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Chapter 1: The Drive Home
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The dashboard clock read 11:47 PM.

Jamie Kerrigan gripped the steering wheel of his ten year old Honda Civic and stared at the red light on West Cedar, willing it to change. The car smelled like burned coffee and printer toner. His shirt, a white button down he'd bought three years ago when he still thought office jobs required dressing up, had a pen stain on the left cuff. He'd noticed it during a conference call at four in the afternoon and spent the rest of his shift rotating his wrist so the stain faced his body.

This was his life. Twenty two years old. Junior account coordinator at a mid size marketing firm in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon. The title sounded respectable until you understood it meant he answered emails, organized spreadsheets, and fetched lunch orders for people who made three times his salary. He'd graduated from Oregon State seven months ago with a business degree and a GPA that was fine, not great, not terrible, the kind of GPA that got you hired but never headhunted.

The light changed. He turned left.

Friday night. Most guys his age were at bars right now, or house parties, or at the very least sprawled on a couch with a beer and a basketball game. Jamie had been at his desk until eleven because his boss, a forty six year old man named Greg who wore fleece vests and said "synergy" without irony, had dumped a client deck on him at five thirty with a Monday deadline.

"Big opportunity for you, Jamie," Greg had said, already putting on his jacket.

Sure, Greg. Big opportunity.

Jamie didn't hate the job. He didn't love it either. It was a thing he did for money, and the money was barely enough to cover rent on the two bedroom apartment he shared with his girlfriend, Hayley, and still have a little left over for groceries and the occasional six pack.

Hayley Mathews. Nineteen. Blonde. Five foot seven with a body that made Jamie forget about spreadsheets and client decks and pen stained cuffs the second he walked through the door each night. They'd been together since she was sixteen and he was nineteen, which had raised some eyebrows at the time, her parents especially, but nobody cared anymore. Three years and counting. She worked part time at a boutique clothing store downtown and took online classes at Portland Community College, studying something to do with communications or media, Jamie could never remember which because she changed her major every semester.

He loved her. That was the simple truth of it. He loved her even when she left her hair in the shower drain, even when she spent forty five minutes getting ready to go to the grocery store, even when she drank too much white wine and got loud and silly and impossible. He loved the way she said his name, two syllables, Jay mee, stretching it out when she wanted something. He loved that she still got nervous watching horror movies and would press her face into his shoulder. He loved that she laughed too hard at her own jokes and snorted when it got out of control, which embarrassed her, which made her laugh harder.

He also loved, in a less poetic but no less sincere way, her body. The way her hip bones jutted out when she lay on her back. The small, firm breasts she never wore a bra under when they were home. The ass that defied physics for a girl her size, round and firm and high, the kind of ass that yoga pants were invented for. She knew he stared at it. She liked that he stared at it. She'd bend over in front of him on purpose, taking too long to pick something up, and then look back over her shoulder with that grin. That fucking grin.

Jamie turned onto Belmont Street. Three more blocks.

His phone buzzed in the cup holder. He glanced down.

Hayley: babe when are u home

Hayley: the girls are here btw lol

Hayley: we got wine

He sighed. Not a heavy sigh, not a dramatic one. Just a tired man's acknowledgment that the quiet evening he'd been imagining, the one with ESPN and a cold beer and his girlfriend's head on his chest, was not going to happen.

The girls.

He knew exactly what that meant. It meant Hayley's four closest friends were at his apartment right now, drinking wine and being loud and giggling about whatever nineteen year old girls giggled about. He'd walk in and they'd all say "Jamieeeee" in that singsongy way they did, and he'd smile and wave and retreat to the bedroom while they stayed up until two AM watching reality TV.

He pulled into the apartment complex. Parked. Sat for a moment.

Not that he minded the girls. He didn't. They were fine. Some of them were more than fine, if he was being honest, which he usually wasn't, at least not out loud, because you couldn't say that your girlfriend's friends were attractive without starting a fight that would last three days.

But he could think it.

He thought about it as he grabbed his bag from the back seat and walked up the concrete steps to apartment 2C.

Sammy Whitfield. Hayley's best friend since middle school. Dark brown hair, cut to her shoulders. Skinny. Not just thin, but the kind of skinny where you could see her collarbones and her wrists looked like they might snap if you squeezed too hard. She weighed maybe a hundred pounds, generously. Five foot four. Pretty face, sharp cheekbones, big brown eyes. She dressed like she'd walked out of a Tumblr page from 2014, lots of oversized flannels and ripped jeans and vintage band tees. Her breasts were small, barely A cups, but on her frame they looked proportional. Jamie had caught himself once or twice wondering what it would be like to pick her up. Just physically lift her and put her wherever he wanted. She was that small.

Jessica Lawson. The stunner of the group. Five foot four, brown hair that fell halfway down her back, a face that belonged on a magazine cover. Not model pretty. Better than that. Girl next door pretty, except the girl next door had C cup tits, a small waist, and a smile that could get her out of a speeding ticket. She had dimples. That killed him. Dimples and brown eyes and this way of tilting her head when she talked to you that made you feel like you were the only person in the room. She'd just broken up with her boyfriend, some finance bro named Tyler who Jamie had never liked.

Laura Brennan. Five foot one. Dirty blonde hair, wavy, past her shoulders. And tits. God, the tits. They were unavoidable. Laura was petite everywhere else, small waist, narrow shoulders, compact little frame, but her chest was cartoonish. Double D at minimum, probably bigger. She wore low cut tops constantly, not because she was showing off, Jamie thought, but because nothing else fit her right. Every shirt was either too tight across the chest or too loose everywhere else. She'd lean over to grab her phone off the coffee table and Jamie would have to look at the ceiling. She'd just broken up with her boyfriend too, some gym rat named Chase.

And then there was Katie Park. The wildcard. The tallest of the group at five ten, with dark brown hair, a pretty face, and a body she kept hidden under oversized sweaters and high waisted jeans. Jamie had seen her in a swimsuit exactly once, at a pool party last summer, and had to sit down. Toned stomach, long legs, hips that curved out from her waist. But Katie was the shy one. The good girl. Designated driver, never drank, never talked about boys, got uncomfortable when the conversation turned sexual, which with this group happened approximately every four minutes. Jamie wasn't even sure Katie had ever had a boyfriend, let alone done anything with one.

He reached the front door. Took a breath.

Opened it.

Noise. Laughter. The smell of cheap white wine and vanilla candles.

The living room of apartment 2C was small. Couch against the far wall, coffee table in the middle, TV mounted above a Craigslist entertainment center. Right now the coffee table was covered in wine glasses, two empty bottles, and a half eaten bag of Doritos. The TV was on but muted, some reality show with captions.

Hayley sat on the floor, legs crossed, her back against the couch. She wore Nike shorts and an oversized Portland State t shirt that wasn't hers, it was his, and it hung off one shoulder, revealing the strap of a black sports bra. Her blonde hair was up in a messy bun. No makeup. She didn't need it.

Sammy sat next to her on the floor, cross legged, in black leggings and a flannel that swallowed her tiny frame. She had a wine glass in one hand and was gesturing wildly with the other, mid story.

On the couch, left to right: Jessica, Laura, Katie. Jessica wore a white tank top and jean shorts, her brown hair loose, her legs tucked underneath her. Laura had on a low cut green top that did what all of Laura's tops did. Her cleavage was a conversation in itself. She sat forward, elbows on knees, wine glass dangling from her fingers. Katie sat in the corner of the couch in a cream colored sweater and jeans, knees pulled up, looking like she was trying to take up as little space as possible.

Five pairs of eyes turned to him.

"Jamieeeee!"

There it was. All of them, in unison, like a chorus of drunk angels.

"Hey." He dropped his bag by the door. "Looks like a party."

"It's a breakup celebration," Hayley said, lifting her glass. "Jess and Laura are both single and ready to mingle."

"We're coping," Jessica said, deadpan, and then grinned.

"We're thriving," Laura corrected, toasting no one in particular before drinking.

Jamie looked at the kitchen counter. Four empty wine bottles. A fifth, half gone, on the coffee table. He looked at Katie, who was sipping from a glass that appeared to be water. Then he looked again. It wasn't water.

"Katie's drinking?"

Katie's cheeks went pink. "It's just wine."

"Katie's wasted," Sammy said.

"I'm not wasted."

"You hiccupped during the Uber ride over and then apologized to the driver," Jessica said. "You're wasted."

Katie opened her mouth to argue, hiccupped, and closed it.

Jamie walked to the fridge and grabbed a beer. Twisted the cap off. Took a long drink. Cold. Perfect.

He leaned against the kitchen counter and looked at the scene. Five girls, all drunk or getting there, filling his living room with noise and energy and the particular chaos that happened when Hayley and her friends got together. He'd seen this a hundred times. They'd talk and laugh and eventually someone would cry about something, a boy or a grade or a mean comment from a coworker, and then they'd all hug and drink more and laugh again.

He'd planned to retreat to the bedroom. ESPN. Sleep.

But the beer tasted good, and the girls were funny when they were drunk, and if he was being honest, it wasn't the worst view in the world. Five attractive girls in his living room on a Friday night. Worse things had happened to worse people.

"What were you guys talking about when I walked in?"

Silence. Then laughter. All of them, at once, the kind of laughter that told him the answer was either about him or about something they didn't want him to hear.

"Nothing," Hayley said, too quickly.

"Liar," he said.

"It was about penises," Laura said, because Laura had no filter after two glasses of wine, let alone six.

"Laura!"

"What? He asked."

"We were not talking about penises," Hayley said.

"We were literally ranking them," Jessica said.

Jamie took another drink of his beer. "Ranking penises."

"Jessica's ex had a weird one," Sammy offered.

"Oh my God, Sammy."

"It curved to the left," Sammy continued, unbothered. "Like, hard left. Like a banana."

"It didn't curve that much."

"Jess, you told us it pointed at the wall when he was hard."
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