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Content Warning

The Rock Star’s Wife series 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.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Dear Diary
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Four months later, it still hurts that my boyfriend, Jason Brookes, broke up with me for having a high sex drive.  I can’t help it anymore than I can help that my dark brown hair is naturally curly.  He claimed the urge to get laid consumed my thoughts. That’s not true.  I wouldn’t have been salutatorian of our graduating class if it were.  And that’s saying something, considering the majority of my brain is filled with song lyrics.  I’ll start dating again when I’m ready, but I’m not there yet.  Someone out there will accept me for me, high sex drive and all, right?  Plus, agree to my condom rule and wait two months to get to know me.

My family fought me to the bitter end over my decision to come to the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and by “bitter end” I mean up to and including the moment I got in the car to drive here.  They claimed I’ll get homesick.  In reality, they tried to stop me because their expectations and my own wishes don’t match.  They expect me to go to school closer to home, come back to Costas’ Place – my grandparents’ restaurant – to work, marry a nice Greek boy and pop out some kids.  I plan to move to Chicago after graduation, and a degree is my ticket to the Windy City.   

While it’s nice to get away from my strict family and put some mileage between myself and memories of Jason, I miss my friends Shawna Greene, Jen Castillo, Jenny Albrecht, Jennifer Anderson and Tiffany Petrova.  We’re scattered across the state, expect Jenny who is in Germany with her soldier husband, and who knows when we’ll see each other again?  It’s a depressing thought, but at least I’m not alone.  Kelly Williams, who was on the majorette squad with me in high school, is my roommate.

My name is Cassandra Economos.  Welcome back to my world.  Today is my sister Vanessa’s 21st birthday, but I’ll miss it because I’m three hours away.  I finally made it!  Escaped the confines of Sterling, Illinois, population 15,100-ish.  Let the college adventures begin.
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Chapter 1:  
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Campus Life

August 17, 1997

“Since we don’t have the majorette team to rely on anymore to keep in shape, we need to find a place to workout,” Kelly says when we exit our residence hall into the humid afternoon.  “I’m certainly not falling victim to the freshmen 15.  Do you think there’s a gym?”

“That’s what rec centers are for, aren’t they?” I say, sliding on my sunglasses and wishing I could go to sleep. 

Kelly grabs my arm.  “We have to find the nearest one.  Where’s the campus bus stop that’s closest to here?”

Kelly seriously needs to chill.  We moved in yesterday.  Wasn’t lugging two suitcases, two tote bags, two bookbags and slew of boxes from the car to our room exercise enough?  I expected a quiet Sunday unpacking, maybe study the campus map and then go exploring.  How does she have all this energy?  Oh, yeah.  Her family didn’t keep her up half the night Friday trying to convince her not to leave.  That’s how.

“Now?” I say, hoping to dissuade her.  “You know we’re going to get fucking lost.” 

She shrugs.  “Oh, well.  We need to learn our way around.”

“Uh, okay. But I’m blaming you if we get lost.” 

Kelly uses her hand to shield her eyes from the sun before randomly pointing.  “We’ll go that way.”

She has no clue where we’re going, but I don’t protest.  We wouldn’t be the first freshmen to get lost like fools.

“Did it hurt when you pierced your belly button?” Kelly says while we cross the lawn.

“It was quick, like when you got your ears done.”

Kelly pierced each ear five times, ran out of fleshy parts and started piercing the cartilage, which she says is more painful.  My parents didn’t allow Vanessa and me to pierce our ears until we turned 18, but I know numerous girls who have multiple piercings.  When I got my belly button done in June, my parents totally freaked.  I’m glad they’re a three-hour drive away.  Well, Mom is three hours away.  I’m not sure about Dad.  He travels throughout the Midwest for business and could be just about anywhere.  Either way, I’m far from his complaining. 

“I like it,” Kelly says.  “It looked really great this summer when you were wearing your bikini at the pool.  All the guys thought so.”

My cheeks flush.  “They did?  I thought guys were only attracted to my ass.”

She smiles.  “Don’t sell yourself short.  They like all of you.  You have a body that girls with low self-esteem get jealous of.”

I shrug and shove my hands into my shorts’ pockets.  “That’s not you?”

She laughs.  “No, not me.  Not any of your friends.  We need to find you a new guy, so you’ll stop thinking about Jason.”

“I, I,” I swallow so hard it hurts, “don’t constantly think about Jason.  It just bothers me how things ended.”

Jason and I dated for 15 months, starting second semester of junior year.  Like me, he was competitive in his studies, and he was my critique partner in Honors English and my lab partner in Honors science classes.  At the time, I thought that made us a good match.  I refused to betray a friend’s confidence, and this eroded Jason’s trust in me.  We went from a smooth relationship to the rapids in a matter of weeks.  I made it worse when I told him I didn’t want a long distance relationship.  Still, I thought we’d break up in August, not April, and I was totally unprepared for being told I was “only going to a state school” and “only thought about getting laid.”

Kelly wraps her arm around my shoulder.  “It’s been four months.  He wasn’t ‘the one.’  But your one is out there somewhere.  So’s mine.  So’s everyone’s except for Jenny’s.”

Jenny married Derek a couple weeks after graduation.  I can’t imagine being married at 18, but I want a good guy in my life, someone I can count on, someone who’ll love me unconditionally.

I focus on the horizon.  “I need someone who will accept me for me.  Jason accepted me for me until he didn’t.”

“You’ll find someone, I’m sure of it.  Todd loved you.  Plenty of other guys could, too.”

Todd Miller, the guy I lost my virginity to, was two grades ahead of me.  Before he left for college, the day we broke up, he told me he loved me.  I was only 16 and didn’t know how to classify my feelings, so I didn’t say it back.  On Valentine’s Day, Jason accused me of still being in love with Todd, although I never uttered the L-word.  Todd’ll always have a special place in my heart, and he set the bar extremely high as far as boyfriends go.  Jason reached the bar only to fall from it flat on his face. 

“I’m not sure I’m ready for a serious relationship.”

Don’t get me wrong.  I didn’t love Jason, but his insults shook me, shook my self-esteem, I suppose, and I don’t think I want to date until I feel better about myself.

At the curb, we make a right and enter the shade cast by a row of oak trees.

“Doesn’t have to be serious,” she says, letting go of my shoulders.  “You should start dating just for fun.  You need some fun.”

“What I need is a job.  I have expenses.”

Kelly groans.  “I know.  But you can’t just work and study.  If you do, Jason wins.  He’ll have thoroughly depressed you.”

I dodge two shirtless guys with washboard abs and do a double take.  “He told me all I think about is sex, and you’re telling me to get laid.”

She turns to check out the guys’ asses.  “I didn’t say anything about getting laid, but if you want to do that, you totally should.  You need to get him out of your mind so you can move on.”

“Do you think there’s someone who will accept my high sex drive?” I say once we finish ogling the eye candy.

“Do I think there’s someone who will accept your high sex drive?”  Kelly laughs.  “More guys will than won’t.  Guaranteed.”

I shake my head.  “I don’t believe there is such a thing as ‘the one.’”  

“Okay.  But I think you’ll feel differently when you meet him.”

I clear my throat, and we fall into silence.

––––––––
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WE FOUND NEITHER BUS stop nor rec center, and Kelly’s enthusiasm dropped by the minute.  Now it matches mine, which is fine by me, but I got sweaty for nothing.  I coulda done without that.  I lean against the wall and cross my arms, imaging the softness of the bed I’m about to throw myself onto.  

Kelly jiggles our dorm room key in the lock. This is taking too long.  Maybe the lock is broken.  

“Hey, Metallica,” someone says. 

It’s not the first time someone has referred to me by my band t-shirt.  I turn to see a chick, holding a cardboard box that comes up to her chin, outside the room next to ours. 

“Can you help me unlock the door?” she says.

“Sure.  Where are your keys?”

“Here,” she says and rattles them in her hand.

I take the keys and unlock her door.  On the first try.  Kelly finally unlocks our door and swings it open.  She has unlocked doors before, right?

The chick with the box smiles.  “Thanks.  I appreciate it.  I shouldn’t have told my parents I could handle the last box.”

Kelly and I follow the chick with the box into her room where she sets it on one of the beds.  A handful of other boxes rest on the floor, but the room otherwise doesn’t look like it’s been touched since spring.  The blinds haven’t even been opened.

“You carried that big thing up here by yourself?” Kelly says, impressed.  

“Oh, yeah.  I do weight training.”

She’s a slim Asian about the same height as me, not particularly muscular, and I have no clue how she carried that box, weight training or not, up the stairs.  

“I’m Sarah Nguyen,” she says, taking a step back from her box.  “Nice to meet you.”

“Cassandra and I were on the majorette squad in high school,” Kelly says.  “We went to find the rec center a little while ago but didn’t.”

Sarah smiles.  “Oh, I know where both of them are.  I can show you later.  I went looking for them when I took the campus tour.  I needed to check out the weight lifting equipment.  I can bench press my own weight.  It’s my stress reliever.  Have either of you met my roommate?” 

She can bench press her own weight?  What the hell?  I need to change my expectation of what a weight lifter looks like.  Huh?  She said something else.  What?  A roommate?  Who’s her roommate?  Kelly and I shake our heads.  

“Huh.” Sarah scratches her head. “Maybe she hasn’t moved in yet, but some of this stuff isn’t mine.”

We have no clue.  I’m still drained from the constant arguing at home and not sure I have energy for this conversation.

“I’m going to go chill,” I say. 

Kelly left the door open, and I don’t want my CD boombox stolen.

Kelly nods.  “I’ll be over in a bit.  I want to find out about the rec center.”

Of course she does.  Cushy bed, here I come.

Hastily leaving the room, I nearly collide with someone.

“Sorry, y’all,” the someone says.

“No problem,” I say, eyeing a tall, leggy, caramel-blonde wearing short shorts and sporting overly plucked eyebrows.

“I really need to be more careful.  There’s so many people here.  Wasn’t expecting that.”

She talks weird.  I know I shouldn’t be nosy, but what the hell?

“Where are you from?” 

“I’m April Conroy,” she says with a smile, outstretching her hand for me to shake, “from Tennessee.”

“That was a long drive,” I say and curse myself for stating the obvious.  

“Came via Amtrak from Memphis.  There’s rail lines everywhere.  Some go up to Chicago.”

“Chicago,” I say to Kelly who is still within earshot because I made it, like, six feet.  “That means we can go visit Tiffany.”

Tiffany attends the School of the Art Institute of Chicago for photography.  But there’s another reason to go to Chicago.  It’s the city of my dreams.

“Well, technically, we already could,” Kelly says.  “You have a car.”

That’s true.  I do.  Buying that car took a huge chunk of my getting-the-hell-out-of-Sterling fund.  My family’s ridiculously strict rules forbade me from getting my learner’s permit until I turned 18, though, so the thought of navigating Chicago traffic makes me tingly with fear.  I had to print directions at the library from MapQuest to get here, but highway driving isn’t bad when you’re in the middle of nowhere.

“We’ll figure it out,” I say, hoping my fear doesn’t show.  “I won’t talk to Tiffany again until Christmas break anyhow, maybe Thanksgiving if we have some free time.”

While Kelly and I discuss Tiffany, April enters Sarah’s room and reveals herself to be the absentee roommate.  Great.  All is right in the world.  

“Know of any great sushi places?” April says to Sarah in her southern drawl. 

I want to laugh.  Seriously, I never thought I’d hear that sentence uttered with that accent.  

Sarah squeezes her lips together.  “I’m Vietnamese.  Sushi is Japanese.”  

“I’m so sorry,” April says, turning pale and clicking her pierced tongue against her teeth.  “I didn’t mean to be insulting.  You know what they say about why you should never assume.”

“It’s okay,” Sarah says, waving her hand dismissively.  “I’ve heard it all before.  Like my grandma says—” She mutters something in Vietnamese.  “Translates roughly to Americans are stupid.”

Kelly, April and I exchange glances.  

I’m also bilingual, and my Yiayia Petrakis would say the same thing whenever someone mispronounced one of our names.  She died in early June, and if I talk about her too much, I start crying.  So never mind.  Pretend I didn’t say anything.

April points to me.  “Why, y’all wear a pull tab as a necklace charm?  Is that an Illinois thing?”

Kelly laughs.  “No, that’s a Cassandra thing.”

I flush.  “It’s the pull tab from the last Crystal Pepsi in existence.”

“And her future husband’s name starts with a N.”

It’s getting hot in here.  It really is.  I do call it the magic pull tab, although there’s nothing magical about it.  I’m not superstitious, I swear.  I don’t believe that silly game my friends and I played all throughout junior and senior high can predict anything.  It’s a super strong tab that happened to break off on N.  And then I wrote an N on it with marker.  And then I put it on a chain and started wearing it as a necklace.  And then I lied to Jason and told him N stood for new wave punk rock.  That’s it.  

I yawn.  “It’s been fun guys, but I need to lie down for a bit.  Lots of drama at home before I left, and I’m mentally drained.”

Before anyone can answer, I make a quick escape.

––––––––
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IT FEELS GOOD LYING here with my eyes closed, forgetting for a while about Yiayia, Jason and my hysterical mother.  I almost feel normal.  Almost.

“We met one of our other neighbors earlier,” Kelly says, and I wonder why she’s talking to me when I’m pretending to be asleep. 

I open my eyes to discover Kelly talking to a light-skinned black chick who instantly reminds me of Shawna, my best friend since sixth grade.  Shawna, who is biracial – we think – she was an abandoned baby – is making the 90-minute drive to Oehrlein School of Cosmetology in Peoria four days a week. I miss her terribly, but we made a pact that she’ll follow me after I move and get settled in Chicago.  Problem is she’ll get her certificate next July and start her life years before I start mine.  What if she falls in love and gets married and doesn’t want to leave Sterling?  I bolt upright like someone shocked out of a nightmare.  

“Oh good, you’re awake,” Kelly says.  “This is Leah Lewis.  She’s going into broadcasting.  I told her she has the perfect name for it.  Her room is beside ours.  Not with Sarah and April.  The other side.”

“Oh,” I say, blinking away the vision of Shawna.  “Broadcasting.  That’s cool.  Do the women who are on the news do their own makeup or does the station have people who do that?”

Leah smiles.  “You know, I don’t know.  Guess I’ll find out.”

Shawna might break the pact.  She might like Peoria and get a job there.  She wouldn’t leave something good to follow me to Chicago.  Feeling sick, I get off the bed and rummage through boxes.  I need my CD player.  This is the longest I’ve gone without listening to music since I was 11 years old and discovered MTV.  What has it been?  Like, 48 hours?  No wonder I’m in a bad mood.  I’m going through withdrawal.  

Leah gives Kelly the 4-1-1 on her boyfriend Tyrone.  You hear stories about girls following guys to school, but this is the first time I’ve heard of a dude following a girl.  The thing is he had no intention of going to college until she expressed a desire to go.  She thinks it’s sweet of him and shit, but wanna bet he drops out?  He doesn’t really want to be here.  

Where is that fucking CD player?   Please tell me it didn’t get misplaced.  I’ll have a panic attack.  I don’t have a job yet.  I can’t buy a new one.  I need that CD player.

“Have you met my roommate Dawn Reed yet?” Leah says after she finishes her story.

Other than passing people in the hall, Kelly and I hadn’t met anyone until this afternoon.

Leah shouts to someone in the hall, and a girl wearing glasses and a blouse, a total nerd, enters the room.  Huh, she was one of the people we passed yesterday.  

“Hey, guys,” Dawn says so happily I could slug her.  “Just so you know.  There’s a send off to summer party for everyone on this floor planned for Friday.  You’ll come, of course, won’t you?”

A hand still inside a cardboard box, I raise my head.  A party?  Maybe Dawn isn’t such a nerd after all.

“There’s going to be plenty of guys there,” Dawn says.

My hand touches something plastic.  My CD player!

“Of course, we’re coming,” Kelly says, glances at me.  “We’re single and ready to mingle.”
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Chapter 2:  
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Summer Send Off

August 22, 1997

“Please, tell me you’re not going to wear that,” Kelly says, scrutinizing me from head to toe.

I look down at my outfit.  “It’s summer.  What’s wrong with shorts and a t-shirt?”

She wrinkles her nose.  “We’re going to a party with lots of single guys.  You need to dress up a bit.”

“I thought we wanted to find a guy who accepts me for me.”

“We do, and you will, but we have to get him to start a conversation with you first.  You have some dresses, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” 

“Put on one of those.”

I sigh, digging through the dresser until I find a sundress.  “Better?” I say, holding it up.

Kelly nods, smiling.  “Much.”

She adjusts her makeup mirror and applies mascara.  Since our invitation, Kelly has been talking almost constantly about this party, claims our first college party is a milestone.  Me?  I’ve been thinking about Yiayia, Jason’s insults and the drama back home, usually in that order.  

I don’t want to date until I get out of this funk, but Kelly doesn’t seem to understand that.  She thinks I need a rebound.  Well, you remember how well my last rebound went, don’t you?  Poor Travis White, all muscle and a limp dick.  Well, he was using steroids, which means, I suppose, that technically I had a boyfriend who was a drug addict.  I didn’t know that when I agreed to go out with him, though, or I wouldn’t have gone.  

Leah knocks but enters our room without permission.  “Oooh, girl,” she says in a tone I imagine she talks to her friends back home, “I have shoes that would look awesome with that dress, depending on your shoe size.”

Half naked, I scramble to get dressed.  Jesus, this is like living at home.  No privacy there either.  Mom and my asshole brother Greg barge into my room all the time.  

“You have what now?” I say, tugging my dress over my hips.

“Shoes that would look really awesome with your dress.  Depends on your shoe size.  I think we might be the same size.  What are you?”

I blink rapidly.  I don’t think anyone has ever asked me other than a shoe saleswoman.  

“I’m a seven.”

She beams.  “Great.  I’ll be right back.”

Kelly applies her purple lipstick, smacking her lips together.  I did my normal makeup routine, nothing more.  Who does she think she’s going to meet?  

Leah returns with red strappy sandals and hands them to me with a smile.  “They are so you.”

Are they?  She’s known me a week.  I gotta admit they are kinda awesome, but the heels are higher and narrower than I’m used to, and I’m going to break an ankle.  I don’t want to offend an acquaintance, especially one who lives next door, so I take the shoes and sit on the bed.

April arrives wearing baggy pants and a cardigan, making her the only one not sporting a dress.  

“Aww, I didn’t get the memo,” she says as if there actually was a wardrobe memo.

“Nope, you can wear whatever you want,” I say, buckling the shoe’s ankle straps, “unless your roommate objects.”

“Shut up,” Kelly says playfully and attaches a choker.

Sarah appears in the doorway in a maxi skirt and crop top.  Very causal.  See.  She wore what she wanted.  Of course, her roommate’s equally casual.  Mine’s meeting fucking Prince Charming.  

Dawn shows up last without her glasses.  I guess they’re either fake or she put contacts in, but her unobstructed eyes isn’t want grabs my attention.  It’s her pleather pants that are so tight it’s the wonder she doesn’t have camel toe.  Actually, she might, if you squint.

––––––––
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LOUD MUSIC.  UNDERAGE drinking.  A whiff of weed.  The possibility of fornication.  My double cousin Maroula would hate it here.  We’re only two weeks apart and have always been close, but we’re polar opposites.  She obediently follows our family’s rules without question while I question everything.  As a consequence, Maroula is the good girl, and I’m the exasperating one.  She’s studying at Western Illinois as we speak whereas I’m on full display at the meat market.

“Hi,” a guy with brown hair says to me the moment my group shows up at the party.

I roll my eyes, making a “tsk” sound, and keep walking. 

That was horrible of me.  I admit I could have handled the situation better but, like I said, I’m in a funk.  Plus, I never saw a guy with brown hair yet that’s worth a second glance. Everyone in my family has brown hair and eyes, and I sure as hell don’t want to kiss someone who looks like he’s a member of my family.  My type is blond with blue eyes, preferably tall and athletic.  Not to mention, blondies remind me of Kurt Cobain, my first fantasy fuck. 

Several rooms co-host.  Multiple rooms full of strangers spells awkward with a capital A.  There might be some other people like Kelly and me who know each from high school, but for the most part we’re all outsiders trying to get to know one another.  Jesus, there are a lot of guys here.  Surely, there’s got to be some blonds.  Since guys have started to dye their hair, there are more blonds to pick from nowadays, but I bet it looks ridiculous to see that the carpet doesn’t match the drapes.  Eww, dark pubic hair.  Shit, I don’t want to see that.

Kelly grabs my arm.  “First blond guy we see, you’re saying hello to him.”

What?  No.  I thought guys were supposed to start conversations with me.  Wasn’t that the point of the dress?  And, yeah, I know, I dissed the first guy who tried to do that.  I already admitted I should have been nicer.

We wiggle through the crowd until we find a bleached blond with dark eyebrows that remind me of a Muppet’s.

“Hi,” I say, mumbling.

I don’t think he heard me, but he responds with a grin.  “Hi.  How are you?”

“Good,” I say, taking a step and practically twisting an ankle in my borrowed shoes.  

Kelly laughs, clutching my arm to steady me.  “And you haven’t even drank anything yet.”

Who knows what this guy thinks?  Pushing Kelly into the crowd, I don’t stick around long enough to find out.  

“That is, if you want to drink something,” she says, dodging the elbows of some dude dancing with no rhythm.  “I shouldn’t assume.”

I shrug.  “I might.”

Beer’s not my top pick, but I bet there’s probably nothing here but beer.  At home, Phil, Maroula’s brother, and I – but also other members of the family when underage – drink watered downed versions of ouzo or Greek wines.  I’ve never had enough to get me drunk.  Just a little buzz when Phil and I drink alone and drink however much we want.  I’ve also never drank in public before because, well, laws.  Costas’ Place could lose its liquor license if we drank there, watered down or not. 

Just like I suspected.  A keg of beer sits atop someone’s dresser that does double duty as a serving station.  No idea what brand.  Probably awful regardless.  My ankle smarts, so I pour a cup anyway.  For medicinal use.  To dull the pain.  

Kelly fills a cup, and clinks it against mine.  “Here’s to getting laid,” she says before taking a sip.

I love and miss cock, but I’m not getting laid tonight.  Kelly can do whatever the hell she wants.  I need to get to know a guy first, feel comfortable around him before I feel comfortable with him in me.

––––––––
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A GUY LEANS CLOSE.  “You’re really hot, you know that?” he says, thinking he’s clever.  “Anyone ever tell you that?”

I toss my head back, even though my hair’s in a butterfly clip, and instead of being sexy it looks like I have a twitch.  “Like all the time.”

I’ve been talking with this guy for 10 minutes.  Or rather I should say, he’s been talking – about his sports team at high school, the awards he won, his scholarship.  He must think I’m impressed by that stuff.

He laughs.  “No, seriously, has anyone told you that?”

I laugh, too.  “So you, like, think no one has told me that before?  That you’re original?”

This shocks Mr. Friday Night Football speechless.  Good.  I disappear into the crowd.  On someone’s bed, Dawn gives some dude a lap dance.  I watch unblinking, not believing what I’m seeing.  Guess she’s getting laid tonight.  

––––––––
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I SWAY, EYES CROSSING, and nearly bump into someone.  So this is what three beers does?

“Woah, careful now,” a guy says, taking my elbow.  “Don’t want to hurt yourself.” 

I smile, ready to move on.  “Thanks.”  

“You’re really hot. Anyone ever tell you that?”

What?  Seriously?  The same fucking pickup line.  Does that actually work on girls?  Pet their egos before petting their pussies?

“Yeah, like, a little while ago,” I say.

“What?  Like here?”  He looks around.  “You heard it here?”

“Uh, yeah.”  I pat the guy on the chest.  “You need some new material, dude.”

I walk away.  Where the hell is Kelly?

––––––––
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“PLESE, DON’T TALK TO me,” I say, eyes closed.  “I’m going to be sick.”

I’m glad I went to the party, I guess, but I’m not liking this beer thing.  I thought drinking too much gave people hangovers.

“Just tell me if you met someone,” Kelly says from somewhere in the room.  “Hold up one finger for yes, two fingers for no.”

“I’m telling you, I can’t move or I’ll throw up,” I say, my bed feeling as if it’s spinning like a ride at the county fair.

“I met someone.  His name is Shane Schneckly.  Double major in psychology and something else.  I can’t remember.” 

“That’s nice.  No, I didn’t meet anyone.  No one who impressed me anyhow.”

How does anyone fuck drunk?  Without throwing up on their partner, I mean.

“I hope you’ll remember this in the morning,” she says, her mattress creaking.   “Jason wanted to hurt you with his comments and accusations, and he succeeded.  It’s okay to be bummed for a while, to be mad or whatever, but you broke up in April.  It’s almost as if you’re finding fault in guys just to prove he’s wrong, that you do think about more than sex.  But if you keep yourself from getting back out there much longer, he wins.  He succeeds in hurting your self-esteem and making you afraid to be yourself.  Is that what you want?”

Tears roll down my cheeks.  “No, of course not,” I say after a minute.  “I’m just not ready.  When I meet a really great guy, you’ll be the first to know.”
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Chapter 3:  
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Never Have I Ever

September 18, 1997

“You got back home awfully late last night,” I say to Kelly after we leave our residence hall for 8 a.m. classes.

I may not have found a dude worth dating yet, but Kelly has been going out with Shane since they met at the party.  Usually it’s too early this time of day for much talking, but I’m curious what happened.  My imagination swung between totally wild to stuck in traffic.

“Looks like it’s time to renew my birth control prescription,” she says, answering my question without really answering it.  “I let it lapse after we left Sterling.”

“I didn’t know you were on the pill.”

Not that Kelly tells me everything.  We were acquaintances in high school.  We only became close after having so much time to talk on the drive here, and because our new friends aren’t the confide-all-your-secrets-in kind yet.

“Yeah, my mom made me go to the doctor after she found out I was having sex with Vince.  She said she wasn’t ready to be a grandma.”

Her mom made her go?  I shiver, unable to imagine being forced.  The only other person I know who was forced was Jenny, and she has a legit medical condition.  I remember her coming to my friends and me after school and telling us, in tears, how she had to completely undress and the doctor touched her lady parts and stuck medical devices in her.  Going on the pill cured her heavy periods, but she dreaded going back every year to have the prescription renewed.  It depressed her for days.

“Have you given any thought to going on the pill yourself?” Kelly says.  “Your condom rule makes sense if you’re fucking around, but you always get to know your boyfriends first.  I’m sure you know their sexual histories.”

I shake my head.  “You’re crazy, right.  You know how my parents are.  I can’t.  They’d find out, and I’d be lectured forever on waiting until marriage.”

“Your parents would never find out if you did it here.  Insurance doesn’t cover birth control, so they’d only get an insurance statement for the doctor’s appointment, and Dawn says that’s billed as a wellness visit.  So you could lie.  Say you had an infection or problems with your period or an actual checkup.  They wouldn’t question that, would they?”

They would, actually.

“Dawn’s on the pill, too?”

She nods.  “So’s Leah.”

Holy shit.  What did Kelly do?  Take a survey?  Who knew some women voluntarily submit to torture by doctor?  No, thank you.

“Condoms do protect against STDs,” I say.  “In high school, unless someone had a secret life, we knew who had been with who.  Around here, who knows?  I don’t want AIDS.”

I glance at Kelly, hoping she can’t tell the prospect of going to the doctor scares the shit out of me.  It’s early, and she’s tired.  Maybe she won’t be observant.  

“Well, I don’t think anyone wants AIDS,” she says slowly.  “But I also don’t want to get pregnant.  I know Vanessa was a mom at 19, but I’d prefer not to be.”

Yes, that’s right.  My sister was a statistic, forever included in the figures for 1995 for teenage pregnancies.  It worked out for her.  She was in love, finished her associates degree, got married, but my parents throw it in my face all the time that I’m not supposed to repeat her mistakes.  

“You are going to be around tonight, aren’t you?” I say.  “Dawn wants to play never have I ever.” 

“Have you played it before?”

“No.  This’ll be interesting.”  We reach the place where we part ways.  “I’ll catch you later.”

*
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DAWN’S FACE BRIGHTENS when she explains the rules, and I have a feeling this is one of her favorite games.  The rules are simple:  We sit in a circle on the floor and take turns asking questions, the more risqué the better.  If we have not done a thing, we take a drink.  Everyone must explain her answer.  The person who has the most alcohol left at the end is the winner.

Dawn meticulously fills plastic cups with beer to the same level.  She knows someone with a fake ID who buys it and can get alcohol whenever we want it.  She claims she tried once to buy it herself but looks too youthful to pass for 21.  It smells like the cheap stuff from the party, and my stomach turns.   

“Okay,” she says, passing out cups.  “I’m going to ask the first question to set the tone.  Never have I ever lost my virginity.”

April takes a drink.

“Oh, wow,” Dawn says, “I wasn’t expecting that.  You can sit out the rest of the game.  I don’t want you passing out later.”

April’s cheeks flush.  “I wasn’t expecting y’all to be so sexually experienced.” 

She leaves the circle and sits on Dawn’s bed.

“Wait a minute.  That doesn’t mean you get out of explaining your answer.  Why hasn’t it happened for you yet?” Dawn says more diplomatically than I would have done.

I probably would have blurted out “why haven’t you been fucked when you have those legs?” and immediately regretted it. 

“Well, you gotta remember,” April says, “I’m from the Bible Belt.  We went to the local Baptist church twice a week.  I had a boyfriend, but our dates were chaperoned.”

My parents would love the idea of chaperones, even for adults.  We weren’t allowed to date until after graduation, but Vanessa and I snuck around.  I’m not sure about our brothers.  Well, one of them anyway.  

Dawn asks the rest of us how many partners we’ve had.  Kelly and I say two.  I’m guessing she’s including Shane because I don’t know of any other guys she’s dated besides Vince.  Leah’s only had Tyrone.  Sarah admits to three but says only one was a long-term relationship.  The other two were one night stands with guys who were hot but not necessary the dating kind.

“So how many have you had?” Sarah says after answering.  “You give us the third degree and don’t answer for yourself.”

“That’s because I don’t know,” Dawn says, straightening her back like a teacher in front of a class.

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

She shrugs.  “It means I don’t know.  Okay, Cassie’s turn is next.”

Sarah holds out her hand.  “Wait a minute.  How can you not know?”

Dawn inhales, exasperated.  “It means I don’t know how many it has been.  I didn’t think that sentence needed explaining.”

“Well, there’s gotta be a story there,” Leah says, her future reporter self coming out.  “How old were you when you lost your virginity?” 

Dawn sets down her cup.  “Fifteen, I think.”

Same age as me, although I was less than two months from my 16th birthday.  

“So,” Dawn says, “while April had a ton of supervision, I had none.  My dad died when I was little, and my mom worked to support me and my older brother.  When we were young, Grandma helped but then she died.  My brother ended up on drugs, but Mom didn’t know it until later.  Anyway, strange guys were coming and going at our house.  His druggie friends.  I liked that they paid attention to me.  I did what they wanted because I wanted them to like me.  It wasn’t until later that I realized I was being used.  After that, I was, like, if guys can fuck around, then why can’t I?  I started using guys for sex so they couldn’t use me first.  Sex is the only power I have.”

When no one responds, Dawn points out it is my turn.

“Never have I ever read an erotic book,” I say.

Everyone takes a drink but me, and I’m forced to explain I borrowed Shawna’s foster mom’s erotica books and that’s how I learned about sex but reading them gave me unrealistic expectations.

“Poor Todd,” Kelly says with a giggle.

Leah goes next.  “Never have I ever had someone take naked pictures of me.”

Everyone takes a drink but her, and she explains that over the summer Tyrone took photos of her getting undressed.

“Can you see your face in them?” Sarah says, color draining from her cheeks.

“Well, yeah,” Leah says, “I was smiling for the camera.”

Sarah wags her finger.  “You wanna be on TV.  You should destroy those before they destroy your career.”

“They’re in Tyrone’s personal collection.  He’d never—”

“He shares a room with a roommate.  People are probably coming and going like they do here.  You can’t risk someone finding them and taking them.  Or he shows them to his friends.  Or they get lost.  Or he gets mad at you and wants revenge.  Someone could post them on the internet.”

I suppress a laugh.  Post them on the internet?  Who would post naked photos on the internet?  I didn’t even know there was an internet before I came to U of I.

“I never thought of that,” Leah says, concern creeping into her voice.

“You don’t want to risk scandal.  It’s always the woman who pays.  Never the guy.”  Sarah waves her hand as if she’s in a smoky room.  “Okay.  My turn.  Never have I ever tasted my own vaginal fluid.”

No one takes a drink.  No explanation needed.  Kelly opens her mouth to take her turn, but April interrupts. 

“How y’all doing that?  Are you putting your fingers down there and licking them?”

“Eww.  No,” Kelly says.  “During oral sex.  The guy goes down on you then kisses you after.  It’s on his lips and tongue.”

“I’ve tasted other girls’,” Dawn says.  “It’s an acquired taste.”

We all turn to Dawn.  April’s mouth gapes.  

“Do you swing both ways?” Leah says.

“No.  Not necessarily.” Dawn shakes her head.  “Threesomes and stuff.”

“Well, on that note.”  Kelly laughs.  “Never have I ever had anal.”

We all take a drink except for Dawn.  I’m sensing a pattern here.  She’s probably done it upside-down hanging from a chandelier in a car going 60 miles an hour down the highway.  I guess that’s what happens when you’ve done it with so many people you can’t remember how many.  I wonder what that’s like.  Not that I want to try it myself.  I mean the not being cautious part, the being adventurous and living in the moment part.

“Doesn’t it hurt?” I say, drawn to the subject like a motorist to an auto accident.

“You need to use a condom and lots of lube,” Dawn says.  “And relax.  But, otherwise, no.”

“What about poop?” Kelly says and covers her mouth.

“There won’t be any if you eat enough fiber.”

“Fiber?” Leah says.  “Are you serious?”

“Yep,” Dawn says.  “Fiber’s always a good idea.”

Sarah shakes her head and mutters something in Vietnamese.  I’d love to know what she’s saying.  It took some getting used to, but I’ve learned Sarah reverts to Vietnamese whenever she’s shocked, angry or upset.  She’s first generation American and grew up in a home that speaks English only in public.  Her father’s a doctor who helped the Americans during the war and fled Saigon with his family.  I’ve also learned Vietnamese are very traditional, and Sarah and I have shared many conversations about our feisty grandmothers and strict parents. 

“So, girls,” Dawn says, “back to the beginning.  Never have I forgotten the name of the person I was sleeping with.”

We all take a drink but her.  See.  Pattern.

“Awkward,” Sarah says, swirling the contents of her cup.

“Big time,” Dawn says.  “I tell them I’m bad with names but great with faces.”

“And that works?”

“Mostly.  It’s partially true.  I do remember faces easier than names.”

I take my second turn, thinking of Todd.  “Never have I ever gotten mad at someone for not being as great at sex as I thought they should be.”

Everyone but Dawn and I take a drink.

“It was the damn books,” I say.  “I thought the guy was bad when he actually wasn’t.  I never told him that, though.  It just made me curious about other cock.”

“Poor Todd,” Kelly says.  “If I ever see him again, I won’t be able to look him in the eye after knowing this about you.”

“And yet you haven’t gotten laid at U of I yet,” Dawn says.  “There’s lots of cock here to be curious about.”

“Yeah, I know,” I say.  “I haven’t found one I want to sample yet.  There’s a lot of guys at this school.  Plus, I wait two months, and I have my condom rule.”

“Two months?” Dawn says.  “Are you, like, sexual repressed or something?”

“Still with the condom rule?” Kelly says, speaking over Dawn. “I told you you should go on the pill.  It’ll be more convenient once the two months are up.” 

Great.  They’re both attacking me.

I inhale.  “Dawn, I need to get to know a guy before I do anything with him.  Between school and work, that’s about eight dates.  I don’t think that’s repressed.  Kelly, my body.  My choice.”

My friends nod.

“Now that we have that settled,” Leah says.  “Never have I ever snuck a guy into my parent’s house.”

Only Kelly takes a drink.

“What?” I say, turning to her.  “You never snuck Vince into your house?”

“No.  We either did it in his car or his older brother’s apartment.”

“Well, that’s not very convenient,” I say, shifting my focus to Sarah.

Kelly shoots me a dirty look but doesn’t respond.  We’ll be mad at each other for a few minutes then get over it.  That’s usually how it goes.

“Never have I ever felt like I was choking on dick?” Sarah says.

No one takes a drink.

“I don’t know how y’all do it?” April says.

“Evangelicals don’t have oral?” Sarah says, leaning forward.

April sits forward, folding her hands in her lap.  “I suppose so.  But we don’t talk about it.  It’s not like I could ask my mom or sister.”

“Your sister’s not a virgin?” Dawn says.

“She’s married.”

“Oh.”  Dawn makes a big O with her lips.  “Never have I ever gotten married.”  She pretends to take a drink from a cup.  “Well, you are welcome to ask us whatever questions you have.  We seem to have various degrees of experience.  Should be quite an education.  Unlike Cassie’s books.”

Some of us laugh, but I’m not sure if it’s a joke.  I mean, all my parents told me was wait until marriage.  I learned bits and pieces from Vanessa and her friends and my own.  I really did rely on those books and health class diagrams for my sexual education.  

Kelly goes next.  “Never have I ever had sex with a teacher.”

We all take a drink.  Oh, thank God.  We found something Dawn hasn’t done.

The game continues for several more rounds.  Eventually, Leah’s the drunk one, Kelly and I feel buzzed, Sarah is the second most experienced and Dawn has done everything other than fuck a teacher.

Dawn downs the rest of her beer.  “Thanks for a great game, girls.  I have one more question specifically for April.”

“Uh oh,” April says, flushing.

“If you’re a virgin but you’ve had a boyfriend, have you ever played with yourself?”

She shakes her head.  “Y’all’ve done that, too?”

“So you don’t know what you like?  How you like to be touched?  You should explore yourself before some guy does it.  We’ll make sure you have privacy to try it out.”

April looks as if she could faint.

That’s another thing.  I’ve hardly jacked off since Jason and I broke up.  Kelly sleeps literally six feet away from me, so I could blame a lack of privacy, but I really haven’t felt the urge.  I hope this isn’t a sign I’m going to be celibate for the rest of my life.  Never have I ever thought someone who loves to fuck as much as I do would end up like this.
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​Chapter 4:  
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You’re the First to Know 

October 8, 1997

I use what little time I have before class wisely by dropping my bookbag to the ground and stopping to listen to a cover band play Filter’s “Hey Man Nice Shot” in the quad.  I sing along, pretending I’m at a real concert. 

The guys in the band are cute, but in high school I pledged to never fall head over heels for an artist like Vanessa did, and I aim to stick by my pledge.  That means staying away from all creative types.  I’ll end up miserable otherwise.  A hope and a dream doesn’t pay the bills.  Just look at Brandon and Vanessa, living in an apartment, scraping by.  I don’t want that.  I want to do better than our parents, not worse.

The song ends, and I applaud before pulling my jacket tight to guard against the wind.  Damn, the band members are cute – I’d really like to get to know them and their cocks better – but I said NO creative types.  Still, it’s the first time since my breakup that I’ve had dirty thoughts about a stranger, so that’s a positive step in the right direction.  Right?   

I bend to pick up my bookbag.

“Do you know the name of this band?” a male voice says.

I smile at mystery dude.  “I don’t actually,” I say, lifting my bookbag onto one shoulder and flipping back my long curly hair.  “This is the first I’ve heard them.  I like their sound.”

“So how long have you been going to school here?” he says, following me across the quad. 

“I’m a freshmen,” I say, amused.  “You?”

“Same here.  Heading to class?”

Well, yeah.  What does he think?  That I carry a bookbag for fun?  My back hurts.  

“I’ve got English Comp,” I say, putting the other strap over my shoulder. “The stuff we write about is super boring, but I like it anyway because I write for a hobby and it’s good practice.”

“Oh, yeah,” he says, looking genuinely interested.  “What do you write?”

I twirl a curl around my finger.  “Romances.”

He nods.  “Like people falling in love and stuff?”

“Something like that,” I say, not wanting to tell him I actually write about people fucking.

“What’s your major?”

I giggle.  “Human Development and Family Studies.  I want to be an HR manager someday.  You?” 

“Business administration.”

“Into music?”  I say, hoping we have something in common.

“I love music,” he says.  “Want to get coffee or something sometime and talk about it?”

My pussy wettens.   “Yeah, I’d really like that.”

“Great.  My name’s Jesse Smith, by the way.”

“Hi, Jesse.  I’m Cassandra Economos.  A pleasure to meet you.”  And hopefully ride you.

We reach the front of the lecture hall.  English Comp might be boring, but it’s a core class.  Unlike high school, I don’t have the goal of becoming valedictorian, but I do want my future resume to be as impressive as possible.  

Jesse must sense my impatience because he puts his hand on my arm.  “So, I asked you out, but I have no clue where we can go to get coffee.”

I glance at the building and back at him.  “I do, but you might find it a little weird.”

“Weird how?”

“Well, I work at the mall.  If you don’t mind meeting me there one day after work, we could grab something at the food court.”

A few weeks ago, I got a job at Hot Topic. The employee discount is awesome.  You can never have too many band t-shirts.  I can’t work many hours, but it’s enough to pay for my car insurance and gas and have a little left over for when I go out with my friends.  

He scratches his head.  He’s either really confused or thinks it’s a terrible idea.

“Yeah,” he says after several seconds, “that’ll work.”

––––––––
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“REMEMBER WHEN I TOLD you if I met someone, you’d be the first to know?” I say to Kelly, setting my Creative Writing Club notebook on my bed.

This is the first I’ve seen Kelly since this morning and I’m dying to tell her my news, but my heart drops when she doesn’t even look up from her studying.  

“Yeah,” Kelly says before realization crosses her face. “Yeah!  Did you?”

I smile and do a little dance.  “I’ve got a date.”

She throws down her notebook, and her pen flies.  “What?  Who?  Where’d you meet this guy?”

“Outside Illini Union.  There was a cover band playing.”

“Oh, my God,” Kelly says, bouncing on her bed.  “You’re going out with a guy who’s in a band?”

I shake my head and sit.  “No, let me finish.  We were both listening to the band.  He asked me if I knew who they are.  Anyway, long story short, we’re going out.  He’s going to meet me after work at the mall on Columbus Day since there’s no class, and we’re going to the food court.”

Kelly stops bouncing.  “Big spender, eh?”

“Jesse’s a freshman, too.  He doesn’t really know his way around town.  It seemed the easiest.  Why?  Where does Shane take you?”

“We go to the restaurants that aren’t too far from here.”  She moves her finger as if here means this room.  “If you need a place, I can recommend some.”

“Maybe.”  I shrug and throw myself, stomach in knots, on the bed.  “But you’re looking too far in the future.  I have to make it through this first date.  I’m nervous.”

Can you blame me after Jason’s insults?  

“Why?”  She lies beside me.  “He’s going to love you.”

I smile, making eye contact.  “Yeah?”

“Oh, definitely.”  She takes my hand.  “Why wouldn’t he?”

“I dunno.  It’s been ages since I went on a date.  What if it’s awkward and weird?  Not to mention, this is my first adult date.”

“Um, yeah, but it’s not like anything changes.  You either hit it off or you don’t.  Being an adult doesn’t change that.  Shane and I still have to fit our dates around class, work, friends.  That’s no different from dating in high school.  The only thing we don’t have to worry about is family obligations.  You’re overthinking it.  Go have fun.”

Yeah, I probably am.  I really want to hit it off with Jesse and forget Jason once and for all.

*
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OCTOBER 13, 1997

What if Jesse stands me up?  I know nothing about this guy other than he’s gorgeous.  He could be an ass for all I know.  I take a deep breath, straighten my shoulders and walk confidently into the food court, carrying my work clothes in a tote bag.  

It took me a while to figure out what to wear.  I didn’t want to show up wearing my work clothes but, at the same time, I didn’t want to look like I was trying too hard.  Are jeans and a sweater set the right choice?  No idea, but it won’t matter if he stands me up.   

The food court’s packed with screaming kids escorted by exhausted moms and groups of teenagers with nothing better to do.  The atmosphere couldn’t be more unromantic if I tried.  Maybe meeting here wasn’t a good idea after all.  Maybe I’m not ready to date again.  Maybe cock is what I miss, not a boyfriend.  Maybe—  I switch my bag from one shoulder to the other, and that’s when I spot a relieved-looking Jesse.  Is it possible he thought I wouldn’t show up either?

“Hey,” I say when I reach his table.

“Hey.”  He smiles.  “You look great.  How was work?”

Yes!  I wore the right thing.  

“Thanks.  It was okay.  It’s retail, so I guess for something exciting to happen there’d have to be a shoplifter or something.”

Jesse’s line of sight is level with my hips and ass, and I notice him checking me out.  I bet he thinks he’s being sly, so I’ll let him keep on believing that. 

“Let’s see what’s here,” he says, standing.

Now he towers over me.  Guess he won’t be checking out my ass again anytime soon.  He could check out my boobs, I suppose, but guys rarely do.

I nod.  “Sure.”

We make two rounds around the food court.  One time to see what’s available and one time to buy something.  We opt for milkshakes since it’s too late in the day for coffee.  I’m pleased because I don’t like coffee, but I would have sucked it down and drank it for the sake of this date.

“So, what kind of music do you like?” I say over background conversations and someone’s baby. 

He inserts his straw into his cup, far off expression on his face.  “I don’t really know,” he says with a shrug.  “I grew up in a really religious home, so I never had the opportunity before, and I’m trying to figure out what I like.”

A really religious home?  Like April’s?  Guess he also longed to escape and try new things.

“Wow.  Really?  There’s a lot of great bands out there.  You’ve really been missing out.”

I could talk about music for hours.  Would it be obsessive-compulsive if I did?

“Tell me about them.”

Yes!  An opportunity to school him on the world of hard rock.  I give him a summary of as many bands as I can think of, stopping myself after probably five minutes.  Jesse doesn’t say anything.  I swallow.  Maybe I talked for too long. 

“You’re beautiful and passionate.”  He averts his eyes.  “Sorry.  I got carried away.  We recently met.  I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, it’s okay.  Really.”  I put my hand on his, and we make eye contact.  “I am really passionate.  But as far as beautiful goes, I’ll let you be the judge of that.”
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