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            Part I. December, 1988

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Marriage is a concept invented by people who were lucky to make it to 20 without being eaten by dinosaurs.”

        Kevin, St. Elmo’s Fire

      

      

      ALICE

      On New Year’s Eve, a few hours before the clock will tick over to 1989, I race from the warmth of a cab to the promise of warmth inside a cozily lit old Victorian in Somerville. On my heels are my best friend Kate, her best guy friend Steve, and Kate’s boyfriend’s ex-roommate Pam. It’s Pam’s house, so I step aside to let her open the front door, but I’m first inside. “I can’t believe you guys talked me into traipsing around downtown in the cold for hours!” I whine, stamping the snow off my boots.

      “Come on, those ice sculptures were the bomb,” Pam says as she picks up her dog. “Hush, Rufus.”

      Kate, coat still on, hugs herself as she jumps up and down. “Can we build a fire?”

      “When should Will and Deb be back?” I ask, rubbing my arms. “Or, more to the point, when can we start drinking?”

      Kate’s boyfriend, Will, is performing in a holiday show tonight. Pam’s girlfriend, Deb, is on the same production as costumer… which was the argument behind going downtown to check out Boston’s famous First Night celebration. If we’d stayed in, we’d have been tempted to start partying early and we’d be wasted by the time the others got home. I’ll never admit it, but it was pretty cool seeing downtown all lit up and full of people. The bands were great and we saw some choice art exhibits. But it’s twenty-five degrees outside, and I’m a southern girl—born in South Korea, raised in the American South.

      Pam checks the clock over the mantel. “They’ll be home from the show in an hour or so. But I say we need to warm up—inside and out.” She points at Steve and me. “You two, make the fire. Kate, you help me get the drinks since you know where everything is.”

      Steve moves the screen away from the hearth. “Works for me.” He nods at the pile of newspapers nearby. “Can you ball those up and stick them under the grate?”

      I salute him. “Yes, sir.”

      We get the fire laid quickly, but every time he tries to light the kindling, the match blows out. “I can’t believe this. This has never happened to me before.” He shakes a finger at me. “Don’t tell anyone. ‘It would devastate my reputation as a dude.’”

      “Sixteen Candles. Good quote,” I manage through chattering teeth. When he finally gets it lit, I stand as close as possible to the flames. “Is it just me, or do they keep the heat really low in this house?”

      “It is a little drafty,” he says, putting an arm around my shoulder.

      “Man, you’re like a furnace.” I’ve never actually been this close to Steve. Funnily enough, I’ve never spent a whole lot of time with him. Katie and I were college roommates. Kate met Steve at her first job after college. Even though we’re all in Boston, we live in different neighborhoods and work in different fields. Plus, while Kate’s close to him now, she complained an awful lot about him when she started traveling with him, said he was just another self-centered, self-involved, self-aggrandizing sales guy. She never really explained what made her change her mind about the man that the women at the firm dubbed “Hot Steve.”

      I’m pretty sure the moniker refers to his preppy good looks, but from where I’m sitting, he’s literally toasty. The longer I’m up close and personal with him though, the more my shivers shift from full body to one particular location. Not sure if that’s a good idea or not. I mean, I’m always up for a sexual adventure. But maybe not with my best friend’s best friend.

      “You just have to learn to dress for it.” He rubs my upper arm. “It’s all in the outerwear.”

      “Yeah, I went for cute rather than comfortable, I guess.”

      “Well, you were successful on that front.” He squeezes me once more and then steps away, clapping his hands. “Let’s go see what’s keeping those two.”

      By the time Will and Deb get home, a cup of hot chocolate spiked with rum and flavored with cinnamon has me warmed right up. We’ve settled around the coffee table and I’m just about to deal the cards for another round of gin rummy when Will clears his throat.

      Kate stills my hands. “We have some difficult news to share.”

      Before she can continue, Pam leans over to whisper to Deb. “Shit, I told you something was up.”

      Deb reaches across the table to grab Will’s hand. “Whatever it is, we’re here for you.”

      Will’s head drops to his chest, and he heaves out a huge sigh. “It’s hard to know where to begin…”

      Steve elbows me and gives me a look like, What the fuck is happening? I mouth back, I have no idea, before sending my own What the fuck is happening? to Kate.

      Just as I start to get worried, a blush blooms on her cheeks. I know her too well; the news is going to be good. I lean over to Steve to whisper, “‘I think this party is about to become a historical fact.’” Before he can guess what movie that was from—Some Kind of Wonderful, duh—Kate squeals, “We’re getting married!”

      “You asshole!” Deb whaps Will upside the head. “I thought somebody died!”

      “Sorry.” His expression makes it clear that he’s not at all sorry. “It’s just too easy.”

      Pam shrugs. “I knew it.”

      “You did not,” Deb argues.

      “Did too.”

      “Did not.”

      Steve leans over to whisper in my ear, “Are they always like this?”

      I don’t even bother to keep my voice low. “Pretty sure.” Lifting my mug, I get to my feet. “Well, friends, I think a combination of congratulations and condolences are in order.” Facing Kate I say, “Farewell to your freedom and single girl status. And you young man,”—I turn to Will—“‘You break her heart, I break your face.’”

      He bows. “Well said.” Then he grins. “Actually, someone else said it better⁠—”

      Pam groans. “Not a Shakespeare quote!”

      “He can’t help it, you guys,” Kate says, throwing her arms around Will.

      “And Alice did quote Some Kind of Wonderful. Twice.” Steve points out.

      Despite the barrage of balled-up napkins we send his way, Will—whose ability to quote Shakespeare is way more freakish than my ability to quote popular movies—forges ahead. “‘When I said I would die a bachelor, I did not think I would live till I were married.’ Much Ado About Nothing.”

      Kate shifts away from his embrace. “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

      “Mm, I guess out of context… How about ‘This is a way to kill a wife with kindness’?”

      This doesn’t sound much better to me. But he punctuates the quote with an ellipsis of kisses, and she sighs—obviously totally in love—before turning to the rest of us, her cheeks still rosy with happiness. “Anyhoo, we wanted to tell you guys first because we’d like you to be our wedding party, along with our siblings.”

      Deb claps her hands. “Yay! I love being a bridesmaid! Can I design the dresses?”

      Kate holds up a hand. “Well, hang on. We have something a little different in mind. Deb and Pam, even though I love you guys, you were Will’s friends first”—she gestures to Steve—“whereas, Hot—um, Steve is my buddy.”

      “She almost called you Hot Steve,” I say out of the corner of my mouth.

      “That’s my name; don’t wear it out,” he shoots back.

      “Alice and Steve, I’d love for you to stand up with me.”

      Naturally, I’m up for the job. I’ve bridesmaided for lesser friends. But…“We’ll have a boy on our team?”

      “What?” He sits up straighter. “You think I can’t handle being a bride’s man?”

      Kate clears her throat. “I think you’re up for starting a new trend in wedding parties. The bigger challenge will be dealing with my sister, the third bridesmaid. She can get a little nutty at weddings.”

      Will circles his hand with a dramatic flourish. “And Deb and Pam, I’d love for you to be my… uh, I don’t know what we’ll call it, but you are my best friends in the world, so I can’t imagine getting married without you at my back. And I’m sure you’ll have no problem at all keeping my brothers in line.”

      “Aww,” I can’t help but say. “You guys are fucking adorable.”

      “Here’s the thing, though,” Kate says. “We want to get married on New Year’s Eve next year, so your Christmas travel will have to work around that.”

      I tap a finger on my lips and pretend to think hard. “What I’m hearing is that I’ll need to be back from Atlanta the day after Christmas.” I nod, willing Kate to nod along with me. “That will curtail my parents’ matchmaking opportunities in a delightful way. For me.”

      “I guess I won’t be skiing next year,” Steve moans. When Kate’s expression shifts to worry, he says, “Kidding. Who goes skiing between Christmas and New Year’s? That’s when all the yahoos are there.” He shrugs. “I’m in. But”—he points at Deb—“I’m not wearing a dress.”

      She sniffs. “I doubt you have the legs for it, anyway.”

      “‘Unbelievable. You make someone a bridesmaid, and they shit all over you,’” Steve huffs.

      I can’t help it. I lean into him with a sigh of my own. “Sixteen Candles. You know all my favorite movies.”

      The rest of the evening is full of laugher, teasing and planning. Honestly, I couldn’t be happier for my best friend. She’s found a unicorn: a good guy who’s good looking and who adores her. Not that I’m planning to settle down anytime soon—if ever—but I have to admit that I am a wee bit jealous. They’re such a good match. Her parents even like him.

      Nope, nope, nope, Alice. The only way you manage your current lifestyle—doing work that’s fun, wearing clothes that are fun, going out with guys that are fun—is staying far away from commitment as well as Atlanta. The clock will run out someday and you will have to go home and face the music, but as long as you keep everyone guessing—from your parents to your dates—no one can pin you down.

      Suddenly aware of the heat emanating from the arm draped casually across the couch behind me, an arm that just happens to be attached to a blond, blue-eyed charmer of a man, I squelch the sexy thoughts zipping through me again. As tempting as he might be, I can’t go there.

      One: As we’ve established, he’s my best friend’s best friend.

      Two: His brand of sexy is one I could get addicted to.

      Three: He’s not Korean.

      STEVE

      This may be the silliest New Year’s Eve party I’ve ever been to, but I think it might also be the most fun. In the past, it’s been either getting drunk at a bar with a bunch of frat brothers or work buddies—pretty much the same thing—and going home with some girl I picked up or going to some stuffy thing wherever my parents happen to be living at the time and spending the night being polite. And then going home with some girl I picked up.

      Tonight, I’m pleasantly buzzed but I’m not drunk, we’ve been playing games all night, and I’m laughing my ass off. There is a girl, but she’s off-limits. Not because she’s with someone else—at least, I don’t think she is—but because… Well, I don’t really have a good reason. Except that I like her. The way I like Kate. Alice is hot—great legs, big brown eyes—but I could see us being friends the way Kate and I are. She’s wicked smart, too. Too smart for me, for sure.

      Right now, I’ve got to focus to have a chance at beating her team at charades. I mean, they have the actor on their team. Kate, Pam and I hold our own until I get this clue: “No shirt, no shoes, no dice.” Of course, I know the quote, but while the girls get the first four words right away, nothing I do gets them to “no dice.” They just keep guessing “no service.”

      When Will calls time, Kate groans. “What was the answer?”

      I hold up the slip of paper. “No shirt, no shoes, no dice.”

      Pam grabs it from me. “What the heck does that mean?”

      “Fast Times at Ridgemont High?” Alice and I say at the same time.

      I point to her. “Exactly.” Then I throw my hands in the air. “How do you guys not know that movie?”

      “I’ve heard of it,” Kate huffs. “But I don’t have it memorized.”

      “Dude! Spicoli!” Alice high-fives me.

      Deb yawns and flops back on the couch. “All right, all right. Let’s start this New Year right and call it a draw. I need to go to bed.” She waves at Pam. “Sweetie, would you grab a pillow and a blanket for Steve from the closet?”

      I wave their offer of hospitality down. “Guys, it’s fine. I’m not drunk. I don’t need to stay over.”

      Deb makes a face. “But we want to have a sleepover. We have a yummy breakfast planned for the morning and everything.”

      Kate nods. “Also, it’s the other drivers you have to worry about. Plus, the roads are totally icy.”

      I could argue that I learned to drive the year my family lived in Buffalo—where you don’t see the ground from November to April—but this couch is pretty darn cozy. “You win,” I say over a yawn. “But wait, I didn’t bring my flannel nightgown with the tiny little flowers. We didn’t do makeovers. Nobody braided my hair. Isn’t that what you do at sleepovers?”

      Alice shoves my shoulder. “We’ll do that as part of the wedding planning, don’t you worry.”

      Despite the distraction of her waggling eyebrows, I manage to snag a flying pillow before it hits me in the face.

      “Nice catch,” Pam says, following up with a blanket. “There are new toothbrushes in the hall bathroom.”

      Deb points at Alice. “You get the guest bed, missy. It’s got fresh sheets.”

      Kate pulls Will out of the chair they’ve been sharing. “I guess that means we get your old room.”

      Alice waves lazily from the other end of the couch. “Goodnight, everybody. Love you, Katie Mae.”

      As the two couples—Deb and Pam, Will and Kate—shuffle off to bed, I turn to Alice. “How come you get to call her Katie and I don’t?”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s Katie Mae. That’s her southern name.”

      “Her southern name?”

      She looks at me like I’m the weirdo here. “Yes.”

      “And do you have a southern name?”

      “Well, duh.”

      “And it is… ?”

      “Allie Mae.”

      “Ah, very creative.” Dodging away from a jabbing foot, I ask, “Do you two have other names for each other?”

      “Steve. We were roommates for four years—four formative years.”

      “So…?”

      “So of course we have other nicknames.”

      “Can I hear some?”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “What’s it worth to you?”

      “You get dibs on…” I flip through memories of romcoms I’ve watched, trying to think of what it is that bridesmaids do. “You get to choose the place where we… get our nails done?”

      Her brow furrows.

      “Before the wedding,” I clarify.

      She laughs as if she’d forgotten all about the wedding. “Ha, I’ll take it. Okay, well, there are our regular nicknames, like Kay-Kay and Al Pal, then there are our mad names—what we use when the other one’s in trouble—Miss Katherine Louise and Miss Alice Jane. Oh, and we have pirate names!”

      “Pirate names?’

      “Yeah. Katie Matey and Captain Al.”

      At this, my laugh is so loud that Pam yells, “Go to bed you two!”

      “Oh-kaay, Mommy.” Alice yells back, sounding like’s she’s seven rather than twenty-seven.

      I hold a finger to my lips. “Shh, you’ll get us in trouble. Rock, paper, scissors for who gets the bathroom first?”

      Her jaw drops, and a delicate hand splays over her chest. “You mean I don’t get to go first automatically?” she asks, lengthening her vowels into her every-once-in-a-while southern accent.

      “Keep talking in that accent and you’ll get whatever you want.”

      “Hm. I’ll keep that in mind.” After leaning over to give my cheek a quick peck, she tries to push off my thigh to stand but loses her balance and lands on my lap. “Whoops.”

      Hands on her hips to steady her, I can’t stop myself from pressing my nose into her hair. “You smell good.”

      Instead of trying to stand again, she leans back into me. “You feel good.”

      And suddenly, a certain part of me feels especially good. “‘You know how much damage we could do to each other in an hour?’” I whisper into her neck, pretty sure she’ll get the Some Kind of Wonderful reference.

      The house is so quiet I can hear her breath hitch before she answers. “‘It’s kind of a revolting thought.’” Turning around to straddle my thighs, she whispers, “So bad it might be good.”

      My brain has flown south, but I’ve got to ask. “Are you drunk?”

      “Just a little buzzed.” She levers back to look me in the eye. “Could be a fun way to start 1989.”

      “‘You mean sleep over? Okay, but I get to be on top!’” I say, waggling my eyebrows.

      She snorts. “Quoting Big at me is not gonna change my mind.”

      Mustering every bit of self-control I’ve got, I slap her lightly on the hip. “Let’s brush our teeth, and if you still want in after that”—I point at my lap—“I’m up for a celebration.”

      She extricates herself from me and the couch with deliberation, and this time around, her legs are steady when she stands. After a long pause, she taps my shoulder and whispers, “Race you.”

      ALICE

      “Just so you know, this can never happen again,” I say as I pull Steve into the bedroom.

      “Agreed.” Steve caresses my lower lip with his and skims his fingertips under my sweater. His featherlight touch along my waist promises good things to come.

      So I shut the door, switch off the rude overhead light—leaving the room in the soft glow of a much more flattering lamplight—whip off my sweater, kick off my boots and socks, shuck my jeans, whip the bedcovers down, and hop into bed. “Get in here before I freeze my ass off.”

      “‘As you wish.’”

      “Hmmm,” I hum as I enjoy my own private strip show, which reveals a lean, muscular body covered by smooth, tanned skin. “Come to think of it, you do have a bit of Westley in you. If Westley used hair products.”

      He musses his hair, flexing very nice pecs in the process. “Westley totally used product. No one’s hair is that perfect.”

      “Should I call you farm boy instead of Hot Steve?”

      He slides into bed next to me and traces a finger across the top of my bra. “If I can call you Buttercup.”

      Snorting at his suggestion that I look anything like the tall, blond actress in The Princess Bride, I roll on top of him. “You can polish my saddle in the morning, but right now, you’ve got to warm me up.”

      My wish is his command.

      His clever fingers are suddenly everywhere at once. My bra and thong are gone before I know it, replaced by reverent palms on my butt and a hungry mouth on my boobs. “Farm boy… Steve… Dude… I hope you have a condom,” I breathe into his ear, so open for business I’m tempted to let him slide right in. “I’m on the pill, but…”

      “‘Fortunately for everyone, I’m here and I’m thinking.’”

      “Oooh, what’s that from, again?”

      “Desperately Seeking Susan.”

      “Mm. I’m desperately seeking something right now.”

      He reaches toward the floor for his jeans and drops a string of shiny packets on the bedside table. “There when we need them.”

      “How about right this minute?”

      “Buttercup, I haven’t even gotten started with you.”

      Kissing his way down my torso to my thighs, he scoops his hands under my butt and pulls me close to his very wicked mouth. So delightfully wicked that I don’t even care that my ears and nose and nipples are exposed to the cold. As he teases me to the edge over and over again, I give up whatever control I thought I had here. One hand tangled in his hair, the other pressed against my own mouth, I’m nowhere near in charge when I let go and wave after wave crashes over me.

      Before I can catch my breath, he flips me over again, the crinkle of a wrapper signals the action to come, and he positions my hips with confident hands. Bracing myself on one elbow, I reach the other hand back to guide him in. It’s a tight fit. I circle my hips and press back, the pressure and the stretch an exquisite balance of pleasure and pain. When his thighs hit my butt, he’s further inside me than anyone’s ever been. “Wow. You ever think about shooting a porn film, Hot Steve?”

      He laughs softly as he covers my back with his chest and begins a slow slide in and out, while I clench and release around him. I could do this all night. Every nerve ending is dancing with pleasure, but I’m greedy and impatient. So I whisper, “‘I feel the need’…”

      Man, he gets me, because he finishes the Top Gun quote right along with me. “‘The need for speed.’”

      And we all lived happily ever after.
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        * * *

      

      Until a few hours later.

      When I realize that I just had the best sex of my life. Multiple times. Which really sucks.

      I’ve had a lot of sex, a lot of it good, some of it pretty terrible. Most of it… fine. But it’s like his Tab A was made for my Slot B. And now we have to just go back to being casual friends. Who have to help plan a wedding together.

      Well, shit.

      STEVE

      When I wake up on the first morning of 1989, Deb yelling at Pam is the first sound I hear. The first thing I see is Alice’s beautiful face. Brushing a wayward wisp of her bangs out of the way, I lean in to kiss her cheek, but she scoots away before I can make contact.

      “Nope!” Sitting up, she shakes her head firmly. Then—I guess to make sure I get the message—she makes a cross with her fingers and holds it up between us.

      “Jeez, I’m not a vampire.”

      “You may as well be.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “Don’t make me regret having sex with you, Steve.”

      Steve. Not farm boy. Hands to my chest like I’ve been shot, I way overact as I quote St. Elmo’s Fire, “‘You break my heart. Then again, you break everyone’s heart.’”

      She blows out a breath. “Listen, I’m sorry to be so harsh so early in the morning. But we have to nip this in the bud. There’s no way we’ll get through planning Kate’s wedding if we’re… entangled. I have a one-time rule, and it’s there for a reason.”

      “One time? As in sex? I think we broke that already.”

      “One big event, one night of sex, whatever.” She flips a hand in the air. “It’s the only way to keep things simple.”

      “Huh.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Uh… I guess I do the same thing. I just never thought about it like that.”

      “Oh, good. I really didn’t want things to be all awkward.”

      More yelling from the other side of the bedroom door has me pointing at it. “What do you want to tell them? They’re going to know I slept in here.”

      She purses her lips for a half a moment before shrugging. “I think we just should tell them the truth. We had sex. We’re not dating. We won’t ever be.”

      Even though part of me wants to make a Lloyd Dobler argument for friends with potential, she seems pretty clear about what she wants. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “I said okay.”

      She wipes a hand across her brow. “Whew. I was worried you’d be mad.”

      “I’m not used to getting the brush-off so quickly or so thoroughly, but I agree. We should keep things… simple.”

      She shivers, making me want to warm her up again. Before I can reach for her, she’s out of bed and half dressed. I can’t stop myself from asking, “But… the sex was okay, right?”

      Thankfully, she sends a satisfied grin my way. “The sex was very okay. Totally very okay.” She pulls her sweater over her head. “Let’s leave it at that so we’re not disappointed in each other.”

      Damn, she is the female version of me. “‘When you don’t have anything, you don’t have anything to lose’?”

      A whole array of emotions pass over her face as she considers the quote. “Exactly. Sixteen Candles for the win.”

      

      Moments later, we’re in the kitchen facing the rest of the crew. True to her word, Alice dispenses with their curiosity in short order.

      “Yes, Steve and I slept together last night.” She wags a finger at Deb and Pam. “It was either that or wake you up to ask for another blanket. The former was easier to accomplish.”

      “Way to make me feel like a man whore,” I sputter.

      She rolls her eyes. “It was also a lot more fun. Better?”

      After I grunt, she ticks that bossy finger back and forth in front of Kate’s face. “But no getting any ideas, missy. No high hopes and moony faces from you. We had sex, and that is it. We’re not together”—she makes air quotes—“and we never will be.” She draws a line in the air between us. “Neither of us does together, so I don’t want to hear anything about it. Got it?”

      Fists on hips, she glares at Kate, then Will, then Deb, then Pam. Then me.

      Usually, it’s me having to sell no-strings-attached sex. I should be relieved that I got it without having to work for it. So why do I feel like I’ve been robbed?
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