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Prologue



Kindergarten Graduation
St. Albert the Great Grammar School
Cranston, RI

“Why are you pouting, Peyton?”

“Because I didn’t win the shiny statue for best student in the class,” I grumble, crossing my six-year-old arms in front of me stiffly. “Brandon Brewer did. I’m just as good as he is, Daddy, even better because I got all E’s on my report card and he got two N’s.”

“Honey,” he says, “sometimes it isn’t about the grades alone, do you get that?”

I feel my forehead crease in confusion, because I don’t get that at all. I thought the whole point of school was to get the best grades possible, and I have done that all year long. I am smarter than dumb old Brandon Brewer.

“No,” I reply looking over at my father who was starting the car. “I don’t understand.”

“Well, sometimes it’s about other things like attitude or leadership qualities. You know, your teacher, Mrs. Hollister, said lots of good things about you. She gave you a lot of praise when I talked to her this afternoon before the ceremony. Maybe Brandon has improved more over the school year and she wanted to recognize him for his progress? Things might come easier to you than they do to him, and maybe that meant he had to try harder, do you see what I mean, honey?”

I squeeze my eyes shut so my tears don’t escape. I turn my head so my father doesn’t see I’m about to cry. But I’m more mad than sad about not winning the statue that Mrs. Hollister had kept on her desk all year for us to see. 

I knew exactly where I was going to put it in my bedroom so I could look at it from my bed. I had even moved my teddy bear over to make a place for it. I know my father is honest to me about everything. He always has been. “I guess so,” I sigh finally, “but I heard Mrs. Hollister tell Jordan’s mommy that she always picks a boy as the best student of the year because they are born leaders, is that true?”

I turn to look over at my father again and by the twitch in his jaw, I can tell that he’s mad. Is he mad at me for asking?

“Listen to me, Peyton. That is old-fashioned thinking. Maybe it’s time that Mrs. Hollister retires if she truly believes something that stupid. Being a leader has nothing to do with whether you’re a boy or a girl. Leaders come in all colors, shapes, sizes, and genders. Please don’t ever forget that, do you hear me?”

I nod, watching him and, at that moment, I realize that my father isn’t mad at me at all. “Is being a boy better than being a girl, Daddy?”

He sighs and runs a hand through his thick, dark hair. “It’s not supposed to be, honey. It’s not supposed to be that way.”


One



Fifteen Years Later
Hardwick College, Bainbridge, MA

I cross my legs and, for the third or maybe it’s the fourth time, I tug at the hemline of the short cotton skirt I’d selected. I am definitely regretting the choice as it clearly exposes more thigh than I had anticipated. I shift uncomfortably, leaning in a bit closer to the polished mahogany desk of Dean Fitzhugh, who, despite his attempt at appearing engrossed in my outline, periodically allows his eyes to drift to my exposed thigh.

He clears his throat again, finally closing the folder and placing it on the blotter before him. His eyes flicker upward to my face, and he removes his wire rimmed glasses, pulling a pressed handkerchief from his breast pocket, and wiping the lenses slowly. Several moments of silence pass and, finally, he speaks. 

“Ms. Lang, you understand the only reason I accommodated your request for this meeting was as a favor to Dean Rothschild. We go back to our own college days at Hardwick and, well, he spoke very highly of you and of your accomplishments at Ratliff. He mentioned you are in the top 5% of your graduating class, in both of your majors. Having said that, this is a very…unusual, not to mention unorthodox proposal you’ve brought to me. We are, after all, a week into the semester.”

He looks across the desk at me, waiting for a response I suppose. “Please, call me Peyton,” I reply, shifting in my seat. “I do realize that this means catching up on the honors classes I’ve applied for here, but it’s not insurmountable, Dean. My GPA speaks for itself.” 

“Notwithstanding that, Ms.---I’m sorry, Peyton,” he continues, “There is the matter of your curriculum here. It’s a bit controversial…”

“I summarized in my hypothesis and supportive outline my purpose and how it supports my senior thesis statement. You see, Dean Fitzhugh, I really need this. I’ve already applied for an honors program in graduate school at UC Berkeley next fall. Your approval will likely clinch my acceptance there.”

He is silent for a few moments. “Why do I feel as if you have some feminist axe to grind?” he asks, peering at me over the rim of his glasses. “With your GPA and dual major, I’m at a loss to understand what you hope to reveal with this particular behavioral analysis, for lack of a better term. It seems as if you have the makings for a great career and a bright future, Peyton,” he replies, smiling.

“That’s exactly what this is, Dean. A behavioral study where I have pre-plotted certain behaviors based on historical and current data. Call it feminist if you must, but the truth is that only 4% of Fortune 500 companies have a female CEO, and only 7% have a female on their Board of Directors.” I pull a photo collage from my folder and slap it down in front of him. “Take a look, Dean Fitzhugh, these female CEO’s could have been on the cover of Cosmo back in the day. Surely you recall Hillary Clinton’s trip to Bangladesh for humanitarian purposes last year. It was newsworthy, not because of her purpose for being there, but because she was pictured without makeup.”

Finally, he releases a sigh and slips his glasses back on so he can sign his approval of entrance as a part-time student at Hardwick for my senior year. I have dual school status, how cool is that? It’s a complicated issue, so suffice it to say that in doing this, he has also granted me permission to carry out my well-defined experiment, which I have no doubt will support my senior thesis objective statement. He slides the paper across his desk and gives me a stern look.

“I still think your concerns are overblown, but I suppose someone majoring in Sociology and Political Science might be compelled to draw such generalizations. I will have to hand-carry your admissions documents through the process in light of your part-time status here at Hardwick. We need to ensure your transcripts transfer properly to Ratliff prior to graduation. I don’t have to tell you that your utmost discretion is required once you start penning your senior thesis.”

I give him a slight smile. “Absolutely, Dean. That goes without saying. You have my word that names of professors, students, and educational institutions will bear no resemblance to the reality of my investigative process.” 

He nods, and stands up, extending his hand to me. I shake it, and notice he gives it a soft squeeze, holding it a bit longer than necessary. “I wish you luck with your endeavor, Ms. Lang. Enjoy your classes here at Hardwick.”

“Thank you,” I reply, and as I turn to depart he calls after me.

“And please, please make sure I don’t regret approving this.”

I wait until I’m outside of his office, in the dimly lit hallway of this albatross of a building before I release a relieved sigh. That went much easier than I had hoped. 

I smile as I step outside into the late summer sunshine; it’s still warm and humid, but in a few weeks, the welcome crispness of fall will be here. My favorite season of all. 

I have some shopping to do before my classes at Hardwick begin next week. But first I need to familiarize myself with both the campus and the college community. It’s still New England, but Hardwick is a much bigger campus than what I’ve been used to. It’s only twenty miles from Ratliff, but it’s definitely more testosterone-induced. I can see even though the semester just started, there is an abundance of well-muscled guys jogging, biking or simply roaring by on motorcycles in tight tee shirts.

Men.

I’ve got no axe to grind with men…per se. I mean, it’s no fault of theirs the way American society seems to give them free passes, preferential treatment in the business world, top government positions, and professional sports teams, not to mention rock star status for just about anything in the music and entertainment industries. 

But it’s more than just that. My in-depth research has shown that women who actually do make a hairline crack in America’s glass ceiling do it in one of two ways: they either have to adapt masculine behavioral traits with respect to political posturing, social interactions, and communication style – and even then, they need to latch on to a male mentor; or they have to have superior intelligence to their male counterparts, but not dare show it, and look like a cover model. Let’s not get into the whole sleeping their way to the top ruse because I truly believe that is a total myth. Let me bask in that for now.

Truth. I swear.

I’m determined to prove this point with my senior thesis, based on my final year of college, using experimentation that I’ve spent months planning. Thanks to Dean Rothschild pulling some strings on my behalf with the Dean here at Hardwick, my project will come to a successful and hopefully, well-rewarded conclusion.

I find my car and head out to travel the fifteen miles back to the apartment I share with my best friend, Eva, near Ratliff. Classes at my home college don’t start until next week. I will be spending mornings at Ratliff and three afternoons a week at Hardwick. I took two online courses over the summer, so juggling between two campuses wouldn’t be overly taxing my senior year.

I’m finally home and finishing up my shopping online. Yeah, I’m a geek that way. In fact, I’m just about ready to submit the last of my new wardrobe order when my roomie barges in, tossing her oversized handbag onto my bed as she dives down next to it. “So glad that shift is over,” she says, rolling onto her stomach. “It’s dead until classes start.” She perches her head on her hand and watches as I finish up with my order. “Watcha doing?” she asks, batting her thick lashes at me.

Eva and I have roomed together since freshman year when we shared a dorm room. In our junior year, we got a tiny two bedroom apartment, which was all we could afford in Bainbridge. Neither one of us comes from money. Both of us have worked part-time jobs during the school year and full-time jobs over the summer to afford our housing.

“Actually, online shopping at a specialty store,” I reply, giving her a wicked smile but no further details. “And then I’m off to Goodwill for the rest.”

She jumps up to stand behind me as I finish the order, trying to see what kind of specialty I’m talking about. I push submit before she can see the items I’ve ordered. “Nosy much?” I tease

“What the hell is Incog?” she asks, furrowing a brow.

“A specialty shop,” I reply. 

She gives a sigh and plops back down on the bed. “Be that way. Hey, I bet it’s for my upcoming birthday, isn’t it? You shouldn’t have spent so much, though. Jesus, are you suddenly rich?”

“No, just frugal,” I reply, giving her an eye roll. “I save my money.”

She gives me a gratuitous smile, “Oh, right, Peyton. Hey, I’m not a shopaholic or anything. I work with what I have, but hell, tips are sparse during the summer. Not everyone rakes in the tips like you.”

“TIPS,” I say, “To Insure Proper Service, remember? My customers at Big Daddy’s appreciate that.”

Eva rolls her eyes, “Doesn’t have a thing to do with the tits and ass you’ve got going on, does it? I mean, shit, you get triple the tips that I do! Hell, you only have to work two nights a week and I have to work four to make ends meet!” 

I laugh at her, shaking my head in denial. “Quit bitching. You do all right and get your share of attention, and you love it. That’s why you work those nights.”

“I like attention, that’s true enough,” she admits, “but it still sucks.” 

Eva is a knockout she just doesn’t know it. 

“Speaking of which, when the semester starts do you wanna pick up my Saturday night shift? You can probably drop two of your weeknights and still be ahead,” I offer.

“Seriously? Why?”

“I talked to Dean Fitzhugh this afternoon, over at Hardwick. I’ve been accepted there for some of my senior honors classes. I’ve tucked enough money away that I won’t need to work both Friday and Saturday. So I’m giving up my Saturday shift. I need to focus on my senior curriculum and thesis project.”

“You kill me,” she says, shaking her head. You’re such a nerd. Why the hell did the good Lord waste that face and body on a geek chick is beyond me.”

I laugh at her description of me, but I’m not gonna lie, she’s on target with it. The truth is, my looks have served their purpose for now. As a result of coming in first place in the Miss Rhode Island pageant, I had secured my scholarship to Ratliff. The fact that I had not gone any further in the competition was a blessing, because I was all about the studies after that.

Oh, that’s not to say I wasn’t offered modeling contracts and even scouted for a screen test, but there was no way I was putting my education on hold. I knew what I wanted and it hadn’t changed in the years since kindergarten graduation. 

“Is that a yes?” I ask.

“Absolutely it’s a yes! You’ll clear it through Max?”

Max is our manager at Big Daddy’s, and the truth is I have him wrapped around my little finger, but I never abuse it.

“Already done,” I reply. “Now let’s go work out.”

“Boo,” she grumbles, but she does launch herself off the bed and follows me out of my bedroom. “I can hardly wait until classes start so I have an excuse not to put my body through this regimented torture.”

“Just for that, drop and give me twenty,” I order, turning to face her. The look on her face is priceless.

“Bite me, bitch,” she replies, jogging past me and sprinting towards the door of our apartment. “Last one to the gym is an old maid!”

She sprints out the door, and I don’t even try to catch up. There are worse things in my mind than ending up as an old maid.


Two



Two weeks later.
Hardwick University

Weston Matthews picked up his smart phone, and glanced at the time since there were no clocks visible in ‘Penny’s Den of Academic Torture.’ It had only been twelve minutes since he last checked, even though it felt like hours ago for shit’s sake.

He heard her throat clear. “You know, Matthews, if you focused more on the study guide in front of you and spent less time checking the time, you might actually absorb some of the data.”

Penny’s nasally voice caused his jaw to clench. He bit back a smart ass retort. She was, after all, his tutor. And yes, she was being paid to ensure he passed Classic Lit. Weston needed to ace this class or his eligibility was going to shit. Playing hockey for Hardwick was the only redeeming feature of college life. Well, that and getting his share of coed ass. 

So, there were two good reasons to persevere in this class. It wasn’t like he was flunking the rest of his classes, but they required no effort and he liked it that way. Now he seriously wondered if it was even worth it. The list of reading she’d just handed him, along with an outline to make sure he stayed on track with the schedule she developed seriously sucked.

Weston gave her what he had come to know was his signature sexy, panty-melting smile, though he wondered if it was wasted on this nerd. She was a tough nut to crack, but hell, it was worth a try, right? “Hey, it’s Friday, doll. Thought maybe we could cut our session short just for today since I’ve got plans and I’m sure you do as well.”

Penny didn’t even bother to look over at him. Apparently that smile had been wasted on her. 

Un-fucking-believable.

“We have the study room until five o’clock, and we’re going to use every minute of that time. Trust me; you need it based on your sample quiz results. Weston, did you even bother reading The Land Before Her?”

Okay, now the bitch was just pissing him off. Weston had at least given her the benefit of the doubt in presuming she had Friday evening plans, but his guess was if she did, it only involved her cat or, at best, her battery-operated boyfriend. “Yes, Penny,” he replied sharply, “I did read it but, to be honest, it was a major snooze fest.”

She pursed her lips and tried to stifle a smile. “Sorry, I tried my best to find a special edition with pictures just for you, but alas, none was to be found.”

“Bahahaha!” he burst out sarcastically, and tossed her a hateful glare. “Why in the hell did you pick this book anyway? There are plenty of others to choose from on Professor Lindquist’s syllabus. I mean, why in the hell do I want to read some 19th century prairie fantasy from a chick’s point of view for shit’s sake? It isn’t my idea of getting off to a good start this semester.”

“Must every other word out of your mouth be profane?” she asked; her magnified brown eyes bored into his. The chick was plain. No, strike that. The chick was pathetically plain. In fact, she couldn’t be any plainer if she tried.

There were several moments of silence.

“Oh, that wasn’t rhetorical?” he asked sweetly, spreading his long legs out in front of him. He slouched down even further in his chair.

“Honestly, Weston, I’m being paid good money to tutor you in this class. Perhaps your father’s money doesn’t mean much to you, but why waste it if you’re not even going to try? You have a test coming up next week and, based on your quiz score, it’s doubtful you will pass. And this is, after all, your second time around in this class.”

Damn if she hadn’t brought up a sore subject with that last remark. He wondered if she’d had some covert conversation with his father; her words had a ring of familiarity.

He sighed and shrugged. “Give me another book to read then. I can get it done over the weekend and ask Lindquist to test me on that one instead.”

She stood up and turned her back to him, grabbing an eraser from the ledge under the chalk board. She started viciously erasing the quiz questions for which Weston had evidently bombed. “No,” she replied decisively.

“No?”

“Don’t sound so incredulous, Mr. Matthews. I know it’s not a word you’re accustomed to hearing, but it is just the one syllable, and here’s a tidbit for you: it sounds and means the same thing in English, French, and Spanish.”

Smart ass.

“Why are you such a smart ass, Penny? Does it make you feel superior showing off your genius, huh? Does it make up for the obvious lack of cock in your life?” 

And now he knew for sure he'd hit a sore spot with the walking encyclopedia. She undoubtedly needed to be thoroughly fucked by someone with a Teflon® dick. 

“Don’t like the sound of ‘no’ at all, huh? Go figure frat boy. But your trash talk doesn’t faze me. You can’t switch your book syllabus without my approval, and guess what? I’m not approving.”

Psycho nerd bitch.

“Look,” he said, now totally exasperated with her bitchiness, “I need to pass the test. You’re my tutor, so what are you going to do about that? I mean, hell, you’re being paid well like you said.”

Weston watched as the magnitude of what he’d just said sunk in. Once it had, he found himself the recipient of the rogue eraser she had just flung at him, barely missing his head as he ducked.

“I’m being paid to tutor you, not take your place in the classroom!” she hissed. 

Weston took a long moment to look at her. 

Penny Lane.

He thought to himself, “Who the hell named their daughter after a damn Beatles’ tune? Penny Lane is in my ears and in my eyes… He couldn’t argue with that what with her looks and her damn voice!

He took inventory: short mousy brown hair; dark brown eyes that were magnified by the ‘coke bottle’ glasses she wore and had to constantly slide back up her nose with her fingers. Her face was devoid of make-up, her fingernails absent of polish, and she had just a slight overbite. He wouldn’t have classified her as a total “Bucky Beaver,” but some orthodontia had not been forthcoming in her adolescence. But it was her wardrobe that totally flipped him out. He dismissed the fact it appeared she shopped for clothing at a Goodwill store, but what the hell was with the conservative, body-hiding garb? Was she Amish? 

Her breasts were non-existent underneath her bulky turtleneck sweater, and though the rest of her body was slender, she had a tummy roll which was kind of uncharacteristic for the rest of her build. He couldn’t really tell what her legs looked like because the jean skirt she was wearing damn near went to her slim ankles. Her shoes were “sensible,” reminiscent of what his grandmother might wear. 

What was her story? Lesbian maybe? Considering the university was private and expensive, she obviously had the financial means he would have thought. Even that shit could have been overlooked, but her nasally voice grated on his nerves more than anything else. And that was something she clearly couldn’t do anything about.

Weston knew he was shallow, but at least he had class enough to admit it.

He finally broke the silence again. “Listen Penny Lane,” he sang to the melody of that old song. “I realize you and I aren’t going to find common ground here because, you see, unlike you, I do have a life, social and otherwise. So let’s cut the shit. What do I need to do in order to pass this mother fucker next week?”

She flounced back down in her seat, and opened a file, handing him an assignment sheet. “First of all, re-read The Land Before Her, and here is another sample test for you to complete without looking at the book,” she warned. She then handed him another sheet with an essay attached. “You’re probably going to need to turn in extra credit after you complete the exam. Professor Lindquist provided this additional essay by the same author. If you read and summarize the compelling points of it, it will add five points to your exam grade. Trust me, you’ll need those points.”

He pulled the essay out, and glanced at the title. Damn! It was by the same author. “Dancing Through the Minefield: Some Observations on the Theory, Practice, and Politics of a Feminist Literary Criticism.”

He looked up at her quickly; his eyes widened in disbelief. “Are you shitting me?” he asked, totally blown away by the fact he now had to read a thick essay by the same author who created the snoozer book he had to read. “Are you seriously shitting me?” he repeated.

She opened her briefcase, and gathered the rest of her files and papers on the desk, placing them neatly in the various pockets inside. She snapped it shut, and then looked over at him with a smug smile. “I wouldn’t do that,” she crooned, “you’re my favorite turd. See you Tuesday at three. I’ll give you another sample test then. Good luck on your studying this weekend, Weston.”

And with that, she traipsed out of the study room and Weston heard the sound of her flats slapping against the concrete floors of Wilson Hall.

[image: scenebreak]

It seemed to Weston as if he'd just dozed off when a loud pounding on his bedroom door startled him awake. “Yo, Weston, come on man! We’ve got our DD lined up and the chariot awaits us.”

He looked at the clock. Shit, it was after nine. He’d slept for three hours. “Hang on, Marcus. Jesus Christ, I just woke up.”

Marcus Holt was his closest friend and frat brother. Since it was Friday, Marcus had most likely conned Drake or Alex to be their designated driver tonight. Weston saw no reason not to drag his ass out and do the weekly bar crawl with them.

Well, there was one reason to stay put. Obviously it was to cram all weekend, re-take the new quiz Penny gave him for the terrible book, and then read and summarize the important points of that stupid essay for extra credit.

Though that should have been Weston’s priority, he was hard-pressed to turn down a night out partying and the potential for a hook up.

Besides, Sundays were for cramming in his world. Made perfect sense. 

“You coming?” Marcus yelled as he headed down the stairs. 

“Give me two minutes, dude,” Weston hollered out, launching himself off the bed and into the bathroom to brush his teeth and splash water on his face. He rubbed a hand over the stubble along his jaw line, and debated momentarily whether or not he needed a quick shave.

Nah. 

Chicks liked the stubble. He dried his face and then ran a hand through his sleep-tousled hair. It was dark brown, nearly black, and thick with a bit of a natural waviness to it. His mom always told him he was the picture of his father. She meant it as a compliment, he was sure, but it wasn’t received that way. 

Almost time for a trim, he thought, turning away from the mirror. He pulled off his tee shirt and grabbed a clean black one from the dresser, pulling it down over his head, and pushing his arms through the short sleeves. He flexed his muscles and watched them bulge, and then laughed at his own vanity.

Good to go.

Weston bounced down the stairs just as two of his frat brothers were heading out the door. “Where we headed first?” he finally thought to ask as he hit the front porch behind them.

“Going into Bainbridge. Meeting the other guys at a place called Big Daddy’s.” 

He’d heard of it. Lots of the Ratliff chicks hung out there. Quite a soiree of nerdy chicks he guessed. “Seriously? Why?”

“It’s simple, Weston. We need to expand our horizons.”

He shrugged as he loped off the steps. 

“Might be different if you fuck some pussy with an IQ for a change,” Marcus quipped, shoving Weston backwards. 

“And you’re one to talk?” he challenged. “I seem to remember your last puck bunny. Boobra? Her IQ was the same as her tit size I think.”

Marcus shook his head and chuckled at Weston’s comments. He couldn’t argue with what he had said, but Barbara was actually a sweet girl. It just hadn’t worked out to be anything serious. Anyway, Marcus’ hookups were much fewer and far between than his best friend’s. Sometimes Marcus wondered if Weston purposely avoided girls that might have potential for more than random sex. He seemed to be drawn to the bitchy snobs, for which there was certainly no shortage of in Bainbridge. “Yeah, I guess there is something to be said for intelligence. Kind of sexy, really.”

Weston immediately thought of his tutor from hell. Maybe he should hook Marcus up with her if scholarly pussy was what he wanted. He quickly wiped that thought from his mind. 

Even Weston couldn’t be that much of a prick. 


Three



“Got three orders of wings – make'em Napalm, and an onion loaf, Grady,” I holler, heading back behind the bar to fill the drink orders. Beers of course, imported beers. The nectar of college jocks. I pull three frosted mugs from the cooler, and place them on a tray, along with the three bottles of beer and head over to Table 26 where the guys are sitting, watching something on one of the dozen or so plasma screens plastered on the walls throughout Big Daddy’s. 

I recognize one of them as Marcus Holt, one of the star jocks on Hardwick’s hockey team. Eva follows the team and is forever pointing out Marcus in the paper or when she stalks his Facebook page. She has a major crush. The other two aren’t familiar, but I figure they’re all on the team. Rich, egotistical assholes.

As I head back with the beers, I see the table count has now increased by one. Another jock has joined the group. Well, well, well. If it isn’t the well-known goalie/manwhore of Hardwick’s hockey team, Weston Matthews.

Hah!

I place the tray of beers on the table, and my eyes lock with Weston Matthews’, but only briefly. His dark grey eyes start the elevator assessment - moving down then back up again, stalling at my tits. Yeah, my girls are more exposed than what I would typically allow, but the fact a white, tie-front crop top, along with black shorts are the signature ‘Big Daddy’s’ work attire, there’s little I can do about it. It goes against my grain, but I need the job.

“Well, I see we have added one to the party of three,” I say, trying my best not to sound irritated by the newbie who is still eye-fucking me as I set each beer in front of the others. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Got milk?” he murmurs, huskily, his eyes still staring at my chest, and a grin spreading across his five o’clock shadowed face. He has a rakish appeal, which I’m sure serves him well with the female coeds. His thick dark brown hair is tousled, from the wind or maybe from something else, but he rocks it for what it’s worth no doubt. Immediately his buddies roar with laughter, except Marcus who is sitting to the left of him. He gives him a jab in the ribs.

“Don’t be an ass, Weston,” he snaps, “at least not this early. We’re not getting booted out of this place our first time in. At least not before we eat anyway.”

Nice.

“Lighten up, Marcus,” Weston says, still grinning. “I can show my appreciation of the female anatomy without being an ass, can’t I?”

“Doubtful,” I murmur, not bothering to hide my irritation now. I have the tray tucked under one arm, and I’m tapping my fingers against it impatiently. “Heineken?” I suggest since that’s what the others ordered.

“Jack and Coke,” he says, his gaze now fixed north of my tits. “Can you repeat that so I’m sure you got it right?” His eyes are on my lips now.

What an asshole. 

I lean down, my eyes boring into his and whisper throatily, “Jack and Coke. Anything to eat, or would you like to see a menu?”

He now shifts under my scrutiny. I know the type. I’ve worked here long enough to pretty much figure out the male psyche. He’s a frat boy, jock, wealthy of course, no scholarship required for this blue blood stud. He no doubt gets more than his share of college pussy. His eyes flicker to my name tag.

“Peyton,” he croons, “nice name. How about you bring me an order of whatever these guys are having. I’ll make it easy on you. Just add one to the order of three, okay?”

I stiffen, “Okay, so I guess that makes it what? Four?” I say slowly, looking at him innocently for affirmation, while I nibble on the end of my pencil. His eyes are watching my lips and he clears his throat, running his hands down his jean-clad thighs.

“You’re awesome, Peyton,” he replies with a smile. “Very good, babe.”

I turn and walk back towards the bar, hearing the sound of masculine chuckling, and knowing at least one set of eyes are watching my backside as I do. 

Same shit, different day. It gets old but I’ve grown accustomed to it, though I can’t say it still doesn’t irritate the hell out of me at times. The later it gets, the more the alcohol turns flirtations into crude suggestions and, at times, grabby hands. I’ve slapped my share of those, and Max will personally make sure those who touch are tossed out and told not to come back. 

I tend to the other tables in my area, noting that whenever I pass Table 26, Weston’s eyes seem to be on me and whatever conversation he’s involved in ceases. It’s really starting to unnerve me.

When I deliver another round of drinks to the table, along with their food order, Weston takes the opportunity to lean in close as I’m placing the last platter of wings in front of him. “You guys need anything else?” I ask, and I can hear the nervous lilt in my own voice, which is so not like me.

“Nah, that should do it, hun,” the one named Alex replies. “You can cash us out.”

“Hey Peyton,” Weston calls out, as I’m tallying up their bill. “Want to hear a joke about my dick? Aww, never mind. It’s too long.” 

His friends chuckle loudly, high-fiving him.

I’m not amused.

I shoot him a dagger, and don’t miss a beat. “Oh really? Well, do you want to hear a joke about my pussy?”

Silence.

He quirks an eyebrow suspiciously at me. He doesn’t realize it’s his turn to play the straight man here.

“Never mind, Weston, you won’t get it.”

I place their bill on the table and as I turn and walk away, the roar of their laughter gives me a bit of smug satisfaction.

Later, as I start lifting the empty plates from their table, I see that under Weston’s plate he’s left a forty-dollar tip. On one of the twenty dollar bills he’s written, ‘Sorry I was an ass. Gorgeous chicks bring out the worst in me sometimes.’ 

I stuff the money into the pocket of my shorts, and continue clearing the table, feeling the corners of my mouth turn up in a smile. At least he owns the fact that he’s an ass. But it’s gonna take more than forty bucks to earn my respect.

[image: scenebreak]

Back at the apartment, it’s nearly one o’clock in the morning when I get in. Eva has gone out with friends, but left a note that Stuart got in touch with her after he couldn’t reach me to say he’d be in town Sunday afternoon and would be staying over until Tuesday morning. She left a sad face at the end of the note.

Stuart gets on her nerves, I realize that and, in a way, I get it. I really do. He knows I don’t have my phone on when I work, and yet rather than text or leave a voicemail, he made it a point to convey this message person to person, as if that is the only way he trusts I will get it.

Let me back up. Stuart is my boyfriend. He goes to Western New England College in Springfield. We have sort of a semi long distance relationship. We met a year and a half ago at a poli-sci job fair at Mount Holyoke. I was working it and he was attending. He’s nearly finished with his Master’s degree, and already has a job waiting for him in D.C. with a lobbying group. That’s always been his dream from what he’s told me. 

Our dating has consisted of taking turns when both of us have spare time driving to either Springfield or Bainbridge depending on whose turn it is. We generally see one another twice a month. During the summer, we see each other once a week. And, to be honest, I’m not sure if seeing more of one another would be a good thing or not.

We come from different places, and I don’t mean geographically, although we do, but more importantly, socio-economically. Stuart is the oldest of three from a well-to-do family from Chicago. His father is an attorney and his mother is a CPA. He's the oldest and the only son to boot, so he is the “heir apparent,” for all intents and purposes. His two younger sisters can’t hold a candle to his achievements and aspirations. 

Stuart is two years older than I am. He’s twenty-three to my twenty-one. His sister, Deanna, is twenty and married to her high school sweetheart, and the youngest, Sadie, is seventeen and going into her senior year of high school. According to Stu, she’s all about sports and boys. He refers to her as a “DDB.” (Dizzy Ditzy Blonde).

Although Stuart is blonde, there is absolutely nothing ‘ditzy’ about him. He’s all business, but that’s not to say he can’t be social because he can, when the situation warrants it, which is why I know he will be perfectly suited to lobbying. He has an engaging smile, and possesses intensity for whatever he feels passionate about, which I’m pretty sure isn’t me.

So, let me back up just a bit more. I don’t consider myself a high maintenance girlfriend whatsoever. I’m independent as hell; I don’t require male validation to see my worth, and I’m comfortable in my own skin. But, for whatever reason, Stuart’s assertiveness and ‘take charge’ personality tends to overshadow those traits in me and render me a ‘girly girl’ or so Eva contends. I personally don’t see it. 

I make a mental note to phone Stuart tomorrow. It’s strange for him to be coming on a Sunday and staying through Tuesday. It actually was my turn to make the trip to Springfield, but I hadn’t planned on doing so until next weekend. I planned it that way because I would be on my period then.

Does that sound fucked up?

Yeah, it does to me as well.

Let’s get to the nitty-gritty here. Stuart is the one and only man I’ve ever been sexual with. He and I had gone out for nearly five months before I allowed him to deflower me. And yes, I know that sounds goofy, but any way you word it sounds just as weird, trust me.

It’s not that Stuart hadn’t been trying before that, believe me, but I kept waiting for that feeling of love to overwhelm me to the point I simply couldn’t resist his advances any longer.

Sound corny?

I think so too. At any rate, the overwhelming rush of love that manifests itself into pure, unadulterated lust never did show up. 

Finally, my own curiosity to see what all the fuss was about won out. I capitulated to his ‘Roman’ hands and ‘Russian’ fingers as we used to call it back at St. Albert’s private school. And although I realize the first time isn’t usually pleasant, by the sixth or seventh time, and at twenty years of age by then, I still didn’t get what all the fuss was about.

I made the fatal mistake of confiding this to Eva.

Bad move.

Bad, bad move.

She promptly told me to ‘drop the dipshit,’ her words, not mine, and then surprised me with some battery-operated doodads that she assured me I needed to use so I could locate my erogenous zones and direct ‘dipshit’ there if I had no plans to drop him any time soon.

After that, I played it off I had followed her instructions because I knew how relentless she could be and I didn’t want to hear it. But, the truth is, I’ve never opened the packages in the bag she handed over from The Story of O Sextique. Instead, I learned to fake orgasms, complete with shrill moans that reach a high pitch even Renata Tebaldi would envy.

Hey, don’t judge. No harm, no foul. Actually, it kills two birds with one stone. It keeps Eva off my back; and Stu is pleased he is such a magnificent lover. So everyone is happy, right?

I shower and then crawl into my bed where exhaustion finally takes the wheel and thoughts of Stuart and elusive orgasms melt away. My last waking thought is neither of those. I think of the crude boy with the sex hair and the note he'd left on one of the twenty-dollar bills for me under his plate. I smile as sleep overtakes me.


Four



The quiet in the room was deafening. Weston finished the last question on the sample test Penny had given him. Thankfully, he felt like he had passed. 

He handed it over to her, and he didn’t miss the arching of her brow. Yeah, he had finished it prior to the timer going off. Imagine that?

“Finished already?”

“You seem surprised,” he replied grinning. “I studied all damn weekend.”

“Oh, really? I didn’t hear anything on the local news about that.”

“Say again?” he asked. “About what?”

“About hell freezing over,” she replied, not looking up from where she was starting to grade his test.

“Smart ass,” he mumbled, sprawling out in his seat, clasping his hands behind his head. He watched her and it was obvious by the lack of red checkmarks she generally scribbled over incorrect answers that he had, in fact, aced this test. So, maybe the fact he had stayed in on Saturday and Sunday, with the exception of weight training and hockey practice, had served a useful purpose after all.

Finally, Penny raised her head, pushing her glasses back up to the bridge of her nose and looked at him with those magnified brown eyes. “Well, well. I must say, Matthews, you have proven to me you certainly have the intelligence to ace this course. So, just as I thought, it comes down to the self discipline element that is lacking. What do you think would’ve happened had I agreed to your request to pick another book?”

He shrugged. Okay, what was she doing now? Trying to psycho analyze him for Chrissake? “I don’t know. Why does it matter?”

“Because,” she replied, grabbing a tissue from the box on her desk and blowing her nose loudly, “I want you to understand the importance of being able to succeed at an assignment regardless of its appeal to you. I realize the book and the subsequent essay I gave you to read by the same author typically would not appeal to a rich, super jock such as yourself. But you only missed one question on the sample test, and I read through your essay summary while you were taking the test, and you did a fairly good job with it. You’ll get bonus points with Professor Lindquist, so make sure you turn it in with your test tomorrow.”

Weston leaned forward, placing his elbow on her desk. “Hold up a second, Penny. Was that supposed to be a compliment? What the hell do you have against jocks?”

She stopped shuffling the papers and released a sigh. “I didn’t mean it to come across like that,” she replied, “don’t get so defensive.”

“Oh yeah. I see. Like there are so many other ways I could take it, right? What is it about homely…” And he stopped himself before he finished that thought. But he knew Penny got where he was going with it.

“About homely girls who don’t swoon over college jocks? Is that what you were about to ask, Weston?”

Now he felt like a total dick. Why did he even let her push his buttons like that? “No, that’s not it,” he replied, turning away, “I don’t like to stereotype people that way.”

“Yeah, right,” she scoffed, snapping open her briefcase. She pulled out his new study guide for the upcoming chapter, along with the book she had selected from Lindquist’s list. 

Another chick book. 

Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen. 

Fuck me.

He kept his mouth shut because protesting about her book choice wouldn’t do him a damn bit of good. Maybe she was teaching him something; or maybe he just didn’t feel like giving her the satisfaction of thinking she was punishing him with that assignment. He accepted the book and guide she handed over.

“So, good luck on your test tomorrow, Matthews. I will see you Friday at three to give you a sample test on the first ten chapters of Pride and Prejudice.”

“Whoa, hold up, Penny. It’s only four fifteen. We still have another hour and fifteen minutes before our session is over. I mean, my old man pays for five hours a week of your time. Are you shortchanging him?” Weston felt like being a shit because of last Friday, and because he knew he could.

For the first time Penny appeared to be flustered. Go figure. She continued putting her files away. “Tell him to dock me then, or I can squeeze another hour and fifteen minutes in on Wednesday if you want to schedule a time in late afternoon.”

Weston smiled as he stuffed the book into his backpack. “Nah, just giving you shit because, well, you’re the one who's a stickler for using up the clock.”

“Agreed,” she replied brusquely, “But…well, my boyfriend is picking me up this afternoon. My car had to go in for service and he dropped me off and is picking me up here. I have to pick up my car before four-thirty when the garage closes.”

“Seriously, Penny. No explanation required,” he replied quickly, though he was genuinely surprised she had a boyfriend. He didn’t hide it well.

“You seem surprised, Matthews.”

And now he felt the egg on his face. “No, not at all,” he lied. “I told you I was just giving you shit, that’s all.”

“That’s not what I meant. But I think you already knew that. See you Friday then.”

She was out the door before he had a chance to respond, which was good because actually she called him out on it just fine. There wasn’t anything he could have said to cover that up.

As he stood up to leave, he noticed she’d left her daily planner on the chair next to her desk. He grabbed it and quickly made his way out into the hall. He could see her walking towards the stairwell and truthfully, he could have called out her name in order to get her attention because they weren’t all that far apart. But he didn’t. 

Weston was curious. No matter how much of a shallow prick he was, or how much he disliked his tutor, something inside pushed him to see for himself just what type of boyfriend someone like Penny had snagged for herself. He chuckled to himself wondering if the guy was even of the two-legged variety.

He dropped back a bit until she rounded the bend in the stairway, and then he picked up speed. Once he reached the ground level of the building, he peered down the hallway and saw her walking out the north entrance towards the student parking lot. 

He followed behind and once he reached the pavement, he spotted a late model black Jeep Grand Cherokee pulling up to the curb where Penny was waiting. 

This was no good; he couldn’t get a look at the driver from this vantage point.

He quickly sprinted across the grassy area so he was now on the driver’s side of the vehicle. He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. “Yo, Penny!” he shouted just as she was sliding into the passenger side of the car. The driver lowered his window as Weston stepped closer to the Jeep. “Penny left her day planner in our study room,” he explained, approaching him. He tried to mask his surprise when he saw the guy and realized the dude was not what he expected. 

At all.

Penny was leaning over looking around him and he could tell she wasn’t comfortable with Weston being so close to her alleged boyfriend. Ten bucks said he was the mechanic from the garage giving her a courtesy lift back to pick up her car.

That thought quickly faded as he gazed down at him now that he was standing just inches away. Weston held out the day planner, which the guy in the Jeep took with a nod. He wasn’t dressed like any mechanic Weston had ever seen. He had a lean build, blondish hair and was dressed more like a businessman than a mechanic or even a student. He looked to be mid-twenties, and his attire, while conservative, was not cheap. He had money. No one knew that better than Weston Matthews. 

He gave Weston a smile after he handed Penny her planner and turned back. “Thanks…?”

“Oh, I’m Weston. Penny’s my assigned tutor for Classic Lit. She’s saving my ass.”

“I see, Weston. Well I’m happy to hear that. I’m Stuart. The boyfriend.” He extended his right arm out the window, and Weston shook it, still studying Stuart. 

“Do you attend Hardwick?” Weston asked, as if it were any of his business, but what the hell, he was a curious dude.

“Uh no, no I don’t,” he replied. “Well, good luck with your Classic Lit class. I’m sure your tutor will get you through it. It was nice meeting you.”

Weston nodded and stepped back away from the Jeep and watched as Stuart pulled out into the circular driveway and headed toward the exit.

Kind of a pretentious fuck.

He shook it off and headed back to the other side of the lot, to where his own car was parked. He couldn’t digest the whole Stuart and Penny thing. Talk about a mismatch. He never would have pictured those two together, but hell, what did he know about the intricacies of romance? Weston hadn’t done serious, and had no plans to in the foreseeable future. But was Penny’s relationship even serious? He shrugged it off. More power to them, he sure as hell wasn’t game. 

Speaking of game, he spotted Leanne Knox getting into her white Beemer that was parked next to his black one. 

Different models. He didn’t drive chick cars.

She spotted him immediately and sprawled across the roof of her car, giving him her signature sexy smile. She ran a hand through her long brown hair. “Hey Weston, glad I caught you before you left. A few of us are going to a Tuesday fratsor at Delta Gamma this evening around eight. Care to join us? Your bros are invited too.”

“Fratsor?” he asked, arching his brows in confusion. 

She giggled like a kid with a secret. “We aren’t calling them mixers anymore. We call them fratsors because, well it’s only for fraternity and sorority members, get it?”
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