  I looked down at my collection of underwear, nineteen pairs all accounted for. The ones with the purple polka dots would have made an even twenty.


  I thought about it for a minute. Then I decided that anything, including the possibility that they’d been sucked through a wormhole into another dimension, was more likely than the possibility that Sam Payne had absconded with a pair of my panties that time he was in my room.


  I put the problem out of my mind. I was going to college and I had more important things to worry about.


  Since I wasn’t crossing the country like my friend Melinda, I didn’t, in theory, have to bring everything with me my first day. I could come back any weekend and get more stuff. But psychologically, I had decided that I shouldn’t come home at all for the first month.


  I’d never been away from both of my parents for more than a weekend, not even to summer camp. They tried to send me once but I’d cried myself sick and they had to pick me up after only one day. I knew I’d be homesick at Hart, so I’d decided that the best way to deal with it would be going cold turkey. That meant packing everything I’d need for the first several weeks.


  The morning of my departure I had filled every duffel bag and suitcase in the house with my clothes, and every box I could find with my books. Beth and Charlotte helped me carry it all out to Beth’s car, which had the most trunk space, and then the three of us stood there in the driveway not saying anything for a minute.


  Charlotte was crying, which was why she was staying home. After we got the car loaded up it was clear that there’d only be room for two people, and all three of us had agreed that since Charlotte would be a blubbering mess and could only bring humiliation upon our family, Beth would be the best person to drive me to school.


  “I’m so sorry,” Charlotte said, wiping the tears away with the wad of Kleenex she’d carried out with her. “I’m trying to stop.”


  “I know,” I said, putting my arm around her shoulders. She was three inches shorter than me but it still felt like she was taller—like if we went back inside the house and sat down on the couch I could crawl into her lap and never have to leave.


  Once Beth and I were on the road, I was quiet for a long time. Finally, after we were almost halfway there, I spoke.


  “So I had this dream last night and it freaked me out.”


  Beth glanced over at me. “Do you want to tell me about it?”


  “Yes. But would you be listening as a psychologist or as my mom?”


  “Whichever you want. I could even try for both.”


  “Okay, both.” I hesitated. “I dreamt that I killed you guys. By strangling you. With the paper chain I made for Christmas ten years ago, which you wouldn’t think would be sturdy enough to strangle someone with.” I looked at her. “So are you scared to be alone with me in this car, or what?”


  She was smiling. “It’s great that you had that dream, Rikki.”


  “It’s great that I have deep-seated homicidal tendencies?”


  She laughed. “That’s not what it means. Do you want my professional analysis?”


  “Hit me.”


  “Your subconscious is trying to help you work out your conflicts about leaving home.”


  “By killing you off? That seems a little extreme.”


  “It means you’re ready to separate from us, even if you don’t always feel like you are.”


  “Huh.” I thought about it. “Okay, that’s kind of comforting.”


  “Good.”


  We drove a few minutes in silence. “You know,” I said after a while, “a few months ago all I could think about was Hart. I was so excited to go away to college. Now I just feel scared and like I don’t want to leave home.”


  “Do the quote,” Beth suggested. “The John Donne one. That always cheers you up.”


  I knew the quote she meant. “‘The university is a paradise. Rivers of knowledge are there, arts and sciences flow from thence.’”


  “Pretend it’s five months ago and you just got your acceptance letter. What are you excited about?”


  “Not feeling weird for wanting to learn. Meeting people from all over the country and the world. Taking classes with brilliant professors. Sitting on the grass in the quad and studying. Sitting in the hundred-year-old library and studying. Sitting in my dorm room and studying.”


  “Well, then, there you are. That wouldn’t be my idea of excitement but I know it’s yours. And you’ll be doing all of that soon.”


  I nodded. “You’re right. Okay. Thanks.”


  A little while later we drove through the cast iron gates and onto the campus.


  I’d seen it before, of course—on my prospective student tour, and my accepted student tour, and before that for a few public lectures and theater performances.


  But this time was different. This time I was coming to stay.


  Except for Bryn Mawr, Kenyon, and Princeton, Hart was the most beautiful college campus I’d ever seen. It was all Gothic Revival architecture with ivy-covered stone, slate roofs, and leaded glass windows. The grounds were beautiful too, with ancient oaks and maple trees, broad green lawns, and walled gardens that made me think of fairy tales and Narnia and Frances Hodgson Burnett.


  It was a place for learning—voluntary learning. In high school everyone was forced to be there, and most of the students would rather have been somewhere else. But the students here came by choice.


  “Mom! Look!”


  Beth followed my glance to a couple sitting under a tree.


  “I must have missed it. What were they doing?”


  “The same thing they’re doing now. Reading.”


  “And this is cause for excitement?”


  “People reading in public? Yes, it is. Classes haven’t even started yet and people are outside reading.”


  Beth smiled at me. “You know, I have a feeling you’re going to be very happy here.”


  I hoped she was right.


  * * *


  After we parked in front of Bracton Hall—my new dorm—the two of us lugged everything up to my third-floor room. Beth hung around a little, hoping to meet my roommate, but when an hour went by and she still hadn’t shown up we decided Beth might as well head out.


  After the emotional goodbye at the house this one felt like an anticlimax, which is exactly why Beth had been chosen for this job. Once she drove away I sat down on a bench in front of the dorm to take it all in.


  I was still a little nervous, but carrying all my boxes and bags upstairs had calmed me down a little. For one thing, as we’d passed all the other freshmen and parents doing the exact same thing we were, it had occurred to me that everyone else was new, too, and probably going through the same emotions I was. Also, seeing—and hearing—some of the other parents in action made me feel very lucky I had Beth with me. I would no doubt have many future opportunities to embarrass myself at Hart University but I’d escaped the parent drop-off humiliation curse, and for that I was grateful.


  I was already in love with my dorm. Bracton was one of the oldest buildings on campus, and it made me think of Oxford and Cambridge and other hallowed halls of learning. I’d known from the first moment I’d seen it that I wanted to live there, and the fact that it was a dorm for students interested in the arts hadn’t stopped me from applying.


  I was planning to major in history and I wasn’t particularly creative, but I loved being around creative people—Charlotte was an artist—and I’d always had a secret fantasy about falling in love with a poet… a handsome, sensitive, brooding romantic who’d write sonnets about me.


  So I’d applied to live in Bracton, telling them about my childhood ballet classes (at which I’d totally sucked), my piano classes (at which I also sucked, although I’d stuck with them all the way through senior year), and the summer I’d spent with Charlotte at Canyon de Chelly in Arizona, learning the techniques of Navajo weaving.


  I’d figured it was a long shot, but I ended up getting in.


  Now, sitting out in front and watching all the new students arrive, I tried to spot my future boyfriend among them.


  I wasn’t boy crazy or anything, but I was definitely interested in dating now that I was finally in college.


  Not just dating, though. What I really wanted was to fall in love.


  I’d dated in high school, but I’d never been in love. Once again, I was the last of my friends not to have an experience. But this one, I’d decided, I probably wouldn’t have until college. Statistically speaking, I’d have a much better chance of meeting someone I was compatible with when I was surrounded by thousands of students rather than hundreds, and especially when those thousands had been, to some extent, pre-selected to include people interested in higher education.


  Not that falling in love was my priority, of course. I’d come to Hart to learn, and I wasn’t going to put anything before that. But at my senior prom a few months ago, dancing with a perfectly nice guy I had no romantic feelings for while my friends hung onto their boyfriends with stars in their eyes, I’d felt a little wistful. It would be nice to feel that way about someone—provided you didn’t make a fool of yourself, of course. Love should be a part of life, not your whole life. I’d seen what romantic obsession had done to some of my friends and it wasn’t pretty.


  I was fairly confident I would never turn into a blubbering mess over a guy, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want a boyfriend. Someone sexy and brooding and sensitive, someone romantic, someone—


  Someone like that.


  I’d pictured my dream guy with dark hair and this guy was blond, but other than that, he was exactly what I’d had in mind.


  He was cute, but it was more his attitude than his appearance. He was wearing really old jeans and a white T-shirt with something on it I couldn’t read, and he carried a battered guitar case over one shoulder.


  It was no effort at all to replace poet with musician in my catalog of perfect guy characteristics.


  He’d driven up in an old blue Volkswagen with no parents in sight, which of course made him even cooler. If I were a girl with chutzpah I would’ve sauntered over and asked if he needed any help moving in, but I was chutzpah-free.


  I doubted that I would ever have the guts to approach a guy I was interested in. My plan was to look as good as possible in public places and hope that guys approached me. Since I was decent-looking but not spectacular I didn’t expect this strategy to have them lining up outside my door, but I didn’t need a crowd of suitors to feel good about myself.


  All I needed was one.


  As the beautiful blond boy disappeared into Bracton with his guitar over his shoulder and a cardboard box in his arms, I decided that he was the one.


  I’d moved all my stuff into my new room and picked out my future boyfriend. Not bad for my first day.


  Speaking of my stuff, I should probably head inside to unpack. Maybe my new roommate had finally—


  No.


  Oh, no.


  A familiar car pulled up in front of the dorm and Sam Payne and his mother got out of it.


  Theresa saw me before Sam did.


  “Rikki!” she cried out, her face all smiles as she hurried over. “Oh, it’s so lovely to see you. Are you going to be in Bracton, too? How wonderful! I know Sam will—” A ringtone interrupted her, and she pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I’m so sorry, but I have to take this. I’ll be right back,” she added to Sam, who’d come up beside her.


  She went to her car to take the call and Sam and I were left alone.


  We looked at each other resentfully, like a couple of cats on contested ground.


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “This is my dorm.”


  “It’s my dorm, too.”


  That seemed to end round one.


  “You don’t do music or art or theater,” Sam said after a moment.


  “You don’t, either.”


  “How do you know I don’t?”


  “How do you know I don’t?”


  And that took care of round two.


  Theresa was still on the phone. If I waited for her to finish, I’d probably have to stand there chatting with them for a while before I could escape.


  I frowned at Sam. “Let’s just stay out of each other’s way. All right?”


  He shrugged. “Fine by me.”


  I waved to Theresa as I hurried into the dorm, following it up with a smile and a thumbs-up that I hoped would convey a general sense of Hey, it was great to see you again, but I have to go to my room and unpack and I hope you have a safe trip home.


  Sam Payne was in Bracton. He was in Bracton.


  I took a deep breath. It would be okay. There were over two hundred students living here, which was bigger than our entire high school class. We’d still be able to avoid each other; it would just be a little harder now.


  My head was so full of Sam that I’d forgotten all about my new roommate. But when I climbed the stairs to the third floor and went down the hall, the door at the end was standing open. I’d left it closed, so I figured my roommate had arrived.


  Sure enough, there was a dark-haired girl inside, standing by the windows with her back to me.


  I went in with a big smile. “Hi,” I said, and she turned around.


  The first thing I noticed was her cigarette. She looked me over, took a drag without breaking eye contact, and blew the smoke out of a corner of her mouth like an actress in a 1930s film noir.


  The second thing I noticed was her outfit. She was wearing black leather shorts, a belt with iron studs, and a white tank top with no bra.


  “I thought… isn’t this a nonsmoking room?” I asked tentatively.


  The girl stubbed out the cigarette in an ashtray she’d put on the windowsill. “It is. But I’m not stupid enough to say I’m a smoker on a dorm application. Smokers always get treated like second-class citizens, and anyway, I’m trying to quit. Consider me a future nonsmoker.”


  She came forward and stuck out a hand. “I’m Tamsin.”


  I shook her hand. “Rikki.”


  Her hair was dark by art rather than nature, and her black lipstick and eyeliner enhanced the effect.


  “Rikki,” she repeated. “Is that short for something?”


  “Fredericka.”


  “Fredericka? Wow, that’s a mouthful. Of course Tamsin is short for Thomasina, so it’s not like I can talk.”


  I wanted to like her. I really, really did. Along with fantasies about my first college boyfriend, I’d had fantasies about my first college roommate and the friendship we’d forge during our freshman year.


  She went back to the bed by the windows, grabbed a pack of cigarettes from her purse, and lit up.


  Okay, so maybe I didn’t like her right now. But that was probably because I hated the smell of cigarette smoke so much. Charlotte had smoked until I was five years old and I could still remember lying down in the backseat of the car with my shirt pulled up over my head, trying to breathe in only the smell of clothing and not the stench of tobacco.


  Tamsin must have seen something in my expression. “You’re not going to rat me out, are you?”


  Of course there was only one answer to that. “No.”


  “Good. I really am trying to quit.”


  I nodded and started to unpack my stuff, and she did the same.


  Okay. On the negative side of the ledger: Sam Payne was in my dorm and I wasn’t crazy about my roommate. But I’d seen the guy who might be my future boyfriend, Tamsin might turn out to be nicer than she seemed at first, and I was really here, at Hart University.


  I was officially a college girl.



  


  Chapter Four


  There was a big dinner that night to welcome the freshmen. The dining hall at Bracton had been modeled after the Christ Church refectory at Oxford and it was gorgeous. As Tamsin and I stood in the doorway looking inside, she said:


  “Someone told me they do a Harry Potter dinner here every spring. They divide the students up into the four houses and decorate, and people come in costume.”


  I still reread the Harry Potter books once a year. “That’s so cool!”


  Tamsin didn’t say anything, and when I glanced at her she was staring at me.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Please tell me you wouldn’t actually dress up in Griffinpuff wizard robes or whatever.”


  I was a little intimidated by Tamsin’s obvious coolness, and I didn’t want her to dismiss me as geeky and childish right off the bat. But one of the things I’d looked forward to about college was the chance to be myself without feeling ashamed or embarrassed. This was as good a place to start as any.


  “It’s Gryffindor and Hufflepuff, and yes, I will definitely be dressing up. My favorite house is Ravenclaw, though.” I paused. “You must have known that Bracton was the type of place where they would do things like Harry Potter dinners. Why did you want to live here?”


  Tamsin shrugged. “They don’t just do Harry Potter dinners. They also do an annual showing of the Rocky Horror Picture Show with a live student performance. That’s more my kind of thing.”


  We were heading for an empty table, but suddenly Tamsin veered off course. “Let’s sit over here,” she said. “I want to ask that girl something.”


  The table she was steering us toward had three girls sitting at it. I didn’t know which one Tamsin wanted to talk to, but I wasn’t concerned about that as much as the fact that they were sitting next to a table with four guys—one of which was my future boyfriend and one of which was Sam.


  “Hey. Can we join you?” Tamsin asked.


  When the three girls all nodded we sat down.


  “I’m Tamsin, and this is Rikki.”


  One of the girls had blond hair, blue eyes, and wore a fedora. “I’m Claire.” She gestured toward the girl on her right, who looked like my conception of Nefertiti and was possibly the most beautiful human being I’d ever seen. “This is my roommate, Dyshell.” She gestured toward the girl on her left, who had red hair held back by a thick green headband. “And this is Julia. Her room is next door to ours.”


  “Hey.”


  “Hey.”


  “Hey.”


  “Hey.”


  With the pleasantries out of the way, Tamsin leaned toward Claire. “I saw you bringing your stuff up today, and you were with a woman who looked like—”


  “Jenna Landry?” Claire asked.


  “Yes. Oh my God. Was that really her?”


  Claire nodded. “She’s my stepmom.”


  “Jenna Landry is your stepmom?”


  “Yep.”


  On the off chance I was the only one who didn’t know who Jenna Landry was, I kept my mouth shut.


  “Who’s Jenna Landry?” Dyshell asked, for which I was grateful.


  Tamsin raised her eyebrows. “Lead guitarist for the Red Mollies.”


  “I’m guessing that’s a band?”


  “Are you guys talking about the Red Mollies?”


  That was from my future boyfriend, who turned around so he was straddling his chair backward, his forearms resting along the back.


  Tamsin nodded. “Jenna Landry was here today. She’s Claire’s stepmother.”


  My future boyfriend looked impressed. “Wow,” he said, looking at Claire. “That’s really cool. I’m Jason, by the way.”


  We did another round of introductions, and it ended up with the four guys joining us at the table.


  Along with Jason and Sam there was also Will, who had jock written all over him—he was tall and powerful and kind of clean-cut and wholesome-looking—and Andre, who turned out to be Dyshell’s twin brother. He was as gorgeous as his sister and I decided if things didn’t work out with Jason I’d be happy to add him to my potential boyfriend list.


  Considering that Jason seemed pretty well occupied by Claire and Tamsin, it was looking like I was wise to have a backup plan.


  Sam, across from me, was talking with Dyshell and Andre. Will was saying something to Julia, who blushed. I was very glad to see that blush, because it was the first hint I’d gotten that I wasn’t the only one feeling a little unsure of myself. Claire and Tamsin seemed completely self-confident, and Dyshell was so beautiful that she didn’t need confidence. Sam, I noticed, couldn’t take his eyes off her.


  Julia was sitting next to me, with Will on her other side. When Andre asked Will a question about football practice—apparently I’d been right about Will’s jockitude—I took the opportunity to smile at Julia.


  “So Claire and Dyshell are roommates. Where’s yours? Hasn’t she shown up yet?”


  Julia shook her head. “I have a single.”


  “You do? Wow. I didn’t even know that was an option. I don’t remember seeing a field for that on the application.”


  “You have to request it,” Julia explained.


  “Oh.” I was curious about what had motivated her to make a request like that, but that was way too personal a question to ask on the first day. “So, what made you apply to Bracton? What’s your, um, talent?”


  Julia smiled for the first time. Up until then she’d seemed like a shy, quiet, kind of nondescript person with red hair, freckles and a round face, but when she smiled she seemed much more alive.


  “I don’t know if I have any talent, but I’m a dancer.”


  “You are? That’s cool. I took classes for a long time but I was never any good at it. What kind of dance do you do?”


  “Ballet, mostly. But Hart is supposed to have an amazing modern dance department and I’m excited to try that.”


  A door was flung open on one side of the room and someone called out, “Soup’s on, ladies and gents! Come and get it!”


  The food wasn’t quite up to the setting but it was decent enough. The salad bar was great, with lots of vegetables and toppings and dressings to choose from. I decided to stick with salad since I was too keyed up to have a big appetite. Because of that I was the first one back with my food, followed by Sam, who sat down next to me.


  “I thought you were sitting over there,” I said, pointing at the chair across the table.


  He ignored that. “So Jason’s your target, huh?” he said, loading his fork with chicken casserole and taking a bite.


  I glared at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I saw the way you were looking at him. But even if I hadn’t seen it I could have predicted it. You have rotten taste in guys.”


  I put down my fork. “What are you talking about? What’s wrong with Jason?”


  Sam put down his fork, too. “Are you kidding? Did you see his T-shirt?”


  Once I’d gotten close enough to read it, I’d seen that it had three names on it: Jeffrey, Paul, and Ric. I didn’t know what it meant but there didn’t seem to be anything terrible about it.


  “What’s wrong with his T-shirt?”


  “They’re the guys in Velvet Crush.”


  Another band I hadn’t heard of.


  “So? Do you hate their music, or something?”


  “No. They’re actually pretty good. But it’s total hipster bullshit to wear a shirt with just their first names. It’s like a secret handshake or something. If you’re cool enough to know the members of an obscure 90s indie band, then you pass the test.”


  “Well,” I said, seeing Jason coming out of the cafeteria line, “I appreciate the tip.”


  Sam frowned at me. “What do you mean? What tip?”


  I pulled my phone out of my pocket, keeping it out of sight under the table as I tapped on the screen with my right thumb. As Jason sat down I gave him a huge smile.


  “So you’re a Velvet Crush fan, huh?”


  His face lit up. “Yeah, I am. You, too?”


  “Yep.”


  Sam gave me an are you kidding look. “What are your favorite songs of theirs, Rikki?”


  “Hmm,” I said thoughtfully, glancing down at my smartphone screen. “I guess ‘Hold Me Up’ and ‘Weird Summer’.”


  “Those are great,” Jason said. “So you like their first album the best?”


  “I do,” I said, feeling smug as I watched Sam out of the corner of my eye. He’d caught sight of my phone and he seemed torn between disgust and a kind of grudging respect for an opponent’s resourcefulness.


  As for myself, I was actually glad that Sam had sat down next to me and acted like a jerk. If he hadn’t, it might have taken me weeks to get up the courage to start a conversation with Jason.


  “What about you?” I asked him. “What are your favorite songs of theirs?”


  After that, of course, I didn’t need to contribute anything more for a while. Jason started talking about the band with enthusiasm, joined by Claire and Tamsin when they sat down. Will, Dyshell, Andre and Julia talked about classes and what they might major in, and what had brought them to Bracton.


  Will didn’t live in Bracton, but his dorm was next door and it didn’t have a dining hall. He knew Andre because they were both on the football team. Dyshell, like Julia, was a dancer.


  At that point the Velvet Crush conversation gave way to the Bracton conversation. Jason, of course, played guitar, and Andre played the bass.


  “Dude, we have to jam,” Jason said. “Like, tonight. They have two music rooms in the basement. What about you guys? Any other musicians in the crowd?”


  “I sing,” Claire said. “And I play keyboards. Jenna’s trying to teach me guitar but I’m not any good at it.”


  “What about our dancer babes?” Jason asked, looking at Julia and Dyshell.


  They shook their heads, Dyshell with a smile and Julia with a blush.


  “You, Tamsin?”


  “I’ve played around with drums a little but it’s not my thing. I do theater.”


  “Sam?”


  He shook his head. Tamsin leaned toward him, and I saw his eyes go automatically to her breasts. Without the inconvenience of a bra they were only separated from him by her tank top.


  I felt a flash of irritation.


  “So why are you at Bracton, Sam?” she asked.


  He glanced sideways at me, hesitated a moment, and then said, “I’m interested in art. Painting and sculpture.”


  “You are?”


  I’d said that involuntarily, and he frowned at me.


  “Yeah, I am. And what about you, Rikki?” he asked pointedly. “Why did you want to live in Bracton?”


  I couldn’t say I played piano, because then the musicians would expect me to jam with them and I sucked. I couldn’t say I danced, because the dancers would expect me to take classes and again with the suckage.


  I cleared my throat. “I’m a writer,” I said, figuring that was the safest answer. It was even kind of true. I’d kept a journal since I was seven and I’d experimented with poetry, although that was a deep and dark secret. But while I had a sneaking suspicion I sucked at creative writing as much as I sucked at piano and dance, I was slightly less likely to make a fool of myself in that arena.


  Jason grinned at me. “If we get a band together you can write lyrics for us.”


  I smiled back, feeling warm all over. “I could give it a shot,” I said, getting goose bumps along my arms as I looked into his blue eyes.


  When dinner was over and everyone went to bus their trays, Sam and I were the last to get up.


  “Very impressive,” he said to me. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you flirt before.”


  “That’s because I’m horrible at it. I only gave it a try tonight because you were so obnoxious. I owe my first successful flirting attempt to you, Sam.”


  He shook his head, but he was smiling. “I guess I’ll have to live with that.”


  I started to pick up my tray. But before I could, Sam moved my dishes and silverware onto his tray, stacked it on top of mine, and picked them both up.


  “Um… thanks?”


  He seemed to notice what he’d done for the first time. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”


  “You don’t have to apologize for clearing my tray for me. But I thought the plan was for us to stay out of each other’s way,” I reminded him.


  “Well.” He started to walk toward the bussing station and I followed. “Maybe we don’t have to,” he said. “I mean, we don’t have to hang out together—not on purpose, anyway—but we don’t have to go out of our way to avoid each other. Unless you want to,” he added.


  “No,” I said after a moment. “I like your plan better.”


  “Good.”


  Then something occurred to me. “Wait a minute. Is this only because Tamsin’s my roommate and you want to be able to stop by and see her?”


  Sam grinned. “She is pretty hot. I suppose that might be my unconscious motivation.”


  I’d been half joking, and I could tell he was half joking, too… but for some reason my good mood evaporated. I felt depressed—and I had a sudden urge to call my parents. Maybe it was homesickness coming on.


  “I think I’m going to head back to my room,” I said to Sam.


  He looked a little surprised. “Okay,” he said. “I guess I’ll see you later.”


  “See you later.”


  * * *


  I went up to my room and called my moms, and we talked for half an hour. I felt worse after that, not better, so I was glad when Tamsin didn’t come back for a couple of hours. By the time she did I’d gotten myself together again and was sitting up in bed with a book.


  “Hey,” she said, heading straight for the cigarettes by her bed. “Jason and Andre and Claire are going to be jamming downstairs in a few minutes. Want to come hear them?”


  “Sure,” I said, putting my book down.


  Tamsin had lit up and was puffing away like someone with a serious addiction, which did not bode well for her future as a nonsmoker, but while she was gone I’d decided to make every effort to get along with her.


  “They found somebody who plays drums so they’ll be in full band mode.” She looked at me sideways. “Sam said he’d come.”


  “That sentence sounded fraught with meaning.”


  She smiled at that and stubbed out her cigarette.


  “Sorry. It just seemed like you guys… like there might be something there.”


  I shook my head. “We went to high school together, that’s all.”


  She sat down cross-legged on her bed. “You did? Were you ever a couple?”


  “Definitely not. We weren’t friends, either.”


  “You seem friendly now.”


  I shrugged. “When we found out we were both living in Bracton we declared détente. We’re in college now, so, you know, older and wiser.”


  “Huh.” She paused. “Did he say anything about me? When you guys were talking after dinner.”


  She was obviously interested, and there was no reason not to tell her. “He said you were hot.”


  Her black-lipsticked mouth tipped up in a big smile, and she looked less like a jaded twenty-five-year-old and more like a girl my age with a crush on a guy. “He did?”


  “He did.”


  “Well.” She thought about that for a moment, the smile lingering at the corners of her mouth, and then got up from her bed and sat down on mine. “How come you guys never dated? Don’t you think he’s gorgeous?”


  “He’s not my type.”


  “Sexy men aren’t your type?”


  “Sure, but everyone’s definition of sexy is different.”


  “I guess. So what’s yours?”


  “Well… Jason.”


  Tamsin looked surprised. “Really? He’s cute, but he seems kind of pretentious.”


  I remembered my resolution to get along. “Then I guess I like cute and pretentious.”


  “Okay, fair enough. But just to verify this information… you think Jason is sexier than Sam?”


  “Yes.”


  “Will?”


  “Yes.”


  “Andre?”


  “Andre is so far out of my league it’s not worth thinking about.”


  “You should aim high.”


  “I’m already aiming high. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m kind of average-looking. It’s not like I can have my pick of guys or something.”


  Tamsin studied me with a critical eye. “It’s not that you’re average-looking. It’s more that you seem kind of… Amish.”


  “Amish?”


  “Well, what’s with the no makeup?”


  “What are you talking about? I wear makeup.”


  “Really? What do you have on right now?”


  “Concealer, blush, mascara and lip gloss.”


  “Seriously? You can’t tell at all.”


  “That’s what I’m going for.”


  “Amish?”


  “Not Amish. Natural.”


  “Okay, whatever. I don’t suppose I can interest you in a slutty makeover?”


  “No, thanks. But makeup doesn’t make a woman slutty.”


  Tamsin smiled. “So you’re saying I’m not slutty?”


  “I don’t believe in slut-shaming girls for how they dress or do their makeup or—”


  “How many guys they’ve slept with?”


  “That, either. No one should be shamed for their choices.”


  Tamsin looked at me for a moment. “You know something?”


  “What?”


  “I like you. You’re nice.”


  It was an unexpected declaration, and I wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. “Well, thanks.”


  Tamsin slid off my bed and combed her fingers through her black hair. “Are you ready to go? They’ll be starting downstairs soon.”


  “Sure.”


  * * *


  There were amps in the music room and Jason and Andre were plugged in. Claire was sitting at the upright piano, her fedora looking very cool in this new setting. There was a guy I didn’t know on a drum kit, another one playing rhythm guitar, and a girl holding a saxophone.


  There were chairs stacked up in a corner and Will handed them out to those of us in the audience. Aside from me, Tamsin, Dyshell, Julia, Will, and Sam, there were five or six other people there I hadn’t met yet.


  I took my chair to the back of the room so I could stare at Jason without anyone seeing me. I noticed that Tamsin copped the space next to Sam, and I noticed that he had to work pretty hard to keep his eyes from going to her cleavage.


  What I’d told Tamsin was true: I didn’t believe in slut-shaming. If a girl wanted to put her sexuality right out there that was her prerogative. But for some reason I didn’t love watching her lean toward Sam to say something, or watching him rest his arm along the back of her chair as he said something back. So I was glad when Julia provided a distraction by sitting down next to me.


  We chatted for a minute, and then the music began.


  They played stuff that even I, not a music expert, could identify, which I guess made sense since they’d had to pick songs all of them knew. Considering they’d never played together before I thought they sounded pretty good.


  When they were done we all kind of gathered around, talking, and helping to stack the chairs again. It was around midnight when we drifted out of the music room, and I expected we’d all be heading for bed. But when we got to the third floor and it was just Tamsin, Dyshell, Claire, Julia, and two girls I’d just met for the first time—Mena and Izzy—Claire said, “We should have a girl session.”


  “A girl session?” Tamsin asked.


  “Yes. A gathering of women. A sacred circle in which we shall bond with our breasts and our wombs.”


  “A lesbian orgy?”


  “I was thinking more about spiritual bonding.”


  “Well, I’m in.” Tamsin looked at me. “What about you, Rikki?”


  “Sure.”


  It seemed that we were all in, and in a few minutes the seven of us we were in Claire and Dyshell’s room, curled up or sprawled out on the floor, the chairs, and the two beds.


  “We should do summer camp get-to-know you rounds,” Izzy said. She was small and dark with bad acne and a beautiful voice, which we’d gotten to hear when she’d joined Claire in singing a Katy Perry song.


  “What should we start with?” Dyshell asked.


  “Where we’re from,” Izzy said. “I’m from the Bronx.”


  “San Francisco,” said Tamsin.


  “London,” said Mena, which explained her British accent.


  “Ooh, international. I’m from Iowa,” Claire said.


  “Louisiana,” said Dyshell.


  “I’m from here. Drake, I mean,” Julia said.


  “A townie,” Tamsin said with a grin. “Very cool. You’ll be able to show us where an underage girl can get a drink.”


  “I’m from here too,” I said. “Well, two hours away. Summerfield.”


  “Okay,” Claire said. “Let’s do majors now. I’m thinking about pre-med.”


  “Me, too!” said Mena.


  “History.” That was me.


  “Drama,” said Tamsin.


  “Physics,” said Dyshell.


  “Wow,” Izzy said, looking impressed. “You guys all know what you’re going to major in? I don’t have a clue.”


  “Me neither,” Julia said, and Izzy grinned at her.


  “Thank God for that. Okay, now for something really important. Virgin or not?”


  I’d been feeling really relaxed and happy, enjoying the company and feeling… I don’t know, part of things in a way I hadn’t always felt in high school. But now I felt myself tensing up. When Melinda had slept with her boyfriend last Christmas, I had become, once again, the odd one out—the only one of our friends to still be a virgin.


  I didn’t want to share that information here. I didn’t want to feel like an outsider looking in, or like I had to apologize for my lack of sexual experience. I didn’t want this group of women—who I was really starting to like—to divide itself along sexual fault lines.


  Claire frowned at Izzy. “Answers to that are optional.”


  “That’s fine,” Izzy said. “I don’t mind telling you I’m not a virgin. Anyone else care to divulge?”


  She looked at Julia, who was next to her.


  Julia turned bright red. “Virgin,” she said.


  I felt a rush of relief.


  “Me, too,” Dyshell said quickly.


  Claire shrugged. “Not a virgin.”


  “Not a virgin,” Tamsin said.


  “Virgin,” I said, very grateful that Julia and Dyshell had gone before me.


  Mena hesitated. “I’m not sure how you’re defining virginity.”


  “Have you ever had sex with a guy?” Izzy asked.


  “No, but I’ve had sex with girls.”


  Izzy smacked herself in the forehead. “I was being totally heterocentric and I didn’t even notice. It just goes to show how unconscious our preconceptions are. Sorry about that.”


  Mena smiled. “It’s no problem.”


  “What about relationship status?” Tamsin asked. “Anyone have a boyfriend… or girlfriend?”


  And just like that, we were past the whole virgin/not virgin thing and it didn’t seem to matter.


  It turned out that Izzy and Claire were in relationships while the rest of us were single. After that the round robin morphed into conversation, and we chatted about movies, parents, music, and the start of classes next week.


  Once the party had broken up and Tamsin and I were back in our room, lights off and ready to go to sleep, Tamsin said, “You know, I think I’m going to like living here.”


  “Me, too,” I said.


  Then I saw the flare of a match as Tamsin lit a cigarette, and I rolled away from her and pulled the covers over my head so I couldn’t smell it.



  


  Chapter Five


  The first day of classes was finally here.


  Now that orientation week was over, I was actually about to attend my first university lecture in the History department. After that I had an English composition seminar that I’d had to write an essay to get into—those who were accepted got to wipe out two semesters of English requirements in one fell swoop—and then Astronomy 101, also known as Scopes for Dopes since it was the most popular way for non-science majors to satisfy their science requirement.


  The history class didn’t start until nine o’clock, but I was up and raring to go at seven.


  “You’re looking forward to this, aren’t you?” Tamsin asked, watching me bounce around the room as she lay in bed.


  “Of course I am! Aren’t you?”


  “Good God no. But I went to this really intense private school and I’ve already done the academic enthusiasm thing. I’m over it.”


  “Well, I’m not.”


  “Obviously.” She rolled over and pulled the covers up to her chin. “Go have breakfast or something, will you? I want to go back to sleep and your perkiness is keeping me awake.”


  I struck a pose and started to sing. “Oh what a beautiful morning, Oh what a beautiful day—”


  Tamsin threw her pillow at me.


  * * *


  My first class was on American military history before World War I, and the professor was amazing. After the lecture I went out onto the quad, sat down under a tree I’d picked out last week, and started on my first class reading assignment.


  Every few minutes I looked up from my book and took in the scene around me: students walking to and from classes, the blue sky and the gray stone buildings, the robin hopping near me and showing interest in the crumbs from my breakfast sandwich. I scattered them on the grass between us, and he and a few of his brethren came to take care of them.


  An hour later I headed to my English comp seminar. I fully expected to be the first one there, just as I’d been the first one in the history lecture hall, but there was already someone sitting at the long rectangular table.


  Sam Payne.


  “You have to be stalking me,” I said, taking a seat across from him. “That’s the only explanation.”


  He looked up from the book he’d been reading. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m going to be a humanities major. You’re going to be an engineering major. You’re the one who doesn’t belong in this class.”


  “Even engineers have to satisfy English requirements. This way I can do it faster.”


  That actually made sense… especially since Sam was pretty good in English. He wouldn’t have any problems with this class.


  “I haven’t seen you much this week,” I said, changing the subject.


  One of his eyebrows went up. “I’m surprised you noticed. Did you miss me?”


  “No.”


  “I’m cut to the quick. Well, I’ve been going home a lot. I won’t be able to as much now that classes have started, and I wanted to make sure my mom and my sister were doing okay.”


  That reminded me of our fight the last month of school. “Are they? Okay, I mean?”


  He nodded. “Yeah, they are.”


  “You sound surprised.”


  “I guess I am. Here I was all worried about how they’d survive without me, and it turns out they’re doing just fine.”


  It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “Is that your way of saying you don’t hate me for giving up the Hart scholarship anymore?”


  I expected a snarky response, but his expression was serious when he spoke. “Yeah,” he said. “It is.”


  I was so surprised I didn’t know how to answer. The two of us had a well-established dynamic of never giving up an inch of ground and never voluntarily ceding an advantage.


  But then students started trickling in, so I didn’t have to say anything. Five minutes later the professor arrived and class began.


  “I want to congratulate you for being accepted into this seminar,” Professor Timms told us a little while later, after giving us an overview of the coming semester. “I’m also pleased to announce that this year, one of my freshman students will be eligible for a Summer Scholar grant. These grants were created to encourage students who are considering a career in academia. They include housing in our Fellows Hall and a $5,000 stipend, and the only requirement is that you spend the summer pursuing academic research on a project of your choice, in any subject.”


  The moment she stopped speaking my future opened up before me.


  I was going to win that grant.


  “The criteria for the freshman award will include your final grade in this class as well as the research proposal you submit for consideration. The decision will be made in January. Now, then, let’s talk about my expectations for essay-writing. If you’ll take a look at the second handout I gave you…”


  What Professor Timms had described was like a dream come true. I could devote a whole summer to researching a topic in American history, spending hours in the library… when I wasn’t traveling around to Civil War battlefields (assuming I decided to focus on the Civil War).


  I felt a tingling at the back of my neck and looked up. Sam was staring at me, and when our eyes met he shook his head slowly and mouthed two words.


  You’re toast.


  A little rush of adrenaline made my heart speed up. I shot him a derisive glance, but I was grinning. This was actually the only element that had been missing to make this moment complete: the thrill of competition with a worthy adversary.


  * * *


  “God, you look so happy,” Tamsin said that night. We’d gone down to dinner together and were talking about the first day of classes.


  “I am happy. It’s wonderful.”


  Tamsin shook her head, but she was smiling. It was an indulgent smile, as though I were an adorable toddler who’d just discovered the wonders of Play-Doh, but I didn’t mind.


  And then, all of a sudden, Tamsin transitioned from jaded twenty-five-year-old to teenage girl.


  “Okay,” she said. “Make this casual. Look over your right shoulder at the table by the door. There’s a guy there with long hair and ear gauges.”


  I did as requested and saw the guy she meant. He had those spacers in his ears, the kind you use to stretch your earlobes, going gradually up in size until the holes are big enough to drive a car through. I couldn’t imagine ever wanting to do that to myself or wanting to date someone who would do that to himself, but as Jane Austen so pithily said, ‘One half of the world cannot understand the pleasures of the other.’


  “Okay, I see him.”


  Tamsin pushed her tray to the side and leaned toward me, her forearms on the table. “His name is Oscar and he’s in my drama class, but he doesn’t live in Bracton. He lives in Eckerson and he has two roommates.”


  I nodded. “Good to know.”


  She hesitated. “I invited him up to my room tonight so we could practice a scene together. If that’s okay?”


  I shrugged. “Sure. I’m going to the library for a couple of hours, and if he’s still there when I get back it won’t bother me if you guys are rehearsing or whatever.”


  Tamsin patted my arm. “Dear, sweet, innocent Rikki. Let me explain. When I say I invited him up to practice a scene, there was subtext there.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Did you see that thing I did? The suggestive eyebrow thing?”


  I sighed. “Yes.”


  “Okay, then. I guess it’s time we work out some kind of signal. You know, the female equivalent of putting a tie on the doorknob.”


  This conversation was providing a stark contrast between my naïveté and Tamsin’s experience, but I was unexpectedly relieved that the guy she’d invited up wasn’t Sam. Not because I was jealous, of course, but because it would have been awkward.


  “Some kind of code on the whiteboard?” I suggested.


  “Okay, sure. What?”


  “‘The rooster crows at midnight.’”


  “Funny girl. Fine, we’ll go with that. Once Oscar’s gone I’ll erase it.”


  I checked the time. “When’s he coming up?”


  “Eight o’clock.”


  “Okay. I’ll get my stuff after dinner and head to the library.”


  “Bless you, my child. My nether regions are in your debt.”


  “Don’t mention your nether regions ever again and we’ll call it even.”


  * * *


  I got caught up in my work, and when I emerged from the study fog it was after eleven. That had to be enough time for Tamsin and Oscar to do their thing, right? Tamsin knew I had an early class the next day.


  I gathered up my stuff and moseyed back to the dorm, and by the time I stood outside our door it was eleven-thirty.


  The rooster crows at midnight.


  Damn.


  I was tired and ready for bed. Was it possible that Tamsin had just forgotten to wipe the board?


  I put my ear to the door, listened for a second, and jumped back three feet.


  Either Oscar was still in there or Tamsin was having a very good time with something battery-operated. Either way, it wasn’t something I wanted to see.


  I didn’t want to go all the way back to the library, so I headed downstairs to the common room. There was a TV in there in case I didn’t feel like reading.


  I could already hear the television going as I walked through the lobby. It sounded like Monty Python and the Holy Grail.


  It was. Sam, Andre and Mena were sitting on the big couch laughing at John Cleese.


  “Hey,” I said, sitting down on one of the overstuffed armchairs. “Is it okay if I join you?”


  “Of course,” Mena said.


  “Andre’s never seen Monty Python,” Sam explained.


  “Are you kidding?”


  “Alas, no.”


  The movie ended twenty minutes later. When it was over we quoted from it, Andre and Sam and I trying out British accents while Mena groaned, and then Andre said goodnight and headed upstairs.


  It was after midnight now. Would it be safe to go back to my room?


  “What’s wrong?” Sam asked. He and Mena were on the couch and I noticed for the first time that he had an arm around her shoulders. Of course I knew it was just a friendly gesture, since Mena was gay, but seeing them physically close like that gave me a funny ache behind my breastbone. Sort of… vulnerable. Empty. Sad.


  And then, suddenly, I missed my parents so much it hurt. I missed the way Charlotte would hug me for no reason and I would pretend to be annoyed.


  I missed my high school friends, too—especially Melinda, who was a hugger like Charlotte. I hadn’t realized until then that most of the physical contact in my life was initiated by other people.


  “Nothing’s wrong.” I hesitated. “Well… actually, I’m not sure what’s going on in my room.”


  “What do you mean?” Mena asked.


  “Tamsin’s up there with a guest.”


  “Ah.”


  I looked toward the stairs. “The thing is, I have to get up early tomorrow and I’m tired. I want to be a good roommate, but—”


  “How long have they been up there?” Sam asked.


  “Since eight o’clock.”


  “That seems like plenty of time. Did you have some kind of signal?”


  I nodded. “A code phrase on the board.”


  “Maybe she just forgot to erase it.”


  “No, he’s definitely still in the room—or he was when I came down here. There were, um, noises.”


  “He might be gone now,” Mena said.


  “Maybe.”


  “And if he’s not, you’d certainly be justified in knocking on the door and kicking him out.”


  “I couldn’t do that. Seriously. Not in a million years.”


  “So what are you going to do if he’s still there?” Sam asked.


  I shrugged. “Come back down here, I guess.”


  “But you said you were tired.”


  “I am.”


  “You said you have an early class tomorrow.”


  “I do.”


  “You can’t sleep down here. I mean, I guess you could, but it would suck.”


  “I know.”


  “Why don’t you let her use your extra bed?” Mena asked Sam.


  “You have an extra bed?” I asked, confused.


  “His roommate hasn’t shown up yet,” Mena explained. She shifted on the couch, staying in the circle of Sam’s arm but turning to face him. “How about it? You can’t let Rikki sleep down here.”


  There was something going on between the two of them that I wasn’t grasping.


  “I was kind of hoping you might stay with me tonight,” he murmured.


  Wait.


  What?


  Mena.


  And Sam.


  Together?


  I had to keep my face from showing that this revelation had hit me like a Mack truck. There was absolutely no reason for me to feel this way—blindsided and bruised—and through the sudden torrent of inexplicable pain I clung to one cogent thought: neither Mena nor Sam could have any idea that I was having any feelings about this at all.


  Mena was shaking her head. “I told you before—I’m more comfortable in my own space. I don’t like to sleep in anyone else’s bed.” She gave him a very private kind of smile. “Fool around, yes. Sleep, no.”


  I was working really hard to look at the two of them objectively, as though this unexpected intimacy had nothing to do with me at all—which it didn’t. I hadn’t made much progress internally, but externally I was successful enough that when Sam turned to me and said “You can crash in my room if you want to,” I was able to answer “Thanks for the offer, but I’m sure it’s all clear by now,” in a voice that sounded impressively matter-of-fact.


  Sam nodded. “Okay. But if you change your mind, I’m in room 214.”


  The three of us climbed the stairs to the second floor together, where Sam said goodnight after giving Mena a quick kiss on the lips. Then she and I went up one more flight.


  “Can I ask you something?” I blurted before Mena could continue up to the fourth floor.


  “Sure,” she said, pausing with her hand on the banister.


  She was planning to be pre-med, I remembered. She had coal-black eyes and coal-black hair, and she was one of those people who seem incredibly put together no matter how late it is or what they’re wearing. Right now she looked cool and crisp in a white Oxford shirt and jeans, and it was easy to imagine her as a doctor.


  “I thought…”


  No. I couldn’t ask. It was none of my business.


  But the words came out anyway. “I thought you were gay.”


  Mena didn’t look offended, which was a huge relief. “I’m usually attracted to girls, but every so often a guy comes along who does it for me. I don’t want to close myself off to that experience.”


  “Oh.”


  “Especially when it’s someone like Sam,” she went on, leaning against the banister with an almost dreamy look on her face. “The first time we kissed, I thought my panties would melt right off.”


  When I noticed that my hands had clenched into fists, I very deliberately relaxed them.


  “Well, great. That’s great.”


  “He’s a really decent person, too. If you do need to crash in his room, he won’t take advantage of the situation.”


  “Oh, no. I mean, that never occurred to me.” I felt vaguely resentful that Mena was talking about Sam like she had insight into his character when I’d known him for six years. How long had she known him? Six days? “I know Sam’s a good guy. We went to high school together.”


  Mena’s eyebrows went up. “You did? But you seem…”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know. A bit stiff around each other?”


  “We weren’t friends.”


  “Oh. Well, I think he’s lovely. Do you think you’ll be friends now that you’re at university together?”


  She thought he was lovely.


  “I don’t know. Maybe.” I paused. “Well… good night,” I said, trying not to sound grumpy. I liked Mena, and the fact that she liked Sam was no reason to change my opinion.


  “Good night,” she said.


  It was late and the dorm was quiet. I stood there for a moment, listening to Mena’s footsteps as she climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. As the sound faded away I let the loneliness of an empty hall, fluorescent lights, and echoing silence seep into me.


  Comparing myself to Mena felt even worse than comparing myself to Tamsin. Mena was quiet and self-contained and yet so open about her sexuality, so comfortable with who she was. I couldn’t imagine her giving into fear or anxiety or self-doubt.


  Finally I started toward my room. I prayed that Oscar was gone, but I could see the code phrase on the whiteboard when I was only halfway there.


  The rooster crows at midnight.


  Damn, damn, damn.


  I couldn’t face listening at the door again. Even if it was quiet, that wouldn’t guarantee Oscar wasn’t in there. He and Tamsin might have fallen asleep or something. Naked.


  There was no way I was taking a chance on finding out.


  That left me with two choices. I could go downstairs and crash on the couch in the common room, or I could take Sam up on his offer and sleep in his spare bed.


  I walked back the way I’d come, trying to make up my mind.


  By the time I reached the head of the stairs I hadn’t decided. When I got to the second floor I still hadn’t decided.


  I stood there for a minute, looking down the corridor where Sam’s room was.


  If I did go down to the common room, there wouldn’t be a lot of coming and going at this hour. I might even get some sleep.


  I started down the stairs to the first floor, made it to the landing, and stopped. Then I came back up to the second floor and went down the hall to room 214.


  I knocked softly, figuring he wouldn’t hear me if he was asleep, in which case I could—


  The door opened.


  “Hey,” Sam said.


  “Hey,” I said.


  He’d been wearing jeans and a button-down in the common room, but now he was in gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt.


  I was very conscious of the way his chest and shoulders looked under the thin white cotton. Had Mena noticed that, too?


  “Is that what you sleep in?” I asked.


  “Yeah. So I guess there’s still action in your room?”


  I nodded. “But if you’ve changed your mind I don’t have to—”


  “I haven’t changed my mind. Come on in.”


  I hesitated a moment. Then I crossed the threshold into Sam’s room and looked around.


  It was nice. I wasn’t sure why it surprised me so much that a boy’s room could be this nice, but it did. It was a lot neater than mine and Tamsin’s, for one thing… but then Tamsin and I were both pretty messy.


  Half the walls had been decorated. Music and movie posters, Escher prints and Da Vinci drawings, and pictures of what looked like galaxies and nebulas.


  The bookcases were full and I wanted to go over and look at the titles, but that seemed too nosy for my first two minutes in his room.


  His laptop was open on the desk. He was a Mac guy, which surprised me. Somehow I would have figured him for a PC guy.


  His bed, the one closest to the windows, looked neat and comfortable. The sheets were navy blue and the quilt was handmade—squares of denim all different shades, some brand new and some faded almost to white.


  Sam was over by his closet, pulling something down from the top shelf. When he turned around he was holding a set of sheets, navy blue like the ones on his bed.


  “I can do that,” I said, coming forward to take the sheets from him.


  He shook his head. “It’s easier with two people,” he said, handing me one side of the fitted sheet.


  We put it on the bare mattress of the spare bed, followed by the flat sheet. I stuffed the pillow in the pillow case while Sam went to the closet for a comforter. Once we got that spread out we were finished.


  We stood there on opposite sides for a moment, and then Sam backed up a few steps to sit down on his bed. I took off my shoes, climbed onto the bed we’d just made, and sat cross-legged in the center.


  “I really like your quilt,” I said, before the silence could go on for too long.


  “My grandmother made it,” Sam said. “She asked everyone in the family to give her a pair of jeans, and then she cut them up and made this.”


  I was impressed. “That’s really cool. Charlotte makes quilts, but I don’t think she’s ever done one with denim. I’ll have to tell her about that.”


  Sam nodded, and that seemed to do it for the quilt portion of the conversation.


  Say good night, Rikki. Say good night right now. Whatever you do, don’t ask him about—


  “So you and Mena, huh?”


  As soon as the words were out I wished I could unsay them.


  “Yeah, not talking about that,” Sam said.


  A moment before I’d wanted to take back the question, but now I was pissed off.


  “Are you kidding? After your whole thing with Jason last week?” I shook my head. “You jumped all over me for having bad taste in guys, and now you’re saying I can’t ask you about your love life?”


  Sam frowned. “Wait a minute. Are you saying I have bad taste in women?”


  If only I could say that.


  “No,” I said, wishing I didn’t sound so grudging. “I think Mena’s great. All I meant was that you had no problem asking me about Jason, and now you’re being all reticent.”


  A smile lifted one corner of Sam’s mouth. “Reticent?”


  “Yes, and it’s an unfair double standard.”


  Sam leaned back and rested his weight on his elbows. “Okay, fine. What do you want to know?”


  Everything… and nothing. Did I really want the details?


  I knew he wasn’t doing it on purpose, but lying back like that he looked like Mr. October in a Hot Studs on Campus calendar.


  I cleared my throat. “When did you guys hook up? Or whatever it is you’re doing.”


  “A few days ago. We were playing basketball and she threw an elbow. When I told her she’d given me a fat lip she said she’d kiss it and make it better.” Sam paused. “Then she did.”


  Okay, that was a really cute story. Once again I felt that sad, aching emptiness in my chest.


  “Are you guys dating?”


  He shook his head. “Mena’s not traditional like that. She doesn’t want a relationship.”


  Sam had always struck me as the relationship type—or at least the monogamous type. He’d dated in high school but he’d never been a player.


  “What do you want?” I asked.


  There was a pause.


  “I don’t know,” he said after a moment. “It’s too soon to tell.” He sat up straight again and got to his feet. “It’s kind of late, so…”


  “Right,” I said quickly. “We should get some sleep.”


  I started to get under the covers.


  “Don’t you need something to—” He stopped.


  “Something to what?”


  “Something to sleep in.”


  I’d been planning to sleep in my jeans and T-shirt. “No, I’m fine.”


  Sam went over to his bureau, opened the bottom drawer, and came back with a pair of blue pinstripe pajama bottoms.


  “Here,” he said, handing them to me. “You should at least change out of your jeans. You won’t be comfortable sleeping in them.”


  Was I supposed to change with him there?


  “Um…”


  “I’m going to the bathroom to brush my teeth. It’ll take me a few minutes.”


  His toothbrush and toothpaste were on top of his bureau. He grabbed them and left, closing the door behind him.


  I took off my jeans and pulled on the pajamas, which were way too big but had a drawstring waist. I folded the jeans and put them on the floor beside the bed, next to my shoes and backpack. Then I got under the covers and waited for Sam to come back.


  I was now perfectly comfortable except for my bra, which I had no plans of removing.


  I entertained myself by imagining Sam addressing that particular issue. You should change out of your bra. You won’t be comfortable sleeping in it.


  When Sam came back he said, “What’s so funny?”


  I shook my head. “Nothing. Thanks again for letting me stay here.”


  “No problem.”


  When he crossed in front of my bed on the way to his own, I noticed a speck of white at the corner of his mouth.


  Toothpaste.


  For some reason, I remembered that night at Sharon’s so long ago. When Sam had kissed me his breath had been fresh and minty, like he’d brushed his teeth right before the party.


  I wondered if he tasted that way to Mena.


  He got under his covers and said, “Okay, so… I’m going to turn out the light.”


  “Okay.”


  He suited the action to the word and the room was dark.


  “Good night, Rikki.”


  “Good night, Sam.”


  I could hear him shifting around a little, but I stayed perfectly still. After a few moments the shifting stopped and then there was complete silence.


  When I’d been standing outside my own room knowing I couldn’t go inside, all I’d been able to think about was sleep. I’d felt exhausted and I just wanted to crawl into bed and close my eyes.


  But now that I was actually in a bed, in the dark, with my head resting on a pillow, I’d never felt more wide awake in my life.


  So, so, so awake.


  I had twitches in my legs and I wanted desperately to move them, but Sam was done shifting and I couldn’t start shifting now. He probably thought I was asleep since I hadn’t moved or made a sound, and in case he was still awake himself I didn’t want him to know that I was awake, because then it would be kind of weird that I hadn’t moved at all while he was moving and now all of a sudden here I was moving.


  And of course, the longer I went without moving the weirder it would be if I started moving.


  Sam’s pajamas were really comfortable. Some pajamas look good in the store, but when you put them on at home the material is stiff or itchy or there’s an annoying tag in the back. These ones were soft with no tag anywhere.


  But in spite of the comfy pajamas, I still wanted to move. I needed to move.


  Okay, this was torture. I might actually get more sleep on the common room sofa downstairs.


  Then, in the bed next to me, I distinctly heard Sam’s breathing.


  I hadn’t been able to hear it before. Now I could hear it, deep and regular.


  He was asleep.


  I’d never appreciated the luxury of moving so much. I wriggled around a little, stretched out long, hugged my knees to my chest and stretched out again. Then I curled up on my right side and looked at Sam.


  My eyes had adjusted to the darkness. He was sleeping on his back, and I could see his chest rising and falling as he breathed.


  I watched him for a long time. There’s something soothing about watching another person sleep. I was actually starting to get sleepy, too.


  The only thing keeping me awake now was my bra. It really was uncomfortable.


  After a moment I unhooked it, slipped it off, and stuck it under the pillow.


  The next thing I knew it was morning and the sun was in my eyes.



  


  Chapter Six


  I blinked, remembered where I was, and sat up.


  Sam was still asleep. He lay on his back with his arms flung out to the sides and his head turned slightly toward me. The covers were down around his waist and his T-shirt had ridden up, leaving his stomach bare above the waistband of his sweatpants.


  A golden rectangle of skin was exposed. Above his belly button the hard ridges of his abs disappeared under the T-shirt; below it, more muscle rippled down toward the quilt, which was bunched up around his hips.


  The tops of his hipbones were visible. I was fascinated by that, and by the slight dip between his hips and his abdomen—twin valleys angled in and downward, pointing toward—


  Now I was just staring at his crotch.


  I made my gaze travel up to his face instead. There was a slight frown on his forehead, but it didn’t make him look angry. It made him look concerned, as though even in sleep he was thinking about his family, his friends… whatever he felt was his responsibility.


  A shaft of sunlight showed the lighter streaks in his brown hair and cast faint shadows under his cheekbones. The stubble on his jaw was golden, and—


  Suddenly I noticed the clock on his bedside table.


  Shit!


  I had less than twenty minutes to get to class. The building was only five minutes away and I could make it if I skipped my morning shower, but I didn’t have any time to waste.


  I swung my legs over the side of the bed, pulled off Sam’s pajamas, and pulled on my jeans. I shoved my feet into my sandals, grabbed my backpack, and was at the door in ten seconds.


  I paused for a moment with my hand on the knob. I could wake Sam up to say thank you, but wouldn’t it be nicer to let him sleep?


  Yes, it would. I could thank him later.


  I closed the door softly behind me, hurried down the hall, and took the stairs to the third floor two at a time.


  The code phrase was still on the whiteboard, but the prospect of being late to class gave me the courage I’d lacked the night before.


  I pounded on the door. “I hope everyone’s decent in there!”


  There was no response, and after a few seconds I went inside.


  Tamsin was sitting up in bed—alone, I was glad to see.


  “Hey,” she said, sounding sleepy and confused. “Was someone just knocking on the door?”


  “That was me,” I said, stripping off my clothes on the way to my dresser.


  “Why were you knocking on the door? You live here.”


  I pulled on fresh underwear and a bra, and then I froze.


  A bra. My bra. The bra I’d left in Sam’s room.


  I put the thought aside, because I didn’t have time to be horrified and embarrassed now. I’d have to pencil it in for later.


  I finished getting dressed. “I knocked because I didn’t know if Oscar was still in here and I didn’t feel like having my innocence ripped away in one fell swoop.”


  “But I erased the—” She stopped. “Oh, crap. I forgot to erase the board, didn’t I?”


  “Yes, you did,” I said, brushing my hair and putting it in a ponytail, which should disguise its unwashed state.


  “I’m so sorry. Where did you sleep last night?”


  “In a friend’s room.”


  “Oh. Did I mention that I’m really, really sorry?”


  I took the books for yesterday’s classes out of my backpack and replaced them with the ones for today. As I was heading for the door I saw Tamsin’s expression, which looked sort of woebegone.


  “It’s okay,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.” I paused to hitch my backpack higher on my shoulder. “So how did things go last night?”


  Her face was transformed by an enormous grin. “Great. Amazing, in fact. Dinner tonight? I want to tell you all about it.”


  “Sure. Seven?”


  “Sounds good.”


  * * *


  Classes went well but I skipped lunch to talk with a professor, and by the time dinner rolled around I was starving. I loaded my tray with twice as much food as I usually took.


  “Wow. Are you really planning to eat all that?”


  The sound of Sam’s voice behind me almost made me drop the tray.


  “God,” I said, sitting down at an empty table. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people.”


  “I have something for you,” Sam said, taking the chair across from me. He reached into his backpack and pulled out a brown paper bag.


  “What’s that?” I asked. “A peanut butter and jelly sandwich?”


  “Nope,” he said as he handed it to me.


  I opened it up and saw my bra.


  I couldn’t look at him, so I stuffed the bag in my backpack and took a bite of my roll.


  “Thanks,” I said, my voice muffled by the bread.


  “You’re welcome.”


  We ate in silence for a minute while I wondered what was taking Tamsin so long. Finally I forced myself to look up from my plate.


  “I also wanted to thank you for last night,” I said.


  Sam looked up, too, and his green eyes met mine. There were gold flecks in the irises like shards of sunlight.


  “Anytime,” he said.


  My skin prickled. Where the hell was my roommate? She hadn’t been that far behind me in line.


  “Hey, guys.”


  Thank God. “Hey, Tamsin.”


  “You look happy,” Sam said, and Tamsin shot me a look as she sat down.


  “I guess Rikki told you about last night.”


  Sam took a sip of his soda and I watched the muscles of his throat move as he swallowed.


  He set the glass down. “It may have come up, but I was actually just making an observation. You really do look happy.”


  “Oh.” Tamsin said. A smile spread across her face. “Well, I am happy. I’m going to tell my roommate all about it, so be warned. If you’re going to sit at this table you’re going to hear a lot of girl talk.”


  “Go ahead,” Sam said, waving a hand magnanimously. “Maybe I’ll learn something.”


  Tamsin pushed her tray to the side and leaned forward. “There aren’t many guys our age who are good with their tongues, which is why I usually date older men. But Oscar—”


  “Okay, stop,” said Sam. “I’m not ready to learn that much.” He picked up his tray, rose to his feet, and bowed. “I hope you ladies have a lovely evening.”


  As he walked over to another table I noticed that the tips of his ears were red.


  “Wow,” I said. “He’s actually embarrassed. I didn’t think guys got embarrassed about sex.”


  “What about you? Are you embarrassed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, I don’t care. You have to let me tell you the dirty details. Please, please, please? I have to talk to someone and this could be stuff you want to know someday.”


  I finished my roll and started on my salad. “Okay, lay it on me.”


  By the time we finished dinner and I was nibbling on my brownie, I’d heard graphic descriptions of acts I’d only read about in dirty fan fiction.


  “So, to summarize—you had fun.”


  “I really did. Things are definitely looking up for me. I’m sorry about the whiteboard thing, though. Where did you end up last night?”


  “A friend’s room,” I said, looking down at my dessert plate. I’d eaten so much lasagna I couldn’t finish my brownie.


  “I know, you said that this morning. Which friend?”


  There was no reason not to tell her. “Sam.”


  “Sam? You mean… Sam?”


  I nodded. “His roommate never showed up, so he has an extra bed.”


  “Oh.” Tamsin sounded disappointed. “So nothing happened?”


  “Of course not. He was just being nice.”


  “Did you want something to happen?”


  I shook my head firmly. “All I wanted was a place to crash.” I hesitated. “Also, he and Mena are kind of… involved.”


  “Sam and Mena? But I thought—”


  “I know, me too. But she’s bi.”


  “Oh. So you and Sam are just platonic, huh?”


  I smiled at her. “Sorry not to have any salacious details to match yours. I have a feeling I’ll be living vicariously through you for a while. If you don’t mind?”


  “Not at all. I’ll just have to have enough sex for the both of us.” She leaned back in her chair and sighed. “I tell you, the sacrifices a girl will make in the name of friendship.”


  * * *


  Over the next few weeks I got a chance to meet Oscar. Several chances, in fact, since he was spending a lot of time in our room.


  It turned out that he was a smoker, too, although not cigarettes.


  “Do you guys mind?” I asked one afternoon in October, coming back after class. Oscar and Tamsin were sitting on her bed sharing a joint.


  “Sorry,” Tamsin said. “We can’t waste it, though. Give us five minutes?”


  I wouldn’t have believed I could hate anything more than the smell of tobacco, but it turned out that pot was worse. It smelled heavy and kind of sickly sweet, with an undertone like a skunk dipped in lemon juice. Opening the windows afterward didn’t help much, and even though Tamsin had started burning incense to cover up the odor when she saw how much I hated it, that only seemed to make it worse.


  I didn’t want to argue about it while Oscar was there, so I just grabbed a book and left, heading downstairs to the common room.


  It was full of people watching some reality show and shouting at the TV, and I wasn’t in the mood. I’d discovered a couple of weeks ago that there was a small room near the pottery studio that was called a study and was almost never used, so I went there instead.


  I’d just settled into an armchair with a biography of William Tecumseh Sherman when the door opened and Sam and Andre walked in.


  “Oh, hey,” Sam said when he saw me. “We were going to play chess. Will that bother you?”


  I shrugged. “Chess is a pretty quiet game, right? Unless you’re planning to do a lot of trash talking.”


  “We’ll try to keep it to a minimum.”


  He and Andre headed for the chess table in the corner, but Andre stopped to see what I was reading.


  “That name is a curse word where I come from.”


  “I forgot you’re a Southern boy. What’s your opinion of Sherman?”


  Andre shrugged. “It’s complicated. I’m Southern, I’m Black, and I’m also a pacifist. I’m a fan of emancipation but I don’t hang pictures of Union generals on my walls or anything.” He smiled suddenly. “A white friend of mine drove down once from New York. He was an hour outside of Atlanta when he got pulled over for speeding. ‘I’ve never seen anyone blow through Georgia that fast,’ the cop said. ‘Sherman did,’ my friend answered.”


  “Oh, wow. What happened?”


  “He got the biggest speeding ticket I’ve ever seen.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “Ready to play?” Sam called out, sitting down at the chess table.


  “You’re going to lose,” I told Andre as he went over to the table. “Sam was the president of our high school chess club.”


  “I don’t recall you mentioning that,” Andre said as he sat down across from Sam.


  “You didn’t ask.”


  An hour later they were still at it, which was actually quite a testament to Andre’s chess-playing abilities. Back in high school Sam had usually knocked his opponents out in twenty minutes or less.


  When the inevitable finally happened Andre shook hands like a gentleman and handed over twenty bucks.


  “Next time it’s basketball.”


  “You’re on,” Sam said.


  “Bye, Rikki,” Andre said to me as he headed out.


  “Bye.”


  I expected Sam to head out too but he stuck around for a few minutes, placing the chess pieces back on their squares.


  “Do you want to play a game?” he asked.


  “Are you kidding? No.”


  “Can’t take the competition, huh?”


  “It wouldn’t be a fair fight.”


  “I’ll spot you a pawn.”


  “No.”


  “A pawn and a knight.”


  “No.”


  “A pawn, a knight, and a bishop.”


  “No.”


  “A pawn, a knight, a bishop and—”


  The door opened and Tamsin stuck her head in.


  “Andre said you were here,” she said breathlessly. She came inside and saw Sam. “Oh, perfect! You’re here too. I have a huge, huge, huge favor to ask you guys.”


  “Sure,” I said, hoping it wasn’t bail money for Oscar.


  “Okay, so…” She looked at Sam. “Do you still have that empty bed? I mean, did your roommate ever show up?”


  “Yes,” Sam said, looking a little mystified.


  “Yes your roommate showed up, or yes you still have an empty bed?”


  “Yes, I have an empty bed.”


  “Thank God. Okay. Would you mind putting Rikki up tonight? Oh, and Rikki, would you mind spending the night with Sam?”


  I got up from my chair so fast my book landed on the floor. I marched over to Tamsin, grabbed her by the arm, said to Sam over my shoulder, “Excuse us a sec,” and then dragged her out of the room.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” I asked once we were in the hall.


  Tamsin was staring at me. “What do you mean?”


  “What do I mean? What do I mean? You can’t just put Sam on the spot like that. Or me. Why are you asking this, anyway?”


  “I need to spend the whole night with Oscar. Please, please, please. We’ve been so good, Rikki. We’ve been snatching time together when we know you won’t be there or when his roommates are both out, which is practically never. But I can’t stand it anymore. I want to fall asleep with him and wake up with him. You know?”


  “Not really. But why didn’t you talk to me about this alone? Why would you—”


  The door to the study opened and Sam came out. “Hey,” he said.


  “Hey,” Tamsin and I said.


  He looked at me. “Whatever you guys decide, I just want you to know you’re welcome to use that bed if you want.”


  “See?” Tamsin said triumphantly.


  All of my muscles felt tense. “That’s really nice of you, Sam. But—”


  He held up a hand. “Whatever you decide. I’m going back to my room now.”


  Tamsin and I stood there a moment, watching Sam walk away.


  “I’m sorry if I—” Tamsin started.


  “I’m really pissed at you,” I said at the same time.


  “I said I’m sorry. But please, Rikki, please?”


  I thought about it. The truth was, I hated being in our room after Oscar and Tamsin had been smoking pot. It felt like I couldn’t get away from the stench even with my head under the covers.


  Then I had an inspiration. “I’ll do it on one condition.”


  “Anything! Just name it.”


  “You guys can’t smoke in our room anymore. Ever. Not pot, not cigarettes, not anything.”


  “Deal.”


  “You swear?”


  “On my mother’s grave.”


  “Your mother’s still alive, and you hate her. Swear on the grave of someone you like who’s actually dead.”


  “I swear on the graves of Joey, Johnny, Dee Dee and Tommy Ramone.”


  “Fine.”


  Tamsin threw her arms around me. “Thank you thank you thank you.”


  “Uh huh. I’ll go up and get my stuff.”



  


  Chapter Seven


  Ten minutes later I was knocking on Sam’s door in my pajamas. They were white cotton with pink hearts, which was a little too cutesy for my taste, but they were the only real pajamas I owned since I usually slept in a T-shirt or camisole.


  I’d decided to put them on before I came down so there wouldn’t be any awkwardness about changing. This way, Sam wouldn’t have to leave the room.


  “Hey,” he said, opening the door. He was ready for bed, too, in the sweats and T-shirt he’d worn the other night I’d stayed here.


  “Hey,” I said. “I’m really sorry about Tamsin. I mean, her putting me on the spot is one thing—kind of part of the whole roommate dynamic. But there’s no reason for you to be roped into her deal. Are you sure this is—”


  “I’m sure.” He stepped back so I could come in.


  I glanced around his room, wondering if I’d see signs of Mena. She’d said she preferred her own space, so if she’d started spending nights here it probably meant she and Sam were getting serious.


  I didn’t find any visible evidence but that didn’t mean much. Sam was organized by nature—maybe he’d set aside a drawer for her or something.


  “I thought you and Mena might have plans tonight,” I said as I sat down on the extra bed, already made this time. “Are you guys at the sleepover stage yet?”


  On the way down here I’d thought about how to phrase the question, and that was what I’d come up with. I was pleased with the word choice, which seemed fairly innocuous, and I credited myself with bonus points when the question came out sounding casual.


  Sam sat down on his own bed. “I don’t think sleepovers are in our future,” he said. “We’re more like friends who fool around.”


  His body language said to leave it alone, so of course I didn’t.


  “Have you talked to her about—”


  “You’re in your pajamas,” he said abruptly, interrupting me before I could finish. “Does that mean you want to go to sleep now?”


  It was only ten o’clock. “I still have about an hour’s worth of reading to do. Will it keep you up if I leave the bedside lamp on?”


  Sam shook his head. “No, I still have some work to do, too. But if you wanted to go to sleep I could go downstairs to study.”


  I stared at him. “You’d do that?”


  “Sure. Why not?”


  “Because this is your room. Tamsin basically forced you to let me stay here, and on top of that you were going to leave your own room and go somewhere else to work? That’s nuts.”


  “I’m not nuts. I’m just nice.”


  “I guess you are.”


  One corner of his mouth quirked up. “I know that probably comes as a shock to you, considering you spent years hating my guts, but—”


  “I didn’t hate your guts.”


  “Sure you did.”


  “Well, you hated mine, too.”


  “I only hated you because you hated me.”


  “I only hated you because you hated me.”


  He shook his head slowly. “Apparently we had a strange loop going.”


  “A strange loop?”


  “An ontological paradox. A chicken-and-egg situation. A Mobius strip. The further we thought we were getting from our point of origin, the more we were going back where we came from. And all along we cancelled each other out.”


  “You’re such a science geek.”


  “I’m just saying that maybe we never hated each other at all. Maybe it was just an illusion.”


  “It’ll take me a while to wrap my mind around that.”


  “Take your time. We already called a truce. How about we go further and declare an actual friendship?”


  I’d been sitting on the edge of the bed with my feet on the floor. Now I pulled my legs up and sat cross-legged, setting my backpack down beside me.


  “I think I could be down with that.”


  “Okay, then. I’d like to inaugurate this new friendship by asking you a favor.”


  “I already owe you, so you’ll probably get it.”


  He shook his head. “This is a really big favor.”


  I was intrigued. Sam wasn’t the kind of person who ever asked anyone for anything, and I couldn’t imagine what the favor might be.


  “What is it?”


  He hesitated, looking away from me.


  And then I noticed that the tips of his ears were red.


  Now I was even more intrigued. Also, his looking away gave me a chance to study him without being studied in return, and I took full advantage of the opportunity.


  He’d had his hair cut recently—maybe even that day. When guys get their hair cut it looks raw for a little while, like a woman who’s just had a facial. Once you’ve had a shower and some time goes by your skin settles back down to normal, and the same is true for a guy with that just-got-a-haircut look.


  His body was really well-proportioned. Some guys have muscled arms and skinny legs, as if they spend all their time doing bench presses and forget about anything below the hips. But Sam’s body was perfectly balanced.


  His face was balanced, too. His eyebrows cut across his forehead at just the right angle. His jaw was firm and strong but not too heavy, and the planes of his nose and cheekbones were equally pleasing. He even had nice ears.


  But my favorite part of his face was his mouth. It was mobile and sensitive, able to express emotions with a single twitch. Now that we sat across from each other in English class I had a lot of opportunities to see that mouth in action. One of our fellow students liked to make really obvious statements in a really loud voice, and I’d gotten in the habit of glancing at Sam whenever that happened so I could watch his mouth quirk up at one corner. It was only a small movement—maybe half an inch—and I liked knowing that I could spot it when no one else did.


  His eyes should have been expressive, too… but it was actually hard to read what he was thinking. You got the impression he was thinking something—maybe a lot of things—but you were never sure exactly what. It could be frustrating, because I knew that whatever he was thinking was intelligent and interesting but I couldn’t go up to him after class or after dinner and say, “So, Sam, I noticed that you were thinking something when we were all talking and I was wondering what it was.”


  Whatever he was thinking now was making him nervous. And since Sam was hardly ever nervous I was getting more and more curious about what he was going to ask me.


  Finally he looked back at me again. “So, I’m taking a sculpture class,” he said.


  I was still getting used to the idea that Sam Payne had a creative side I’d never known anything about.


  “That sounds cool.”


  “It is. It’s a great class. But now we’re supposed to start working on our big semester project, and… I’m kind of stuck.”


  I couldn’t imagine where this was going.


  “You know I can’t draw or sculpt or anything, right?”


  “No, I know. It’s not that.”


  He raised a hand and scratched the back of his neck.


  “Okay, Sam, the suspense is killing me. How can I possibly help with this class?”


  He stopped scratching his neck and took a deep breath. “We’re supposed to do a figure-sculpting project from life.”


  “Uh huh,” I said, since he’d stopped talking and seemed to require some encouragement to start again.


  “I’m having trouble finding the right subject. I was hoping that you… that you might consider… modeling for me.”


  I think my jaw dropped. “You mean naked?”


  “No,” he said quickly. “Absolutely not. You could wear a bathing suit or a leotard or something.”


  “But… what about Mena? Wouldn’t she model for you?”


  He shook his head. “That would add a whole layer of crap I don’t want to deal with.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He hesitated. “Asking her might affect… well, whatever the hell is going on between us. We’re not exactly on the same page. Mena isn’t looking for a relationship or anything serious, but I’m not great with the casual thing. That’s enough complication without making her feel obligated to help me with a project.”


  A wave of melancholy made my sternum ache. It couldn’t be jealousy, because I didn’t like Sam that way. Maybe it was just that I felt left out, or something.


  All around me people were navigating relationships. Hooking up and having sex, flirting and getting together… and I was on the outside looking in.


  “So… you want something more serious with Mena?”


  He dragged a hand through his hair. “Honestly? I’m not sure. But I’d like the chance to find out.” He paused. “If I ask Mena to model for me all that stuff will come into play. But if you do it…”


  “Yes?”


  “Then it’ll just be about the sculpture. I won’t be distracted by anything else.”


  That was, possibly, the most depressing thing I’d ever heard.


  Of course I knew he hadn’t meant to insult me. But the idea that Sam was asking me to model for him because nothing about me or my half-naked body could possibly distract him from the pursuit of art…


  Yeah, not great for my ego.


  He searched my face for a moment, and then he shrugged.


  “It’s okay. Forget it. I’ll figure something out.”


  We sat there awkwardly for a long moment, which gave me time to wonder what “figuring something out” would look like. Who would he ask after me?


  Maybe he’d ask another female friend, like Tamsin or Claire or—oh God, Dyshell. Dyshell was so beautiful it hurt. Maybe he’d ask her, and she’d model for him in a bikini and—


  “I’ll do it.”


  Sam was starting to get to his feet. He froze for a second, halfway up, and then sat back down again.


  “You will?”


  “Sure.”


  I had a feeling I’d regret this decision any second now, but my mouth had decided to lead its own life.


  “Well… thanks. There’s a studio right here in the dorm, so you won’t have to go to the art building or anything.”


  “Great.”


  There was a pause.


  “So… are you free tomorrow afternoon? Like at four o’clock?”


  That soon?


  “Um, yes. Sure. Yes. My last class gets out at three, so… yes.”


  “Okay, then. Great.”


  “Great.”


  There was another silence. This time I was the one who broke it, reaching into my backpack as I spoke.


  “I guess I’ll get started on my reading.”


  Sam nodded. “I should get to work, too.”


  He went over to his desk and sat down with his back to me, which meant I could look up and stare at the back of his head every few minutes. And during the hour that followed that’s exactly what I did.


  It reminded me of math class last year, when I’d sat at the desk behind his. Whenever I got stuck on a calculus problem I’d look up and stare at the back of Sam’s head. It had usually been a source of irritation, which in turn had motivated me to get back to work and had probably helped me maintain my math grade.


  But now, looking at Sam’s freshly-cut hair and the way his neck muscles rose up from his shoulders, I wasn’t annoyed at all.


  An hour later I finished my reading, put my book in my backpack, and set the backpack on the floor. Sam was still working at his laptop.


  I remembered what he’d said about strange loops, which wasn’t a concept I’d heard of before. I pulled out my phone and Googled it, and one of the first images that came up in the search results was a print by M.C. Escher called Drawing Hands.


  The print showed two hands drawing each other into existence. The hands started out as flat, unshaded, two-dimensional wrists, but then they became shaded, real-looking, three-dimensional hands, each holding a pencil and beginning to sketch the two-dimensional sleeve covering the others’ two-dimensional wrist.


  The image was familiar. I looked up from my phone, turned my head to the right, and there it was: a reproduction of Drawing Hands.


  I stared at the picture for a long time. “You know, this could drive a person crazy,” I said after a while.


  Sam swiveled his chair around to face me. “What? Oh, the Escher. Yeah, I love that picture. I love paradoxes.”


  “I hate paradoxes. They drive me nuts. Don’t they drive everyone nuts?”


  He shook his head. “Only if you try to look at them linearly. You know, force them to make sense on a finite plane.”


  “A finite plane?”


  “Sure. What makes that drawing a paradox is the fact that it’s describing infinity, right? The hands drawing each other, forever, with no way to determine which came first. There’s no end to it, and that’s infinity. But the means used to illustrate that concept is finite. A finite drawing made by a finite human being.”


  I started to say I didn’t get it, but then, all of a sudden, I did. Just for a moment, but I did.


  I remembered something Charlotte had said once. “One of my moms told me that human beings are finite and infinite at the same time, and that’s why we’re never completely at home in this mortal life.”


  A smile spread across Sam’s face. “That’s great. That’s exactly what I was talking about.”


  “I never really got what she meant,” I confessed.


  “Yeah, you did. Or at least you got it just now. Didn’t you? I could see it in your face.”


  “You could? What do you mean?”


  He shrugged. “I’ve seen you look like that before. You get this flash of illumination.”


  “I do?”


  “Yeah.”


  I felt more complimented than if he’d said I had beautiful hair or gorgeous eyes. Maybe that was because Sam and I were meant to have an intellectual connection, not a physical one.


  “I did feel like I got it for a second—but only for a second. So you actually seek out paradoxes?”


  He nodded. “That’s why I like math so much.”


  “Wow. Really?”


  He closed his laptop, left his desk, and sat down on his bed. “You sound surprised.”


  “Not that you like math. I mean, of course I knew that. But I guess I thought people who like math like things to be… I don’t know, black and white. With math there’s a right answer and a wrong answer and nothing in between. So I always figured that people who like math like things to be, you know, unambiguous.”


  Sam shook his head. “Nope. Well, maybe some people do. But the deeper you get into math and physics, the more you find out that nothing is certain.”


  “And you like that?”


  “You sound surprised again.”


  “Well, sure. I mean, most people don’t actually seek out uncertainty. Most people are looking for answers, not more questions.”


  “I know.”


  “But you’re not?”


  “No. If life was really a closed loop it would get pretty boring.”


  “So you prefer strange loops?”


  He grinned at me. “Yeah. Like you.”


  “I’m a strange loop?”


  “Well, if you grant my premise at all, then every human being is a strange loop. But you’re stranger than most. You’re a paradox.”


  For some reason that characterization made me uncomfortable. “I’m not a paradox. I’m totally straightforward.”


  “Unambiguous?”


  “Yes.”


  “What you see is what you get?”


  I folded my arms. “Yes.”


  He shrugged. “Okay, then. My mistake.”


  His mouth was doing that thing where it lifted up at one corner, and I glared at him. “You don’t mean that. You really do think I’m a paradox. But why? How am I paradoxical?”


  He shook his head. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.”


  “That’s infuriating.”


  The quirk became a grin. “Are you done with your reading? Should we turn out the light and go to sleep?”


  “Fine. But someday you’re going to tell me what, exactly, is so paradoxical about me.”


  “Okay,” he agreed, getting under his covers. “Someday.”


  I got under my covers, too, and then Sam turned out the light.


  “Good night, Rikki.”


  “Good night, Sam.”


  This time I had a plan to deal with the whole shifting in bed issue. The last time I hadn’t moved for the first couple of minutes, which made me feel like I couldn’t move at all until I was sure Sam was asleep. This time, I shifted a little bit right after the light went out, and again a minute later.


  Now, having established that some shifting around was normal for me, I could let nature take its course. If I felt like shifting, I would; if I didn’t, I wouldn’t.


  But of course, now that I knew I could move, I didn’t need to. This, I had found, was often the case in life. It’s only when we can’t eat that cookie that eating the cookie becomes a life or death proposition.


  Having the option made me much more relaxed. I was curled up on my right side, facing Sam, who was on his back.


  My eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but I couldn’t tell if he was asleep yet. His eyes were closed and he hadn’t shifted in the last couple of minutes, so—


  His head turned, his eyes opened, and he looked straight at me. “Rikki?”


  I felt caught in the act, as exposed as if he’d walked in on me in the shower. My breath stuck in my throat and I couldn’t speak.


  “Are you awake?”


  If he was asking that, he couldn’t know I’d been staring at him.


  “Yes.”


  “Are you too cold with the window open? I forgot to ask you before.”


  “Oh, no. This is perfect. I like it cool enough to make blankets seem, you know, necessary. It’s snugglier that way.”


  I couldn’t be absolutely sure in the dark, but I thought his mouth did the quirking thing.


  “Snugglier?”


  “Yes. A scientific term conveying the sensation of having a cat on your lap, or putting on clothes warm from the dryer, or lying under the covers with a cool October breeze on your face.”


  “Ah. Okay, then. Well… good night.”


  “Good night.”


  He turned his head again and closed his eyes, but I couldn’t go on lying on my right side facing him. What if he caught me staring at him again? So I shifted onto my left side, pulled the blankets up to my chin, and drifted slowly toward sleep.



  


  Chapter Eight


  The scent of coffee woke me up.


  I love coffee. I started drinking it when I was fourteen, aided and abetted by Charlotte in spite of dire health warnings from Beth. By sixteen I was addicted.


  Now I sat up in bed and looked around for the source of the exquisite aroma.


  Sam was nowhere to be seen, but over in the corner by the radiator, on top of a bookcase, there was a coffee maker with a full pot.


  I didn’t know the procedure. I desperately wanted some of that glorious liquid, but I didn’t see any mugs out and I didn’t want to start poking around Sam’s room looking for them.


  Luckily my quandary didn’t last too long. The door opened after a minute and Sam came in, his hair damp and his skin freshly scrubbed. With my powerful deductive reasoning skills I concluded he had just come from the shower.


  “Good morning,” he said.


  “Good morning.”


  “Would you like a cup of coffee?”


  “More than my next breath of oxygen.”


  He smiled and went over to the coffee maker, stopping on the way to take two mugs out of a cabinet hanging on the wall.


  “How do you take it?”


  “Cream and lots of sugar.”


  “How much is a lot?”


  “Two packets.”


  “I don’t have packets. I have a sugar bowl.”


  “Two teaspoons, then.”


  “Level or heaped?”


  “Level, I guess. But you don’t have to make my coffee for me. I can—”


  “I’ve got it covered,” he said. He pulled a carton of half-and-half out of his mini fridge, added some of that along with sugar to one of the mugs, poured in the coffee, stirred it, and brought the cup over to me.


  “Thanks,” I said, feeling oddly shy as I took the mug from him. Accepting a cup of coffee from a guy after the spending the night in his room seemed incredibly intimate, even though nothing intimate had happened between us.


  I took a sip. “Wow, this is good. And strong.”


  “Too strong?”


  “No such thing.”


  Sam was drinking his coffee at his desk, the chair swiveled around so he was facing me. “So what’s on your agenda today?” he asked.


  “Language lab and history.”


  “And you’re done by three?”


  “Yep.”


  “Then four o’clock is definitely okay? We can meet in the art studio upstairs?”


  I’d forgotten about the modeling thing. In the light of day the idea seemed a lot scarier than it had last night, but I wouldn’t go back on my agreement.


  “Sure. Of course.”


  We sipped coffee.


  A few minutes later, having finished my coffee and gathered up my things, I said goodbye to Sam and left his room. I closed the door behind me, turned around, and found myself face to face with Jason.


  Whose room, apparently, was across the hall from Sam’s.


  Jason looked as startled to see me as I was to see him. We ran into each other occasionally, of course, in the dining hall and common areas. He and Andre and Claire had started a band, and Tamsin and I had watched them practice a couple of times. They had booked their first gig at a club downtown for a few weeks from now, and the entire dorm had promised to go.


  Since that one conversation about Velvet Crush—a rare burst of courage goaded out of me by Sam—I hadn’t really spoken to Jason. He was extraverted and I wasn’t, and he always seemed to be already talking with someone when I saw him. It’s easier to approach someone who’s sitting alone with a book than someone who’s part of a group, and Jason never seemed to be alone—or to be reading a book.


  I’d hoped that watching his band practice might give us an opportunity for conversation, but so far that hadn’t happened. Claire and Andre usually came over to talk to me but Jason never did.


  It wasn’t that he didn’t like me; it was more that I just wasn’t on his radar. He was an equal opportunity flirter but as far as I could tell the only girl who really caught his attention was Dyshell.


  I couldn’t fault him for that. Every time I saw her she was more beautiful than I remembered, and to add insult to injury she was really sweet—and smart, too.


  I still had a crush on Jason but I wasn’t heartbroken that he didn’t notice me. It was a situation that felt very familiar. From Derek in junior high to a few guys in high school, my serious crushes had always been unrequited. I’d dated some, and I’d gone to my prom with a really nice boy named Aaron, but none of the guys who asked me out had ever lit my fire. By the third or fourth date things always fizzled out, and even my prom night had only ended with a few long kisses in the front seat of Aaron’s car. And meanwhile, the guys I really liked went out with other girls.


  So I hadn’t been at all surprised that Jason didn’t notice me.


  But now, finally, he was looking right at me—when I was standing in my pajamas outside Sam’s room.


  “Rikki,” he said after a moment.


  “Jason. Hi.”


  His eyes went from me to Sam’s door and back again.


  “So you and Payne, huh? I didn’t realize.”


  “Oh, no. I mean… no. Not like that. No, no, no.”


  “Okay.” Jason looked a little confused. “Just a hookup, then?”


  “What? No!”


  “Okay,” he said again, looking more confused. “You don’t seem like the hookup type, so I was surprised. But then…” He paused. “You know what? It’s none of my business.”


  I took a deep breath. “Tamsin and Oscar wanted a night to themselves and Sam’s got an extra bed, so he let me crash in his room.”


  “Oh.” He looked slightly less confused. “That makes sense.”


  The door opened behind me and Sam was there.


  “Hey,” he said, looking at Jason. “I thought I heard voices out here.”


  “I was just explaining that you let me crash in your spare bed,” I said quickly.


  Jason grinned at me. “So I wouldn’t think you were whoring it up?”


  “Hey! No slut-shaming. I thought we decided that was a Bracton dorm rule.”


  “Sure, but you and Sam weren’t up to anything last night, so—”


  “But if we were that would be okay. Theoretically,” I added quickly. “I mean, Sam and I are just friends. But, theoretically, if he and I were—”


  Jason was still grinning. “I get it,” he said. “Theoretically, if you guys were boning, that wouldn’t make you a slut. This is a sex-positive dorm.”


  “Exactly.” I could feel myself turning red. “Okay, I’m going upstairs now.”


  I turned away and started down the hall. I’d gone about ten steps when I heard Jason say, “Damn, she’s cute.”


  I didn’t walk up the stairs to the third floor.


  I floated.


  At least one guy in this dorm thought I was cute. Maybe even cute enough to be distracting if I modeled for a sculpting project.


  I couldn’t remember the last time a guy I thought was cute had returned the compliment.


  Of course I wasn’t naïve enough to believe it meant anything beyond that. A month at college had immersed me in a world of actual relationships and hookups as opposed to theoretical ones—the kind I’d always specialized in—and just about everyone here was way beyond the oh-my-God-he-said-I-was-cute stage.


  But, still. It made me happy.


  * * *


  The first blip in my happiness came when classes were over and I was back in my dorm room, trying to decide what to wear for Sam’s sculpting thing.


  I finally chose my black one-piece bathing suit, but the more I thought about it, the more awkward I felt. I mean, yes, I wouldn’t be naked… but while it’s perfectly normal to wear bathing suits in situations where everyone is, like at a pool or a beach, the more I tried to imagine wearing one in an art studio, with Sam sitting there fully dressed, the more I hated the idea.


  Not because I hated my body or anything. My body was fine. Not spectacular, not hideous, pretty much like the rest of me. But I didn’t have the kind of body that made me wish bathing suits could be worn on all occasions.


  There was still time to back out if I wanted to. But I’d promised, and Sam was starting to be a real friend of mine, and I didn’t want to let him down.


  I pulled out my phone and called him. “So, I have a favor to ask.”


  “You want to back out,” he said, sounding resigned.


  “No! Absolutely not. But there’s something you could do to make me more comfortable.”


  “Sure,” he said. “Whatever you need. What is it?”


  “I want you to wear a bathing suit, too.”


  There was a pause.


  “You want me to wear…”


  “A bathing suit. Yes.”


  “While I’m sculpting?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why, exactly?”


  “Isn’t it obvious? I’ll feel weird if I’m sitting there in a bathing suit while you’re fully dressed. But if we’re both in bathing suits then it won’t be as weird.”


  “It’ll be weird for me.”


  “Well, then, it’ll be equally weird for both of us, which is better than me feeling weird all by myself.”


  I could hear his sigh over the phone. “Okay, fine.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. I’ll see you at four.”


  * * *


  I was up there ten minutes early, but the door was locked and I had to wait in the hall. I didn’t have to wait long, though, because Sam showed up right after me. He let us in and I took a look around the room.


  It was a nice space. There were wood floors and big windows, which of course made sense for an art studio, and because we were on the top floor there were skylights, too.


  One side of the room was empty except for a cabinet and a wooden platform like a stage; the other side was crowded with chairs and easels and art supplies. The temperature was warm enough that I didn’t dread spending time in just a bathing suit.


  “So,” Sam said. “How do you want to do this?”


  I wasn’t sure what he meant. “However you want to. I mean, aren’t you the artist? Just tell me how I’m supposed to pose or whatever, and—”


  “I didn’t mean that. I meant the, uh, disrobing.”


  “Oh. Right.” I thought about it. “Well, we don’t need to make a big deal of it. You go over where you’re going to be, and I’ll go over where I’m going to be, and we’ll… disrobe.”


  “Okay.”


  When I opened the cabinet next to the platform I found cushions and bolts of cloth and other things I assumed were props for models. With my back to the room I kicked off my sneakers, shimmied out of my sweat pants, and pulled off my T-shirt. I shoved my clothes on a shelf without bothering to fold them and then turned around.


  Sam was standing there in swim trunks. They were blue with some kind of…


  “Oh, my God.”


  He looked alarmed. “What?”


  “That’s the Death Star. And an X-Wing fighter. You’re wearing a Star Wars bathing suit.”


  Now he looked annoyed. “Do you want me to make editorial comments about your bathing suit?”


  He had a point. “Not really, no.”


  “Okay, then. If you’ll grab some cushions and have a seat on the platform I’ll get things set up over here.”


  “Right. Will do.”


  There were five cushions in the cabinet. They were different sizes, colors, and materials, and since I didn’t know what Sam wanted I grabbed them all. After I tossed them onto the stage I sat down to wait for Sam.


  He’d set up a chair about ten feet away and now he was pulling over a table with a big block of clay on it.


  The first thing that occurred to me was that Sam looked really, really good in that Star Wars bathing suit. His body was gorgeous—way higher on the guy scale than mine was on the girl scale.


  The second thing was a question. How in the world you could turn a big block of clay into something resembling a human figure? Of course I knew it was possible, because Rodin and Michelangelo, but still. It seemed like a huge undertaking.


  Once Sam got everything arranged to his satisfaction he looked over at me.


  “Do I really have to wear this the entire time?” he asked. “Can I at least put my shirt back on?”


  “Not unless I can.”


  “I feel stupid working in a bathing suit.”


  “So do I.”


  He shrugged and let it go. Then he came forward a few steps to study me, his head on one side and his arms folded.


  I just sat there, feeling weird. No one had ever just stood and looked at me before.


  What was he seeing? What was he thinking?


  Finally he spoke. “I want you to be comfortable, but I want a twist in your body too.”


  “A twist?”


  He came toward me, and for some reason goose bumps swept over my skin.


  “Could you lie down on your right side, facing me? Arrange the cushions however you want to make it comfortable.”


  I did as he asked, lying down with my knees bent and my head resting on a cushion.


  “Okay,” he said. “Now, can you keep your lower body where it is but turn your upper body so you’re looking at the ceiling?”


  Once I’d done that I couldn’t see Sam anymore. “Is this all right?”


  “That’s great. Do you mind if I…”


  “What?”


  “Adjust your arms a little?”


  My arms were down at my sides. “Um, sure. Go ahead.”


  He came into my field of vision and leaned over me. He was close enough that I could smell the faint, clean scent of his deodorant and see a tiny trace of dried shaving cream on his jaw.


  The last time we’d been this close was that day in the high school library. The time before that was in the closet at Sharon’s eighth-grade party. Now, like then, my heart thumped against my ribs.


  Then he put his hands on my left arm.


  My muscles went weak and my bones seemed to be made of air. My stomach felt hollow, like everything inside it had been scooped out. All that was left was a kind of languorous heat that rippled through my body from the place where his fingers touched my bare skin.


  He bent my arm at the elbow so my forearm rested across my waist. Then he let me go and stepped back, and I missed his touch so much I was afraid I’d surge up toward him like a wave cresting out of the sea.


  “Are you comfortable?”


  My voice, miraculously, delivered a calm response. “Yes.”


  “Could you stay like that for an hour?”


  “I think so.”


  “Okay, great. Let me take a picture so we can get you in that same pose the next time.”


  I heard the click of his phone camera and then the scrape of his chair against the floor. After that there was silence, and I assumed he’d started working.


  My heart was still pounding.


  Sam and I were just friends. He was involved with Mena, and I was crushing on Jason. There wasn’t anything romantic between us.


  So what the hell had just happened to me?


  Last night I’d told myself that Sam and I had an intellectual connection, not a physical one. But that was obviously a lie. My body responded whenever Sam was near, and what’s more, it always had.


  I had to figure this out.


  Back in eighth grade and in high school, I’d hated Sam. That hadn’t stopped my body from reacting to him.


  Conclusion? Apparently you could react physically to someone you weren’t interested in—whether because you hated him or because you were just friends.


  It had to be a pheromone thing. Some kind of primitive hormonal—


  “So what’s up with you and Jason?”


  Neither of us had spoken for several minutes, and I was so startled I almost moved. I stopped myself in time and said to the ceiling, “Me and Jason?”


  “It just seemed like there was something going on this morning. When you were in the hall?”


  I thought about it. The memory, though still pleasant, felt strangely distant. “I don’t know. Maybe.” Suddenly I laughed.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Nothing. Just… there’ve been exactly two times in the last month that Jason noticed me, and you were the cause of both of them.”


  “I was?”


  “The first time was that night in the dining hall. The Velvet Crush T-shirt?”


  “Oh. Right.”


  “Since then, nothing. Until this morning, when I came out of your room and saw him. So you instigated both my conversations with Jason. I guess I should thank you.”


  “I guess I should say you’re welcome.”


  There was silence again for a couple of minutes. Then:


  “So why were those your only two conversations?”


  I almost moved again. “Huh?”


  “I know you’re interested in him. Aren’t you?”


  “Well… yes.”


  “Okay, then. Why haven’t you done anything about it?”


  I stared up at the ceiling, which hadn’t been painted in a while and featured an array of spots, streaks, water stains, and cobwebs. One of the skylights was in my line of vision as well, providing a glimpse of gray sky.


  “I don’t know. I mean, I’m not very proactive when it comes to guys.”


  “Not like Tamsin?”


  I smiled at the ceiling. “No. Tamsin and I are about 180 degrees apart when it comes to… well, everything.”


  My smile faded, and after a moment I sighed.


  “What?” Sam asked.


  “What do you mean, what?”


  “You sighed. What were you thinking about that made you sigh?”


  Not being able to move meant I couldn’t shrug. “Nothing major. I just feel like the dorm prude sometimes. I complain to Tamsin about her smoking and about Oscar always being there and I love studying and going to class and I’ve never smoked pot or had sex or—”


  I froze.


  Damn, damn, damn.


  What was it about Sam? When I was thirteen, I’d announced to him that I’d never been kissed. Now he knew I was a virgin. Did I have some kind of compulsion to share embarrassing secrets with Sam Payne?


  I waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. The silence should have gotten more awkward the longer it went on, but instead, I found myself relaxing a little. Maybe Sam would pretend he hadn’t heard, which would be fine with me.


  At least five minutes went by before he spoke again.


  “Do you object to cigarettes or pot on moral grounds?”


  “What? Oh, no. I mean, I think your body is healthier if you don’t smoke, but I don’t have any judgment about it.”


  “So you just don’t like the smell of cigarette or pot smoke.”


  “I hate it. I always have.”


  “Well, then, you’re not a prude. Not by definition, anyway. Do you object to sex on moral grounds?”


  I could feel myself blushing. “No.”


  “So again, you’re not a prude. You’re just a person who hasn’t had sex yet. There are probably more of us around than you realize.”


  “Us?”


  “I haven’t had sex yet, either.”


  Silence.


  I almost asked him to repeat himself, but I knew my hearing wasn’t the problem.


  I’d heard him correctly. I just couldn’t believe it.


  After a while I managed to start a sentence. “I didn’t think…”


  Pause.


  “What?”


  I cleared my throat. “I didn’t think guys…”


  Pause.


  “You didn’t think guys what?”


  Now I had to finish the sentence. “I didn’t think guys stayed virgins. I thought they had sex as soon as humanly possible.” I paused again. “Oh, God, that sounded awful. I didn’t mean that guys… that all guys…”


  “It’s okay.” I couldn’t see his face, but I could tell he was smiling.


  “So, then… you and Mena. You haven’t…”


  “Not yet.”


  I wanted to ask a hundred questions. It would be Mena’s first time with a guy—was that why they were waiting? Did he think they’d have sex soon? Had they talked about it?


  But there was no reason to think he’d answer me—or that I’d like his responses if he did.


  It was time to change the subject. “So how much longer do I have to stay like this? I’m getting a stitch in my side.”


  “You are? I’m sorry. I’ll wrap up now. Can you pose again in a couple of days? Say Thursday or Friday at the same time?”


  “Friday would work.”


  “Great.”


  After another minute Sam said, “Okay, all clear to move.”


  I shifted slowly, since my muscles were a little cramped. Once I was in a sitting position I looked over at Sam. He’d covered the block of clay with a damp towel, so I couldn’t see what it looked like or how far he’d gotten. He had his back to me while he pulled on his sweat pants and T-shirt.


  I scooted over to the cabinet to put my clothes on. Then I grabbed the cushions from the stage and put them back where they belonged.


  By the time I turned around again, Sam was standing behind his block of clay.


  “I think I’m going to do a little more work after you go,” he said.


  “Can I see it?” I asked, coming closer.


  He shook his head. “It doesn’t look like anything yet. Thanks for doing this, Rikki.”


  I felt like I was being dismissed. Did he regret telling me he was a virgin? He looked a little embarrassed or uncomfortable or something, so maybe that was it… but he hadn’t seemed self-conscious when he told me.


  “You’re welcome. See you later, Sam.”


  “See you later.”



  


  Chapter Nine


  Jason sat down next to me at dinner that night.


  I was at one of the big round tables with Claire and Julia and Will, and there were four empty chairs. He could have sat at any one of them, but he picked the chair next to me.


  “Hey,” he said to the table at large.


  “Hey,” the table at large said back.


  Then he draped an arm over the back of my chair and leaned over my tray.


  “Is this all you’re having for dinner? A salad?”


  “I, um, had a big lunch.”


  “You need more sustenance than that with all the studying you do.”


  He knew I studied a lot?


  “I don’t want to put on the freshman fifteen,” I said, wincing internally at the lameness of the comment.


  Claire looked down at her tray, which was replete with two burgers and an enormous plate of fries. “I think I’m going to put on the freshman forty-five.”


  “No way,” I said quickly. “You have a perfect body and an amazing metabolism.”


  Claire smiled at me. “Wow, that’s sweet. I wish my boyfriend could be that sweet.”


  Will frowned at her. “Your boyfriend isn’t sweet to you?”


  She shrugged and opened a ketchup packet. “Oh, he’s fine. We’re just having a thing.”


  “A thing?” Will asked.


  “It’s not important. So you have a game on Saturday, huh?”


  “We have a game every Saturday,” Will explained patiently.


  “Not everyone knows the ins and outs of the football program. You do know most people in Bracton aren’t jocks, right?”


  “I am aware of that fact.”


  “And yet you come here for dinner almost every night. Why aren’t you eating with the other jocks?”


  “This isn’t high school. We don’t have to eat by clique.”


  “But don’t you get sick of having to explain everything about your arcane existence to us?”


  “Football isn’t arcane. Music, on the other hand, is arcane.”


  “Music isn’t arcane.”


  “Are you kidding? You and Andre had a conversation about pentatonic scales yesterday that was totally incomprehensible.”


  “More incomprehensible than that football play you and Andre were talking about? With the inside and outside linebackers?”


  “What’s incomprehensible about that?”


  “Oh, please. You illustrated it on a napkin with all those X’s and O’s and lines going everywhere—”


  “Right. And reading sheet music is a piece of cake?”


  Jason leaned in closer and spoke in the neighborhood of my ear. “Have you noticed that Will and Claire have been arguing a lot lately?”


  His breath against my skin made me shiver. “I guess so.”


  “Methinks they both protest too much.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He leaned closer still, and now his arm moved from the back of my chair to drape over my shoulders.


  “I just think there’s something going on there.”


  It was hard to think with Jason so close. For some reason I kept conflating the feeling of his closeness now with the feeling of Sam’s closeness in the art studio, and I didn’t like it. Guys weren’t interchangeable, after all. I wished my body could pick one to react to and stick with it. And since my mind had chosen Jason as the guy I was interested in romantically, and placed Sam in the guy-I-used-to-hate-but-was-now-becoming-friends-with category—a rarefied category of one—I wished my body would get with the program.


  “Oh, I don’t think so,” I said, hoping my voice sounded natural. “Claire seems pretty into her boyfriend. And doesn’t Will have a girlfriend?”


  “Sure, back in Ohio or Indiana or whatever. But you don’t think being in a relationship means you stop being attracted to other people, do you? I mean, I have a girlfriend back home, too. She’s still in high school. But we agreed before I went to college that we’d see other people, so—”


  “Without breaking up? I mean… you’re still together?”


  “Yeah, we’re still a couple. But neither of us was naïve enough to think we wouldn’t want to date anyone else while we were three thousand miles apart.” He grinned at me. “So I’m available.”


  Jason was available.


  Okay, that was a come-on. Wasn’t it? It had to be.


  Which meant there was a response I could make that was cool and flirty and subtle and sexy. And I had about as much chance of coming up with it as Claire did of throwing a thirty-yard pass into the end zone.


  His arm was around my shoulders and his head was close to mine and my heart was going a mile a minute and it was hard to breathe normally. And then I saw Sam coming toward our table and I couldn’t breathe at all.


  Our eyes met, and he started to smile. Then he noticed Jason and he stopped smiling.


  He hesitated a moment. Then he deliberately took a left turn and headed for a different table.


  Or maybe he’d always meant to sit at that table and I was just imagining things.


  Maybe I was imagining that Jason was coming on to me, too.


  And maybe the problem was that I wasn’t capable of translating any of this, any more than Will could read music or Claire could understand football plays.


  I decided the safest thing to do was to bench myself until I had a better grip on things. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, glanced at the screen, and jumped to my feet.


  “I’ve got to take this call. Back in a minute.”


  I hurried out of the noisy dining hall while pretending to talk into my phone, keeping up the pretense until I was safe in the lobby. Then I stuck my phone in my pocket, leaned back against the wall, and wondered what the hell was wrong with me.


  Jason was cute and charming—at least in my opinion—and a talented musician. Something about him had appealed to me from the moment I first saw him. But of course he had his faults, like any human being, and one of them was a very short attention span.


  He was still involved with his high school girlfriend but apparently they hadn’t even considered staying exclusive. And according to Tamsin, he’d already hooked up with three different girls here at Hart.


  I might never get another chance like the one I’d just blown. By the time I felt comfortable enough to respond to his overtures, he might have moved onto another girl.


  My friends were always telling me to take more chances, be more spontaneous, live in the moment. My parents, too—especially Charlotte. The problem was, as soon as I was in an actual moment, I panicked.


  The guys who’d asked me out in high school hadn’t made me nervous. I hadn’t been crazy about any of them, for one thing… and they were kids I’d known for years. Because of that, and because we were still in high school, I never felt pressure to have sex or even go beyond kissing if I didn’t feel comfortable.


  This was different. This was college, and Jason was experienced. He would expect more than kissing.


  Of course I would never let a guy’s expectations make me do something I didn’t want to do. But having that conversation wouldn’t be fun, and I couldn’t imagine it would make him more interested in me.


  Unless I liked Jason enough to sleep with him.


  But how could I know that unless we actually went out?


  Then it occurred to me that he probably wasn’t looking to go out in the old-fashioned sense. He probably just wanted a hookup.


  Suddenly I saw our conversation that morning in a whole new light. I’d made such a point of being sex-positive… what if Jason thought I’d been coming on to him? That I was actually looking for a hookup?


  And then I had the most radical idea of all. I honestly did believe that if people wanted to hook up, they should hook up—provided that both parties wanted the same thing and took steps to protect against pregnancy and STDs. So why shouldn’t I benefit from my own philosophy and hook up with a guy if I wanted to?


  Jason had a girlfriend, after all. That pretty much ruled out the two-straws-in-one-milkshake going steady kind of dating. If I was really interested in him then hooking up was the only possibility, wasn’t it? Or a friends with benefits kind of arrangement? At least then I could get the whole losing-my-virginity thing over with.


  All at once I felt depressed, and confused, and way younger than eighteen.


  I didn’t want to just get my first time over with. I wanted it to be special.


  I went to the door of the dining hall and looked in. Jason was talking to Will, and—


  My stomach tightened. A few tables over, Mena was sitting next to Sam. She was trying to feed him a bite of something, but she was laughing so hard she was having trouble finding his mouth with her fork.


  I took a deep breath and went back to the lobby.


  I couldn’t go back into the dining hall. I wasn’t hungry anymore, and I didn’t want to deal with people. All I wanted to do was go back to my room and bury myself in a different time—the Civil War or the War of 1812. The comforting thing about historical conflicts was that they were all decided long ago, and the outcome was no longer in any doubt.


  I was still about ten feet from my door when I heard evidence of a more current conflict. Tamsin and Oscar were shouting, and it didn’t sound like they were close to a resolution.


  I set my jaw and kept going. I’d been pretty generous about giving them their space, all things considered, but tonight I wanted to spend time in my room. I didn’t want to go to the library or the common room or anywhere else.


  Before I reached the door Oscar burst through it, his expression furious and then embarrassed when he saw me standing there.


  “Hey, Rikki.”


  “Hey, Oscar.”


  “I said get out!”


  That was Tamsin’s voice, and at the sound of it Oscar’s face was all anger again.


  “Bye, Rikki.”


  “Bye, Oscar.”


  He blew down the hall and disappeared into the stairwell.


  I stepped into the room expecting to see Tamsin on her feet blazing with rage, but she was lying on her bed with her face buried in her pillow, sobbing wildly.


  I wasn’t sure what to do. I stood there for a few moments, waiting to see if she’d notice I was there, but when she didn’t I went over and sat on the edge of her bed. When that didn’t elicit a response I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed.


  She rolled over and stared up at me, her eyes red and swollen. Her mascara and eyeliner were running in streaks down her face and she looked completely miserable.


  This time I didn’t hesitate. I pulled her up to a sitting position and gave her a good hard hug.


  The sobbing started again and her head was on my shoulder. Between the snot-filled tears and the mascara-and-eyeliner mixture I could probably kiss my T-shirt goodbye, but I figured this was one of those times when human decency trumped crass materialism.


  “What happened?” I asked gently, once the crying had subsided to the hiccupping stage.


  “We broke up,” she said, her voice muffled against my shoulder.


  “But why? I thought things were going great between you guys.”


  “I thought so, too,” she said, pulling back and using the hem of her shirt to wipe her eyes. That didn’t improve things appearance-wise, but I didn’t think she cared about that right now.


  “So what happened?”


  She took in a lungful of air and let it out in an enormous gusting sigh.


  “I made the mistake I always make. I thought he could handle knowing about my sexual history.”


  “But… I don’t understand. He knew you weren’t a virgin, didn’t he?”


  Tamsin scooted back on the bed, propped her pillow against the headboard, and sat with her knees drawn up to her chin.


  “Of course he knew that. But today we were talking about exes, and he asked how many guys I’d been with. And then, like an idiot, I told him.”


  I still didn’t understand. “So what? How many guys have you been with?”


  “Twenty-three.”


  My mind reeled for a moment, but I recovered quickly.


  “Twenty-three. Well. There are lots of women out there who’ve been with more guys than that.”


  “Forty-year-olds, maybe.” She smiled a little. “Have I mentioned lately that I really like you, Rikki? You weren’t even fazed when I told you my number.”


  “I was a little fazed,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t change how I feel about you. Your sexual history is your sexual history. It’s a part of you. And if you like who you are now, you can’t hate anything that got you there—including your past.” That was something I’d heard Beth say once.


  “I like that,” Tamsin said. “It’s encouraging.”


  “One of my moms is a psychologist.”


  “No wonder you’ve got such a wise-beyond-your-years vibe.”


  “Me?” I snorted. “I just ducked out of the dining hall because I was feeling stupider-than-my-years. Or just younger-than-my-years, maybe. I don’t know anything about relationships, Tamsin. I’ve never been in one.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Seriously. I’ve dated, but I’ve never had an official boyfriend.”


  “Well, you must have had a few friendships. You’re really good at those.”


  “Thanks. Now finish telling me what happened with Oscar.”


  She ran both hands through her black hair, which was just starting to show a lighter brown at the roots. “I told him my number and he freaked out. He didn’t call me a slut or anything, but he said I must have been lying about how good the sex between us is.”


  “Were you?”


  “No! I totally wasn’t! He’s wonderful in bed. Which I told him. But then he asked if I ever faked orgasms with him, and—once again putting on my idiot suit—I told him the truth.”


  It was hard to imagine Tamsin pretending about anything. “You faked orgasms with Oscar?”


  “Once. One time, out of all the times, really early on. And I told him because I wanted to be honest and because I thought he would realize that it’s actually pretty fucking amazing that I only had to fake it once, and that was in the beginning, and now that he knows what I like and how to drive me crazy I’ve never had to fake anything. And I only faked it that first time because he actually gave a shit that I wasn’t coming, which was so sweet—and, frankly, so unusual—that I couldn’t stand to disappoint him.”


  “He didn’t get that when you told him?”


  Tamsin shook her head miserably as two tears welled up in her brown eyes.


  “No. He didn’t believe it was just once, and he—” She gulped. “It doesn’t matter. It just turned into a big shouting match, and we each said things, and now it’s over.”


  “It might not be over. I mean, unless you want it to be.”


  The tears rolled down her cheeks. “No,” she said. “I don’t want it to be over. But I’m pretty sure it is.” Her eyes widened. “Oh, shit.”


  “What?”


  “I have a class with him. Shit, shit, shit. Is it too late to drop the class?”


  I pulled out my phone and checked my “Important Dates” file.


  “You have one more week to drop classes without it showing up on your transcript. After that you have another month where you can petition to withdraw, but a W will show up on your transcript.” I looked up at Tamsin. “But I thought you said you really like that class?”


  She nodded. “I do.”


  “Well, then, why let some guy drive you out? Let Oscar drop it if he wants to. You didn’t do anything wrong. Why should you have to give up something you like after you’ve already put so much work into it?”


  Tamsin stared at me. “You know, you’re right. Why should I run around changing my whole life because he was an asshole?”


  “Exactly.”


  She shook her head slowly. “How can you be so smart about all this when you’ve never been in a relationship?”


  “My mom’s a psychologist, remember? She told me once never to make a major life decision because of a guy—at least not in college. She says the decisions you make when you’re young should be based on what’s best for you and your dreams. And I know for a fact that your drama class totally fits into your dreams. Doesn’t it? So don’t drop it.”


  “Okay. I won’t.” She winced. “But I don’t want to see him.”


  “I know. That part will suck for a while. But it’ll suck for him, too.”


  “God, I hope so.”


  * * *


  Later that night, as I was lying in bed trying to fall asleep, I thought about Tamsin and Oscar. Tamsin often seemed older than eighteen to me—or maybe just more experienced. But seeing her crying and devastated about her breakup reminded me of my friends in high school, whom I’d seen on many occasions crying and devastated by their breakups. Of course those lows were often followed by the giddy highs of falling in love with someone new—or getting back together with someone old—but whenever I handed Sharon or Melinda a tissue I was always secretly grateful I’d never fallen in love… or gotten my heart broken. One of my greatest fears was losing control in front of people, and getting your heart broken seems to make even the strongest woman lose control.


  Maybe that’s why I’d run out of the dining hall tonight. Maybe I just wasn’t ready for all that drama.


  Maybe I never would be.


  But the thought of dying alone—except for, say, the company of thirty cats—was a little depressing.


  Someday, I decided, I wanted a real relationship… like the one my parents had. But if I put everything on hold until I was past the drama stage—my thirties, maybe?—then I wouldn’t have a clue what I was doing. That was embarrassing enough as a college freshman. I had no desire to be a thirty-year-old virgin.


  Which brought me back to the just-get-it-over-with idea.


  Could Jason be the guy for that? On paper, he seemed perfect—I was attracted to him, and since he had a girlfriend it would be clear going into it that things couldn’t get serious. Maybe that would protect me from the kind of heartbreak that leads to sobbing hysterically in front of other people.


  But if I was thinking about guys in nonexclusive relationships, then what about…


  Sam.


  My heart beat faster and I moved restlessly under the covers.


  Sam?


  Sam.


  We were both virgins, which could be good and bad. Good because we’d be helping each other with the same getting-it-over-with issue. Bad because neither one of us would know what we were doing. At least if I did it with Jason, one person in the bed would have a clue.


  I flashed back to Sam’s hands on me in the art studio. Somehow, even though he was a virgin, I didn’t think sex with Sam would be all awkwardness. There’d also be… heat. And desire. And…


  Oh my God. I was hot and bothered. I was thinking about Sam and getting hot and bothered.


  So could I imagine myself going to Sam and asking—


  No!


  Sam was starting to be someone I really wanted in my life. Someone who could be a real friend.


  As I’d just seen in action with Tamsin, sex and romance turned everything into a big soggy mess. Sam was a person I could talk to, someone whose mind worked in interesting ways, someone whose perspective on life I wanted to know more about. That was a lot more rare and precious than a guy I could have sex with.


  I could have sex with anyone—physically, at least. But there weren’t that many guys in the world I could really talk to, and I wasn’t going to mess that up with sex. If I decided I absolutely had to lose my virginity I’d find some other way to do it.


  Having decided that important question, I was finally able to fall asleep.



  


  Chapter Ten


  By the time Friday rolled around, I could hardly wait for my modeling session with Sam.


  Not because I was eager to parade around in my bathing suit again, but because Sam had been avoiding me ever since that night in the dining hall, and I wanted reassurance that things between us were okay.


  I was so anxious that I arrived at the studio fifteen minutes early, expecting to have to wait out in the hall, but Sam was already inside working.


  As soon as he saw me he threw a towel over the clay. Apparently I still wasn’t allowed to see the work in progress.


  “You’re early,” he said.


  “Do you want me to come back?”


  “No, of course not. This way we can finish sooner… if you want to.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I mean, whatever works for you. I don’t mind staying longer if you get into an artistic groove or something.”


  He looked at me quizzically. “That’s nice of you.”


  “You sound surprised. And yet I’m widely regarded as a nice person.”


  That made him smile, which I was glad to see. I’d missed his smile.


  “Sorry. I just thought you might have a date, with it being Friday night and all.”


  “A date?”


  “Yeah. With Jason.”


  “Why would you think that?”


  Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. You seemed pretty cozy the other night in the dining hall.”


  “I knew it!”


  He stared at me. “What are you talking about?”


  “I knew you were avoiding me because of that. But why?”


  Sam’s mouth opened and then closed again. I didn’t think he’d been expecting me to address the issue so directly.


  “I haven’t been avoiding you.”


  I sat down on the stage. “Yes, you have. What about English class yesterday? T.J. said something even stupider than usual, and when I looked over at you wouldn’t look back at me.”


  There was a short silence.


  “Okay,” he said after a moment. “Maybe you’re right. The truth is, I don’t think Jason’s good enough for you and it bugs me to see you with him.”


  A rush of warmth went through me. That was sweet. Really sweet. Except—


  “But you were the one who asked me why I hadn’t done anything about it if I was interested in him.”


  “So I’m inconsistent.” He made a dismissive gesture. “‘A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.’”


  “Don’t quote Emerson at me. What changed?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. Now that you’re with him, I guess I—”


  “I’m not with him.”


  “But—”


  “That night in the dining hall was him, not me. And I ran away right after you saw us.”


  His eyebrows went up. “You ran away? Why?”


  “I’m not completely sure, to be honest. I do like him, but he has a girlfriend, and it just seemed… I don’t know, complicated. So I panicked. Anyway, when I thought about it, I decided I don’t want to date anyone right now. I’d rather settle in at Hart and focus on my work. I don’t want to be distracted, and I don’t want to turn into a big crying mess when I get my heart broken, and I want to focus on friendships.” I took a deep breath. “Friendships, good. Relationships, messy.”


  A corner of his mouth lifted. “Okay,” he said. “Good to know. So, should we get started?”


  “Sure.”


  I was less embarrassed stripping down to my suit and getting into position this time, because I’d done it before. Once I was lying down Sam compared my pose to the picture he’d taken on Tuesday, and then he came over and adjusted me a little bit, turning my shoulders slightly and pulling my arm forward.


  I was prepared for my body’s reaction to his touch, and I’d inoculated myself by reading up on the chemistry of attraction.


  In the T-shirt study of the 90s, for example, researchers learned a lot about the way pheromones influence sexual attraction by having a bunch of women smell the T-shirts of different men. One of the things they discovered was the women often preferred the scents of men whose immune systems were most different from their own. Apparently this makes sense evolutionarily-speaking, because a child produced by parents with two different immune systems will be protected from more pathogens and thus have a better chance of surviving.


  Which is all very well if you’re looking for a mate with the intention of procreating, but an eighteen-year-old in the 21st century doesn’t need to think about propagating the species when she dates. So if my physical attraction to Sam was my body’s way of telling me our DNA would combine to make a genetically healthy kid, that wasn’t really relevant to me at this point and I should have no trouble overriding it with the more pertinent fact that I wanted a friendship with Sam, not a romantic relationship.


  So when Sam put his warm, strong hands on me, I was mentally prepared to ignore the goose bumps that swept over my skin and the electric surge that made my heart beat faster.


  My pulse settled back down once Sam finished with me and started working, and the silence between us was friendly and comfortable.


  I started to think about the coming weekend. My parents were coming out to visit and I was trying to decide what to do with them. Of course I’d give them the campus tour and introduce them to my friends, but what about meals? Drake was a smallish city but it had some great restaurants, and I wanted to take Beth and Charlotte someplace they’d love… especially since they’d be paying. Maybe that place on Chestnut Street? Or maybe—


  Sam’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “So, since we’re friends, do you mind if I ask you something?”


  I blinked. “Sure. Go ahead.”


  “Why history?”


  “Why does it exist? Well, Sam, there’s this whole space-time continuum thing. I’d explain it to you but the math might be over your head.”


  “Funny. I mean, why do you want to major in history?”


  When most people asked questions like that I got the idea they weren’t really interested in the answer—or if they were, they were looking for a superficial, one-sentence kind of answer. But when Sam asked, I got the sense he really wanted to know, even if the answer took a paragraph or even an essay.


  “A lot of reasons. I mean, I’ve always loved history. When I was in third grade I got obsessed with those biographies for kids. The skinny paperbacks with the blue covers? Beth got me the whole series—Harriet Tubman and Abraham Lincoln and Eleanor Roosevelt and a bunch of others. That got me started with history, and as I got older I stayed interested. I think it’s because it’s so hard to understand anything that’s happening now. We’re in the middle of it, and it’s hard to get perspective. Everything’s pressing on you and decisions have to be made and you never have all the information, just pieces of it. But with history, it feels like you have a chance to actually make sense of the human condition.”


  “I get that. You like having some distance from things.”


  “I do. Don’t you?”


  “Yeah. Too much, sometimes. I mean, it’s good to have perspective, but intellectual distance can be a way to avoid experiencing actual life. My dad was like that, and my mom used to say that marrying her was the only crazy, illogical thing he ever did. She used to say he looked at the world the way a person looks at a map of Vermont. It’s accurate in one sense, right? I mean, once you take scale into account, it’s an exact representation of the state of Vermont. But you don’t want to confuse it for the real thing, because if you do that you’re misusing the map. It’s not supposed to be a substitution for reality. Vermont isn’t two-dimensional. It’s not twenty-four inches by thirty-six inches. The highways aren’t blue and the secondary roads aren’t red. You know?”


  “A map isn’t the real thing. Sure.”


  “But if you let yourself believe it is, you might fool yourself into thinking you don’t have to actually visit Vermont to experience Vermont. You can read about it in books, and study maps, and watch movies set in Vermont or whatever. But the only way to truly experience Vermont is to go to Vermont. And when you do that, you don’t have the same perspective as when you’re looking at a map. I mean, let’s say you’re standing under a maple tree in Vermont. You can’t see all the lakes and mountains and highways all at once, like you can when you’re looking at a map or a satellite photo or whatever. But you’re experiencing Vermont in a real way, a way that can’t be felt in a map or from a plane or in a book. You’re smelling the air, and walking on the earth, and hearing the birds and the wind in the trees and seeing the maple leaves in all their shades of red and gold. Do you know what I mean?”


  I did. “Yes.”


  “Well, I tend to be a map kind of person, and my dad was, too. He used to say that my mom saved him from living in his head. He was a chemist, and he said if it weren’t for my mom and me and my sister he would never have left his lab. He would have set up a cot there, plugged in a refrigerator, and called it a day. Even with us around it was hard for him to connect to real life sometimes.”


  “What do you mean? How?”


  “Well.” He paused. “One time, back when he was sick but still living at home, he was sitting at the kitchen table while I was chopping vegetables for a salad—tomatoes and peppers and onions. We’d just gotten a new prognosis that day and it wasn’t good. I was crying, and trying to keep my father from seeing I was crying, but eventually he noticed. He got a sketchpad and told me to sit next to him, and he drew a diagram of the human eye, a picture of an onion, and a bunch of different molecules. ‘It’s the syn-propanethial-S-oxide that does the mischief,’ he said. ‘It gets released into the air when you slice open an onion and expose its insides. See that molecule there? That molecule is the reason you’re crying.’”


  A little shiver went through me. After a moment, I noticed that my eyes were wet.


  I hoped Sam didn’t notice. “You must miss him a lot.”


  “Sometimes I miss him so much it’s like a big hole has been kicked through me. But other times, I forget. Once I went half a day without thinking of my dad once. When I realized it, I felt so guilty… like I’d dishonored his memory or something.”


  I thought about it. “But that doesn’t really make sense. Before your dad got sick you didn’t think of him all the time, did you? And if you were away from home, like with friends or at camp or something, there’d be plenty of times you weren’t thinking about your parents—unless something reminded you of them. So why should it be different now? Your dad is still a part of your life, but not all the time. Like before.”


  Sam was quiet for a moment. “I never thought of it like that, but you’re right.”


  “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Sure.”


  “Is that whole intellectual distance thing the reason you want to study engineering? I mean, you’re smart enough to major in something abstract like math or theoretical physics or whatever, but engineering seems more concrete. Is that why you’re studying it? So you stay grounded in real life?”


  Sam didn’t answer right away, and I wondered if I’d offended him somehow.


  “Did I say something wrong?”


  “No,” he said. “I’m just surprised. That’s exactly why I’m studying engineering. Mechanical engineering, in fact. That’s why I’m taking sculpture, too. I want to make things and not just think about things.” There was a short pause. “Speaking of sculpture, I’ve hit a rough patch and I have to stop talking for a while. Is that okay?”


  “Of course. What’s the rough patch?”


  “Your hips.”


  “Huh. Are they too big or too small or something? Please feel free to use artistic license and make them look better than they do in real life.”


  “Are you kidding? Your hips are perfect. I’m just having trouble translating them into clay. So I have to concentrate.”


  “Okay. I’ll shut up now.”


  I was actually glad for the chance to shut up, because I needed quiet to deal with the idea that my hips were perfect.


  I decided that Sam was crazy, but I also decided I wouldn’t try to change his mind. It was nice to think that he was walking around under the delusion that my hips were perfect.


  * * *


  The next morning I was up early cleaning our room while Tamsin slept. Except for her dirty laundry, which I kicked under her bed, the place was spotless by the time I finished.


  It was only nine o’clock and my parents weren’t getting here until ten. I was wondering if I should go downstairs for breakfast or to the coffee kiosk on campus, where they made a truly awesome mocha latte, when my phone rang.


  It was Charlotte. “Hey, there, college girl.”


  “Hey, mom. Are you guys on the road?”


  “Actually, sweetie… I’m afraid we won’t be able to come this weekend. Would it be all right if we rescheduled?”


  After Sam had talked about his dad yesterday I was predisposed to paranoia. “Oh my God. Is one of you sick?”


  “No, no, nothing like that. We’re both completely fine, I promise.”


  “Oh. Well, then, what happened?”


  Charlotte hesitated. “Something came up. It’s rather complicated, so we’ll tell you all about it when we see you in person. How would next weekend be?”


  Next weekend was earmarked for midterm prep.


  “Could you come the weekend after that?”


  “Of course. We’ll see you then, Rikki. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  I now had a free weekend on my hands, which would probably have made most college kids ecstatic. But I loved my moms and I missed them, and the truth was, I’d really been looking forward to their visit.


  “If they’re not coming, could you get my laundry out from under the bed, please? I’m out of clean shirts and I’m going to have to resort to a slightly dirty one.”


  Tamsin was sitting up with her blanket over her knees. She was still woebegone from her breakup with Oscar, and the sight of her sad, makeup-free face filled me with sudden energy.


  “You’re not putting on a dirty shirt. We’re doing laundry right now.”


  “Laundry? It’s nine o’clock on a Saturday morning. I should be asleep.”


  “But you’re not—and everyone else is. All the washers and dryers will be free. Let’s go.”


  She did a little more protesting but she was too demoralized to put up a real fight, and I got her down to the laundry room in ten minutes.


  “I hate morning people,” she grumbled, trying to get the change machine to accept her five dollar bill.


  “I know.”


  “That includes you.”


  “I know.”


  The machine finally took her crumpled bill and spewed forth a stream of quarters.


  “I don’t really hate you,” she said, making her T-shirt into a hammock and shoveling quarters into it. “I’m just grumpy.”


  “I know.”


  She carried her quarters over to the washers and put them in the slots of two machines. “I thought I would hate you when we first met. We’re so different, you know? But now I kind of love you.”


  “You need soap,” I reminded her.


  “Oh, right.”


  She used four of her quarters to get two boxes of detergent from the dispenser on the wall. She brought them over to the washers and started to dump her clothes in, but I stopped her.


  “You should put the soap in first, then start the washers so the soap can dissolve in the water. Then you put your laundry in and let the cycle finish. That way you won’t get those clumps of detergent on your clothes.”


  “Wow, that’s smart.” She did it that way, added her clothes after a few minutes, and then sat down on one of the plastic chairs to wait. “Do you ever wish you were a lesbian?”


  “All the time,” I said.


  “I mean, all my best friends are women. Women are awesome. I’d be crazy not to want to spend the rest of my life with a woman.”


  “That’s not the way to look at it. Beth told me not to think about who you’d want to spend your life with or be in a relationship with, but who you’d want to have a one-night stand with. Not that she was encouraging me to have one-night stands, but she said it’s a good way to tap into your sexual identity. You said you’d want to spend your life with a woman, but would you have a one-night stand with a woman?”


  “Definitely not.”


  “Well, then, you’re probably straight. Sorry.”


  Tamsin sighed. “It sucks to be straight.”


  “It sucks worse to be gay,” I said, thinking about my parents’ coming-out stories.


  “You’re right. I know it does. I guess we always think someone else has it easier, huh?” Tamsin sighed again. “What I meant to say is that relationships suck.”


  “You know, I hear that a lot.” I grinned at her. “That’s why it’s good to have friends.”



  


  Chapter Eleven


  Tuesday afternoon was my next session in the art studio, and I was putting on my bathing suit and congratulating myself on how comfortable I felt with this whole thing now when my phone rang.


  It was Sam. “I have a favor to ask you.”


  “Shoot.”


  “Okay, so… you know how I hit a rough patch last time?”


  “My hips? Sure, I remember.”


  “Well, I’m going to be working there again today, and on your stomach, and—”


  “If you want me to develop washboard abs by four o’clock you’re out of luck.”


  “Will you cut that out? Your stomach is perfect.”


  First my hips, now my stomach. I was starting to like this whole modeling thing.


  “Okay¸ then, what’s the favor?”


  “It’s just… your bathing suit. It’s a one-piece, and it kind of… it doesn’t… conform to your body exactly.”


  “What do you mean? Of course it conforms to my body.”


  “Not exactly. Where you’re curved, for example, it kind of… stretches from curve to curve instead of following the line of your body. Not a lot, or anything, but—”


  “I’m not going nude, Sam. Not unless you go nude too.”


  “I’m not saying nude. I’m just wondering if maybe you have a two-piece bathing suit? Just while I’m working on your stomach and, uh, torso area.”


  I didn’t have a two-piece, and I was about to say so when I thought of something.


  “I might be able to figure something out. See you at four.”


  “Okay. Thanks, Rikki.”


  I didn’t have a bikini, but I did have bra and panty sets. Wasn’t that like a bikini, at least in terms of skin coverage? And I could bring my one-piece as a backup in case it was too embarrassing to pose in my underwear in front of Sam.


  It shouldn’t be embarrassing, I reminded myself. We were just friends. He was with Mena. And it was all for the sake of art.


  Maybe if I kept on repeating those things, I could drown out the voice inside my head—the one telling me this was my chance to make Sam Payne eat his words.


  If you model for me, it’ll just be about the sculpture. I won’t be distracted by anything else.


  Go ahead, the voice whispered. Distract the crap out of him.


  The question was, which bra and panty set? Whichever one was most like a bikini, probably. Plain cotton in some dark color, blue or black or—


  I’d been rooting around in my underwear drawer, and now I paused. There at the bottom was my graduation gift from Sharon. Our present to each other had been to go into a fancy lingerie store, the kind where they measure you to make sure you really do know your correct bra size, and buy each other whatever we wanted.


  Sharon had bought me this.


  It was so perfect and beautiful I hadn’t even worn it yet. The tag was still on, attached by a tiny gold safety pin.


  It was beige lace and fit me perfectly. The color was so near to my natural skin tone that was as close to wearing nothing as I could get.


  Which would be ideal for an art modeling situation. Right?


  I undid the little gold safety pin and removed the price tag. Then I shed my clothes and tried on the set.


  There was a full-length mirror on the back of our closet door, and I went over to look at myself.


  It was definitely the nicest lingerie I’d ever owned. It really fit, for one thing. When the saleswoman had measured me it turned out I was a 32C, not a 34B as I’d always thought, and it really had made a difference. This bra cupped my breasts like it was in love with them, and the lace was so soft it felt like butterfly wings against my skin.


  The panties were nice, too. They were bikini-style and fairly skimpy, which would serve the interests of art, but they weren’t racy or anything. They covered my whole butt since I refused to wear thongs, and even though they were flattering they didn’t look like they were trying too hard. The bra and panties together just looked like what they were: beautiful, well-made, elegant lingerie.


  The only question was, did I have the guts to wear this in front of Sam?


  Yes. I did. Because friends, and also because art.


  And not at all because I wanted to prove that I could distract him.


  Sam was there before me again, already in his swim trunks. He was standing with his back to me and he didn’t hear me come in, which meant I had a few seconds to look at him before he knew I was there.


  I wasn’t a sculptor, but it would have been hard to imagine a male body more worthy of being immortalized in clay or stone or marble than Sam’s.


  After a moment I cleared my throat.


  “Hey,” he said, turning around. “Did you find a two-piece bathing suit?”


  “Yeah, about that—”


  He jumped in before I could finish. “You know what? It’s okay. I was thinking about it before you got here and I’ll be fine working with the one-piece. You don’t have to—”


  “But I did. I mean, I found something that’s just as good. If it won’t embarrass you.”


  “Embarrass me?”


  “It’s… well… it’s underwear.” I went on in a rush. “It’s a bra and panty set, which is exactly like a bikini if you think about it. I brought the one-piece as a backup in case it’s too weird. Okay?”


  “I guess…” He paused. “I mean…” He paused again. “If you’re really okay with that…”


  “I am. Or at least I think I am. How about you keep your back turned until I get into position?”


  “Of course,” he said, turning around immediately.


  I wasted no time slipping out of my sweats and T-shirt and getting the stage set up. I got myself into position, took a few deep breaths and said, “Okay, I’m ready.”


  I was very grateful to be staring up at the ceiling when Sam turned around, because I didn’t want to see him when he saw me. This whole thing was awkward enough without adding eye contact into the mix.


  When the silence had stretched out for what seemed like a long time I said, “Okay, now I’m nervous. Is this all right?”


  I heard his throat clear.


  “Yeah, it’s… yeah.”


  I waited to see if he’d provide any more information than that, but he didn’t. When I heard the scrape of the chair I knew he was starting to work, so I figured everything was all right.


  I was piercingly aware of my body. The temperature of the room was fine, not too hot or cold, but I was sensitive to every draft, feeling the air against my skin like a touch.


  “Rikki?”


  “Yes?”


  “I need to adjust you. Your position is a little off.”


  “Oh.”


  “Or I could try to talk you through it. If you turn your shoulders a little to the—”


  “No, it’s fine. It’ll be easier if you do it.”


  “All right.”


  I could hear him crossing the room toward me, and my heart started to beat faster. Was he seeing me as an inanimate object, a still-life he was sculpting into clay, or a flesh-and-blood girl?


  He came into my field of vision and I blinked up at him. He was frowning a little, his brows drawn together, and his eyes didn’t meet mine.


  His hands on my shoulders should have been familiar, since this was the third time we’d done this. But it felt like the first time he’d ever touched me.


  His palms felt cool, or maybe my skin was warm. When he was done adjusting my shoulders his right hand moved to my left wrist, sliding down my arm to get there.


  I stopped breathing.


  He hadn’t done that before. Had he? I was almost positive that the other two times his hand had lifted completely off my shoulder before settling on my wrist.


  This time his hand moved down my arm in one long, slow stroke.


  My stomach muscles tightened.


  The brush of his palm against my bare skin made me quiver. I tingled all over, not just where he was touching me, and low in my belly and between my legs there was a warm, restless ache.


  My eyes had been on his face this whole time, because he wasn’t looking at me at all. But now, after he moved my arm into the position he wanted, his eyes met mine.


  I wasn’t ready for it. I could feel my face—my whole body, really—turn scarlet.


  It didn’t last long. Sam let go of my wrist and backed away, out of my field of vision, and my body went slowly back to normal.


  Neither one of us said a word the whole rest of the session. Finally Sam said, “Okay, all set,” and when I sat up I saw he had his head down, focused on arranging the damp towel over his project. I pulled on my clothes and got the stage cleared and it wasn’t until I was halfway out the door that I called out, “See you later, Sam.”


  He muttered something back, but I was moving too fast to hear what it was.


  * * *


  Two days later, Tamsin and Oscar got back together.


  Oscar wasn’t my favorite person on the planet, but he and Tamsin looked so radiant with joy as they sat across from me in the dining hall that I couldn’t help being happy for them. And that was the reason—or at least so I told myself—for the offer I made as we were eating dessert.


  “Do you guys want me to ask Sam if I can stay there tonight?”


  My suggestion was met with enthusiastic assent, and since Sam wasn’t in the dining hall I pulled out my phone to call him.


  “Hey, Rikki. What’s up?”


  “I have a big favor to ask you. Tamsin and Oscar are once again an item, and I was thinking about giving them the room tonight if you don’t mind me staying with you.”


  I held my breath, but he answered right away.


  “Sure, that’s no problem. I’m happy for Tamsin.”


  “Me, too.”


  “I thought you weren’t crazy about Oscar?”


  “Yes, they’re right here.”


  “Oops. I’ll ask again when I see you tonight.”


  “That’s great. Thanks, Sam.”


  Tamsin and Oscar were already celebrating.


  “No smoking,” I reminded them as I slid my phone back into my pocket.


  “Not a puff,” Tamsin assured me. “We promise.”


  * * *


  About an hour later I knocked on Sam’s door. I’d packed a bag, this time—or rather my backpack, so it wouldn’t look like I was moving in—with pajamas and clothes for tomorrow and toiletries and books.


  “Sorry about the call before,” he said when he let me in. “I didn’t realize you were right there with them. So are you really happy about this?”


  “I really am,” I said as I sat down on the bed I was starting to think of as mine. “I mean, yes, Oscar’s not the guy I would pick for Tamsin if I was in charge of her life, which thank God I’m not, but he seems to make her happy, so I’m happy for her.”


  “That’s one of the things I like about you,” Sam said.


  I pulled out my laptop and my astronomy text book. “What is?”


  “You’re not judgmental. You’re opinionated, but even when you disagree with someone you don’t judge.”


  “I don’t know about that. It’s hard to be completely non-judgmental. I’m sure I’m not perfect in that regard.” I paused. “Do you think you’re judgmental?”


  “Hell, yes. It’s one of my many flaws.”


  His phone buzzed, and when he saw the screen he grinned. He tapped something in and then put it aside again.


  “Text?” I couldn’t help asking, even though it was none of my business.


  He nodded. “Mena’s reminding me to bring my toothbrush. Izzy’s gone home for a few days and Mena’s got the room to herself. She invited me up there, so you have yourself a single tonight.”


  I was very, very glad that he turned away toward his desk just then. Because for the first few seconds after he delivered that news, I was sure my face showed exactly how unwelcome it was.


  By the time he turned around again I had my expression under control—or at least I hoped I did.


  “I know you’ll enjoy the peace and quiet,” he said, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. “I’ll be back early in the morning, but I’ll try not to wake you if you’re still asleep.”


  “Okay.”


  He crossed the room to the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. “Are you good? Do you have everything you need?”


  “I’m good.”


  “Have a good night, Rikki.”


  “You, too.”


  Once the door closed behind him I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was a knot of pain inside of me and I was determined to ignore it.


  I made myself write an essay about comets through sheer force of will. But during the hour it took me, the solitude that Sam had thought was such a gift—one introvert to another, I guess?—pressed on me like the weight of the earth above you when you’re deep underground.


  I managed to finish the essay somehow, congratulating myself on my self-discipline as I closed my laptop. Still calling on self-discipline, I grabbed my toiletry bag and went to the bathroom to brush my teeth, doing an exceptionally thorough job.


  But once I was back in Sam’s room I could no longer keep the thought-demons at bay. Images flooded my mind—images of Sam and Mena together upstairs.


  There was a good chance that Sam would lose his V-card tonight.


  Maybe he was losing it right now. Like, right this second.


  I had to stop thinking about this. It was time to get into bed, pull up a favorite book on my phone, and try to lose myself in a fictional world. Middle-earth, Hogwarts… any place would be better than here.


  But when I reached into my backpack for my pajamas, I discovered that I’d packed the top but not the bottoms.


  I remembered that Sam kept his pajamas in the bottom drawer of his bureau. I was sure he wouldn’t mind if I borrowed them again.


  When I pulled that drawer open, it was full of seasonal clothes. Shorts from the summer past and wool sweaters for the winter to come, along with gloves and hats and scarves.


  Not finding the pajamas right away, I rooted around to the very bottom. When my fingers touched something smooth I pushed a sweater aside to see what it was.


  I froze.


  It was a porn magazine. Not one of the hardcore ones, but definitely porn.


  Of course I wasn’t completely naïve. I took it for granted that guys looked at porn online and in magazines and wherever else it was available, and even though I’d never connected Sam with porn in my mind one dirty magazine wouldn’t have been enough to shock me.


  No. What shocked me was the item next to the magazine.


  My panties.


  I recognized them instantly. They were the pair that had gone missing last summer—white cotton bikinis with purple polka dots.


  My mind was reeling. Amid the tumult, one thought emerged: Sam could never, ever find out I’d been in this drawer. If he did I would die, and eighteen was too young to die.


  With shaking hands I replaced everything as perfectly as I could. Then I shut the drawer and walked back to the bed, changed into my pajama top, and slid under the covers.


  Sam had taken my panties. That day last spring, when he was alone in my room before I came up, he’d seen my open underwear drawer and taken a pair of my panties.


  My face burned but my hands were icy cold. I put my palms on my cheeks to warm them.


  Sam masturbated with my panties. Sam masturbated with my panties.


  At least, I assumed he did. I mean, why the hell else would you take a girl’s underwear? And even if he didn’t actually use them to masturbate—as that thought crossed my mind, so did the searing image of Sam lying naked in bed, my panties wrapped around his penis and his hand wrapped around both—there could only be one reason to keep a pair of my underwear in the bottom of a drawer along with a porn mag.


  They turned him on.


  I turned him on.


  Unless… was it possible that any girl’s panties would have done? That he’d grabbed mine that day because they were accessible? That someone else’s would serve the purpose just as well, or better?


  But if that were true, he’d have a pair of Mena’s underwear too. Right?


  Then again, maybe he did. I hadn’t explored every inch of that drawer, after all. Maybe he had a whole collection of panties in there. Maybe—


  The sound of a key in the lock interrupted my thoughts. I jerked up to a sitting position and swiveled my head, and in the next moment Sam was standing in the doorway.



  


  Chapter Twelve


  I was worried that guilty knowledge radiated from my very pores. When Sam didn’t say anything right away, I was sure of it.


  But then I noticed the look on his face. Something had happened, and it didn’t have anything to do with me.


  “Are you all right?” I asked.


  “Mena and I broke up.”


  He closed the door behind him, crossed the room to his bed, and lay down on it with his forearm covering his eyes.


  In the quiet that followed, I watched Sam’s chest rise and fall as he breathed.


  I was trying to make sense of my feelings. How could I have two contradictory emotions at once? I hated to see Sam hurting… but a part of me was fiercely glad that he and Mena weren’t together anymore.


  I tried to stifle the second thing and focus on the first.


  “I’m sorry,” I said after a moment. “Are you okay?”


  He took his arm away from his face and turned his head to look at me.


  “My heart’s not broken if that’s what you mean.”


  Okay, that was a good thing. Right?


  I tried to feel my way through this. “Does that mean the breakup was mutual?”


  Sam sat up in bed and scrubbed his face with his hands. “No, it wasn’t mutual. I broke up with her.”


  I waited, but no more information was forthcoming.


  Sam leaned back against the wall, his eyes closed and his jaw tight. I stared at him a moment before asking, “Did something happen? I mean… it seemed like everything was fine when you left here to go up to her room. Did you guys have a fight?”


  When the silence that followed my question stretched out a good ten seconds, I spoke again.


  “It’s none of my business. Forget I—”


  “I invited her to my house next month for Thanksgiving. She’s not going back to England until Christmas break, and I thought she might get a little lonely here with most of the students gone home.”


  And that had led to a breakup?


  “That was really nice of you,” I said tentatively. “I mean… wasn’t it?”


  He shrugged. “Mena didn’t think so. She reminded me that she’s not looking for anything serious and that she’s seeing other people. She also told me she doesn’t want to be with someone possessive.”


  “Possessive? Because you asked her to Thanksgiving dinner?”


  “Yeah.” He paused. “I don’t think I was being possessive, but I was asking Mena for something she doesn’t want to give. And I finally realized that neither of us is going to change. I’ll never be interested in an open relationship, or any of the things Mena’s looking for. I think she’s great, and I admire her for being so open about her sexuality and what she wants. I just don’t want the same things.”


  There was a funny blockage in my throat that made it hard to speak. But I took a deep breath and then another, swallowed hard, and asked:


  “What do you want?”


  Another silence. This one went on even longer, but there was no way I was going to interrupt it.


  “I don’t know,” he said after a minute. “But whatever it is, it’ll be one-on-one.”


  Then he swung his legs over the side of his bed and got to his feet. “I’m starting to think you have the right idea.”


  “I do?”


  He nodded. “Friendships good, relationships messy.”


  “Oh. Right.” My heart sank, and I told myself not to be an idiot.


  He grabbed the backpack he’d dropped on the floor. “I’ll be right back.”


  When he returned, he was wearing his sweatpants and T-shirt. He dropped the backpack again, got into bed, and reached for the light. “Is it okay if I turn this off? Or do you want to read in bed or something?”


  “No, I’m good.”


  “Okay.” The light went off. “Good night, Rikki.”


  “Good night.”


  Silence fell.


  After a moment I glanced over at the other bed and saw Sam’s silhouette in the darkness. He was lying on his right side, facing away from me.


  I turned onto my right side, too, and looked at him.


  I’d learned two things tonight, and my mind veered from one to the other.


  The first was that Sam and Mena had broken up.


  The second was that Sam kept a pair of my panties in his drawer.


  Maybe he’d put them there at the beginning of the semester and hadn’t looked at them since. Maybe he’d forgotten they were even there.


  But at some point, at least, he’d thought of me in a sexual way.


  I’d read somewhere that men have a sexual thought every seven seconds, but I’d never understood how that could possibly be true. How could you function? How could you get anything done? I could go without having a sexual thought for hours. Maybe days.


  But now sex was all I could think about.


  Whatever else these thoughts were, they were not conducive to sleep. I’d never felt more wide awake in my life.


  Finally I couldn’t stand it anymore.


  “Sam?” I whispered.


  The shadowy bulk of him stirred in bed. “Yeah?”


  “Are you awake? I mean, awake enough for me to ask you a question?”


  Sam shifted onto his back and then onto his other side, facing me. “Sure.”


  I was glad the lights were out. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. But… I was wondering. Did you…”


  I stopped, and after a few seconds Sam prompted me. “Did I what?”


  “Did you and Mena have sex?”


  As soon as the words were out I covered my face with my hands. “Oh God, forget I asked that. It’s none of my—”


  “No,” he said. “We didn’t have sex. We might have tonight, but…”


  “But you broke up.”


  “Right.”


  Silence fell. The darkness and quiet seemed to wrap us in a kind of intimacy.


  “Is it ever hard for you?” I asked after a moment.


  “Is what hard?”


  “Being a virgin.”


  It was hard to tell in the shadows, but I thought Sam was trying not to smile. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”


  “Of course. I mean of course not.”


  “Why are you asking me this? What is it you want to know?”


  I thought about it. “I guess… I always assumed the raging hormone thing was worse for guys than girls. And I know you dated in high school, so…”


  “So why am I still a virgin?”


  “Yes.”


  “One person wanting sex doesn’t mean sex happens. I wanted to sleep with Felicia junior year, but she wasn’t ready.”


  I remembered Felicia. She and Sam had been a pretty sweet couple, actually. Maybe they’d still be together if she hadn’t moved away after junior year. “But you wanted to?”


  “Hell, yes. But there were two people involved.”


  I thought about that. “Was the situation ever reversed?”


  “Once. I went out with a girl the summer before senior year who wanted to sleep with me.”


  “But you didn’t? Why not?”


  “I wasn’t feeling it. I kept thinking I would, but I never did. We broke up after a few weeks.” He paused. “That was the summer my dad got diagnosed. It might have had something to do with that.”


  “You didn’t date much senior year,” I remembered.


  “No. Too much on my mind, I guess.”


  I was quiet for a moment. “I hope I don’t sound like… I don’t mean to imply… that is, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being a virgin. Obviously. I mean, I haven’t had sex yet either.”


  “Why haven’t you?”


  “Why haven’t I had sex?”


  “Yeah.”


  It was a fair question, considering I’d asked him the same thing—and considering he’d answered me. I thought about it for a minute, wanting to be as honest as I could.


  “I’m not sure,” I said finally. “Sometimes I think I want my first time to be special, and with someone I love. A part of me wants to hold out for that.” I took a breath. “But other times I think I just want to get it over with. With someone who really knows what they’re doing, you know? Like a male prostitute. Sometimes I fantasize that I hire this gorgeous male prostitute and we have amazing sex which no one ever does their first time, and then it turns out he wasn’t really a male prostitute at all but just a guy who saw me in a café and was smitten, and when he overheard me talking about my male prostitute plan he used it as a ploy to get me into bed.”


  “Wow. That’s a really elaborate fantasy.”


  “It’s the product of years of reading romance novels.”


  “Huh. So you don’t want your first time to be with someone inexperienced?”


  My face felt hot. “It could be awkward,” I said after a moment. “But what about you?” I went on quickly. “Wouldn’t you rather have your first time be with someone who can guide you around the curves?”


  “I guess there would be advantages to that, sure. But I also like the idea of two people having their first time together. I think if they were in love… and both of them were ready… then it could be kind of amazing. Not perfect, but amazing.”


  My eyes had adjusted to the darkness and I could see Sam more clearly. His face was really handsome at night. Of course it was nice in the daytime, too, but at night his bone structure seemed almost… I don’t know, noble or something.


  When he lay on his side like that his shoulders looked really broad. The covers were down around his waist, and I could see his upper body distinctly. Even under his T-shirt every muscle was defined. Arms, shoulders, chest, abs…


  I remembered what Mena had said about him. The first time we kissed, I thought my panties would melt right off.


  “Can I ask you another question?” I asked abruptly.


  “Sure.”


  “How far have you gone? With Mena and your girlfriends in high school. If you don’t mind my asking,” I added belatedly.


  “What exactly do you want to know?”


  I remembered his touch on my skin, and how remarkable it had seemed that hands so big and strong and callused could also be so gentle.


  I wanted to know what else those hands had done.


  “I don’t know. I guess… what about the bases? Have you been to second base?”


  “Under the shirt? Yeah.”


  So Sam’s hands had been on a girl’s breasts. As I thought about it, my nipples puckered and hardened under my pajama top.


  “What about third?”


  “Below the waist?”


  “Uh huh. Anything short of actual intercourse.”


  There was a pause. “I’ve been to third.”


  “You have?”


  “Yeah.”


  So Sam’s hands had also been…


  There.


  Or maybe it hadn’t been his hands. Maybe it had been his mouth.


  “What is it like?” I whispered.


  “Third base?”


  “Yes.”


  There was a long pause.


  “It’s amazing,” he said.


  His voice seemed to vibrate through me. And then, in one overwhelming rush, I was picturing Sam with his mouth on my—


  “What about you?” he asked.


  My heart was pounding, and I struggled to keep my voice from trembling. “Me?”


  “Yeah. How far have you gone?”


  There was no way I could get out of answering his question. Not when he’d answered mine.


  “Second,” I said.


  Neither of us said anything for a minute. My heart was a distant drumbeat in my ears.


  Then:


  “Is it ever hard for you?” Sam asked.


  I blinked. “Is what hard for me?”


  “Being a virgin.”


  I remembered our last modeling session and the brush of his hand from my shoulder to my wrist. Goose bumps sprang up on my skin and a shiver went down my spine. And then, like that day in the art studio, I became aware of an ache in my belly and a throb between my legs.


  “Yes,” I whispered.


  As soon as that word was spoken, I felt tense and shaky and vulnerable.


  I squeezed my hands into fists. “I mean… it’s hard for everyone. Right? People have needs and urges and… all that.”


  After my whispered yes, my voice now sounded too loud.


  I took a deep breath. “Maybe we should go to sleep,” I said. “I’m sorry I woke you up before,” I added, remembering that I was the one who’d started this conversation.


  “You didn’t wake me up,” Sam said. “But it is late.”


  There was a pause.


  “Well… good night,” I said after a moment.


  “Good night.”


  I turned over so I was facing away from him and waited for sleep to come. But in spite of all my efforts, I couldn’t stop thinking about everything we’d talked about… and what I’d found in Sam’s drawer.



  


  Chapter Thirteen


  Our next sculpting session was the following week. I was pretty close to normal over the weekend, but on Tuesday—the day of the session—I had a hard time concentrating on my classes.


  I had a hard time concentrating on anything.


  Especially English. Sam was across from me, and I couldn’t keep my eyes from going to him. Once I stared so long he must have sensed it, because his head turned and his eyes met mine.


  My cheeks burned as I looked quickly down at my notebook. My heart was racing and I couldn’t catch my breath.


  When class was over I had my stuff ready to go so I could leap out of my chair and head for the door.


  “See you in a few hours,” I called out to Sam, because it would have been weird if I’d left without saying something to him. We usually chatted for a few minutes at the end of class.


  I went to the library but I couldn’t study. I couldn’t focus. Every few minutes I’d catch myself just staring out the window, lost in a reverie.


  My body felt… liquid, somehow. Almost weightless, as though I might float out of my seat at any moment.


  I wondered if there was a word to describe exactly how I was feeling.


  Lush. Voluptuous. Languorous. Rapturous.


  None of them was quite right.


  I knew what was making me feel this way. It was my anticipation about modeling for Sam this afternoon. I kept imagining myself lying there in my bra and panties, unable to see him but knowing that he was sculpting me. But this time, I knew he didn’t see me as just a still life.


  He saw me as a girl, too. A girl whose panties he kept in his drawer.


  As I walked slowly up the stairs to the art studio, one word kept coiling inside me and around me as though it were a living, breathing thing.


  Desire.


  The word itself took on new meaning, new life, new power.


  I had thought that word before, of course. I’d even felt it. For Derek, for a few guys in high school, for Jason.


  For Sam.


  That knowledge felt like the most delicious secret I’d ever known. It fed me more than food ever could; it quenched my thirst more than the coldest, clearest water.


  It felt like I could live on that knowledge. It was more powerful than gravity, because I seemed to be in danger of floating away.


  But all it took was seeing Sam in the art studio to bring me back down to earth.


  As soon as I walked in the door and saw him my heart started to pound. I went from feeling weightless to feeling heavy as lead, so heavy I couldn’t take another step. My throat closed up and all I could do was stare at him.


  He stared back, a worried look on his face. “Are you okay?”


  I had to say something. A sentence. A word.


  I dropped my backpack on the floor and took a breath. “I—” My voice croaked, and I cleared my throat. “I’m fine. A little, um, headache.”


  He came out from behind his table and the towel-covered sculpture I was never allowed to see and walked toward me. I backed away in a sudden panic and tripped over nothing, but before I could stumble again Sam was there, one hand on my arm and one around my waist.


  I couldn’t see past the sudden darkness in front of my eyes. I couldn’t hear past the thunder of my heart.


  “We’ll reschedule,” Sam was saying, and he sounded really worried. “Have you eaten today? You looked weird in class, too.”


  I looked weird?


  That word helped steady me more than anything else could have. I felt like an idiot. Here I was, constructing this elaborate fantasy of Sam with my panties, Sam with that magazine, Sam lusting after me in the dark privacy of his bedroom and under the bright lights of the art studio… and while I was thinking all those things, Sam was thinking I looked weird.


  This was what I’d always been afraid of. Letting other people see the weirdness inside me.


  Making a fool of myself.


  But I wouldn’t do that. I would not be that girl.


  I wouldn’t be Sharon or Melinda or Tamsin. My emotions and my hormones would never be stronger than my pride. No guy was worth that.


  Especially a guy I wasn’t even involved with.


  I took a deep breath and managed to smile.


  “No, I’m good. I took some Advil, so… I’ll feel better soon. If I don’t, I’ll let you know.”


  Sam didn’t look convinced, and he didn’t let me go. His face was close—close enough that I could distinguish every individual hair in his eyebrows and see the tiny flecks of gold in his green eyes. I could see the slight movement of his nostrils as he breathed and the twitch of a muscle along his jaw.


  His eyes looked into mine for a moment, and then he shook his head. “We should reschedule.”


  Sam sounded firm, and that, for some reason, pissed me off.


  I felt like I had in high school when the two of us took opposite sides in a debate. If we rescheduled, it would be an admission of weakness.


  I shook off his arm and took a step back. “I’m fine,” I said.


  He had his hands on his hips now, and he was frowning at me. I hated the look of concern in his eyes. I hated that he seemed completely at ease while I felt like I was teetering on the edge of something I didn’t understand, something terrifying, something…


  “You don’t look fine,” he said, and that helped pull me back from the edge of whatever it was.


  Feeling pissed off at Sam was a familiar feeling. And the urge I felt to throw him off balance was familiar, too. Above all, he could not know that I’d spent the day thinking Sam and desire in the same breath. He could not know that he had the power to affect me like that.


  “Well, I am fine.” I took a deep breath. “So let’s get started.”


  He didn’t move, and he kept looking at me with his eyebrows drawn together, like I was an engineering problem he was trying to puzzle out.


  The more he looked at me like that the more pissed I felt. So I didn’t go over to the cabinet like I always did to initiate our pre-sculpting ritual—the one where we stood with our backs to each other while we undressed. Instead, I reached for the hem of my T-shirt and yanked it off. Then I stood there in my bra and stared at him, feeling mad and resentful and combative.


  I’d managed to change his expression, anyway. He wasn’t looking at me like I was an engineering problem anymore. He was looking at me warily, like I was a wild animal that might attack if he made the wrong move.


  Then his gaze flicked down to my breasts.


  Good. He should look at my breasts. They were right there, weren’t they?


  When I heard those words echo in my head, they sounded nuts. What was I trying to do? What did I want?


  Those were dangerous questions. If I looked too closely at my motivations, I might not like what I saw. It was enough that Sam looked a little off-balance now and that I’d regained some of my control.


  His eyes were riveted to my face again. He’d only looked down at my cleavage for an instant. I could feel myself flushing, and I was afraid if I didn’t make another move I might feel at a disadvantage again. I shimmied out of my jeans, turned my back on Sam, and went over to the modeling platform. The cushions were already out so all I had to do was lie down and position myself.


  “How’s this?” I called out.


  There was a short silence. Then:


  “Fine.”


  I couldn’t read anything from his voice without seeing his face.


  Of course, I couldn’t always read his face, either.


  If he came over to reposition me I’d see his expression. But he didn’t, and after a few minutes, I knew he wasn’t going to.


  Just like that, I was feeling pugnacious again. And while I didn’t know why I wanted it, I was very clear on what I wanted. I wanted to purge my feelings of uncertainty and transfer them to Sam.


  “Where are you working today?” I asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Last time you were working on my hips and stomach. Are you working higher today? Or lower?”


  “Higher,” he said, after a moment.


  What the hell was I doing? My heart was pounding and I felt irritated and grouchy for no reason that could be conceived of as Sam’s fault, and I couldn’t possibly make good decisions in this mood.


  But I couldn’t seem to stop. I was determined to throw Sam off balance again, and I didn’t care what I had to do to accomplish that.


  “Would it help if I took my bra off?”


  Someone else must have spoken those words. It was like an alien had taken over my body and my voice.


  When Sam didn’t say anything I could feel mortification creeping through me. But I was committed now, and the best way to keep him from guessing what I was really feeling was to keep on the offensive.


  Wasn’t that one of the first rules of combat? To keep your enemy off balance?


  But Sam wasn’t my enemy. Not anymore. We’d called a truce. No, more than that. We were friends now.


  It was then that I knew the truth. I was my own enemy. My own feelings, my own body, were betraying me, and I was determined to get back in control.


  Finally, Sam spoke. “I don’t need you to do that, Rikki.”


  I’d gone too far to pull back now. “I’d be happy to,” I said. “It’s all for the sake of art. I don’t want to lose my position, though. Would you mind taking it off for me? It hooks in the front.”


  The alien who’d taken over my body had spoken those words, but it wasn’t the alien who lay there on the platform now, waiting for Sam’s response. Now, when I needed her most, the alien had deserted me.


  As the seconds ticked by, my heart sank lower and lower. I’d gone too far and lost this war—a war of nerves Sam didn’t even know we were fighting.


  And then, suddenly, Sam was in my field of vision. He put his hands on the platform on either side of me and his face was less than a foot from my own.


  He was furious.


  Someone else might not have known how furious he was. The only signs were his narrowed eyes, his hard mouth, his tight jaw.


  “You want me to take off your bra?”


  We stared at each other for a long moment. Sam had obviously figured out we were in a battle, even if he didn’t know what it was about.


  I wasn’t sure, either. But I wouldn’t retreat. I couldn’t.


  “Yes,” I said, my voice a little louder than it needed to be. “Why not?”


  He was in his bathing suit and his chest was bare. His arms were on either side of my head, supporting his weight. I could see the bulge of his muscles in my peripheral vision but I kept my eyes on his. To look away would be a sign of weakness.


  Sam was all I could see. His face, his chest, his shoulders, his arms.


  “It hooks in front?” he said, without moving.


  I swallowed. “That’s right.”


  My heart thundered in my chest. Could he hear it? Could he tell?


  Misdirection was another useful battle technique.


  “Do you want me to do it?” I asked, taking the attack to him.


  His eyes were glittering. “No,” he said after a moment, his voice rough. “I’ve got it.”


  He pulled back, and I would have sagged in relief if I weren’t already lying down. But then I felt his hand between my breasts, and relief was the last thing I was feeling.


  I thought he’d need both hands, and I thought he might fumble a little. Instead, he unhooked my bra with one hand and one flick of his fingers. Then his palms were skating over my arms, pushing my bra straps down and off, and when his hands reached under my back I arched up a little so he could slide the bra out from under me.


  Guys had touched my breasts before but it had always been over my clothes or under my shirt. No one had ever seen me like this, naked from the waist up in broad daylight.


  Exposed.


  Why the hell had I done this? This wasn’t a battle strategy.


  It was a suicide mission.


  I tried to make my breath shallow and even, but I couldn’t. I needed air desperately and I took deep breaths to get it, and that made my breasts rise and fall way more dramatically than I wanted them too.


  To make matters worse, my nipples were hard. It hadn’t been too bad before but now…


  Now it was.


  And Sam was standing there looking at me. All those other times—the first time he’d seen me in my bathing suit, the first time he’d seen me in my bra, the times he’d adjusted my position—he’d been very careful about where his eyes went.


  Now he wasn’t being careful at all. He looked at my naked breasts, at my nipples hardening like pebbles, and it seemed like a long, long time before he met my eyes again.


  “Are you cold?” he asked.


  The question was like a slap in the face. I’d been feeling over my head, like a general who finds himself outflanked and outnumbered where he’d hoped to bring overwhelming force. Now a ripple of anger gave me new strength.


  “A little,” I said, proud that I kept my voice casual. “So are you going to get back to work, or what?”


  A short silence. “Sure,” he said finally, meeting my eyes once more.


  A moment later he was out of my field of vision, and I released my breath in a long, slow sigh.


  I had no more desire to wage my stupid, imaginary war. Sam’s last look had taken that desire away from me.


  His eyes had still been angry, but I’d seen a flash of pain there, too—like I’d hurt him or disappointed him or something.


  Anger and pain. And I was the cause of both.


  I’d been acting like an asshole, trying to provoke Sam to—what? Kiss me? Tell me to put my clothes back on? Tell me he’d been masturbating with my panties, and now that he and Mena were broken up he wanted me right here, right now?


  I still wasn’t sure exactly what I’d wanted him to do or say, but I knew what I wanted from myself. All day long I’d been… feeling things, and I’d loved it. But I hadn’t been myself. I hadn’t been focused in class. I hadn’t cared about class at all. And then, when I saw Sam and he seemed so normal, I panicked. I felt like one of those idiot girls who go out on a limb for a guy and get left there, swinging in the breeze.


  Of course none of that was Sam’s fault. He didn’t know what I was thinking and feeling. How could he?


  It wasn’t his fault, but I’d punished him anyway. I was like one of those people lifeguards have to rescue, who are so terrified of drowning that they drag down anyone who comes near them.


  The next hour was torture. I was angry with myself, full of shame and confusion and regret. And because I couldn’t bring myself to speak, all those feelings roiled around without outlet or resolution.


  And while all that was going on inside me, Sam was sculpting my bare breasts out of clay.


  After what felt like an eternity in hell Sam finally spoke.


  “That’s it for today,” he said.


  I sat up. I was determined to say something to apologize, although an hour with my own thoughts hadn’t given me the right words.


  He was looking down at his sculpture, already covered with a towel. I waited, but he didn’t look up.


  “Sam,” I said finally. “I want to tell you I—”


  “Rikki.” He finally met my eyes, and there was something dangerous in his expression. “Would you please put on your fucking clothes?”


  Sam didn’t swear often. I flinched, but his eyes were down again and he didn’t see. I grabbed my bra from the platform and put it on, and then I went over to where I’d left my T-shirt and jeans lying in a heap on the floor.


  Once I was decent I tried again. “Sam, I—”


  “I’m sorry I snapped at you,” he said. His voice sounded strange—distant and almost formal. “I guess I’m not feeling great myself. You should probably go.”


  “Sure,” I said, surprised at how much that hurt. “I guess I’ll see you…” I trailed off, hoping he might fill in the blank with something. Tonight at dinner? Tomorrow? At our next modeling session?


  “Sometime,” was all he said.


  “Sometime,” I repeated. Then, afraid I might start to cry, I got out of there as fast as I could.



  


  Chapter Fourteen


  As it turned out, I left a little too soon. My backpack was still in there.


  I’d have to go back for it. I would almost have been willing to leave it there, but my laptop was in it and I’d already had a shitty day class-wise. I needed to make up for it by working hard tonight.


  I’d left the door open, which would help make my re-entrance less dramatic. All I had to do was sidle in, grab the backpack, and leave.


  As I approached the doorway I got a glimpse of Sam. He was standing in the middle of the room, staring at the scattered cushions on the platform.


  I got a glimpse of something else, too, now that he was out from behind his sculpture.


  He had an erection. I could see the long, thick ridge pushing against his bathing suit.


  I ducked out of sight of the open door and pressed my back against the wall.


  My heart was pounding. Sam did want me. He did.


  I started to remember things. At those other sessions, when Sam stayed behind that table? Maybe this had happened before.


  Oh, God.


  I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes and took a deep breath.


  This was what I’d wanted. Right? Proof of… something.


  Proof that Sam wanted me as much as I wanted him.


  Because apparently, the panties and magazine weren’t enough for me. Apparently I also needed to goad Sam into taking off my bra, and then sneak back into the art studio to catch him sporting wood, as Tamsin would say.


  But… if he wanted me, why had he been so angry?


  I didn’t have to look too far for an answer to that. I’d had whatever the female equivalent of a hard-on was, and it had made me angry. Angry enough that I acted like a total asshole. Angry enough that I hadn’t even recognized myself.


  So was it so unreasonable to think that Sam had reacted the same way? Especially when it seemed like I was… what? Teasing him? Provoking him? Playing with him?


  Of course that would make him angry. Especially if…


  If he didn’t want to want me.


  We’d been adversaries for so long, and friends only recently. Maybe this was as strange and confusing for Sam as it was for me.


  He’d hid my panties, and he’d hid his erection. Whatever he felt for me, he obviously had no intention of acting on it.


  For the second time that day, my heart felt like lead.


  I had no right to feel so disappointed. I didn’t want to act on my feelings either, did I?


  I flashed back to that night in the dining hall with Jason. If I needed more evidence that I had absolutely no idea what I was doing in this arena, this was it. I was not cut out for the world of male-female relationships. Whenever I ventured into that minefield, I did nothing but screw things up and make a fool of myself.


  But I hadn’t made a fool of myself in public yet. I could comfort myself with that, at least. If I retreated from the field of battle now, I’d escape relatively unscathed. No one, and especially not Sam, would know how vulnerable I’d been.


  Love and lust, sex and hormones… that was trench warfare, and I wasn’t ready for it. Maybe I never would be. Maybe I really would end up an old woman with thirty cats who looked at her yearbooks and photo albums and wondered “what if.”


  I’d rather wonder “what if” for the rest of my life than answer the question the way I’d answered it today.


  I took a deep breath, pushed myself away from the wall, and knocked loudly on the open door before walking into the art studio.


  “I forgot my backpack,” I said, careful not to look directly at Sam.


  Ten seconds later, I was clattering down the stairs with the backpack slung over my shoulder.


  * * *


  I hid out in my room for the rest of the night. Tamsin tried to get me to go down to dinner with her, but I shook my head and said I wanted to keep working. I was writing a paper on the evolution of naval military strategy in the Civil War, and the relief of writing about a conflict that had been resolved a century and a half ago was profound.


  When Charlotte called after Tamsin left, I almost didn’t answer the phone. But as much as I was enjoying a rare moment of solitude, I missed my family.


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “Hi, baby.”


  Charlotte hadn’t called me baby in a while.


  “Is everything okay?” I asked, half of my attention still on my essay.


  “Well.” A pause. “Yes and no.”


  That got all of my attention. “What do you mean? What’s wrong?”


  “Rikki, your mom and I are at that restaurant you told us about. The one on Chestnut street? Can you meet us there?”


  They weren’t supposed to come till next weekend. The fact that they’d driven all the way out here without letting me know first could not be good.


  “First tell me what’s wrong.”


  “We’d rather wait until we can tell you in person.”


  I thought of Sam’s father and panic closed over my heart. “Is one of you sick?”


  “No, sweetheart. I promise.”


  “Well, then, what—”


  “We’re only ten minutes away from you, Rikki. Just come and meet us.”


  * * *


  “We’re getting a divorce.”


  It was the second time Beth had uttered that statement. I’d asked her to repeat it because I couldn’t seem to process the words.


  I took a deep breath. “I don’t understand.”


  Charlotte and Beth looked at each other, and my stomach clenched. This was the way they always looked at each other when we had family meetings, and I’d always been simultaneously comforted and resentful.


  Because they were a team. Because their connection ran so deep they could communicate on a level I would never completely be a part of.


  I looked down at my plate, wishing I hadn’t ordered anything and especially not fish. The smell was starting to make me sick.


  No one has cancer, I told myself. No one is dying. Half of marriages end in divorce. I don’t have any right to be this upset.


  I’m acting like a child.


  “Rikki—”


  I looked up, and the sympathy in Beth’s eyes was almost too much.


  “What about the house?” I blurted. “Will one of you move out?”


  They looked at each other again, and my hands clenched into fists in my lap.


  “I’m staying in the house,” Beth said. “Charlotte will be moving out. Not right away, but… eventually.”


  Charlotte was leaving?


  “I don’t understand why this happened,” I said carefully, trying to sound like a reasonable, rational adult and not like a frightened kid. “I mean… I didn’t know anything was wrong.”


  Charlotte leaned across the table toward me. “We didn’t want to tell you until… until we’d made some decisions. But we’ve been having… trouble… for a few months.”


  A few months?


  “What kind of trouble?”


  Charlotte looked upset, and Beth took over.


  Beth always took over when Charlotte got emotional.


  “Rikki, you know we love you more than anything. You’re the center of our universe and always will be. But that doesn’t take away our right to privacy. There are some parts of our lives we don’t feel comfortable sharing with you. Maybe someday, but not now.”


  I could feel the paper-thin veneer of rationality starting to crumble. In a minute, I’d be sobbing like an eight-year-old and begging them to stay together.


  I shoved my chair back and stood up. “Thanks for coming out here,” I said. “But I have to go.”


  “Rikki—”


  “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


  I turned blindly and crashed into a waiter. I mumbled something, an apology maybe, and then ran out of the restaurant.


  * * *


  When I got back to my room Tamsin and Oscar were there. They were lying on Tamsin’s bed with their arms wrapped around each other, lips locked, but when they heard the door open they sprang apart.


  “Rikki! I thought you were—”


  Tamsin stopped, looked at me more closely, and frowned. “What’s wrong?”


  I’d cried a little on the walk back from the restaurant, but I’d stopped at the bathroom and rinsed off my face. I’d been hoping that I looked fine.


  “Nothing.” I sat down on my bed, wishing I had the room to myself, and grabbed a book from my nightstand. I propped up my pillows, leaned back, and opened the book at random.


  The bedsprings sagged as Tamsin plopped down on the bed and took the book away from me.


  “Come on, Rikki. What’s going on?”


  She was wearing a tank top and a pair of men’s boxer shorts. Her eye makeup and lipstick were smeared from the make out session with Oscar, her hair was a mess, and she looked like a woman who’d been interrupted doing something a lot more fun than listening to her roommate’s problems. But there was real concern in her eyes, and instead of brushing her off I found myself saying, “My parents are getting divorced.”


  Tamsin’s parents hated each other and I wasn’t sure if she’d understand why this upset me so much. But when she leaned forward and hugged me hard, I knew she did.


  “Oh, man. I’m so sorry.” She let me go and turned toward Oscar. “Would it be okay if we called it a night? I’d like to spend some time with my girl.”


  Oscar shambled to his feet. “Sure, I understand. Text me later if you want. I’m really sorry, Rikki. Hope you feel better. See you in rehearsal, Tam.”


  “I don’t want to ruin your night,” I protested, but Tamsin shook her head as Oscar left the room.


  “We’ve seen each other a ton lately. We’re good. Now tell me what happened. Did one of them have an affair?”


  I stared at her. “Oh, my God. I didn’t even think of that. Do you think that’s what happened?”


  “I have no idea. Didn’t they tell you?”


  I put my head down on my knees and tried to breathe. Beth or Charlotte have an affair? I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t even imagine it.


  “They didn’t really say. I kind of ran out on the conversation, but before that they said… well, basically they said it’s none of my business. The details, I mean.”


  “That sounds harsh.”


  “I don’t think they meant to be harsh. I think—” Suddenly I knew what I thought. “It was Beth who said that. I think if one of them had an affair it was Charlotte. I think Beth said all that about privacy to protect Charlotte. She doesn’t want me to blame her or hate her or whatever.”


  Tamsin was quiet for a moment. “Do you blame her? It kind of sounds like you do.”


  “I don’t know. But whether or not she had an affair, I think this divorce was her idea.”


  “You don’t know that for sure.”


  “No.” I scrubbed my face with my hands. “I guess I am looking for someone to blame.”


  “It makes things easier,” Tamsin said gently. “When something falls apart, it’s hard to deal with. But if you can be mad at someone it seems… simpler, I guess.”


  “God, that makes me sound terrible. I don’t want to be that person.”


  “It’s not terrible. It’s natural. But I know you love both your moms, and they love you. So maybe you don’t have to blame anybody. Or hate anybody.”


  My face must have changed, because Tamsin grabbed my hand. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  “I just realized you’re right. I do want to hate somebody. To make this easier. Because if there’s no one to hate then it just…”


  “Sucks.”


  “Yeah.”


  We were quiet for a moment. Tamsin started to say something else, but there was a knock on the door.


  “It’s open,” Tamsin called out.


  The knob turned and Sam was standing in the doorway.


  Even in the misery of the last hour, I hadn’t completely forgotten my earlier misery with Sam. But now it hit me full force again, so hard I couldn’t say anything for a moment.


  “Hey, Sam,” Tamsin said.


  “Hey,” he said back to her, before his eyes went to me. “I need to talk to you for a minute, Rikki.”


  He didn’t look angry, which was a relief. He just looked… determined.


  When I didn’t say anything Tamsin glanced at me and then back at Sam. “This isn’t a great time,” she said. “Rikki had some bad news today and we’re kind of working through it.”


  “Bad news?” He came in a few paces and then stopped. “What bad news? Are you all right?”


  I finally managed to put some words together. “I’m fine. I mean…” I shook my head. “No one’s hurt, or anything.”


  But even as I said those words I could feel my eyes filling with tears.


  Sam strode across the room and stood next to my bed, looking down at me like I’d just opened a vein in front of him. “If everything’s fine, why are you crying? You never cry.”


  I blinked a few times, rapidly. “I’m not crying.”


  All through junior high and high school, the strictest rule I had for myself was never, ever to cry in front of Sam Payne. Not if he beat me in a test, not if he ripped one of my arguments to shreds in a debate, not if he made a remark barbed enough to draw blood. It had been an easy enough rule to follow because I was usually too pissed at him to cry.


  The few times I’d felt the sting of tears in front of him, I made sure to get away—around the corner, into the bathroom, whatever—before he could see.


  It got so that the combination of Sam’s presence and the possibility of tears would trigger an automatic fight-or-flight response in me. But as I sat there on my bed with my arms around my knees, looking up at Sam with my eyes swimming, I didn’t feel my old instinct to get away from him.


  “My parents are getting divorced,” I blurted out, and Sam sank down to his knees beside me and grabbed my hand.


  “Shit,” he said softly. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry.”


  He looked down at our hands clasped together, his so much larger and rougher and stronger than mine.


  “That’s why,” he muttered.


  “Why what? What do you mean?”


  He looked over at Tamsin. “Would you mind if I talk to Rikki in private? Just for a minute.”


  “Is that cool with you?” she asked me.


  I nodded, and she got up from the bed.


  “I’ll go across the hall to Claire and Dyshell’s. Knock on the door when you’re done.”


  Once Tamsin was gone I pulled my hand from Sam’s and scooted back on the bed a little. “What did you mean when you said That’s why? That’s why what?”


  Sam rose to his feet and sat down on the bed where Tamsin had been. “That’s why you were so weird today,” he said. “You were upset about your moms. But why didn’t you just tell me, instead of—” He stopped.


  “Instead of what?”


  I was almost afraid to hear the answer—afraid to hear how he’d characterize my behavior that afternoon. But at the same time, I had to know.


  Sam frowned a little, as if choosing his words carefully. “You weren’t acting like yourself,” he finally said. “It seemed like you were… I don’t know, playing a game with me or something. It wasn’t like you. I didn’t know what was going on, and…” He shook his head. “I was pissed.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, looking down at my knees.


  Sam cupped my chin in his hand and tilted my face up. “I’m the one who’s sorry,” he said. “I should have known something was wrong. I should have tried harder to figure out what it was. I should’ve known you would never…” He shook his head again. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”


  He was apologizing to me? Because I’d acted like an asshole?


  Because he thought he knew why.


  Of course it wasn’t true. But faced with the choice of trying to explain the real reason I’d acted like an asshole—which, to be honest, I didn’t completely understand myself—and letting him believe I’d been upset by the news about my parents, well…


  Maybe it made me a coward, but I didn’t care. I was just grateful for anything that would let us be friends again.


  And this time, I wouldn’t do anything to screw it up.


  Which meant not letting Sam know that his touch made me shiver, or that I knew the angle of his jaw and the texture of his skin and the shade of his eyes as well as I knew my own.



  


  Chapter Fifteen


  Sam left a few minutes later, after telling me to call him if I needed anything.


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll take you up on that sometime, but tonight I think Tamsin’s got plans to cheer me up.”


  “I don’t know if that’s reassuring or terrifying.”


  When Tamsin came back in she had Claire and Dyshell with her. I told them I didn’t really feel like talking, so we decided to drink Southern Comfort and sing four-part harmonies. Or, to be more accurate, Claire and Tamsin drank Southern Comfort and attempted to sing all four parts of the four-part harmonies while Dyshell and I drank soda and applauded.


  I felt better.


  Or at least, I did until we finally called it a night at two a.m. I was sure I’d be out once my head hit the pillow, but as soon as the lights were off and I heard Tamsin’s deep, even breathing in the other bed, everything that had happened came rushing back.


  After half an hour of staring at the ceiling I called Charlotte’s cell phone.


  “Rikki?” Her voice sounded sleepy but she’d picked up on the third ring. “I’m so glad you called. We didn’t get a chance to—”


  “Did you have an affair?”


  Silence.


  No. Of course not. How could you even think that? I would never hurt you and Beth that way.


  I wanted her to say those things so much. I tried to will it to happen, to pull a denial from Charlotte with sheer desperate longing.


  But it didn’t come.


  “It wasn’t an affair,” she said. “I fell in love.”


  Her words were like a punch in the gut.


  “You fell in love with someone you weren’t married to. How is that not an affair?”


  I didn’t recognize the sound of my own voice. It was cold and hard and dry.


  “Rikki, listen. Whatever is going on with your mother and me doesn’t have anything to do with you. We love you, and that love is the most important thing in both our lives. Okay?”


  I tried to remember what Tamsin had said about not blaming or hating anyone. At the time she said it, I’d felt the rightness of her words in whatever part of myself housed the better angels of my nature.


  But I couldn’t reach those angels now. I felt the heat of anger sweep through me, burning away every other emotion.


  “Don’t you dare talk about love,” I said, my voice shaking. “You don’t have any right to talk about love.”


  I hung up on her then, powering off my phone so I wouldn’t know if she tried to call me back. Then I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling again, full of rage and misery and about as far away from sleep as I’d ever been in my life.


  I turned my head to look at Tamsin, asleep on her stomach with her arms flung out to the sides. I knew if I woke her up she’d try to be there for me, but she’d drunk a lot of whisky and she should probably sleep it off.


  Even if she hadn’t drunk all that whisky, I realized suddenly that Tamsin wasn’t the person I wanted to talk to right now.


  I didn’t stop to think. I just got out of bed, pulled on a pair of sweatpants, and slipped out of our room. I padded down the empty hallway in my bare feet, took the stairs, and went along the second floor hallway to Sam’s door.


  I knocked softly, telling myself if that didn’t wake him up I’d go back to my room.


  It didn’t wake him up. But instead of going back to my room, I knocked louder.


  A moment later the door opened and Sam stood there, his hair disheveled and his eyes blinking.


  “Rikki,” he said, his voice rough with sleep. “Is everything okay? What are you doing here?”


  I didn’t have an answer. Whatever had carried me out of my bed and down to this room had deserted me, leaving me feeling foolish and vulnerable and weak.


  “I don’t know.”


  I felt tears stinging behind my eyes, and this time my fight-or-flight response kicked in.


  “I should go,” I said. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”


  I took one step back, but before I could take off Sam grabbed my arm and pulled me inside.


  “Come on, Rikki. You came down here for a reason. What is it? What’s wrong?”


  I looked around his room for a moment, and my eyes settled on the bottom drawer of his bureau.


  I wished I’d never looked in there. I wished I didn’t know that Sam had taken my panties.


  Knowing that had ruined everything. It had made think about things I wasn’t ready to think about, things that took my neat, predictable life and turned it upside down.


  I sat down on the bed I thought of as mine. “I couldn’t sleep,” I said.


  Sam sat down on his bed and looked at me. He was wearing sweatpants but he was bare-chested, and I’d never been more aware of each and every muscle in his torso.


  I had to look away. This time my gaze fell on a framed picture on top of his bookcase—a photo of Sam and his father.


  “Because of your moms?” he asked.


  I nodded. “Charlotte had an affair,” I whispered.


  Sam was quiet for a moment. “Are you sure?”


  I nodded again. “I asked her, and she told me. But I wish I didn’t know.”


  I wished I’d never called her. I wished I’d let my parents keep on protecting me.


  I wished I could go back to when things seemed simpler. Before I knew about Charlotte. Before I knew about my panties in Sam’s drawer.


  Before I knew that the people in my life thought and felt and did things I wasn’t ready to deal with.


  Sam ran a hand through his messy hair and sighed. “I’m so sorry, Rikki. I honestly can’t believe this happened. Your parents always seemed so happy together.”


  I felt my shoulders sagging. “I know.” My eyes went to the picture of Sam and his dad again. “I feel kind of selfish being so upset about this, especially in front of you. A divorce must seem like a pretty minor disaster compared to—”


  “Hey! Don’t do that.”


  I looked back at him, startled. “Don’t do what?”


  “Don’t compare our situations. There’s always going to be someone out there who’s got it worse than you. I mean, I was lucky enough to have a dad who loved me and who was in my life for eighteen years. Compared to a lot of people in the world, I have it pretty good.”


  My eyes welled up. “Can I tell you something stupid?”


  Sam got that expression again—the one he’d gotten earlier that night, in my room. It was like seeing me in pain actually hurt him, somehow.


  “Sure,” he said gently.


  “Nothing really bad has ever happened to me. I’ve never lost anyone I love. I’ve never even been to a funeral. I’ve never been assaulted or raped. I’m not poor, I’m not a war refugee, I’m not sick. So many people have awful things to deal with, like you said. And compared to them I have it really good.”


  “And?”


  “And… a part of me thinks this is some kind of punishment, because I didn’t appreciate my life enough. Or… I don’t know… the universe’s way of balancing the scales, or something.” I shook my head. “I’m not making any sense. That makes it sound like my moms’ divorce is about me, and I know it’s not. I don’t even know what I’m trying to say.”


  “I do,” Sam said.


  “You do?”


  “Sure. I’ve thought all that stuff, too. Thinking it’s a punishment is your way of blaming yourself.”


  I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “Why would I want to blame myself?”


  “Because then there’d be a reason for what happened. If we convince ourselves we’re to blame for the bad things, that we caused them, then somehow the universe makes a little more sense. Shitty sense, but sense. And the whole balancing the scales thing? That’s another way we try to rationalize. Like there’s a pattern we can see if we just look hard enough. But life isn’t like that. It’s not an equation with two sides that balance. There’s no symmetry to it that we can perceive, no pattern we can understand. I’m not saying there isn’t a pattern, but if there is, it can only be seen from really, really far away.”


  “Are you talking about God?” I asked skeptically.


  He smiled at me. “That’s one possibility, sure. But you can also get distance with the perspective of time. Isn’t that why you like history?”


  I nodded. “Yes. What you said about patterns… I like being able to see the whole picture of something that happened, like the Civil War. The economic factors, the social factors, the political factors. I like being able to put it all together and make sense of it.” I sighed. “And I hate that I can’t do that with my own life.”


  “Everything is easier with distance. Sometimes that’s good.” He paused. “But if you try to get distance from your own emotions, there’s a price to pay.”


  I wasn’t sure what he meant, but it made me think of the story he’d told about his father. “You said your dad had trouble expressing emotions. Did he get better at it? With you and your sister, and your mom?”


  “Yeah, but he always had to work at it. Dying helped, though.”


  I stared at him. “Dying helped?”


  He nodded. “My dad got diagnosed more than a year before he died. He said that knowing how much time he had left helped him live more consciously.” He paused. “Have you heard of Warren Zevon?”


  “I don’t think so. Is he a scientist, like your dad?”


  “No, he’s a musician. Have you ever heard the song ‘Werewolves in London’?”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s Warren Zevon. Like my dad, he had advance notice that he was going to die. So he spent the time he had left really deliberately. He recorded his last album and even wrote a song about dying called ‘Keep Me in Your Heart.’ My mom played it at my dad’s funeral.”


  I was quiet for a while, thinking about Sam’s father and then thinking about Beth and Charlotte. “I wish things didn’t have to change or end or die.”


  “But you wouldn’t want everything to just freeze in place. You wouldn’t want to stay a child, would you? Growing up is change, too. We’re changing all the time. You’re changing now. Knowing that everything changes and passes away is part of being human.”


  “A sucky part.”


  “Sometimes. But people can make something beautiful out of something sucky. Like that Warren Zevon song? It wouldn’t exist if hadn’t been dying.”


  I sighed. “You’re a good debater, Sam, but you’ll never persuade me to be a fan of death.”


  He smiled at that. “I’m not trying to. I’m not a fan, either. But I am a fan of human beings and the things death brings out in us. Bravery and love and all that.”


  Bravery and love and all that.


  I don’t know what it was about those words, but they seemed to break something inside me. Maybe because I didn’t feel brave at all, maybe because I didn’t understand why Sam’s father had to die or my parents had to divorce, or what had happened to the love they’d shared for so long.


  Whatever the reason, the tears that had been stinging my eyes were now spilling down my cheeks. And then Sam was sitting next to me and I was sobbing into his shoulder with my arms around his neck.


  His arms were around me, too, and he was murmuring something sweet and comforting and unintelligible.


  At first I was only conscious of the ball of pain inside my chest and the warm, comforting strength that Sam embodied. But gradually I became more aware of Sam and less aware of the pain. I was aware of his scent—soap and shaving cream and clean male skin. I was aware of his arm around my waist and his hand at the back of my head, stroking my hair.


  I was aware of myself, too. I was aware of the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra under my camisole, and that my breasts were pressed against Sam’s chest. Those two surfaces, one hard and one soft, molded together to make one new thing—a point of contact electrified by my racing heart and a kind of raw heat that ignited where our bodies touched.


  But my heart wasn’t the only one racing. I could feel Sam’s heartbeat, too—harder and stronger and faster than mine.


  It would have been so easy to kiss him. I could press my lips into his skin right there—right where his neck met his shoulder. Or I could pull back enough to look him in the eye before kissing him on the mouth.


  I wanted to kiss him. I closed my eyes and let that wanting spill over me, tingling in every nerve ending.


  But Sam wasn’t trying to kiss me. If I wanted something to happen, I would have to make it happen. It would be my decision. My move.


  I didn’t want to be the one who changed things between us. I didn’t want that responsibility.


  And I definitely didn’t want the humiliation if he didn’t kiss me back.


  So once I had my tears under control I pulled back and tried to smile.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “I didn’t mean to cry all over you.”


  “That’s okay,” Sam said, his voice rougher and more gravelly than usual.


  “I should go back upstairs.”


  He frowned at me. “You’re tired. Stay here.”


  “But my room’s free. Tamsin’s not with Oscar.”


  He got up from my bed and went back to his. “Stay here,” he said again.


  I hesitated, but the temptation was overwhelming. The truth was, I liked sleeping just a few feet away from him.


  “Okay,” I said, getting under the covers.


  Sam got under his covers, too, and turned out the light.


  “Are you feeling any better?” he asked after a moment.


  I thought about it. “Not really, no.”


  “You mean I don’t have the magical ability to heal emotional wounds?”


  I turned on my side to face him, and with my eyes adjusted to the dark I could see that he was on his side facing me.


  “Have your wounds been healed?” I asked.


  “Progress has been made,” he said. “But it’s a slow process.” He paused. “Good night, Rikki.”


  “Good night.”



  


  Chapter Sixteen


  His lips were on mine and his hands were everywhere.


  “Sam,” I murmured, arching up to meet him. “Sam…”


  “Rikki? Are you okay?”


  I blinked, disoriented. What the hell was…


  Oh.


  I’d been dreaming about Sam, and I’d said his name in my sleep.


  I sat up and looked over at him. He was sitting up, too, and morning light was streaming in through the windows.


  “You said my name,” he said. “Are you all right?”


  Embarrassment cringed through me.


  “Could I… have some coffee?” I asked tentatively.


  He stared at me. “Coffee,” he repeated. “You said my name because you want me to make you coffee?”


  “Um. Yes?”


  He grinned at me. “You talk about coffee in your sleep? Wow. I’ve seen caffeine addictions before but you’ve really got it bad.”


  His words and expression seemed innocent enough, but I was paranoid.


  You’ve really got it bad. Did he mean the coffee, or something else? He’d heard me say his name in my sleep. Did he know I’d been dreaming about him?


  There was a knock on the door. Both Sam and I turned at the sound, but before either of us could say anything, the door opened and Jason stuck his head in.


  “Hey, man. Do you think I could borrow your—” He saw me and stopped. “Rikki,” he said after a moment.


  There was no reason to feel awkward, I told myself. I mean, I’d obviously spent the night here and I was wearing a camisole with no bra—a fact that Jason, currently staring at my chest, had definitely noticed—but Sam and I hadn’t slept together.


  “I needed a place to crash, and Sam has a spare bed,” I said quickly.


  Jason leaned against the doorframe and grinned at me. “Good to know,” he said. “Because I was planning to ask you to go out with me tonight.”


  He was asking me on a date? While I was sitting braless in another guy’s room?


  I tried to focus. “But you guys have your gig tonight.”


  “I know. We’re opening for another band, so it’ll still be early when our set is over. I thought we could hang out after that.”


  I had a weird sense of floating out of my body, like I was watching all of this happen to some other girl.


  Some other girl was sitting in Sam’s bed in a camisole with no bra. Some other girl had called out Sam’s name in her sleep. Some other girl was staring at Jason, the guy she’d had a crush on since the first day of college, and listening to him ask her out.


  I was looking at Jason, but I could feel Sam’s eyes on me, too. I didn’t know what to say, so I did what I always do when I feel out of my depth.


  I retreated to a point of safety.


  “We’re going as a group to hear you guys play,” I said. “So… I’ll definitely see you afterward. As part of, you know, the group thing.”


  “The group thing.”


  “Right.”


  He cocked his head to the side and looked at me, and I felt my face heating up.


  “Well,” he said, smiling slowly, “I suppose that’s a start. It’ll be up to me to convince you that the group thing should evolve into a date thing.” His smile widened. “I’m looking forward to the challenge. See you tonight, Rikki.”


  After the door closed behind him neither Sam nor I spoke for a minute.


  “I wonder what he was going to borrow,” I said finally, unable to tolerate the silence any more.


  “Probably my shampoo. He’s borrowed it the last couple days.”


  “Oh.”


  A short silence.


  “You still want some coffee?”


  “Yes, please,” I said, grateful for the new topic as well as the prospect of caffeine.


  “So what are you up to today?” Sam asked, going over to the coffee maker.


  Once he had his back to me I could look at him again. “I have to finish my essay on the military genius of Ulysses S. Grant. Lousy president, awesome general.” I sighed. “It’ll be nice to focus on something that actually makes sense.”


  “Unlike…?”


  “My own life, I guess. With history, you have the perspective of time. Like you said last night, right? It’s easier to understand something when you have some distance from it.”


  “I also said that if you try to distance yourself from your own emotions, there’s a price to pay.”


  I looked at him warily. He still had his back to me, scooping coffee grounds into the filter. His voice sounded casual, but… “What do you mean?”


  He shrugged. “I just think that at some point you’re going to have to deal with some stuff that you’re not dealing with now.”


  I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out.


  “You mean my parents? I am dealing with that. Or at least I’m trying to.”


  He poured water into the reservoir, stuck the pot on the burner, and turned on the coffee maker. Then he turned around to face me.


  “I don’t just mean your parents.”


  He looked serious, and suddenly I felt afraid.


  “There isn’t anything else I’m not dealing with,” I snapped.


  “Yeah? Then why are you hanging onto that blanket like it’s some kind of shield?”


  I looked down at myself and saw that he was right. I was clutching the covers so hard my knuckles were white.


  I hated that Sam had noticed that. It was enough to send me back to our high school days, when my priority around Sam was to keep the upper hand—no matter what.


  I unclenched my fingers and let the quilt go. “What is it you think I’m not dealing with?” I asked, keeping my voice cool.


  “Don’t you think it’s interesting that you’ve always gone for guys that don’t go for you? It’s kept you from getting serious with anybody.”


  My face flooded with color. “That’s not true. I’ve gone out with guys who liked me.”


  “Guys like Aaron? Sure. But you weren’t really into any of them, so nothing got serious. And the guys you’ve been into? They never made a move, and you never said a word to them. Keeps things kind of… virtual, wouldn’t you say? In your mind, where you can stay in control.”


  My hands fisted again, but they were under the covers this time. “What are you saying?”


  Sam ran both hands through his hair. The movement made his arm muscles flex and I tried to ignore it, since I wasn’t in the mood to feel attracted to someone who was starting to piss me off.


  “I’m saying that maybe it’s time to go after something you want instead of hanging back and waiting for… well, whatever the hell you’re waiting for.”


  For just a second I thought he might be talking about himself, and my heart started to race. Then:


  “I mean, come on. He stood right there and asked you out.”


  He wasn’t talking about himself. He was talking about Jason.


  “You wanted me to say yes?”


  “If you’re interested in him, then yeah.”


  “But… before… you said he wasn’t good enough for me.”


  “I don’t think he is. But what I think doesn’t matter.”


  “He has a girlfriend,” I said, wondering who I was arguing against—Sam or myself.


  “No, he doesn’t.”


  I blinked. “He doesn’t?”


  “They broke up last week. I was with him when he got the call.”


  I tried to process this information. “So… Jason doesn’t have a girlfriend.”


  “Not anymore.”


  I was trying to understand my own reactions to all this and failing miserably.


  I didn’t know how I felt about Jason’s newly single status. But I did know that Sam pushing me to date him made me feel like shit.


  How many times and in how many different ways was Sam going to let me know he wasn’t interested? Maybe he whacked off with my panties, maybe looking at me half-naked made him hard, but that was obviously just biology. It didn’t mean anything.


  So what if he’s not interested in you. You’re not interested in him, either.


  But the words were starting to sound hollow.


  “You think I should go out with Jason.”


  “I think you should if you’re interested. Are you?”


  I felt angry and hurt and raw. And while I didn’t completely understand everything I was feeling right now, I was one hundred percent sure I didn’t want Sam to see any of it.


  “Yeah, I’m interested.”


  Maybe it was even true. After I got away from Sam I’d try to figure that out.


  Sam’s jaw tightened. “Then go out with him,” he practically growled. “What are you waiting for? An engraved invitation to come out of your Plexiglas bubble and live your life?”


  “You think…” My voice shook a little, and I cleared my throat. “You think I’m a coward?”


  Sam didn’t back down. “About this, yes. You’re more of an observer than a participant in your own damn life.”


  I got out of bed and went to the door. When my hand was on the knob I turned to face him.


  “Well, Sam, I guess I should thank you. You’ve really shown me the light, you know? Although it does seem like a Do what I say, not what I do kind of scenario.”


  He frowned at me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  I gestured around his room. “I’m just wondering where she is.”


  “Who?”


  “Your girlfriend. You know, since you’re so gung-ho about taking romantic chances or whatever. Because in case you haven’t noticed, the only one who ever seems to be in here is me. So what are you waiting for? Why aren’t you going after what you want? I know Mena wasn’t right for you, but she’s not the only girl in the world. Isn’t there anyone else you’re attracted to?”


  Sam’s eyes were dark and angry and intense. “The girl I’m interested in isn’t interested in me.”


  I felt a pang in my chest as I wondered who it could be. Dyshell? Tamsin? Claire? Someone from one of his classes I hadn’t met yet?


  “So find someone else,” I shot back. “If you can stand there and tell me to go after a guy I want, I can tell you not to pine after someone who’s not available.”


  “Yeah,” he said after a moment. “I guess you can.”


  I wasn’t sure I could stay any longer without showing more emotion than I was comfortable with.


  “Good luck with that,” I said stiffly—and then I left.


  On my way to the stairwell I stopped and turned around. I looked at Sam’s door for a moment and then across the hall at Jason’s.


  Then I marched over to it and knocked.


  “Come in,” I heard, and I pushed the door open.


  Jason was sprawled on his bed with his guitar, but when he saw me standing there he sat up straight.


  “Rikki, hey. What’s up?”


  “I want to have a date thing with you. Tonight.”


  He blinked. “You do?”


  “Yes.”


  I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I’d never asked a guy out in my life, and even though Jason had asked me first, it still felt like I was a mile out on a limb with no safety net.


  Jason grinned at me, and I felt a little tingle down my spine that reminded me of the first time I’d seen him.


  Oh, man. Was it possible that Sam was actually right? That the only thing stopping me from pursuing something with Jason was fear?


  But the mere thought of Sam sent a wave of anger through me that was ten times bigger than the tingle of attraction I’d just felt. The fact was, taking Jason up on his offer was more about Sam than him.


  Maybe that would change tonight. Maybe tonight, my attraction to Jason would turn out to be stronger than my anger at Sam.


  One way or another, I was going to find out.


  Between my moms splitting up and the morning with Sam, I was feeling something I didn’t usually indulge in.


  Recklessness.


  Standing in Jason’s doorway in my sweatpants and camisole, watching his gaze move up my body from my toes to the top of my head, I let that feeling flow over me.


  It felt kind of… good.


  Jason leaned back against the wall and closed his left hand over the neck of his guitar. “I’ll see you tonight, Rikki.”


  “See you tonight.”



  


  Chapter Seventeen


  The club was all-ages, which meant that Dyshell and Julia and I got our hands stamped as under-twenty-one while Tamsin and Oscar, armed with fake IDs, got wrist bands entitling them to drink.


  I’d never bothered to get a fake ID because I tended to be a rule follower and I’d never been a big partier. I didn’t like the taste of beer and I’d never been interested in trying anything harder.


  According to Sam, I was a person who liked to stay in control. If he was right then I guess my avoidance of alcohol made sense. A person who likes to stay in control isn’t going to volunteer to give it up, and getting drunk is one of the easiest ways to do that.


  Once we were inside the club we joined Will and Sam at a cluster of scarred wooden tables near the stage. I managed to wangle a seat as far from Sam as possible, but just as I sat down our eyes met.


  It was only for a moment, but it was enough to put me right back in the emotional stew I’d been in that morning—confusion, uncertainty, anger.


  What are you waiting for? An engraved invitation to come out of your Plexiglas bubble and live your life?


  I moved my chair so Julia and Will were blocking my view of Sam.


  It was early, and the club was still half-empty. It wouldn’t really fill up until ten or eleven o’clock, when the band with top billing would take the stage.


  My seat was farthest from the stage and closest to the wall. I leaned back until my chair tipped onto two legs, resting against the rough brick behind me. The move put me into the shadows and let me do what Sam claimed I did best.


  You’re more of an observer than a participant in your own damn life.


  A waiter came by with beers for our drinkers and Cokes for the rest of us. Once he was gone, Tamsin leaned forward and produced a flask from her purse.


  “This should in no way be considered peer pressure. But if anyone with a hand stamp feels like adding a little rum to their Coke, I came prepared.”


  The flask went from hand to hand. By the time it came to me the band was setting up on stage, and the band members were chatting with their rooting section—namely, us.


  No one was looking at me. And as I sat there in the shadows with my chair tipped back and Tamsin’s flask in my hand, I felt very, very tempted to add a little to my Coke.


  Why shouldn’t I let loose for once? Let down my guard? Participate instead of observe?


  I wavered for a moment, even going so far as to open the flask and tilt it toward my glass. But old habits die hard, and I’d been cautious about alcohol for a long time. I let my chair come forward with a little thump and started to hand the flask to Julia, who was sitting on my right.


  But then my eyes met Sam’s for the second time that night. He was the only person at the table who wasn’t focused on the stage, and he was looking straight at me.


  He looked down at the flask in my hand before meeting my eyes again. Then he frowned, shook his head, and mouthed two words.


  Bad idea.


  I didn’t even hesitate. I kept my eyes on Sam’s, staring him down, as I poured two inches of rum into my glass. Then I put the cover back on the flask and handed it to Julia, who passed it to Will without taking any.


  I took a cautious sip of my newly minted rum and Coke and found that the flavor of the alcohol wasn’t too strong. In fact, it tasted pretty good.


  I tilted my chair back again and raised my glass.


  “What do you think you’re doing?”


  I jerked my head around to see Sam standing next to me. He glowered for a moment before taking an empty chair from the table next to us and squeezing in between me and Oscar.


  “I’m coming out of my Plexiglas bubble,” I snapped, before taking a big sip of my drink.


  “I didn’t say that as some kind of dare. I’m not trying to goad you into making stupid decisions.”


  We were in close quarters and Sam’s denim-clad thigh was pressed against mine. I looked down, worried about what my expression might be revealing, and noticed that my jeans were darker than his.


  I also noticed that his thigh was a lot bigger and harder than mine. I remembered the way my breasts had felt smushed against the brick wall of his chest, and my heart started to pound.


  I took a sip to cover my reaction. Then I took another.


  “Will you stop drinking that? Let me get you a regular Coke.”


  “I don’t want a regular Coke. I want this. That’s why I added the rum, in case you were curious. Because I wanted it.”


  “Rikki—”


  Sam didn’t get to finish. There was a blare of feedback from the club speakers, and then Jason stepped up to the microphone.


  “Sorry, everybody!” He glanced back at Andre, who adjusted something on one of the amps, and then faced his audience again. “We should be good to go now. We want to thank you all for coming out tonight—especially our Bracton peeps.”


  That was our cue to cheer, and we came through with a rowdy howl of approval—not just our group but several others scattered around. It looked like half the dorm had turned out, which translated into a pretty decent crowd.


  “I’d like to extend an extra special thank-you to Rikki Eisendrath, currently hiding in the shadows over there. I’ve been flirting with her for a few weeks now and she’s finally agreed to go out with me. We’re hanging after the show, so if I have any would-be groupies out there, I’m afraid I’ll have to break your hearts.”


  That was greeted with laughter and mock-boos. Jason was looking straight at me, and before I could process the fact that he’d mentioned me by name to a roomful of people, half of those people were craning their necks to get a look at me.


  “Would you mind sitting a little closer to the stage?” Jason asked. “It’ll be a lot easier to woo you with my incredible skills if you can actually see them in action.”


  I’m not sure what got into me. I usually hated being the center of attention, and under normal circumstances I might have huddled deeper into the shadows… or even fled the scene. But now I clutched my rum and Coke, rose to my feet, and went around to the chair that Sam had conveniently left vacant—the one nearest the stage.


  My heart was racing and I felt a little shaky, but I managed to smile at Jason as I took the seat and another healthy swig of my drink. Then I turned the chair so I was facing the band—and, more importantly, facing away from Sam.


  Jason glanced around at the other members of the band. They all looked ready to go: Claire on keyboards, Andre on bass, a guy they called Burnett on drums and a girl named Jocelyn on rhythm guitar.


  “All right, everybody. One, two, three, four!”


  I almost dropped my drink.


  I was hit with a wall of sound that bore no resemblance to music whatsoever. My first thought was that I would leave here tonight with permanent damage to my eardrums. My second was that even in my head I sounded like a grumpy old man trapped in the body of a college freshman.


  I drained the rest of my rum and Coke, and when Tamsin suggested a refill I agreed. I downed that one in a few swallows and then sat back to endure the noise, hoping that the alcohol might help.


  Amazingly enough, it did.


  Something did, anyway. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was the obvious enthusiasm of everyone around me, maybe it was just that I got used to the volume.


  Maybe it was all of it.


  Whatever the reason, before too long I found myself hearing the music in the noise.


  And it was really, really good.


  So was Jason. He was so good I was mesmerized, and before I realized it my body was actually moving with his, my foot tapping with his downbeats and my head bopping as he strutted across the stage, singing and strumming and pouring his energy out to the audience.


  But I was enjoying more than the music. I was enjoying everything. I was madly in love with this club, with the dirty floor and the hard wooden chairs and the cold, wet weight of the glass on my thigh.


  I was on my third rum and Coke, and I loved that, too.


  In the few seconds of relative quiet while Jason introduced a new song, Tamsin leaned over and said to me, “Please tell me you’re going to hit that tonight. Because if you don’t, I will.”


  “What about Oscar?” I asked, my gaze still riveted to Jason.


  “I’m sure he’ll be up for a three-way.”


  The music started, and I had to shout to be heard. “How about a four-way?”


  Tamsin grinned at me. “You’re adorable when you’re drunk. Let’s dance!”


  I looked toward the floor in front of the stage. The club was starting to fill up, but that space was still empty.


  “No one else is dancing,” I said.


  Tamsin grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. “I know, right? Let’s show them how it’s done.”


  Even at my own prom I’d done the bare minimum of dancing required. Luckily my date shared my awkwardness about that part of the evening, and we’d gotten away with a few slow dances—sway, sway, sway—and one fast dance toward the end of the night when the floor was crowded enough that our lack of moves could go unnoticed.


  If I’d been less tipsy I probably would have gone up in a puff of pure terror as Tamsin dragged me onto the floor in front of the stage. The setup was like something out of an anxiety nightmare—the kind where you’re supposed to play piano or sing a song in a concert hall without knowing the words or music… or being able to sing or play.


  But I was tipsy. In fact, I was close to being wasted. And as Tamsin threw up her hands and started to move, I found myself channeling the person we all are in secret—the one who dances alone in her bedroom, and who isn’t really as clumsy as she thinks.


  The best part was, we weren’t alone for long. Other people joined us until the space in front of the stage was crowded with sweaty, happy, gyrating bodies.


  But Tamsin and I were right in front of the stage, and I wasn’t hearing noise anymore.


  All I heard was music.


  Something was happening to me. Observer-Rikki was fading away, along with the fears that never quite left me in social situations—the fear of saying the wrong thing, doing the wrong thing, revealing too much and making a fool of myself.


  I was fearless and beautiful and lovable, just like all the other people on the dance floor.


  “I love you,” I shouted in Tamsin’s ear, and she patted me on the shoulder.


  “I know, sweetie. I love you, too.”


  And then, across the room, I saw Sam. He was at the bar, tossing down a shot of something, and for the first time I noticed he had a wrist band on. Either he hadn’t been carded or he had a fake ID.


  He set his empty glass down on the bar and turned around, and his eyes met mine.


  I went absolutely still.


  “I love you,” I whispered.


  Tamsin bumped into me.


  “You’re not dancing,” she said, grabbing my hands and spinning me around.


  I tried to find Sam in the crowd again, but the spinning made me too dizzy.


  “I’m drunk,” I said out loud.


  Of course. I was drunk! That was the only reason I’d said what I did. I didn’t really love Sam.


  But I kept searching for him anyway, as though seeing him again could confirm that it was alcohol speaking and not my heart.


  I couldn’t find him. I decided that when the song ended, I’d get off the dance floor and look for him. But when the song ended the set did, too, and then Jason jumped off the stage and grabbed me around the waist.


  “Hey,” he said, smiling down at me.


  Would I tell Jason I loved him, too? I blinked up at him, waiting for declaration to spill out of me, but it didn’t.


  Maybe I was sobering up.


  “You were amazing,” I said. “I really loved the third song. Or maybe the fourth? The one with—”


  And then, without any warning, he kissed me.


  I wanted to dissolve into the kiss the way I’d dissolved on the dance floor. But at the first touch of Jason’s lips on mine observer-Rikki popped up again, watching what was happening and pulling me out of the moment.


  Jason broke the kiss before I could figure out if I was enjoying it or not. “I’ve got to help clear the stage for the next band. Then we’ll join you guys for a drink, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  He jumped back on stage and started packing up equipment, and I turned to make my way back to the table. Maybe Sam would be there and I could figure out the weird tangle of emotions that swirled around inside me every time I saw him.


  But he wasn’t there. And when I scanned the club, I couldn’t spot him anywhere.


  Maybe that was a good thing. If I hadn’t seen Sam while I was on the dance floor, I wouldn’t have felt that ridiculous surge of drunken emotion. And if I hadn’t felt that ridiculous surge of drunken emotion, maybe I would have enjoyed it more when Jason kissed me.


  It wasn’t too late, though. Sam wasn’t anywhere to be found and the night was young. I’d have another chance to kiss Jason and this time, I’d be one hundred percent focused on him.


  An hour went by before I got that chance. The whole band came to the table, and while Jason sat next to me and threw an arm around my shoulders, it wasn’t exactly an intimate setting.


  But it was fun. Claire was bubbling over with excitement, and she taught us the words to the last song they’d played—the one she’d written herself. She also begged us to come up with a name for the band since they hadn’t been able to agree on one.


  When the headliners took the stage for their set, most of us got up to dance. I didn’t feel as giddy as I had before but I still enjoyed myself, especially when Jason put a proprietary hand on my waist or my arm.


  I was sure that when we kissed again my body would respond the way it was supposed to: with excitement and passion.


  After a few songs Jason pulled me off the dance floor, leading me around to the back of the stage where there was a little door marked Employees Only. We went through it and found ourselves in a small room with amps and instrument cases stacked up along one wall.


  There were a few chairs scattered around. Jason led me over to one, sat down, and pulled me into his lap.


  And then, at last, the kissing started.


  I was ready for it. I was focused. I really, really wanted to enjoy myself.


  Only I didn’t.


  Maybe the alcohol was wearing off. Maybe there was something wrong with me on a basic level—something that would keep me from ever really letting my guard down, ever really cutting loose.


  Whatever the reason, I wasn’t really there. I was like two people: one of them kissing Jason and one of them watching myself kissing Jason.


  And neither one was feeling it.


  I wanted to feel it. I was so determined to feel it that I tried to force it, hoping I could stamp out observer-Rikki through sheer force of will. I practically attacked Jason, kissing him with what must have seemed like passion but which was mostly desperation.


  He kissed me back with what was definitely passion—or at least lust. I knew it was lust because I was sitting in his lap and I could feel his hard-on.


  It wasn’t horrible. I wasn’t repulsed or anything, but…


  And then observer-Rikki popped up again.


  If not horrible and not repulsed are the best you can come up with, then this isn’t working for you.


  Jason broke the kiss. “I’ve got a condom in my wallet,” he said. “Someone might come in here but there’s an alley out back… or we could go to my car.”


  I stared at him.


  For just a moment, I actually thought about it. This was my chance to lose my virginity, to check that experience off my to-do list.


  All I had to do was ignore my instincts. My feelings. My heart.


  I realized how easy it would be to do just that: to ignore my instincts, to ignore the voice in my head telling me that what I was feeling wasn’t enough. It would be easy to just go with this, to have sex in an alleyway or in the back of Jason’s car or wherever else we could find privacy.


  I had a sudden vision of what it would be like to live my whole life like that, until the disconnect between my feelings and my actions was so complete that I lost myself.


  I slid off Jason’s lap and shook my head. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t do this.”


  Jason blew his breath out in a heavy gust. “Okay. I understand. We can go back to my room, or your room, or whatever.”


  “I didn’t mean I can’t do this here. I meant I can’t do it at all.”


  He stared at me. “Why? What happened?” He paused. “You know I don’t have a girlfriend, right? We broke up last week.”


  “I know, but—”


  “Do you have a boyfriend?”


  “No, but—”


  “Shit. Who is it?”


  “No one. I don’t have a boyfriend.”


  Jason’s eyes narrowed. “But you’re into someone, and it’s not me. Who is it?”


  It had been a couple of hours since the rum and I was a lot more sober now, but I was still drunk enough to answer that question before I could think about it.


  “Sam.”


  “Sam?”


  I was as surprised as he was. But before I could make sense of my own feelings, I had to deal with Jason’s.


  He sat back, his expression frustrated and disbelieving. “You have to be kidding me. This was his idea.”


  That made absolutely no sense. “What was his idea? What are you talking about?”


  “He said I should ask you out.”


  It was sort of like getting a deep cut, where you see it before you feel it. You know it’s going to hurt but in the first moments of shock you don’t feel a thing.


  When I spoke, my voice sounded far away. “Sam told you to ask me out?”


  “He said you were interested. He said—”


  But I didn’t wait to find out what else Sam had said. I was already gone, heading back into the club fueled by more rage than I’d ever felt in my life.


  He wasn’t in there. I hadn’t seen him for a while—not since I’d caught sight of him at the bar.


  He must have gone back to Bracton.


  I couldn’t find Dyshell, who’d driven me over here. But Julia had a car, too, and she was still sitting at our original table, listening to the music.


  “These guys are good, aren’t they?” she said.


  I was too mad to know if they were good or bad. “I have no idea,” I said. “Is there any chance you could give me a ride back to Bracton?”


  Julia stared at me. “Are you okay?”


  “Physically, yes. Mentally and emotionally, no.”


  I was pleased that I was able to articulate that much of what I was feeling, but I wasn’t sure what Julia’s reaction would be. Maybe she’d think I was still drunk and blow me off, or something. She didn’t know me very well and had no reason to go out of her way for me.


  She got up from the table and grabbed her purse.


  “Let’s go,” she said cheerfully, and my guilt kicked in retroactively.


  “But you like this band. You should stay. I’ll find someone else to—”


  “Everyone else is either dancing or in a corner making out. Come on, Rikki.”


  Ten minutes later we pulled into the dorm resident parking lot. Three minutes after that I was pounding on Sam’s door.



  


  Chapter Eighteen


  I didn’t have to pound for long. The door jerked open and Sam was standing there in sweatpants and no shirt, his hair mussed and his eyes dangerous.


  “I think you’ve got the wrong room,” he said. “Jason’s across the hall.”


  I felt the force of my attraction to him like a physical blow. Maybe it was because I still had alcohol in my system, maybe it was because my emotions were so intense, but it felt as though a blindfold had been torn from my eyes.


  I wanted Sam. I wanted him, and the only defense I had against my own desire was the hot anger raging inside me.


  He started to close the door but I pushed past him. I went to the middle of the room, turned, and faced him.


  I was so mad I was shaking. “You told Jason to ask me out.”


  Sam had slammed the door shut and looked ready to rip into me. But after I spoke, his expression changed.


  “He told you that?”


  A part of me had hoped he might deny it. That Jason had made it up for some reason.


  But it was true.


  The pain was everywhere, and I couldn’t stand it. I stormed forward until I was less than a foot away from him.


  “I know you think I’m a coward. But I didn’t realize you think I’m a loser, too—such a loser you have to play matchmaker for me.”


  Sam didn’t look mad anymore. He looked guilty, which only made it worse.


  I’d always been able to take it when Sam was mad at me. That was a dynamic I understood; a battle I knew how to fight.


  But I couldn’t take the idea that Sam felt sorry for me.


  My voice shook. “You think I’m pathetic. You think—”


  “No! I don’t think you’re pathetic. I thought… I thought that’s what you wanted.”


  Sam had actually backed away from me, something he’d never done before. He was standing with his back to the door, his arms folded as though protecting himself from something.


  From me.


  I tried to process what he was saying. “You thought I wanted…”


  “Jason.” Sam’s jaw tightened. “You said you were interested in him. I thought going out with him would make you happy. Guys like Jason and Derek… they seem to be what you’re looking for. So I told Jason—” He stopped.


  “What? You told Jason what?”


  Sam closed his eyes and leaned back against the door. He looked defeated, which was something I’d tried to accomplish for the last six years. I’d tried to defeat him in academics, in mental jujitsu, in whatever other way I could. I’d fought against him for so long, and the best I’d ever been able to achieve was a draw. All those years, my strengths and defenses had accomplished nothing more than a stalemate.


  And now, when I felt at my weakest and most vulnerable, I’d somehow managed the impossible.


  I had Sam Payne on the ropes.


  “What did you tell Jason?”


  Sam’s eyes opened again. “I told him you’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever met. The smartest, sweetest, sexiest girl on campus. And I told him he’d be insane not to take a chance on you.”


  My hands curled into fists until my nails dug into my palms. My heart was thudding against my ribs.


  “If you thought that, then…”


  I couldn’t ask him. I couldn’t. I—


  “If you thought that, then why didn’t you ask me out yourself?”


  It was out. It was out, and I couldn’t take it back. No matter what happened for the rest of my life, the question had been asked and I’d never be able to erase the memory of it from Sam’s neural pathways.


  He stared at me, and I stared back.


  As the seconds ticked by, it seemed obvious that Sam wasn’t going to answer.


  “Oh, God,” I whispered. “I think I’m going to be sick.”


  And then the brief surge of nausea was replaced by a hot wave of anger.


  I pressed my cold hands to my hot cheeks. “I hate you, Sam. I hate you. I—”


  “That’s why.”


  His voice cut through my words like a knife.


  “What?”


  “That’s why I never asked you out. Because you hated me. And even when we got to be friends, it was obvious you weren’t interested in me. You found plenty of ways to tell me that.”


  “You hated me,” I said, my voice shaking. “You hated me all through high school. And then, here at Hart… you found plenty of ways to tell me you weren’t interested, too. How many nights did I sleep here after you broke up with Mena? You could have made a move anytime. And… and…” I took a breath. “I modeled for you in my underwear, and topless, for God’s sake. We were in that studio for hours, just the two of us. You could have made a move then.”


  Sam shook his head slowly. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, I guess I am. I was an idiot to think we could be friends. An idiot to think you could ever want me. An idiot to think—”


  “I’ve wanted you for six years.”


  My brain looked at that statement, tried to process the information, and threw in the towel.


  My mind had officially called it quits. That left my heart and my body, neither of which was ready for this.


  It was my turn to back away. And this time, Sam followed me. He matched me step for step, his eyes never leaving mine.


  When I bumped up against his desk, I knew I’d retreated as far as I could. There was nowhere else to go.


  He stopped when he was about a foot away from me. “What kind of asshole do you think I am? Did you think I’d take advantage of you when you needed a place to crash, or when you were helping me out with my art class, or when you were upset about your parents?”


  “I guess I thought… if you were really attracted to me, then… you wouldn’t be able to help yourself. Or something. So I assumed… you weren’t.” I remembered his hard-on, and corrected myself. “Or that if you were, it wasn’t… you know, a big deal. I thought it was just biology or hormones or… something that didn’t mean anything. Because I thought… I was sure… that you weren’t interested in me romantically.”


  “So because I didn’t attack you like some rabid animal, you decided I wasn’t interested?”


  He closed the distance between us and put his hands down on either side of me, trapping me between his arms, the desk, and his body.


  His face was only inches from mine. His eyes were more intense than I’d ever seen them, but in spite of the fact that he was ten times stronger than me, I didn’t feel afraid.


  Not physically afraid, anyway.


  “I didn’t attack you because I care about you,” he said. “I would never hurt you—and that includes making a move when I thought you weren’t interested. Because I’m not an asshole. And I’ve had six years of practice at hiding the way I feel about you. I’ve wanted you since junior high. I’ve dreamed about you. I’ve fantasized about you. And all that time, I knew I could never let you know.”


  He closed his eyes and opened them again. “You want to know how bad it is? That day I came over to your house last year—I stole a pair of your panties that day. I might not be an asshole but I’m not a saint, either. I have a pair of your panties, Rikki. That’s how bad it is.”


  I was trembling all over, fighting to stay in some kind of control. “I knew about the panties.”


  That actually brought him up short. He pushed away from the desk and took a step back, staring at me. “You did? But then—you must have known how I felt. How could you say you didn’t know?”


  “I thought… I thought…” I was starting to hate the sentences that began with those words, because they all seemed to be so wrong. I seemed to be so wrong—about everything. “I thought you took them because they were a girl’s panties. I mean… I didn’t think it mattered that they were mine.” I bit my lip. “I didn’t think you could really be attracted to me like that. And the one time I thought maybe you were… that you might want me… that was the day I…”


  I could feel the admission tumbling out of me, and I tried to stop it. But the look in Sam’s eyes, the things he was saying, were ripping away all my defenses.


  “That was the day I… tried to seduce you.”


  “Seduce me?”


  I swallowed. “Yes.”


  He took a deep breath. “Okay, listen. I might not be a genius when it comes to relationships, but I’ve been hot for you a third of my life. If you had ever tried to seduce me I would have noticed it.”


  Just thinking about it made me cross my arms across my chest defensively. “It was the last time I modeled for you. When I… wasn’t wearing my bra.”


  Sam looked at me like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “That was you seducing me? But you were pissed off at me that day. You looked so mad…”


  “I was mad.”


  “But—”


  “That was after I found my panties in your drawer. I’d been thinking about it ever since, wondering if it meant you wanted me or… if any girl’s panties would have done. All day I’d felt…” I closed my eyes. “I’d never felt that way before. I was so excited to see you again. And then when I did see you, I realized…”


  “What?” Sam asked softly. He was looking at me like I fascinated him, but not like a math geek fascinated by a logic problem.


  Like a man fascinated by a woman.


  Something in that look gave me the courage to say it. “I realized I wanted you.”


  Sam’s mouth twitched, and I glared at him. “You think this is funny?”


  “A little bit. Realizing you wanted me made you mad?”


  I lifted my chin. “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  Once again I answered honestly. “I don’t know.”


  For a moment we just looked at each other. I studied the flecks of gold in his eyes, and the way his sleep-mussed hair tumbled over his forehead.


  Then Sam took a half step forward and reached for me. He moved slowly, carefully, as though I were a wild animal caught in a trap. And I watched him the way a wild animal would, not knowing if this person’s touch would be the end or the beginning.


  “I think I know,” he said softly—and then his hand was in my hair, and I shivered all over. “You were mad because it was something you didn’t understand. Something you couldn’t control.”


  Sam’s hand moved gently, his thumb brushing against my cheekbone. I couldn’t look at him while he was doing that so I closed my eyes.


  “You think I’m a control freak?”


  “I’ve known you a long time, Rikki. I know you’re a control freak.”


  All my awareness was centered on his touch. I’d never known that a person’s head could be an erogenous zone, but every time his fingers combed through my hair I felt a thousand tiny prickles on my scalp that skittered their way down my spine.


  “What makes you think I—”


  “Do you remember the project on ancient Rome you did in ninth grade?”


  I was a little thrown by the new topic, and I opened my eyes. But one look at Sam’s expression made me squeeze them shut again.


  No guy had ever looked at me like that before.


  “I remember,” I said cautiously, keeping my eyes closed.


  Sam had both hands in my hair now, and I was very, very glad I was leaning on something. His fingers cradled the back of my head and his thumbs caressed my jaw line, and my knees were so weak my legs wouldn’t have held me up if it wasn’t for the desk behind me.


  “You’d made the most detailed model I’d ever seen. A whole city in miniature. And then, while you were doing your presentation, I realized something.”


  It was hard to pay attention to his words when his touch was making me feel so much. And then his hands slid down, his fingers on the back of my neck and his thumbs on my throat. Random facts about pressure on the carotid artery drifted through my mind, and I was vaguely aware that Sam could render me unconscious in about ten seconds by pressing just a little harder.


  But it wasn’t fear that made me tremble.


  “What did you realize?” I managed to ask, my voice shaky and breathless.


  His hands moved again, and now his palms shaped themselves to my shoulders and his thumbs brushed over my collarbones.


  I felt fragile, and precious, and beautiful.


  “I realized that you wanted the whole world to be like that,” he said softly. “Miniaturized. Comprehensible. Susceptible of analysis. And you’d prefer it if other people—and your own feelings—were like that, too.”


  His hands drifted down, down, down over my collarbones and toward my breasts.


  He moved slow enough that I could say no, if I wanted to.


  But I didn’t want to.


  He paused for just a moment. And then, when I didn’t say anything, his hands slid onto my breasts and stopped, his palms cupping me over my T-shirt and his thumbs brushing over my nipples again and again and again and…


  Nothing had ever felt this good. I was afraid that if I opened my eyes it would stop, so I didn’t open my eyes.


  “I wanted you to touch me like this,” I whispered. “The last time I modeled for you. That’s why I asked you to take my bra off. But I didn’t know how… how to say…”


  When he spoke again, his mouth was closer—right by my ear.


  “How to say you wanted me?”


  I didn’t trust myself to speak that time, so I just nodded.


  “So try it now.”


  His breath tickled my ear, and the sensation was like my own personal kryptonite. It made me weak, defenseless, powerless.


  “I can’t.”


  “Yes, you can. Because if you don’t tell me you want me, I’m not going to touch you anymore.”


  I opened my eyes then, because he pulled away. He took a step back and stood there looking at me, his hands at his sides.


  All this time I’d been thinking about what I needed. But now I realized that Sam needed something, too.


  He needed me to tell him how I felt. What I wanted.


  There’d been times I’d fantasized about a guy taking charge, making me want him, overpowering me with the strength of his desire so that I didn’t have to say a word.


  Maybe that was the other side of being a control-freak—fantasizing about a guy who wanted me so much he would take control away from me.


  But Sam would never be that guy. He needed to know we were in this together.


  And that meant I had to tell him what I wanted.


  It should have been the easiest thing in the world. I knew he wanted me—that wasn’t a secret anymore. All I had to do was say I wanted him, too.


  So why was it so scary?


  I’d told him I’d wanted him that day in the art studio, but that was in the past tense. Apparently I was capable of that. Was it really so different to tell him in the present? Not I wanted you, but I want you? Did two letters really make such a difference?


  Yes, they did. Because if I said I want you I wouldn’t be describing something that had happened in the past. I’d be describing something that was happening now. Something that seemed bigger than I was, something I couldn’t control.


  Something that made me vulnerable.


  I took a step forward and laid my hands flat on Sam’s bare chest. He looked down at me, his eyes dark and his breath uneven. A moment ago he’d seemed so in control of himself—but I realized now that he was hanging on by a thread.


  Was I really going to snap that thread?


  “I want you,” I whispered.


  He didn’t move or say anything, and I thought maybe he hadn’t heard me.


  But saying the words had made me realize how true they were. I wanted to say them again.


  My voice was louder this time. “Sam, I want you.”


  And then, suddenly, I couldn’t stop saying it.


  “I want you. I want you. I—”


  “I heard you the first time,” he said, sliding his fingers into my hair. “I just wanted to hear it again.”


  And then he kissed me.


  When our mouths met there was a muscle spasm low in my belly, just like when I was thirteen. Only this time, it didn’t end. The spasm went on and on until I was wild and desperate and hungry. I slid my arms around his neck and pressed myself against him, and Sam pulled back a millimeter before kissing me again, the fit of our mouths more perfect than before.


  He took two steps forward until my butt hit the desk again, and then he bent me back until I felt like I was falling… except that Sam wouldn’t let me fall. I was protected by his strength and I’d never felt more safe than I did in that moment.


  One of his arms was around my waist and his other hand cradled the back of my head. My upper body was suspended in the air, my spine arched against the forearm pressing into the small of my back.


  Sam’s mouth pressed hard against mine, urging my lips apart. When our tongues met the spasm in my belly sent feverish excitement into every corner of my body.


  I wouldn’t need to eat or drink or breathe ever again. All I needed was Sam’s tongue against mine and the sounds he made as he kissed me. All I needed was his body and his scent and the hunger that was turning me into a different person, a person who gripped Sam’s hair so hard it must have hurt him.


  Suddenly Sam pulled us upright, breaking the kiss, and I was afraid for a moment that I really had hurt him. But then he grabbed my hand and pulled me over to his bed, and this time when he bent me back we tumbled onto it together.


  We ended up side by side, kissing like we wouldn’t ever stop.


  I wanted him to touch my breasts again. I wanted him to touch me everywhere.


  Our upper bodies were touching but not our lower bodies. Sam was angled at the waist, his knees up a little, and when I tried to press my hips to his he bent them more.


  I knew what he was doing. He was hard and he didn’t want me to feel pressured.


  He was still protecting me, even though our kisses had grown so hungry and desperate that it felt like we were breathing each other instead of the air.


  But the spasm in my belly was an ache now, and I wanted to feel his erection cradled against me. Not skin against skin—not yet—but I needed the heat and the weight and the maleness of him.


  I’m not sure when it occurred to me that I didn’t have to wait for him to make that happen. I could make it happen.


  I dragged my mouth from his and said, panting, “Sam, I… I need something.”


  Sam stared at me, his eyes wild and his lips so thoroughly kissed that I couldn’t imagine what mine looked like.


  “Are we going too fast?” His voice was ragged, his breathing harsh. “I can slow down. I—”


  “No. No.” I reached down for the waistband of his sweatpants and tugged on them. “I need to feel you.”


  I watched him try to make sense of my words, as though I’d spoken in a foreign language. His knees were still up and I tried to push them down. When that failed, I slid my hand along his thigh until—


  “Rikki.”


  I took advantage of his shock to roll him onto his back and climb on top of him. This time I felt him just the way I wanted to, his hard length pressing against that place that ached and longed and needed.


  It felt so good I closed my eyes. Then Sam’s hands gripped my upper arms, and my eyes fluttered open again.


  His jaw was tight, and seeing the stubble there made my chin tingle where he’d scraped my skin raw. “This okay?” he grated out, his voice rough.


  “Yes. Yes. As long as… can we keep our clothes on?” I panted.


  He nodded. Then he rolled us over so that he was on top of me, and that was even better.


  I opened my legs and he settled in between them, the long, thick ridge of his erection right against my center.


  “Oh, God,” I said, and Sam froze.


  “Am I hurting you?”


  “No. It feels so good.”


  He was supporting his weight on his arms, and I ran my hands down the curve of his biceps.


  “I love your arms,” I said, and he looked so handsome when he smiled down at me that I almost couldn’t stand it.


  “Kiss me again,” I ordered him, and then we were pressed together mouth to toes.


  The kisses were deeper this time. And after a while I noticed that we were moving rhythmically, rubbing and bumping in a kind of… grind.


  We were grinding.


  The sound of that word in my head, hot and dirty and primal, made me want more.


  I pushed against Sam’s chest and he pulled back a little.


  “I want to take off my shirt. And my bra.”


  He stared at me a second and then swallowed hard. “I thought we were keeping our clothes on.”


  “Our pants,” I said. “We’re keeping our pants on.”


  Sam took in a deep breath and let it out. “If you want to take off your shirt and bra, I am down with that plan. I just have one request.”


  “What?”


  “Let me take them off for you.”


  I nodded. Then Sam rose up to his knees and pulled me up with him, so we were kneeling on the bed together.


  We were both breathing hard, both shaking, both desperate to start kissing again. But when Sam put his hands on the hem of my T-shirt, he suddenly stopped. For a second we stayed like that, Sam staring at my shirt and me staring at him.


  “What is it?” I asked after a moment, and he looked up with a grin so sexy it stopped my breath.


  “You don’t know what it was like for me all those weeks,” he said, and then he finally started lifting my shirt—but oh, so slowly.


  “What do you mean?” I whispered. His knuckles were brushing the bare skin of my waist and I shivered, a thousand butterflies in my belly.


  “Staring at you in the art studio and knowing I could never have you.”


  It seemed to take him forever, but finally, finally, I could raise my arms and let him slip my shirt up and off.


  He looked at my bra for a long moment, and I could feel my nipples hardening.


  “This one hooks in the back,” he said softly, and all I could do was nod.


  He leaned in close, sliding both hands up my back to the bra clasp. It opened, and Sam pulled it off and let it fall to the floor.


  I closed my eyes as Sam put his hands on my waist. Then he moved them up, up, up.


  “It was hard for me, too,” I whispered.


  I held my breath as Sam’s hands, so big and strong and gentle, smoothed over my ribs and onto my breasts.


  I gasped.


  “What was hard for you?” he asked, and I struggled to form words.


  “Not knowing what you were thinking. Not knowing what you wanted.”


  “I wanted you.”


  His hands moved up to my shoulders and then he was pushing me back, gently, until I was lying down again. He settled down beside me, propped up on his elbow, and his gaze raked over me from head to toe.


  “But I’m glad you didn’t know what I was thinking. If you knew all the dirty scenarios I’ve imagined you in, you wouldn’t let me anywhere near you.”


  Then he lowered his head and took my right breast in his mouth.


  I practically jumped off the bed, like he’d given me an electric shock. Sam pulled back a little and blew cool air where his mouth had been, and I quivered all over.


  I looped my arms around his neck and tried to pull him down, but I might as well have tried to move a brick wall.


  “I want you on top of me,” I panted. “Right on top of me.”


  Sam closed his eyes for a second. “I can do that,” he said—and he shifted his weight to give me what I wanted.


  His hard-on was cradled between my legs and my breasts were flattened against his chest.


  I squirmed underneath him for the sheer pleasure of the friction, and Sam groaned as he dropped his forehead on my shoulder.


  “Kiss me,” I whispered, and he raised his head, slid his hands into my hair, and brought his mouth down hard on mine.


  The kiss this time was hotter and wetter, dirtier and more intense. After a while I started making this noise—a kind of low moan that sounded as dirty as the kiss.


  When I realized I was doing it I froze.


  Sam dragged his mouth away and looked down at me. “What?”


  I was panting. “I just… heard that sound I was making.”


  Sam grinned down at me. “Yeah. It’s a really good sound.”


  “It was a cavewoman sound.” I swallowed. “It was the sound of a woman who wants to have sex.”


  His eyebrows went up. “It could also be the sound of a woman who likes kissing me.”


  “No.” I shook my head. “I mean yes, I like kissing you. But I also want to have sex. Oh, my God. I really do.” I grabbed his shoulders and stared up at him. “I want to have sex right now. With you.”


  Sam stared at me for a moment. Then he blinked.


  “What is it? What are you thinking?”


  “An hour ago I was torturing myself, imagining you with Jason and telling myself that only an idiot pines after a girl for six years. Now you’re in my bed begging me for sex.”


  “I’m not begging you for sex.”


  “No?”


  “It’s more like a demand.”


  Sam grinned again. Then he shifted onto his side and sort of gathered me in, holding me close and stroking my hair.


  “I’m not giving in to your demands tonight,” he said softly.


  I felt a wave of disappointment. “You’re not?”


  “No. We’ve both been drinking, for one.”


  “I had that rum hours ago. It has to be out of my system by now.”


  “And for another, there are a few things missing.”


  “Missing?”


  He kissed my forehead. “Candlelight. Roses.” He paused. “Also, condoms.”


  I closed my eyes as Sam kissed his way behind my ears and down my neck. “I guess condoms are mission-critical.”


  “Yeah,” he murmured, kissing the hollow at the base of my throat. “But it’s okay. I’ve waited for you a long time, Rikki. I can wait one more night.”


  His kisses were sending waves of pleasure through me, and I rolled onto my back to give him better access.


  “That feels so good,” I whispered, as he kissed his way along my breastbone and down to my stomach. When he started kissing his way back up again I said, “Sam?”


  “Yeah?”


  “If we can’t have sex, how about going to third base?”


  He lifted his head to look at me. “Are you sure?”


  How could I know until I tried? “I think so.”


  His eyes darkened. He dipped his head and licked a slow circle around my belly button, and then I felt his fingers pop the button of my jeans.


  The minute I heard the zipper lowering, I knew I wasn’t quite ready after all.


  I grabbed Sam’s hair and he stopped immediately.


  “Okay,” I said breathlessly. “I think I was a little overambitious. Maybe we can save third base for tomorrow night?”


  He moved back up the bed to where I was, propping his head on his hand as he smiled down at me.


  “We can do that,” he said, brushing a lock of hair off my forehead. “I’ll pencil it in.”


  All of a sudden, a wave of sleepiness swept over me.


  “You want to know something strange?” I asked.


  He kissed the top of my head. “Always.”


  “I think I could fall asleep. Could you fall asleep?”


  “I could give it a shot.”


  I sort of nestled into him, sliding an arm around his waist and resting my head against his chest. “Good night, Sam.”


  “Good night, Rikki.”


  I didn’t drift off right away. Lying in his arms felt so good I struggled to stay awake a little longer, so I could enjoy it.


  “Sam?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I’m glad we waited,” I whispered. “I’m glad we’ll be each other’s first time.”


  I must have fallen asleep after that. Because the next thing I knew, it was morning.



  


  Chapter Nineteen


  The sun was streaming directly into my eyes, and it hurt a little.


  My head hurt a little, too.


  After a while it dawned on me that I was hung over. Three rum and Cokes, and I was hung over. Did that make me a lightweight, or was that par for the course?


  I sat up in bed, rubbed my eyes, and realized something else.


  Sam wasn’t in the room.


  My mind recalled everything we’d done last night and my body tingled and quivered. But before I got a chance to enjoy the memory of exquisite pleasure, other things came rushing in.


  Embarrassment.


  Doubt.


  Confusion.


  Panic.


  Then the door opened, and Sam came in. He was wearing jeans and a black T-shirt and he was carrying a paper bag.


  He started to smile when he saw me, and then he noticed my expression.


  “Damn,” he said. “You’ve already started.”


  I hugged my knees to my chest and looked at him. “Started what?”


  He crossed the room, sat down beside me, and kissed me on the cheek.


  “Thinking,” he said. “You’ve started thinking. I was hoping to be back before that happened.”


  I hugged my knees harder, noticing for the first time that I was topless. “You had a plan to keep me from thinking?”


  “As a matter of fact, I did. A two-pronged attack.” He opened the bag and showed me the doughnuts inside. “The first part of my plan was to distract you with sugar.” He dropped the bag on the bedside table and slid both hands into my hair. “The second was to distract you with lust.”


  I opened my mouth to say something, but whatever it was got swallowed up in a hard, sweet, decadent kiss.


  “Okay, good plan,” I said a minute later, when Sam pulled back to smile at me. But then I gasped in sudden horror.


  “What?” he asked.


  “My mouth tastes awful. I must have the worst morning breath in the history of the world.”


  “I didn’t notice,” he said softly, reaching out and brushing the pad of his thumb over my lower lip.


  “How could you not notice?”


  “All I tasted was you.” He grabbed the paper bag and held it out to me. “But if you want to taste something different, have a doughnut.”


  I started to reach for one, and then I realized again how very, very topless I was. I grabbed for the blankets and felt my face heating up.


  Sam grinned at me. “You know I’ve seen your breasts, right? They’re perfect, by the way.”


  “They’re not perfect,” I muttered, but the compliment thrilled me in spite of myself.


  There was a short silence. Then: “Hey, Rikki?”


  Sam’s voice had turned serious, and I looked up to meet his eyes. “Yes?”


  “I know I can’t really stop you from thinking. If your brain could take a vacation you wouldn’t be you. I know you’re also a little freaked out about last night, and I get that. But I need you to know something.”


  “What?” I whispered.


  “Nothing about you is going to scare me off. Not your breath, not your brain, and definitely not your breasts. I’m all in. I want you in my bed tonight, and tomorrow night, and every night after that. And if it doesn’t happen, it’ll be because you decide you don’t want it to. Okay?”


  Another thrill ran through me. “Okay.”


  He held out the bag again. “So do you want a doughnut, or what?”


  I reached in, grabbed one, and took a big bite.


  “Yes, I do,” I said with my mouth full.


  Sam grinned and kissed me on the forehead. “Awesome. How about coffee?”


  “That’s a question you never need to ask.”


  * * *


  I sort of shimmered through the rest of the day.


  Tamsin figured out something was up and dragged all the details out of me. Not that she had to work too hard—the truth was, I was dying to talk about Sam to someone.


  He’d invited me to spend the day with him, but I was afraid I wouldn’t get any work done if I did that. I wanted to be around him so much it scared me a little. So I told him I’d see him that night at dinner, and I went back to my room and tried to focus on class work.


  It was a huge relief to talk to Tamsin about Sam instead.


  The relief was even more intense when it was finally time to go down to dinner. My urge to see Sam again was like an ache in my bones, and when I stood in the dining hall doorway and spotted him at a table across the room, my heart fluttered in my chest like a hummingbird.


  And when he looked up and saw me, it was like a scene in a movie. Everything else seemed to fade away until Sam and I were the only two people in the world.


  Then Tamsin poked me in the ribs. “Get your tongue back in your mouth.”


  I had to force myself to go through the food line before sitting down at Sam’s table. But I was suddenly starving, and I took a big bowl of minestrone soup and two servings of lasagna.


  “Hungry?” he asked with a grin as I approached the table.


  I nodded, taking the seat next to him and feeling suddenly awkward. I felt like I wanted to kiss him hello, but I wasn’t sure if that was—


  He leaned close, wrapped one arm around my shoulders, and kissed me long and slow and deep.


  “I missed you,” he murmured when we broke the kiss.


  My heart was pounding so hard I was sure he could hear it. “I missed you, too.”


  “Wow,” Tamsin said, sitting next to me on the other side. “You guys have it bad, huh?” She glanced at Sam’s tray and noticed his dessert. “Man, I forgot it was brownie day. I didn’t see them when I went through the line.”


  Sam rose from his chair, moving his hand to the back of my neck and making me shiver. “I got the last of the first batch but they were making a fresh tray. I’ll go see if it’s ready and snag a couple for you guys.”


  “Thanks, Sam—even though I know you’re really doing it for Rikki.”


  Sam smiled at Tamsin, kissed the top of my head, and went on the search for brownies. I followed him with my eyes until he disappeared into the kitchen.


  “Well, well, well.”


  I jerked my head around to see Jason sitting across from Tamsin and me.


  The truth was, I’d forgotten all about him. But now, seeing how pissed off he looked, I felt a wave of guilt. Maybe I should have found him and apologized for last night.


  He was holding his phone in his hand like a loaded gun. “Judging from your postcoital glow, I guess the boning between you and Payne has finally commenced. Not that I’m slut-shaming you, of course. This is a sex-positive dorm.”


  Tamsin was frowning at him. “What’s got your panties in a twist? I know you think you’re a rock star now, but that doesn’t mean you have to act like an asshole.”


  Jason ignored Tamsin and kept his eyes on me. “I just wonder if you know the kind of guy Sam is. What he likes, what he doesn’t like. Because if you need information, I just got some pics from someone who was at the club last night. Apparently she had a front row seat to your boy and—well, here.” He held out his phone. “Why don’t you look for yourself?”


  I knew it was something I didn’t want to see. That was obviously Jason’s intention—to show me something I didn’t want to see.


  But I didn’t think it would be too bad. How could it be? Because I did know the kind of guy Sam was, and nothing Jason showed me would—


  He shoved the phone into my hand.


  The picture took up the whole screen. Sam was in the alleyway behind the club, his pants down around his thighs. There was a girl between him and the building behind her.


  I couldn’t see her face—or his. But I could see what they were doing.


  It felt like I stared at that image for a long, long time. It was long enough for Tamsin, sitting beside me, to look over my shoulder and gasp.


  But it was probably only a few moments before Sam came back with two brownies on a plate and sat down next to me.


  “Hey,” he said, glancing at Jason’s phone. “What are you looking at?”


  I didn’t move. I didn’t hand him the phone. But I felt him go very, very still beside me, and I knew he’d seen the picture.


  “Rikki,” he said, his voice low and intense. “Rikki, you have to let me explain.”


  Jason took his phone back and slid it into his pocket. “This should be good. Did your dick accidentally—”


  “You son of a bitch.”


  The sound of Sam’s voice made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I’d never in my life heard anyone sound like that—like they were going to beat someone until they bled.


  Jason’s expression went from antagonistic to apprehensive, but he held his ground for a little longer. “Are you really going to blame this on me? Maybe you should focus on convincing Rikki that your identical twin fucked some girl last night. You know, right before you fucked her.”


  Sam shoved his chair back and surged to his feet. Jason got up, too, so fast that he tripped and sprawled on the floor. He scrambled to his feet and took off, stumbling, but moving so fast he knocked into a couple of people on the way.


  I thought for a minute that Sam might go after him. I could feel his anger coming off him in waves, and I almost wished he would. I didn’t want to talk to him, didn’t want to look at him, didn’t want either of us to exist in this moment in time.


  But he took a deep breath and stayed where he was.


  “Rikki, listen to me. What you saw in that picture—it happened hours before you came over. I was drunk and half out of my mind. I saw you kissing Jason on the dance floor and I thought… I thought you were with him.”


  “I was with him.” My voice sounded so calm I thought someone else was speaking for a minute. “And I was kissing him. But then I stopped kissing him, because it didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel right because I couldn’t stop thinking about you. That’s when he told me the only reason he was with me in the first place was that you told him to ask me out.”


  “You know why I did that,” Sam said, grabbing my hand. “You know what I—”


  “Let go of me.”


  My voice was still calm, still quiet, but something in my tone must have convinced Sam I meant business. He dropped my hand immediately.


  “Rikki. Rikki. Please let me—”


  “Stop talking.”


  He did. And for a moment I just sat there, staring down at my tray with Sam on one side of me and Tamsin on the other, both of them still and silent, waiting for me to do or say something.


  So far, we were the only ones who knew anything was wrong. Jason’s pratfall hadn’t drawn much attention. All around us, people were talking and laughing just as usual, not realizing I was sitting here falling apart.


  I could still keep everyone from knowing it—everyone but Sam and Tamsin.


  I’d managed to get through high school without making an idiot of myself over love. I’d watched so many of my friends make scenes in public, break up in public, cry and scream and beg in public… and I knew I’d rather die than expose myself like that. Than make a fool of myself like that.


  And I would never let a guy make a fool of me.


  I felt strong when I thought that way. A part of me wondered what it was like to love someone so much you’d sacrifice your pride, but I was sure my self-respect would always win out in the end.


  Now I knew that I hadn’t really been strong. I’d only been safe.


  But it wasn’t too late to preserve my self-respect, even now. I could get up and leave without a word, and no one would know what I was feeling.


  Not even Sam and Tamsin. They might guess, but I could at least keep the full reality of the pain inside of myself.


  Maybe that would keep them from feeling sorry for me.


  But then, as the memory of that picture came flooding back, I stopped thinking about what other people thought about me. All I could think about was how much I hurt.


  “I’m such an idiot,” I said, looking at Sam for the first time since Jason handed me his phone. “I believed your feelings for me were special. That what we were doing was special.”


  “Rikki—”


  “Shut up.” My voice was trembling, and I didn’t even try to hide it. “Who was she? Was it someone I know?”


  Sam looked at me like I was sticking a knife between his ribs, but I didn’t care.


  “I don’t know,” he said, and I could see how much he hated admitting that. “I don’t remember her name. She was with the band from last night. They’re on their way to Hartford now, and I’ll never see her again.”


  “Oh, God. Did you use a condom?”


  “Yes. But Rikki—”


  I pressed my hands against my temples. “I said I was glad we waited. That we’d be each other’s first time. I actually said that, and you didn’t tell me you’d screwed some girl three hours before. You let me believe that romantic bullshit.”


  “I would have told you, Rikki. I swear.”


  “When?”


  “Before we… before anything happened. But I couldn’t tell you last night. I couldn’t fuck up what we—”


  “Last night was a lie.”


  “No. It wasn’t.” Sam grabbed my shoulders. “Last night was the most real thing I’ve ever experienced. Compared with that, what happened in that alley was nothing.”


  I pulled away. “It wasn’t nothing.”


  The pain was almost more than I could stand. But even so, a part of me recognized that Sam hadn’t betrayed me with that girl. He hadn’t cheated on me, because we hadn’t been a couple… and as far as he knew we never would be.


  He was drunk when he went into that alley. He was drunk, he was a free agent, and he’d just seen me with Jason.


  But what I was feeling now had nothing to do with rationality. It wasn’t logical. I just knew that I could never again look at Sam without seeing that picture.


  I’d believed that Sam was different. That he wasn’t the kind of guy who would screw some nameless, faceless girl in an alleyway.


  Maybe I wasn’t being fair. If it had been anyone else—Will or Andre or Jason—I wouldn’t feel like this. I’d still think it was a shitty thing to do, but I wouldn’t feel like my very faith in humanity had been shaken.


  I wouldn’t feel like my guts were being ripped out.


  But it wasn’t anyone else. It was Sam, and only now, when it was way too late, did I realize the truth.


  I was in love with him.


  I started to shake, and Sam grabbed for my hand. “Please, Rikki. You have to let me—”


  I jerked my hand away from his. “I don’t have to do anything.”


  There was one other time my emotions had seemed bigger than I was—the night Charlotte had admitted she’d had an affair.


  “People are shit.”


  I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud until Sam said, “Don’t say that. I know I did a stupid thing but I—”


  The hurt inside me was growing every second, burning away everything else until I felt insane.


  And I was glad.


  An insane person doesn’t have to make rational decisions. An insane person doesn’t have to be fair or reasonable or take things into consideration. An insane person doesn’t have to find a way to move past things, to forgive, to have perspective.


  Sam was still talking, still asking for a chance to explain. I tuned him out as I got to my feet, picked up my tray, and upended it into his lap.


  That pretty much ended the possibility that no one else would know something was wrong. As Sam jumped to his feet, covered in soup and lasagna, people all around us could see something was wrong.


  A collective gasp rose from the tables near us as people craned their necks to see what was going on.


  I had just made a spectacle of myself, and I didn’t even care.


  But it didn’t ease the pain. Nothing would.


  As I pushed my way through the crowd of people that had started to form, I could hear Tamsin shouting after me.


  “Rikki! Wait!”


  But I didn’t wait. I just ran. I ran out into the lobby and through the front doors.


  It was freezing cold outside but I didn’t care. I was glad of the cold, because it made me feel something other than the pain inside me.


  I felt like I was leaving things behind as I ran, away from Bracton and through the main quad, across the dead grass and past the trees.


  But then something tripped me up. A rock, a twig, or just my own clumsiness. I tripped and I fell, but instead of getting up again I just lay there on the hard, frozen ground, feeling cold and miserable and angry and heartbroken.


  “Rikki! Oh my God, are you okay?”


  It was Tamsin, panting and gasping for breath. I rolled onto my back and looked up at her.


  “You followed me?”


  “Of course. You’re upset.” She took a moment to catch her breath. “Now will you please come back with me?”


  I shook my head. “I’m going to stay out here for a while.”


  Tamsin put her hands on her hips. She was still breathing hard, and she looked colder than I did in her short-sleeved shirt and miniskirt.


  “You can’t stay out here. You’ll freeze to death.”


  “Good,” I said, closing my eyes. “I hope I do.”


  I heard Tamsin sigh heavily, and then she sat down next to me and bumped my hip with hers. “You don’t mean that.”


  I opened my eyes again and looked up at her. She was shivering, and she wrapped her thin arms around her knees for warmth.


  “I do mean it,” I said, and even though I knew I was wallowing in self-pity I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I didn’t even want to stop myself. “This hurts so much. How can you stand it?”


  “How can I stand what?”


  “Love.”


  In the light of the lamppost a few feet away, I saw Tamsin’s eyes widen.


  “You’re in love with Sam?”


  I nodded.


  “Oh, sweetie. I’m sorry. I thought you guys just hooked up. I mean, I could tell you were really into him, but—” She paused. “This is the first time you’ve ever been in love, isn’t it?”


  “I thought I was too smart to do this to myself. I didn’t mean to fall in love with him. Oh, God, how could I let this happen? I’m such a fucking idiot. I’ve been fooling myself all these weeks, all these months, telling myself Sam was just a friend.”


  “You managed to fool me,” Tamsin said gently.


  I closed my eyes. “All I can think of is that picture. I’ll never be able to look at him without seeing it. The things he said last night, when we were…” I couldn’t finish that sentence. “And just a couple hours before I was with him, he was with her.” I drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m so stupid. I thought he was different. The kind of guy who would never… do that.”


  Tamsin put a hand on my shoulder. “You guys weren’t together when he did that. He didn’t cheat on you.”


  “That doesn’t make me feel any better. Maybe it should, but it doesn’t.” I opened my eyes again. “But at least I’ve learned something. I’m not cut out for this, Tamsin. I don’t want to feel this way ever again. I was so happy last night, and now—” I swallowed. “This is it for me. No more guys. I obviously can’t handle it. All the messiness and misery and… God, I want to die. Maybe I will die. Is it possible to die from feeling this way?”


  Tamsin shook her head. “You’re not going to die. You’re going to come back to our room and listen to Adele and the Cure and Joni Mitchell and cry. Tomorrow morning, you’re going to listen to Rihanna and Annie Lennox and Sinead O’Connor and feel pissed off.”


  “And you think that will make me feel better?”


  “It’ll be a start. You’ve just never done this before, Rikki. You’ve never fallen in love and you’ve never had your heart broken. You should have gotten it over with in high school. You stayed away from this stuff a long time and now you’re in the middle of it. But I swear to God you’ll get through it. And the next time it happens—”


  “Don’t say it gets easier.”


  “I wasn’t going to. But the next time it happens you’ll know you can survive it, because you’ll already have survived it once.”


  “There won’t be a next time. Seriously. I stuck my toe in the water and it’s way too cold for me.”


  Tamsin started to answer, but she was interrupted by the ringing of my phone. She yanked it out of my pocket before I could and looked at the screen.


  “It’s Sam. Do you mind if I get this for you?”


  “I really wish you would.”


  She hit accept, and before Sam could get a word out she spoke. “Rikki doesn’t want to talk to you right now. Okay? There’s nothing you can say that’s going to improve the situation, so—” She paused, and I could hear the sound of Sam’s voice but not what he was saying. “I have no idea,” she said. “Here’s a suggestion, though. Why don’t you wait for her to call you? That seems like a surefire way to know she’s ready to talk.”


  She ended the call and handed me the phone. “There,” she said, scrambling to her feet. “That should give you a day or two at least. He seems like the persistent type, but unless he’s a total asshole he’ll give you some space for a while.” She held out her hand, and when I took it she pulled me to my feet. “Now let’s get the hell out of the Arctic zone and back to our room.”


  I tried to remember the bands she’d prescribed as we trudged back toward Bracton. “I don’t have any of the music you talked about.”


  “Don’t worry,” Tamsin said. “I’ve got it all. My breakup playlist is very extensive.”



  


  Chapter Twenty


  Tamsin was right about the music: it did make me feel better.


  But she was wrong about something else.


  It turned out that Sam wasn’t the persistent type. He didn’t call, he didn’t stop by our room, and he didn’t make eye contact with me in class.


  He was doing what he thought I wanted. And as the days stretched into weeks, it was obvious that he would keep on doing it.


  Something else happened as the days went by. Something I’d always craved in the past but which, this time, I fought with every breath in my body.


  I got perspective.


  I still wished I hadn’t seen that picture. I still wished Sam hadn’t had anonymous sex in an alley. But the fact that Sam had done one shitty, out-of-character thing when he was drunk didn’t negate all the amazing, wonderful things about him.


  I could feel the forgiveness happening inside me and I struggled against it. I didn’t want to forgive Sam. I didn’t want my anger to soften. Because the truth was, as horrible as it was to feel all that anger, it was a thousand times simpler than the other thing.


  Love was the real enemy. Love makes fools out of otherwise smart, sensible people.


  Just look at my own parents. There was no one in the world smarter or more sensible—not to mention kinder or sweeter—than Beth. But that hadn’t stopped Charlotte from falling in love with someone else and making a fool of her.


  The only way to make sure you don’t get a pie in your face is to stay out of the game.


  I was committed, now, to a new life plan. I would become an academic nun. I would wall myself up in a metaphorical ivory tower, devoting myself to the study of history and foregoing the pleasures of the flesh.


  When I was alone in my room or studying in the library, it seemed like a really good plan. I loved the moments when I was reading a textbook and got lost in another age. I told myself that intellectual excitement could totally take the place of other kinds of excitement, and I felt strong and independent and comfortable with myself.


  Right up until the moment I saw Sam in English class.


  I never saw him in the dorm, which was pretty extraordinary—until I realized that Sam was taking extraordinary measures to make sure we didn’t run into each other. I found that out when Andre told me—looking a little confused—that Sam wouldn’t be eating in the Bracton dining hall for the foreseeable future.


  But we still had English comp together three times a week.


  I dreaded that first class so much I almost didn’t go. I was sure Sam would try to talk to me, and at that point my anger and hurt were still so strong I knew I couldn’t deal with that.


  But he didn’t try to talk to me. He effaced himself completely in the classroom, keeping his head down the whole time and never, not once, making eye contact with me.


  The next class was the same, and the one after that. By that time I was a lot calmer, because I knew that Sam was doing everything in his power to make things easier for me. He’d taken himself out of my life as completely as he could.


  Because he thought that’s what I wanted.


  And it was… at first.


  But no matter how much I struggled to keep the anger alive in my heart, it began to fade. And once that hot fire was out, it exposed what I’d been trying desperately not to see—the hole in my life where Sam had been.


  I missed him. I missed his friendship. I missed his voice, his smile, and the way I felt when I was with him.


  And though we’d only been more than friends for one night, I missed that most of all.


  But I could never, ever let him know that. I could never humble myself that way to Sam Payne. I could never tell him that I thought about him every night, that I wanted to call him every hour, that I tortured myself by imagining him with other girls.


  And so November lurched into December.


  I was in the library studying for finals, looking up every so often to watch the snow flurries drifting down from a slate-gray sky. I had a good groove going, and when I saw Tamsin coming toward me with a determined look on her face I was fully prepared to tell her that whatever pre-finals tension relief she had planned would have to proceed without me.


  She spoke without preamble. “There’s something you need to see.”


  “I’m studying.”


  “So take a break.”


  “I don’t want to take a break.”


  “You’re coming with me right now.”


  “Tamsin—”


  In the end, of course, I went with her.


  She marched me across campus without telling me where we were going, but as we approached the art building I started to have an inkling.


  I stopped walking. “No. No way. I haven’t talked to Sam in weeks and I don’t want our first conversation to be at his art show.”


  “He’s not there. The event ended a little while ago. The gallery is still open, but Sam went to an off-campus party with the other students who showed work. I promise you won’t see him.”


  A few minutes later we entered the exhibit hall. My heart started to thump against my ribs as Tamsin led me past paintings and installation pieces and sculpture until—


  There it was.


  My heart stopped. It felt like everything stopped.


  The girl Sam had made from clay was so beautiful she didn’t seem to have anything to do with me. And yet…


  Her arms were my arms. Her legs were my legs. Her hips, her torso… all that was mine. My contours had been shaped so lovingly that I could feel myself back in the studio with Sam’s caress down my arm.


  But her face…


  I tried to think of how to define the expression Sam had given me. Knowledge? Understanding? It was more dynamic than that. Enthusiasm? Exhilaration? That wasn’t quite right, either. It was emotional and intellectual at the same time, sort of like…


  Then I remembered one of our conversations.


  I’ve seen you look like that before. You get this flash of illumination.


  That was what he had captured. Illumination.


  It’s a humbling experience to see yourself through someone else’s eyes. But the most unexpected thing of all was the cushion Sam had given me: not the one I’d used from the cabinet, but a tiger.


  The tiger was sleeping like a big cat, its chin on its paws, and I lay with my head against its side.


  “Do I really look like that?” I whispered.


  Tamsin put her arm around my waist. “Yes,” she said. “You do.” She paused. “Well, except for the tiger.”


  I started to laugh—and at the same time, I felt my eyes well up with tears. “Why did you make me come here?”


  “Because if someone made a statue like that of me I’d want to see it. Why don’t you talk to him, Rikki? I know you miss him.”


  I shook my head. “It’s too late.”


  “No, it’s not. It’s never too late.”


  I didn’t really mean that it was too late. I meant that it was too messy, too scary, too hard.


  But I knew I could never explain that to Tamsin. She was a lot braver than I was.


  * * *


  A week later I was in the middle of finals. Today was English comp, and I was sitting on a hard wooden bench outside the exam room when my phone buzzed. I took it out of my pocket, planning to mute it for the duration of the test. Then I saw the name on the screen.


  Charlotte.


  We’d talked a few times since I’d asked her about the affair, and the conversations hadn’t gone well. The last few times I’d seen her name pop up on my phone I’d let it go to voicemail.


  I’m not sure why I answered this time. The final was starting in a few minutes and my mind was already in exam mode.


  But I did answer it. I got up off the bench, went a few paces away, and leaned against the wall.


  “What is it, mom?”


  A few minutes later I went back to the bench on rubbery legs. I tried to sit down again, but my butt missed the seat by a few inches and I went down on the ground. I landed on my tail bone and it hurt like hell.


  “Rikki!”


  I looked up into Sam’s face. He was crouched on the ground beside me and he looked totally freaked out.


  “What happened? What’s wrong?”


  I tried to breathe around the weight on my chest. “It’s Beth. She’s in the hospital. She hurt her head and she’s unconscious.” I fumbled for my phone. “I’ve got to get back home,” I muttered, wondering who to call. I couldn’t ask someone to drive me—not during finals week. But maybe I could borrow someone’s car.


  “Come on,” Sam said, pulling me to my feet. “Let’s go.”


  I stared at him. “Go where?”


  “I’ve got Andre’s car this week. I’ll drive you to the hospital. St. Nicholas, right?”


  “But… you can’t. You have to take your final exam. Professor Timms might let me make it up when I tell her what happened but she won’t let you. You know how strict she is.”


  “I don’t care about that. Let’s go.”


  “No.” I shook my head vigorously. “You’re not going to tank your grade because of me.”


  Even as I argued with him, Sam started walking toward the building exit—and because he had my hand in his I came along with him.


  “You could just lend me the car,” I said as he pushed the doors open and we stepped outside. “That way I can get to the hospital and you can still take the test.”


  Sam shook his head as he steered me toward the campus parking lot. “There’s no way I’m letting you drive. You couldn’t even sit without falling down.”


  Maybe he was right. “But—”


  “It’s settled,” Sam said firmly, and as we came in sight of Andre’s car I felt myself give in.


  “Okay. Thank you.”


  We drove the first few minutes in silence. Once we were out of Drake and on the highway Sam asked, “Do you know what happened? Was it a car accident?”


  “No. Charlotte said…” I was still trying to wrap my mind around what Charlotte had said. “I guess Beth was in some kind of… fight. In a bar.”


  “Your mom was in a bar fight?” Sam’s voice sounded incredulous.


  “I know. It sounds insane. Maybe I didn’t understand what she was saying. The connection wasn’t great and she was really upset.” My eyes filled up with tears. “Okay, so… you know the thing where we want to blame ourselves for bad stuff?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, it’s not even a stretch this time. I’ve been horrible to my moms ever since they told me they were splitting up. I mean, I’ve been worse to Charlotte, but I haven’t really been there for Beth either. I’ve just kind of… avoided the whole situation. Because it was easier.”


  As I said that, I felt a kind of self-loathing rise up in me that was stronger than anything I’d ever felt before. “I’m a coward and a terrible person and—”


  “Rikki.”


  I took a deep breath and let it out. Then I turned my head to look at Sam, who had his eyes on the road and both hands on the steering wheel.


  He glanced at me briefly before turning his eyes back to the road. “Even if you were a terrible person, which you’re not, what does that have to do with Beth getting into a bar fight?”


  “Maybe if I’d been more supportive she wouldn’t have felt so sad and lonely and desperate that she—”


  “Are you serious?” Sam shook his head. “Beth’s an adult. She makes her own decisions. End of story.”


  Silence fell. I stared out the passenger window at the countryside whizzing by.


  After we’d put several more miles behind us I turned to look at Sam again.


  “I miss being friends with you,” I said.


  He kept his eyes on the road. “I miss that, too.”


  “I’m sorry I—”


  “Don’t apologize for anything that happened between us. Okay?”


  “But I—”


  “I’m serious, Rikki. I’m the one who fucked up. So don’t pretend anything was your fault.”


  Maybe he had fucked up. But I’d fucked up, too, by not even trying to talk to him about it. By cutting him out of my life.


  But when I thought about trying to explain that to Sam, I didn’t know where to start.


  “I’m better at friendships than relationships,” I said finally. “I wish we’d never crossed that line. Do you think…” I hesitated. “Do you think we could be friends again?”


  There was a long silence after I asked that question. I kept sneaking glances at Sam, wondering what he was thinking.


  And then, finally, he told me.


  “I don’t think so,” he said.


  My heart plummeted. “Oh. Okay. Well…”


  “Because I’m in love with you.”


  By brain stuttered to a halt. Then, slowly, it tried to make sense of what it had just heard.


  A part of me felt like singing.


  Sam Payne is in love with me!


  But this was one more line we could never cross back over. One more thing that would pull me out of my old life, the life I understood, and into the unknown.


  “It was okay before we got together,” he said. “I mean, it was hard, but I was used to it. Hiding the way I felt about you.” He took a deep breath. “But I couldn’t go back to that now. Not after…” He shook his head. “There’s just no way. I’d always be wanting something you couldn’t give me, and that would make both of us feel like shit.” He paused. “I don’t mean I can’t ever see you again. I’ll always care about you and I’ll always be here for you if you need me. I just mean it can’t be like it was before.”


  I couldn’t think of anything to say. A part of me wanted to tell him I loved him, too. But the bigger part of me was afraid—afraid of being a fool, of getting hurt, of going crazy again the way I had that night.


  I was very, very attached to my mind, and losing it was not a good look for me.


  So I didn’t say anything. For the next hour we drove in silence, my thoughts ricocheting between Sam and Beth and Charlotte and my own stunted heart.


  Finally we pulled up in front of the hospital.


  “Thank you for getting me here,” I said. “If Professor Timms won’t let you make up the exam I’ll talk to her, okay? Maybe she’ll accept a note from my parents explaining why you had to drive me.” I paused. “So… I guess I’ll see you back at Hart.”


  “I can stay, if you want. To give you a ride back.”


  The thought of spending another silent two hours in a car with Sam, thinking about everything I’d lost and everything I regretted, was unendurable.


  “No. Now that I’m here I’ll be able to figure out a ride back. I’ll be fine.”


  “But if you—”


  “I’ll be fine,” I repeated. “Thanks again, Sam.”


  I got out of the car and hurried away before I could beg him to come and hold my hand.


  * * *


  A woman at the information desk told me where to go, and I texted Charlotte on my way to the fourth floor. She was standing in the waiting room when I got there, and when she reached out for me we sort of fell on each other, like a mother lion and her cub.


  “She’s awake,” Charlotte said, after we’d hugged and cried all over each other for a few minutes. “Along with the cut on her head and a mild concussion she’s got a sprained wrist and a bruised rib cage. They’re going to keep her overnight for observation, but the doctors say she’ll be fine. You can go in and talk to her if you want.”


  “Aren’t you coming with me?”


  Charlotte shook her head. “I was just in there. I don’t want to overwhelm her, so… why don’t you go in alone first. I’ll get something to eat and join you in a little bit.”


  Beth was sitting up when I opened her door.


  “Hey,” she said. “Don’t you have a final today?”


  I’d always thought of Beth as the strongest member of our family, but in that hospital bed with an IV in her arm and bandages on her head she looked small and fragile and vulnerable.


  I went over and sat in the chair next to the bed. “How do you feel?”


  Beth shrugged and then winced. “Not too bad, all things considered. Apparently, though, I’m too old to get into bar fights. Or at least, I’m too old to get into a bar fight and win.”


  I’d forgotten to ask Charlotte what that was all about. “You mean there really was a bar fight? What happened?”


  “I drank more than was good for me at the pub downtown, and when I saw Charlotte come in with her girlfriend I snapped. I took a swing at her—the other woman, not Charlotte—and she hit me over the head with a bar stool.”


  I blinked. “Seriously?”


  “Yes.”


  I tried to imagine the scene and failed. “But… I don’t understand how you could lose control like that. You’ve been telling me to use my words since I was three.”


  Beth smiled a little. “Well, it turns out that even the most cerebral and nonviolent among us have their breaking point.”


  “What did Charlotte do?”


  “She broke up the fight and got me to the hospital.”


  “Was her girlfriend hurt?”


  “Sadly, no.”


  “Oh.” I wanted to ask more, but I remembered what she’d said at the restaurant about privacy… and I didn’t want to tire her out with questions.


  “It’s okay,” Beth said gently. “You can ask me whatever you want.”


  And so I did.


  We talked about Charlotte and their marriage and the separation. And while I’d started hoping that Beth’s attempt to punch out Charlotte’s lover would somehow bring them back together again, after we’d talked for a while I knew it wouldn’t be that simple.


  “But your mother knows now that I’m willing to fight for her. And more importantly, I know I’m willing to fight for her. Not that I’m advocating violence as a solution to problems,” she added—a mom and a psychologist to the end.


  After a while Beth said she was tired of talking and wanted to hear about my life. I started talking at random, telling her about classes and Tamsin and Bracton, and before I realized it I was telling her all about Sam—and the night that blew us apart.


  “I always thought if I fell in love it would be like it is with you and mom,” I said. My feet were up on the bed and my hands were clasped on my knees. “Or the way it was between you and mom. Rational, you know? Civilized. But I didn’t even recognize the person who dumped that tray of food on Sam and ran off into the night. I didn’t know love could make me so…”


  “Crazy?”


  “Yes.”


  Beth laughed. “You and me both. Listen, sweetie… I still believe love is about shared values and respect and compromise. It’s about forging a connection with another human being that grows deeper and deeper over time. But love is also raw and passionate and irrational and primitive, and if you’re too afraid of that part of yourself it has a way of popping up at the worst possible moments.”


  “Like in a bar?”


  “Exactly.” She sighed. “I was working so hard to be reasonable that I never let myself feel what I was actually feeling. Then, when the feelings finally came out—” She shook her head. “Let’s just say they came out with a vengeance.”


  When I spoke it was almost more to myself than to Beth. “So the only way to be safe from all that is to stay out of it.”


  “What? No!”


  I looked at her, startled.


  Beth put her hand on my arm. “If your only goal is to be safe you’ll miss out on everything that makes life worth living. Passion can be scary, but without it we’re just going through the motions. It’s like a tiger. If you try to ignore it or scare it away it’s liable to claw you to pieces. But if you acknowledge and respect it, it’s possible to live in peace side by side. And then you find out one day that the wildness you were so afraid of was living inside you all along.”


  I thought about Sam’s sculpture and my skin prickled.


  “I feel like I understand when you put it like that,” I said after a moment. “So why does it still seem so scary?”


  “Because we want to feel in control… of our lives, our emotions, our selves. But the tiger is always there, reminding us that the deepest things can never be completely tamed.”


  Just then, Charlotte stuck her head in the room.


  “Hey, there. How are you guys doing?”


  “Good,” Beth answered with a smile. “I was wondering where you’d gotten to.”


  “I wanted to give you some time to chat by yourselves. But it’s getting late, and you should get some rest—and Rikki should be getting back to Hart. There’s snow in the forecast for tonight.”


  I looked at the clock and saw that ninety minutes had gone by.


  “Can I borrow a car? Otherwise I’ll have to—”


  “What about the boy you came with? Sam?”


  I shook my head. “I told him to go back to Hart.”


  Charlotte raised her eyebrows. “You may have told him that, but he didn’t go.”


  I blinked. “What do you mean?”


  “He showed up in the waiting room a few minutes after you came in here. He’s been out there ever since.”


  “But that’s—” I glanced at the clock again. “An hour and a half. Sam’s been waiting out there for an hour and a half?”


  Charlotte smiled at me. “Yes, he has. Have a safe trip back, sweetie.”


  I got up to kiss Beth goodbye, gave Charlotte a quick hug, and went out into the waiting area.


  He was there. He was really there, looking so strong and dependable and patient and kind I wanted to throw myself into his arms.


  He was sitting on one of the blue plastic chairs, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped between them. After a moment he looked up and saw me.


  “Hey,” he said, jumping to his feet. “How are you? How’s Beth?”


  “What are you doing here?” I asked, my heart going a million miles a minute. “I mean… I thought you were going back to Hart.”


  He crossed to where I was, took my hand, and led me over to a seat. “I thought you might need me. And I know you said you’d figure out a ride, but if I drive you back you won’t have to figure it out.”


  “You thought I might need you?”


  “I thought you might need someone,” he amended. “I know I’m not your first choice, but—”


  “You are my first choice.”


  He stared at me. “What?”


  I thought it would be hard to say, but it was the easiest thing I’d ever done.


  “I love you.”


  He stared at me some more.


  “Okay,” he said finally. “I think you’re probably upset right now, and—”


  “No. I mean yes, I’m upset. But that’s not why—” I shook my head as tears swam in my eyes. “I love you, Sam. I love you. I love you. I—”


  He grabbed me by the shoulders and kissed me.


  The shock of it started at my lips and ended in my fingers and toes. I ended up in his lap somehow, my arms around his neck and my body pressed up against his. Our mouths fused together and our tongues met and the sounds we made could have provided the soundtrack for a porn movie.


  “Ahem.”


  I jerked my head back and stared up at Charlotte, who was smiling down at us. “You left this in Beth’s room,” she said, handing me my backpack.


  “Um.” I cleared my throat. “Well. Thanks.”


  Sam lifted me off his lap and set me carefully on the seat next to him. Then he rose to his feet and held out his hand. “It’s good to see you again, Charlotte. I hope Beth is doing all right.”


  Charlotte shook his hand solemnly. “She is, Sam. Thanks for asking. Have a safe drive back to Hart.”


  “We will,” he said. Then he held his hand out to me, helped me to my feet, and led me out of the waiting area and down the hall to the elevators.


  Once the doors closed behind us Sam closed his eyes. “Your moms are going to think I’m some kind of horn dog.”


  “Actually, I think they really like you.”


  He opened his eyes again. “Yeah? And what about you?”


  I grinned at him. “You know how I feel about you. I just told you. Have you forgotten already?”


  He slid an arm around my waist and pulled me against him, his eyes dark as he looked down at me.


  “Say it again.”


  The elevator doors opened before I could. As the two of us headed for the exit, Sam put his arm around my shoulders. “I’m still waiting for your declaration.”


  “I love you,” I said. “I love you, I love you, I—”


  But then, suddenly, I stopped.


  We pushed through the glass doors and started to walk across the parking lot. “What just happened?” Sam asked.


  “I don’t deserve you,” I said, feeling shame and regret coiling inside me. “I punished you for doing one stupid thing. For not being perfect.”


  When we got to the car Sam leaned back against it, pulling me into the circle of his arms.


  “Hey,” he said. “Don’t you think I want to be perfect for you? That’s what you deserve. You deserve a perfect guy and I’ll never be able to give you that. All I can give you is myself.”


  Warmth flooded through me. “That’s all I want. I just wish—”


  “What?”


  “If I hadn’t been so blind for so long, we could have been each other’s first time. I’m the one who ruined that.”


  “You didn’t ruin anything. I did, and I’m still pissed at myself. But if you can forgive me, then I’ll get over it. Because my second time is going to be with you. And once that happens, I’m not going to remember anything else.”


  A shiver ran through me as I looked up into Sam’s eyes.


  “Are you cold?” he asked me, hugging me tighter.


  “No. Just in love.”


  “I know the feeling,” he said softly.


  Then he kissed me.



  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  “Something happens to me when we kiss.”


  “Yeah? What?”


  “I’m not sure how to describe it. I need to do some more research.”


  Sam, ever supportive of research, pulled off the highway at the next rest area.


  We kissed in the car for half an hour.


  * * *


  “You should know that I’m really bad at this,” I said a while later, after we were back on the road.


  “At what?”


  “Relationship stuff. I’ve been running away from all the things I’m afraid of.” I took a deep breath. “But I don’t want to run any more. I want to stand and fight.”


  “You want to fight with me?” he asked with a grin. “It seems like we’ve been doing that for years.”


  “No. I want to fight for you.”


  He met my eyes for a moment. “As long as you let me fight for you, too.”


  “I will. But you do know I suck at this, right? I have no idea what I’m doing.”


  “I don’t know what I’m doing either. So we’ll figure it out together.”


  I put my hand on his thigh. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “But first we have to make it back to Bracton alive, and if you keep your hand there our chances of doing that will decrease dramatically.”


  * * *


  “I saw your sculpture in the gallery,” I said as we drove past the art building.


  “You did, huh? What did you think?”


  “I loved it. But—”


  “But what?”


  “You made me beautiful. I’m not beautiful in real life.”


  “Yes, you are. Do you want to fight about it? Because I’ll win.”


  We pulled into the dorm parking lot, and after Sam turned off the engine we sat in silence for a minute. The snow had held off while we were driving back, but now the first few flakes were coming down.


  “Do you really see me like that?” I asked.


  “See you how?”


  “With a tiger.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s just… I never thought of wildness as a part of my nature.”


  He was holding my hand, and now he threaded our fingers together. “I told you once you were a paradox. Do you remember?”


  “Yes.”


  “This is why. On the surface you’re so controlled, you know? So logical. And underneath all that there’s this… power. This fierceness.”


  I was so overwhelmed I couldn’t speak for a moment.


  “Hey,” I finally said.


  “Yeah?”


  “I forgot to mention that you’re a really amazing artist.”


  “I don’t know about that. But I had a really amazing subject.”


  “I guess we could go back and forth on that for a while, huh? Get a strange loop going.” I leaned across the gear shift and kissed him on the lips. “Or we could go up to your room and—”


  “Rikki?”


  “Yes?”


  “I want to wait a little while.”


  Disappointment cascaded through me. My body was so full of longing and wanting and need and desire it felt like I might die if I couldn’t be with Sam right that second.


  “How long?”


  “Not long, believe me. But we just got back together again. I don’t want to rush things.”


  “Okay,” I said after a moment, not wanting to come off like a sex-crazed succubus.


  But a few hours later, sitting on my bed and trying to study, I decided that I was a sex-crazed succubus, damn it, and Sam might as well deal with that fact.


  * * *


  I think we’ve waited long enough.


  That’s what I would say. I knew Sam would understand what I meant, and I really, really hoped he would agree with me.


  I think we’ve waited long enough, I repeated to myself as I walked slowly down the hall to Sam’s room.


  But when he opened the door to my knock and stood there looking at me, I felt tongue-tied.


  “I think—”


  I stopped and started again.


  “I think—”


  Then, for the first time, I noticed the room behind him.


  It was lit by candlelight, and there were roses beside the bed.


  When I looked back at Sam he was smiling.


  “I think so, too,” he said.


  Then he pulled me inside and shut the door.



  


  Author’s Note


  Thank you so much for reading Rikki. I hope you enjoyed it, and I hope you’ll join me as the series continues.


  Get ready for sophomore year at Hart University! Claire is coming on April 26, 2016, so be sure to sign up for my newsletter to receive release day announcements and bonus content.



  


  Other Titles by Abigail Strom


  Almost Like Love


  Nothing Like Love (coming February 23, 2016)


  Winning the Right Brother


  The Landry family series (the books are listed here chronologically, but each one stands alone and the series can be read out of order):


  The Millionaire’s Wish


  Cross My Heart


  Waiting for You


  Into Your Arms


  You can learn more at abigailstrom.com.


  And if you’re a fan of steamy paranormal romance, you might enjoy the Blood and Absinthe series I write as Chloe Hart:


  Taming the Vampire (free at all retailers!)


  Bound by the Vampire


  Claiming the Vampire


  Drawn to the Vampire


  Caught by the Wolf


  You can learn more at authorchloehart.com.



  


  Acknowledgements


  Thanks as always to Mikel Strom and Tara Gorvine for their help, encouragement, and endless patience, and to my mother for her general awesomeness. Thanks to Sarah Hansen (Okay Creations) for her gorgeous cover, the folks at Victory Editing for their eagle eyes, and Katherine Locke, beta reader and editor extraordinaire, for her insight. And finally, an epic thank-you to my readers, who are the reason I write.



  


  About the Author


  Abigail Strom started writing stories at the age of seven and has never been able to stop. On her way to becoming a full-time writer, she earned a BA in English from Cornell University as well as an MFA in dance from the University of Hawaii, and held a wide variety of jobs from dance teacher and choreographer to human resource manager. Now she works in her pajamas and lives in New England with her family, who are incredibly supportive of the hours she spends hunched over her computer.


  If you don’t want to miss a new release, you can sign up for my newsletter, follow me on twitter, or like my Facebook page. You can also check out my website for more information, including the playlists I’ve created for each of my books. I love to hear from readers, so drop me an email at abigail@abigailstrom.com if you’re so inclined!



  


  Copyright


  Rikki: Hart University, Book 1


  Copyright © 2015 by Abigail Strom


  EBook ISBN 978-1943296002


  Cover Art copyright © by Sarah Hansen, Okay Creations


  All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author.


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


  


  


  Table of Contents


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Author’s Note


  Other Titles by Abigail Strom


  Acknowledgements


  About the Author


  Copyright


  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg





