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Content Warning

The Rock Star’s Wife is a contemporary fiction series about sex, family, and rock & roll.  It has elements of chick lit, romance and erotica and is best compared to The Vagina Monologues for its frank talk of sex and its consequences.  It follows Cassandra from her teen years into her 40s as she navigates relationships (both romantic and platonic) — all with music playing a prominent role.

The series is comprised of eight books and four holiday stories.  Each book has its own theme and is standalone.

The Rock Star’s Wife series contains coarse language, sexual encounters and adult themes, and is intended for mature audiences.
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Foreword
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This wintery interlude in The Rock Star’s Wife series takes place in Mr. Right is a Myth, book 2, during Cassie’s senior year of college.  While part of Cassandra’s story, it also features perspectives from other characters.  More information on the series can be found at the end of this book and at https://www.melinadruga.com/.
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Chapter 1:  
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You’re the Second Opinion

Cassandra Economos ‒ November 23, 2000 ‒ Thanksgiving

A slamming door jolts me awake with a start.  Shit.  I was having a deep sleep, the kind I need to recover from surviving on four hours of sleep during the school year.

“Jesus Christ, Daria, you know I like my slippers right by the bed when I’m home,” Dad’s voice says outside my bedroom door.

“I have more important things to worry about than your slippers,” Mom says.

“Like what?  Your dead parents?  The grown kids?  All you have to do is clean and pay the bills.  Would it kill you to put my slippers where I like them after you vacuum?”

Goddamn it.  Why does arguing need to be part of their daily routine?  

“What do I have to worry about?  How about the fact that Cassandra is dating a German, Demetrius?”

Dad laughs.  “You know how she enjoys pushing our buttons.  I’m sure it’s a phase.  She’ll come to her senses and marry a nice Greek boy like she’s supposed to.”

Blocking out their shouting with my pillow is futile, and I roll out of bed wishing I had been a foster kid like my best friend forever Shawna Greene.  I pop a disk into my CD player, and a second later the first track of Iron Maiden’s The Number of the Beast masks my parents’ voices.

I turn on my mobile phone to check if I have a voicemail or a text from my boyfriend Corey Fuchs, the aforementioned offending German, but I don’t.  Probably busy.  He’s staying in Champaign-Urbana, instead of going home to his family’s place in Bloomington, to do whatever it is that grad students do.  Research or something.

The door vibrates in its frame.  Really?  Seriously?  Can’t I have a moment’s peace?  Maybe I should have stayed at U of I.  I expect my scowling parents but they’ve moved on, apparently, to argue elsewhere in the house. 

“You don’t plan on wearing a band t-shirt to dinner, do you?” my 28-year-old brother Greg, who inconveniently still lives at home, says, nostrils fuming.

What am I?  Nine?  I know better than to attend a family function in a t-shirt. 

“What?!  No!” I say, clenching the doorknob.

“Turn that off!” he says, pointing at my CD boombox.  “That’s loud enough to wake the dead in the old country!”

I turn down the volume.  An attempt at a compromise?  Nope.  I plan on turning the sound back up the moment he leaves.

“You’re going to go deaf listening to that racket,” he says, entering my room without invitation.

“I’ll have you know,” I say, wagging my finger, “that I only wear band t-shirts three times a week now instead of seven.”

He can’t tell whether I’m joking or serious, and his expression reminds me of a guy whose pants are on too tight.  “What are you planning on wearing later?”

I cross my arms.  “Clothes.”

“Let me see them.”

“What the fuck, Greg?  Are you, like, the fashion police?”

Greg hates the F-word so when he’s around, I make sure to use it as much as possible.

“No wonder Mom and Dad worry about you.  First, your musical tastes.”  He picks up the jewel case for The Number of the Beast.  “Is this Satanic?”

“You’re out of your fucking mind.”

He drops the case, and it lands with a thunk on the dresser.  “Second, you’re not making any attempt to find a nice Greek boy.”

I roll my eyes.  “Oh, I know.  It’s the fall of Western civilization.”

He wrinkles his brow.  “Third, your language.”

“Have you come in here to list all my faults?”

“I came to inspect your wardrobe and makes sure it’s appropriate.”

I’ve kept my tone calm and steady, but now I’m pissed.  He’s going to inspect my wardrobe for appropriateness?  And what’s his vision of appropriate?  Dressing like it’s 1900?

“Get the fuck out!”  I point to the door.  “Next thing I know you’ll want to conduct a virginity test.”

“I don’t think we need to go as far as that.”  He smirks.  “We both know the answer.”

Greg knows nothing about my ex-boyfriends or my sexual history.  This must have something to do with Corey.  If my parents don’t approve, neither does Greg.

I shake my finger.  “Get the fuck out.”

Greg leaves, glaring at me from the hallway as if I have the number of the beast written on my forehead.  I slam the door and turn up the CD’s volume.

*
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WE CELEBRATE THANKSGIVING dinner every year with the extended family at Costas’ Place, the restaurant my late grandfather founded and my older brother Chris now owns.  Greg expects me to sit with him, “the mature, guiding influence.”  Mom and Dad think the same thing, both about Greg and themselves.  They lecture me all the time about what I should or should not be doing.  It’s the last thing I need on a holiday. 

Chris and our sister Vanessa have spouses and young children.  I don’t want to contend with stinky diapers and crying, so I ain’t sitting with them either.  Instead, I settle in a booth with my double cousins, Persephone, Phil and Maroula.  They’re like siblings only better because they live two houses down.  I can actually get away from them when I need some space, which is more than I can say for Greg.  The asshole.

“I was wondering,” Phil says after scarfing down his turkey dinner.  “Will you go with me tomorrow to buy Jennifer a Christmas gift?  I’d like a second opinion.”

Phil has been dating my good friend Jennifer Anderson for a couple of years.  Jennifer confessed to me via AOL Instant Messager that she fucked him at a drunken, college house party.  Then they planned their first date.  Phil isn’t aware I know that part of the story.  He tells everyone they started dating near the end of his senior year, but that doesn’t adequately explain how they went from being acquaintances to romantic interests.

“Why me and not your sisters?” I say, extending my arms toward Persephone and Maroula.

“Yeah, I could ask them, but you know Jennifer so well.”

Not as well as you do, I want to say but hold my tongue.

“I have known her longer,” I say, scooping up cranberry sauce.  “I have a good sense of her likes and dislikes.”

Phil’s eyes light up.  “So you’ll come with me?”

Tomorrow?  I had no intention of going anywhere tomorrow.  Not the mall.  Not the gas station.  Not anywhere.   I planned to sleep.  I gotta drive back to school Sunday.

“Uh, yeah, I guess,” I say, shoving the cranberries into my mouth.  

Goodbye, soft, warm bed.  Black Friday shopping, it is.  Fighting crowds of crazy people.  Avoiding potential thieves.  Waiting in line for an hour to check out.  Sounds like we’re going to have a great time.  

“Great,” Phil says.  “I already have an idea.  It won’t take long.”

I hope it’s not sexy lingerie.  I know Jennifer well, but not that well.  Anything involving nudity is Phil’s domain.

“Do you know her clothing and shoe size?” Maroula says, tapping me on the shoulder.  “I doubt if Phil thought to ask.”

“You can’t casually ask something like that without raising suspicion,” Phil says.  “Why don’t you sneak into her house and look in her closet for me?”

“Ha, ha,” Maroula says to him.  To me, she says, “I’m sure you’ll veto all his choices.  He’s a guy.  How can he know what a woman would want for the holidays?”

A streak of anger flashes across Phil’s face.  “I know what a woman wants.  Believe me.  I’ll prove it to Cassandra tomorrow.”

Persephone laughs, and I take a drink of my wine.

*
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NOVEMBER 24, 2000

“Why are we here?” I say, glaring at the Christmas tree glistening in the jewelry store window.

“Why do you think?” Phil says, taking the keys out of the ignition.  “I’m getting Jennifer jewelry.”

“Okaaaay.  Then I really don’t understand why you need my opinion.  Everything here’s bound to be nice.”

This place looks fancy.  And by fancy, I mean it’s a budget buster.  We buy our jewelry at the department store.  Stuff there goes on sale.  Jennifer would be perfectly fine with department store jewelry.  She’s not a snob fixated on brand names. 

“Come on,” he says, impatience in his voice.

I follow, flinching when the bell over the door tinkles to announce our arrival.  I don’t know how the hell he’s going to afford this place. 

“Ah, Phil, you’re back, I see,” a middle age man with a comb over says, coming out of the store’s backroom.

“I told you, Gene, that I’d be in.”

Wait.  What?  Phil’s on a first name basis with a jeweler at a store I didn’t even know existed?  I should demand answers, but I’m dumbstruck.

“I’ve brought a second opinion,” Phil says.  “My—”

“Sister,” the man says, smiling.

Phil glances at me.  “Eh, close enough.”

“I’ll go get it,” Gene says before disappearing into the backroom.  

I peruse the glass display cases, focusing my attention on the necklaces and bracelets.  I really don’t understand why I’m here.  No matter what Phil’s selected I’m sure Jennifer will love it because he picked it out.

“This is what your brother selected,” Gene says, returning with a box that’s too small for a necklace or bracelet.  He pops it open to reveal a diamond ring.  “What do you think?”

I turn to my cousin, feeling as if my eyes are bulging out of my head.  “You’re going to ask Jennifer to marry you?”

Phil grins.  “Yep.”

“You’re 23.”

“I’ll be 24 next year.”

“Yeah, that’s how it works.  Don’t you feel a bit young to settle down?”

He’s a year and a half older than me, so I suppose it makes sense that he would marry first, but—  My chest tightens as my thoughts turn to Corey.  Would Corey want to marry me?  I mean, if circumstances were different.

“No, I love her,” Phil says, eyes lighting up.  “I’ve found the right one.  Why wait?”

I sigh.  “Because your parents will kill you.”

His feelings are true.  I know they are, but holy shit.  Jennifer’s my age.  She’ll barely have a degree before she gets that marriage license. 

“So?” Gene say, handing me the box along with a monocle for examining the diamond.  “Do you think his girlfriend will like it?”

I put the monocle to my eye.  

“She’ll love it,” I say, viewing the structure of the gemstone.

I have no clue what I’m supposed to be looking for, but the surface of the stone looks cool under magnification.

“Are you sure?” Phil and Gene say in unison.

I set down the monocle.  “Perfectly.”

“Wonderful,” Gene says.  “I’ll be right back and we’ll get the bill of sale going.”

I grab Phil’s hand.  “Your parents are going to kill you.  Twice.  Once for marrying young and once for marrying someone who is not a nice Greek girl.”

“Chill,” he says, shrugging off my concerns.  “I’ll deal with them.  Okay.  I’ve thought about it.”

I shove my hand in my pocket.  “Fine.  Don’t listen to me.”

Gene fetches a sales receipt book from beside the register.  I watch him fill in Phil’s information, make a carbon copy of his credit card and throw the carbon paper sheets in a trash can under the counter before stapling the store copies to each other and the customer copies to each other.

“Here you go,” he says handing Phil the customer copies.  “The first payment will be processed in January.  Would you like me to put the ring in a bag?”

“Please,” Phil says, gesturing wildly across the counter like a fool.

Gene drops the box into a small plastic bag adorned in the store’s logo and hands it to Phil.  “It’s been a pleasure serving you.  Congratulations.”

Phil accepts the congratulations, and we leave the store, walking in silence to the car.

“So how long will it take you to pay that off?” I say when we reach the vehicle.

“Two years.”

I hold up two fingers.  “Two years?  As in Thanksgiving 2002?”

“Yep.  Maybe when you find the one, you’ll understand how I feel.  Doesn’t sound like your boyfriend’s it.”

My stomach turns, and I don’t answer until we pull away.  “Corey’s going for a doctorate.  He’ll be staying in Champaign, and I’ll be moving to Chicago.  He won’t get his degree until 2007.  I’m not sticking around Chambana for six years.  There’s no telling where he’ll get a job.  It could be in some hick college town or out of state or who knows.”

“So Chicago is more important than he is?”

Phil’s eyes are glued on the road, and I’m grateful.  I don’t want to see his judgement.

I feel nauseous.  “No, I wouldn’t say that.  But I have my goals.  Why should I be forced to give those up for a man?  A man certainly wouldn’t do that for me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.  That’s how the world is.  Men are expected to be the breadwinners.  Women are expected to be wives and mothers.  If Corey doesn’t become a professor, his education would be wasted otherwise.  If we’re meant to be together for longer than senior year, there would be a sign.”

Phil laughs.  “A sign?  You sound as superstitious as Yiayia.”

Our grandmother believes in the evil eye and premonitions, among other things.

“Yeah, a sign.”  

Phil lays on the horn when someone tries to cut us off.  “Son-of-a-bitch could cause an accident.  For what?  To buy that new TV 30 seconds sooner?  What kind of sign?”

Huh?  What kind of sign?  I thought the crazy driver put an end to that conversation.  I glance at the driver in the passenger-side mirror.  He still hasn’t been able to merge with traffic.

“Corey has never told me he loves me,” I say, uttering out loud for the first time the sentence that has been running through my head for months.

“Do you want him to tell you he loves you?”

I switch my attention from the crazy driver trying to merge into traffic to the crazy driver in the bucket seat beside me.  “No.  I want him to tell me he hates me.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it,” Phil says, glancing at me.  “Do you love him?”

“More than anything.”

“Except for your goals and dreams and Chicago.”

My cheeks burn.  “Phillipos!”

“All right.  Explain it to me.”

I sigh.  “I thought I already did.  He’s getting a Ph.D. in 2007.  I graduate in May.  We’ve known since our first date that it’s not going to work.  We live in the moment.  He quotes me love poetry.”

Phil clenches the steering wheel as if there’s something he needs to protect me from.  “Love poetry?”

“He’s a literary guy.  His Ph.D. is in American Lit.  I just,” I shake my head, “I’d like to know if he means the things in the poems he quotes or whether he simply enjoys how the poems are written.”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

I suck in my breath.  “No!  What if he doesn’t feel the same?  I’d be humiliated.”

“You’d—”  Phil chuckles.  “No, koukla, you’d know the truth.  That’s equally important to knowing whether he feels the same.”

He turns at the intersection, and I close my eyes.  “But if he doesn’t feel the same, then how can we live in the moment?  It becomes awkward and weird.”

“Suit yourself.  Personally, I would rather know.”

I ponder for a moment, mulling what he said.  “I’d rather he’d tell me himself.”

“You know?  Guys get nervous telling women stuff like that, too.  We also worry about rejection.  Maybe the poems are the only way he can tell you how he feels without it getting awkward and weird.”

I open my eyes and glare at Phil.  Is it possible Corey is guarding his heart, or am I the only one?
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Chapter 2:  
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He’s a Keeper

Jennifer Anderson ‒ December 13, 2000 - St. Lucia’s Day 

My boyfriend Phil’s family is very, very Greek, having arrived in the United States about a century ago.   He is third generation.  I am maybe seventh or eighth.  My Norwegian ancestors arrived in the Midwest in the 1840s and while we are no longer Norwegian when it comes to other traditions, we continue celebrating St. Lucia’s Day.  

Early in the morning, the eldest daughter – that’s me – serves the family coffee or hot chocolate with pastries and bread.  She wears a white dress with a crown of lighted candles on her head. When I was a little girl, Mom helped.  Back then, Dad still lived with us.  By the time I was in high school, Dad had moved out and Mom declared me old enough to make the St. Lucia goodies on my own.  It was quite an accomplishment.  It wasn’t until later that I realized Mom hadn’t been in the holiday spirit and simply delegated the work to me.

This is the fourth one I’ve missed since I’ve been away at school.  The tradition passed to my sister, Jessica, when I came to Western Illinois, but I’ve found a way to participate even if I am a few counties away.

I pick up my phone, the dial tone blaring at six in the morning.  A bunch of us college kids have gotten mobile phones because, with different class and work schedules, it makes it easier to keep in touch.  Mom, of course, still has a corded phone in the living room next to the couch.  It’s pink and extremely cool.  Or at least I thought so when I was 14.  

On the eighth ring, someone answers.

“Hello,” my youngest sister, Courtney, says.

“Whatcha doing, chickadee?” I say, tossing back my uncombed hair and raking through it with my fingers.  “Jessica get you and Mom up?”

Jessica is two years younger but graduated from higher education three years earlier.  Go figure that she’d go for a 16-week certificate program in nursing assistance from Sauk Valley Community College instead of going away for a degree.  She works at a nursing home giving old people baths and cleaning up after them.  I guess that makes her the better person.  My degree will be in special education.  I like helping people, but that type of work disgusts me.

“Right at 5:30 with Lussekatter.  I’ve had so much coffee I’m going to be jittery for first period.”

Four years younger than me down to the month, Courtney’s a high school senior.  

“Doesn’t Mom buy decaf?”

“She says life’s too stressful for decaf.”

Um, yeah, maybe seven years ago when Dad moved to a new city with his mistress, life was stressful, but Mom has it pretty easy now.  Jessica and I are independent, and Courtney’s getting good grades in school and holds down a job.  Mom’s a vet tech for my friend Tiffany Petrova’s father.  That’s not exactly a stressful position.  She never works weekends or holidays and the office is only open past five one day a week.  You know what’s stressful?  The restaurant business.  Practically Phil’s entire family works for Costas’ Place.  He works in the office with his cousin Chris, deals with the suppliers mostly, but I won’t bore you with the details.  It’s about as exciting as the lesson plans I need to write.

“Oh, well,” I say, fingers catching a knot in my hair, “I guess she’s cool with you crashing later when the caffeine wears off.”

“I don’t like first period anyway.  Maybe it’ll keep me awake.”

“Is that your sister?” Mom says in the background.

“Yeah,” Courtney says.

“Good morning, Jennifer,” Mom’s voice says.  “Happy St. Lucia’s Day.”

I try to pull out the knot and yelp when my hair tugs firmly on my scalp.

“Is Phil there with you?” Mom says sounding confused.

“What?  No.”  What does she think?  We’re doing sexual stuff while I’m on the phone?  “He’s in Sterling.  Same as you.”

“Oh, well, never mind.  Are you student teaching today?”

I glance at my alarm clock.  “I am, but I have a few hours.  A couple of my roommates have 8 a.m. classes, though.”

“Oh, interesting.”

It’s not interesting, but Mom never attended a college or university.  She has no clue how stuff works.

“Okay,” I say.  “I’ll let you go.  Tell Jessica good job and I’ll see her when winter break starts.”

“Sure thing, Honey.”

The house phone clicks and I’m left in the darkness of my room, missing my family more than anything in the world.  But it won’t be too much longer now.  After this week, I have one more semester before moving back home.  

––––––––
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I DIDN’T REALIZE UNTIL I got up early this morning how much this semester took out of me.  I’ve been running around town five days a week student teaching, answering phones 15 hours a week at WIU-TV to make money to pay the bills and attending classes, but tradition’s tradition even when you gotta sit for a teaching certificate in a few months.  

The doorbell rings, and I’m grateful one of my roommates answers.  It’s going to take everything I can give today to make it through the day. I yawn and open the kitchen cabinet hoping there’s something for breakfast.  I haven’t made it to the store in a couple of weeks, and I don’t know if anyone else has either.

“Did you know the local coffee shop delivers?” Tara says, coming into the kitchen with a box and a carrier containing four Styrofoam coffee cups.

I shake my head.  Never really thought about it.

She sets the delivery on the counter.  “Early Christmas present from someone maybe.” 

I shrug and watch her remove a card from the top of the box.

“Dear Jennifer,” she says, reading, “I know you miss the St. Lucia Day traditions and spending time with your family, so I sent you an Americanized version – donuts and hazelnut coffee – for you and your roommates.  I hope you enjoy them.  Call me after school.  Love, Phil.”

Love Phil?  I rush forward and grab the card from her. 

“Awww, how thoughtful,” Tara says, “you got a keeper.”

“Because of coffee and donuts?” I say and read the card to myself.

“Because he not only cares about your traditions, he remembers them.”

I set the card beside a canister of teabags.  “Yes, I suppose so.  When you grow up in a family that’s strict about tradition, you pay attention to such things.”

Tara opens the box to reveal several Christmas colored donuts.  Eh, not quite St. Lucia treats, although the holiday does mark the beginning of the Christmas season.  Not the most nutritious breakfast in the world either, but it does save me time.  I grab a brightly colored red donut and sink my teeth into it. There are perks to being in the restaurant industry.  Connections.  Delicious connections.

The scent of hazelnut attracts our other housemates, Marlee and Carlee, twins who have an interest in robotics.  They’re the pair with the 8 a.m. classes.  Both are good to go, hair pulled into ponytails and bodies cade in matching Tommy Hilfiger outfits.

“I thought I smelt something,” Marlee says.

“You have a nose like a bloodhound,” Carlee says, pointing to the coffees.  “These up for grabs?”

“Sure, sure,” Tara says.  “Jennifer’s wonderful Phil sent them for St. Lucia’s Day.”

“He’s not wonderful,” I say.  “Well, he is, but you say it like it’s a title or a label.”  

Tara holds up her hands, green tinted glaze peppering her fingers.  “No titles or labels.  You’re lucky is all.  My last boyfriend couldn’t even remember Valentine’s Day yet alone an obscure holiday.”

My skin craws with irritation.  To me, it’s anything but an obscure holiday.  St. Lucia’s Day played a huge role in my upbringing, and I’m homesick today because of it.  But why should I expect her to understand?  Free pastries make her happy.

“I don’t think you realize how many women have shitty boyfriends.”  Tara wipes her fingers on a napkin.  “Like, a lot.  A ton.  I should know.  I’ve dated the majority of them.”

Tara has gone through a string of shitty boyfriends because she has shitty taste.  Or maybe no taste.  I’m well aware Phil’s a keeper.  He’s kind, considerate, makes an effort to keep our relationship going despite the two hour distance between us.  I feel comfortable and respected around him.  I trust him completely, which I can’t say about other men I dated.

I sigh.  “I never said I didn’t think I was lucky.  I’m not one to brag is all.”

Tara reaches for a second donut.  “You should brag.  You have earned the right.”

The twins nod in agreement, and Carlee licks icing off her lips.

––––––––
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TANGLES FINALLY OUT of my hair, I examine myself in the mirror.  These clothes are more conservative than I would pick if I had the choice, but they say to dress for the position you want, not the one you have.  In my current position of student, I’d rather wear jeans and a sweater set.  In my position as girlfriend, I have the perfect holiday dress to wow.  I dash to the closet and pull out a red shimmery mini dress.  Don’t want to go home and forget this here.  Definitely want Phil to see me in it.

Like Tara says, I am lucky.  I had my own share of losers, or at least mediocre, boyfriends before Phil came along.  Although that’s not quite accurate.  He’s been around since I was in sixth grade and he was in eighth.  A mutual attraction existed for some time.  Neither of us followed through, out of respect for his cousin Cassandra, a close friend of mine, but that changed about a year and a half ago.  You can only fight sexual energy for so long.  Cassie’s supportive of the relationship.  Or she’s a good liar, but I believe her good wishes are genuine. 

I slip on my pumps.  My teacher shoes, Phil calls them.  I guess I need to go shopping and buy some new stuff before my first post-grad job.  At that point, I’ll have the position of special education teacher, and I’ll need to look the part not just for students but also for parents and staff.  I’ll want to look like someone they can trust to mold young minds.

Speaking of shopping, when I get home, I need to find Phil a great Christmas gift.  But what?  I wonder if he bought one for me yet.
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Chapter 3:  
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Get a Room

Phil Economos ‒ December 16, 2000

If it wasn’t so damn cold, I’d walk the 13 houses down to the Andersons’ instead of driving.  Parking out front, I don’t see Jennifer’s car.  I didn’t see it in the alley either.  Guess she’s not here.

I lock my car, pressing the key fob an extra time to hear the horn beep, before marching to the front door.  Mrs. Anderson answers, her hair held in place by a bottle of hairspray.  Reminds of when girls used to tease their hair.  It was as if they were walking around with erections on their foreheads, and I was the age when stuff like that was funny.  Jennifer’s mom’s hair doesn’t stick up, but what a shellacking.

“Jennifer not home yet?” I say, before I laugh about forehead hard-ons.  

Guess I’m still at an age when stuff like that is funny.

“No, not yet.”  Mrs. Anderson looks back and forth at the street behind me.  “You know, girls don’t like it when boys are too eager.”

I smile.  “Well, luckily for Jennifer I’m not a boy.  I’m a man.  May I?”

She silently steps aside, allowing me to enter the house.  Jennifer says her mom wasn’t always like this, that the divorce turned her into a different person.  That’s too bad.  I never knew her before the change.  I wonder what she was like before she got stuck in a 1993 time bubble.

The only evidence Christmas is coming is a three-foot-tall tree in the corner of the living room decorated with a couple dozen bulbs and a scarf of tinsel.  Geez, Costas’ Place has a nicer tree than that.  I’m glad Jennifer will spend part of the holiday with my family.  She deserves some cheer.  And cock.  And baklava.  But mostly cheer.  

I don’t hear anything, so I guess Jessica and Courtney aren’t here either.

“You working today?” Mrs. Anderson says.

“No.  But I’m stopping by later.”

She gives me the stink eye.  “Why?”

“My family owns the joint.  To harass my cousins waiting tables.”

“Uh huh.”  She picks a magazine off the coffee table and aimlessly rustles through it.  “Let me ask you something.  You still living down the street with your mom and dad?”

“Yeah,” I say, staring at the pitiful Christmas tree.

My parents’ 20- to 30-year-old decorations are better than that wood.  I mean, look at it.  The star is crooked.  How do three women lack the holiday spirit enough to allow that in their house?  The woman in my family would freak out if the star were crooked.  They also would avoid forehead hard-ons.

“Don’t you think you’re too old to be living at home?”

I turn my attention from the tree to her.  “I’m saving up for a house for when I get married.”

“Get married?” she says slowly, once again giving the stink eye.

“Yeah.”

I shove my hands into my pockets and offer no additional details.  She doesn’t bother to ask, and I’m relieved when a car door echoes from the direction of the alley.  No way of knowing if that’s Jennifer, but I take off through the house and out onto the back porch.

Jennifer stands near her car.  My dick stiffens slightly at the sight of her.  She’s wearing her parka, but I know what’s underneath.  I’ve seen it.  I’ve felt it.  I’ve—  If I keep thinking this way, it’s going to be embarrassing.  

“Hey, do you need help!” I say, raising my arm instead of my dick.

Jennifer peeks around her open truck.  “Phil!”

I approach her, Mrs. Anderson’s uncleared sidewalk mucking up my shoes.

“I just have my suitcase,” she says when I’m closer, “but if you want to carry it, I won’t stop you.”

“You didn’t bring your bookbag?”

“Nope.  Left it at school.”

When I reach the trunk, she pulls me toward her so fast I can’t think or breathe.  Her luscious lips against mine, I shove my tongue in her mouth and up the dick goes.  Shit, this is one of those times when I wish I didn’t live at home or, at the very least, that Mrs. Anderson wasn’t here.  I’d love to take Jennifer upstairs and fuck her brains out.  But, hey, I’m a patient kind of guy.  I have every faith that she’ll say “yes” when I propose, and then we’ll be together forever – long enough to get sick of each other.  She grabs the back of my coat.  Goddamn.  Privacy.  Need privacy.  How will this hard-on go down when Jennifer’s so hot?  

“Get a room!” a voice says, ruining the magic.

We break our kiss. A teenager rides down the alley on a bicycle.  Poor kid.  Peddling in December.  But he’s right.  We need a room.  

“What a little twerp,” Jennifer says, watching the bicyclist zigzag down the narrow backstreet.

“What are you doing tonight?” I say, drawing her attention to me.

“Depends on Mom, I guess.”  She squeezes my face between her palms.  “But I’d rather spend time with you.”

“I don’t think your mom likes me much,” I say, voice altered by squished cheeks.

“Why?” Jennifer lets go of my face and takes a step backward.  “What did she say?”

“It’s more what she implied.”

“Okay.  What did she imply?”

Shit.  I think I opened a can of worms.  Creepy, crawly worms.

“Um, well,” I lick my lips, “that I’m a lazy mama’s boy.”

She giggles.  “That you’re a lazy mama’s boy?  Why?  What was said?”

I did it now.  I don’t want Jennifer knowing I told her mom I was saving to buy a house after I get married.  I swallow, trying to buy time to word my sentence carefully.

“I’m too old not to be living on my own,” I say and grab Jennifer’s suitcase.

She slams the trunk lid.  “Well, your family doesn’t like me.”

I shake my head and, to avoid eye contact, begin trudging back up the sidewalk.  “That’s not true.  They like you.  Cassie likes you almost as much as I do.”

“Uh huh.”  She gets her purse from the car and slings it over her shoulder.  “They liked me when I was nothing more than Cassie’s friend.  Now.”

I look back over my shoulder.  “Now what?”

“Now I’m not Greek enough.”

“Of course not.”  I chuckle.  “You’re Norwegian.  They’ve gotten used to you.  You’re not going anywhere.”

Jennifer’s footsteps crunch behind me in the snow.

“Oh, I’m not, huh?  You’re not going to bend to their pressures?”

I drop her suitcase and turn around.  “Never.  You hear me?  I’m not bending to any pressure.  Unless it’s the power of your seduction.” 

Her eyes widen, and I think she’s imaging her next seduction.

“Phil, my suitcase is fabric.  It’s going to get all wet.”

Her suitcase will be wet?  What about her pussy?  Her suitcase?  Oh!  Yeah, I dropped it in the snow.  I pick up the luggage and brush it off.

“There.  Right as rain.  Can rain be right?”

She rolls her eyes.  “No, but remember.  Mothers can be wrong.”

“Okay.”

I don’t say anything else because I don’t know whose mother she’s referring to.  Hopefully, I can get Jennifer away from hers tonight.

*
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JENNIFER LOOKS GOOD by candlelight.  Actually, she looks good in any light.  Except darkness.  She only feels good in darkness.

“This restaurant is too expensive, Phil,” she says, blue eyes twinkling as she gazes over her menu.  “We could have gone to a bar.”

“We could have,” I say with a smile, “and that’s probably all I’ll be able to afford for the next year but it’s the holidays.”

That’s a bit of an exaggeration, but at $10 a plate, this dinner is going onto my credit card along with the first payment for Jennifer’s ring.  When I was growing up, no one told me loving a woman could be so expensive.

She laughs.  “So this is a Christmas gift, huh?”

“Well, not quite.  But better than eating at home.”

Mrs. Anderson planned on heating up a frozen meal thing.  First off, what an insult to the taste buds.  Secondly, that’s no way to celebrate Jennifer’s homecoming.  And, third, I knew she didn’t like me.  A frozen dinner proves that more than anything.

I clink my wineglass against Jennifer’s.  “Here’s to being together.”

“To being together.”  She takes a sip, and the corner of her lips upturn.  “You realize my final semester is going to feel like 10 years.”
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