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		Delete.

		Her and Gordon at his sister’s birthday.

		Delete.

		Her and Gordon at the faculty Christmas party last winter.

		Delete.

		Gordon, holding a striped bass in one hand, a fishing pole in another.

		Delete.

		Helen Gardner sniffled, and wiped the tears away angrily. She was sick to death of crying. She had done more than enough of it in the past few days.

		Delete. Delete. Delete.

		Her and Gordon at his company picnic three weeks ago, with Genevieve Parsons standing a few feet away, a knowing smile plastered on her face.

		Stupid, horny, low-down…stupid fool.

		A brief knock at the door, which then opened. “Helen?”

		“What?” she snapped, and then stammered to a halt. “Lynne. I’m sorry. Come in.”

		Lynne Murphy, principal of Oakdale High School, halted a few steps into her classroom. “Are you all right?” she asked. “Did something happen to you mom?” Helen’s mother had been in declining health for the past few years.

		The mention of her mother’s name gave another kick to her fragile self-control. God, I’ll have to tell her. And she won’t be able to pass up the chance to tell me she told me so. “N-no,” she managed to force out. “Mom’s fine. It’s just…” she stopped, unable to go on.

		Lynne closed the door behind her. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want,” she said quietly. “I’m your boss, not your priest. But sometimes, if you have bad news, sharing it makes it easier to bear.”

		She dropped her head. “Gordon’s cheating on me.” She lifted red-rimmed eyes to the older woman. “I’m pretty sure my marriage is over.” Despite her promises to the contrary, she began to cry again - huge, wracking sobs that threatened to double her over.

		“Oh, Helen.” Heedless of the way it rumpled her sensible black skirt, Lynne fell to her knees beside her chair, putting her arm around her shoulders as she wept. “Are you sure?”

		She nodded jerkily, slowly getting hold of herself. God, it was so embarrassing. She wasn’t a teenager anymore, breaking down because she got dumped by a pimply-faced boy. “Something…I’ve been suspicious for a while. Since last fall, to be honest. Gordon’s still got the same job, hasn’t gotten a promotion or anything. But he started to come home late one or two nights a week. He used to take a business trip maybe once a year. He’s taken nine in the past six months. Always over the weekend, of course.” She pushed her hair back irritably. “God, he must think I’m stupid.

		“But he wasn’t smart enough to keep his phone locked over the weekend when he was in the shower.” When I finally got the guts to look through it. “Dozens of calls and text messages, all from the same number.” She swallowed. “Some of them were…pretty explicit.

		“So I called the number, using my cell. I recognized her voice right away, though I confirmed it by playing dumb and pretending I was trying to reach someone else. Genevieve Parsons. She works with Gordon. Ten years younger than either of us, a blond-haired bimbette with tits the size of cantaloupes and a communications degree from SIUE.”

		She halted, stunned by the venom in her voice.

		“Anyway, I’m trying to figure out what to do.”

		“I’m sorry,” Lynne said. “But don’t give up. Jim and I went through a rough patch, about ten years back. We were able to work things out. Though it was a rough go there for a while.” She looked at Helen sympathetically. “And if things don’t work out, well, you’re a young, smart, attractive woman. You won’t have a problem finding someone else. If you want.”

		I don’t want. Men are pigs. She shook her head. “I can’t even think about that right now. Hell, I don’t even know how I’m going to deal with confronting Gordon about this. Or a divorce.” She straightened in her chair. “But enough about me.” She forced a smile. “What did you come in about?”

		“Oh. Well…maybe now’s not the best time.”

		A cold fist clutched her heart. “You’re not…you’re not letting me go, are you?”

		“Letting you go?” Lynne repeated blankly. “Of course not! You’re doing great here, Helen. The kids adore you, the parents love you, the standardized test scores for your classes are through the roof, and the rest of the staff can’t say enough about how you’re always available to help out.

		“And anyway,” she continued tartly, her eyes twinkling, “if I was going to fire you, it wouldn’t be at the beginning of May, with finals due to start in three weeks. Do you seriously think I could find a substitute who was dumb enough to put themselves in for that sort of grief? The sophomore animals would eat them alive.”

		She chuckled weakly, though the compliment warmed her. “All right. So why?”

		“Prom’s in three days. And a couple of our chaperones have found…conflicts…in their schedule.” One corner of Lynne’s mouth tucked up in a lopsided grin. “It happens every year. Teachers agree to chaperone prom in February, then discover that the last thing they want to do on a Friday night in May is supervise a bunch of horny adolescents.

		“I know you have personal things going on. But you’re one of the low women on the totem pole, so I’m asking you first. Are you willing to chaperone?”

		Helen waved a hand. “No, it’s good. I can do it. I did it before, back at my old job in Andersonville.”

		Truth be told, Lynne’s offer was a relief. It made her feel like the worst sort of coward, but the last thing she wanted to do was spend a weekend with her two-timing husband. It had taken all of her willpower, after she discovered Gordon’s secret, to not haul all of her husband’s things out onto the front lawn and burn them as an offering to whatever gods might be watching. Hera, perhaps. Zeus’ wife knew a thing or two about being scorned for another woman.

		“Good.” Lynne’s shoulders slumped in exaggerated relief, and Helen chuckled. The older woman glanced at the watch on her wrist. “Now I better go. I know you’ve got a class to get ready for.”

		“Classic Civilizations and Ancient Mythology?” Helen scoffed. “Most of them think it’s a blow-off class. There aren’t more than four or five who take it seriously. They just like to hear stories about how randy all the Greek and Roman and Norse gods were. Makes them think that Christianity might be a little boring by comparison.”

		“Watch yourself,” Lynne warned. “This is the buckle of the bible belt around here.”

		“I know, I know. I grew up less than forty miles away, remember?”

		 

		*****

		Three days. Three days. Three days.

		Danny Gray sat in the classroom, listening with only half an ear as Mrs. Murphy spoke about the contest between the Greek goddesses which led to the Trojan War. Ordinarily, the small, petite woman was a bundle of vivacious energy, striding back and forth across the front of the classroom, making sure that no one had the opportunity to zone out. But today she seemed to be merely going through the motions, reciting the information in a flat, tired voice.

		He propped his chin in one hand. His eyes stayed open, a trick which had fooled some of his other teachers into thinking he was paying attention. But he stared into the middle distance, only vaguely aware of his surroundings. His mind was wandering, looking forward to Saturday night.

		Prom. He had been anticipating it for weekss. He hadn’t gone the year before. Then, he had been without a girlfriend, and spending a couple hundred bucks to rent a suit when he would be going stag seemed to be a colossal waste of time and money.

		But now he had Kay. And though she hadn’t come right out and said so, he was certain that Saturday night would be the first time they went to bed together. They had been going out for nearly two months, and the make-out sessions in his car had been getting more and more heated, until he was locking himself in the bathroom after every date and beating off until he came.

		It wasn’t as if Kay was a cheerleader or was absolutely gorgeous. She wasn’t. She didn’t have the body of Molly Hinkle, or sheer bubbly enthusiasm of Paula Lashmet. But she had lived down the street and around the corner from Danny, his sister, and his family ever since they moved to Oakdale when he was four. They had gone to grammar school and junior high together, often in the same classroom. His mom and her mom were friends. And though he suspected that once high school was over they would begin to go their separate ways, he felt comfortable around her in a way he seldom did with other girls.

		He hid a sigh. The last few weeks of school had turned into a long boring slog. Once he had taken his college placement tests and had been accepted to the U of I, there really didn’t seem like much of a point to studying. What did it matter if he blew off studying for a night or two, or cut back his hours at the Sonic so he could actually enjoy his last free summer? His GPA might dip a few hundredths of a point, but hell, wasn’t that the point of the last four years? To actually get in a good school? It’s not like they could unaccept him, could they?

		He grimaced. But his mother would give him holy hell if she suspected he was slacking off. Katherine Gray had always bitterly resented the fact that she had let herself be convinced by her parents to go to nurses’ school, rather than a four-year college. The money she brought home as a physician’s assistant helped give them a life which was comfortable, especially by the standards of southern Illinois. But the suspicion that she had squandered an opportunity to make more of herself moved her to put her thwarted ambitions on her children, Danny and Faith. Danny was the younger of the two siblings by three years. Faith was already in her junior year at St. Louis University, leisurely pursuing a degree in pharmacy.

		Under the guise of taking some notes, he flipped his sketchbook for art class partway open and began to draw Kay’s body from memory. He hadn’t seen her naked (yet) but last weekend she had let him take her top off, and the sight and feel of a real girl’s breasts had been the most exciting thing in his sexual life. His pencil flew across the page, filling in the details of her sweetly curved form. Maybe-

		“Danny?”

		The voice was practically in his ear, and he slapped the cover of the sketchpad down, hiding his work. “Yes?”

		Mrs. Murphy raised her brows a fraction. “Are you with us?”

		He blushed. “Yes. Sorry.”

		The fingers of one hand wiggled, the meaning clear. He sighed and passed her the sketchpad. Mrs. Murphy was death on anything that distracted her students from their lessons, a point she had made crystal-clear on the first day of class. Students were expected to keep their cell-phones off, under pain of confiscation. It only took one or two examples for everyone else to fall in line.

		“Now. If you would care to answer the question?”

		“I’m sorry. I wasn’t listening.” His blush deepened, and one or two people in the class snickered. Mrs. Murphy glanced aside, and the laughter stopped.

		Her usually warm brown eyes were hard. “We were discussing the judgement of Paris. And whether the war would have been considered justified, from a Greek point of view, Danny. What is your opinion?”

		Luckily, he had done his reading the night before. “I think that it was an impossible position to be in, honestly. Can you imagine having three goddesses show up in front of you and demand that you judge which one of them is the most beautiful? No matter what you do, you’re going to p- I mean, you’re going to make two immortal beings very, very angry with you. And when you consider that one of them was Hera, who was not known for her restraint, and another was Athena, goddess of warfare, well, Paris was pretty much screwed whatever he did.”

		“A good point,” she nodded. She fixed him with a penetrating gaze, and he could almost hear her demand to keep his mind on the subject, before she turned away. “Now, Toni. Put yourself in the shoes of King Menelaus. You wake up one morning and find that your wife, the most beautiful woman in the world, has been spirited away, kidnapped, and given to some scruffy goatherder from Asia Minor as a reward for being a brown-nosing little weasel.” Rare venom entered her voice. “What do you do?”

		“I don’t know, Mrs. Murphy,” Toni laughed. She was a tall, skinny girl. “I’m straight. I don’t want to imagine being married to a woman.”

		“Try.”

		*****

		After the bell rang, Helen sat down at her desk. Thankfully, her folklore and mythology class was the last one of the day. She had felt she had been walking a knife’s edge, one bad moment away from completely losing her shit and either screaming at one of her students who wasn’t putting in enough effort or breaking down in tears in the middle of a lecture.

		“Don’t forget,” she called, as the herd began to jostle its way out the door. “Quiz on Friday!” A few groans were her only reply.

		“Mrs. Murphy?”

		“Danny.” She leaned back, looking up at one of her favorite students. “I hope I wasn’t boring you too much.”

		“Sorry.” He shook his head. “It was a stupid thing to do.”

		“Disrespectful, too.” She lifted the sketchbook off the desk, noting with amusement the way his arm reached out, wanting to take it back, and then fell back at his side. She flipped through it. “What was so important that….oh.”

		“Sorry,” Danny muttered. His face was red as a tomato.

		“You should be apologizing to the young lady here. Not me.” She looked at him. “Kay Griffith, right?”

		“Yeah.”

		She closed the sketchbook, setting it on the desk, though a tapping finger on the cover signaled Danny was not free to take it and go. “How many of my classes have you taken, Danny?”

		“Three.” The young man smiled. “US History sophomore year. Then World History last year. Then this class.”

		“You would think you would know the rules by now.”

		“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I won’t do it again.”

		“Good. Don’t. You’re a talented artist, Danny. Well. More talented than me, at least. I’d hate to confiscate this permanently.” She handed it back to him. “Go on, get out of here.”

		He turned to go, then stopped, staring at her desk. “What?”

		“What language is that?” he asked.

		“This?” She held up the paperback. “It’s The Iliad. In the original Greek.”

		“You read Greek?” He looked flabbergasted.

		“And speak it. And Latin,” she shrugged. “What of it?”

		“I don’t know anyone who speaks Greek. Or Latin. Or anything but English and whatever foreign language class they took here. And most of them forget most of that as soon as they graduate. I don’t think I’m going to be talking in Spanish much once I get out of high school.”

		“It’s useful. Especially if you plan on ever travelling out of the country. The world doesn’t end at the Rio Grande River, though some people in this country like to pretend that it does.”

		“Yeah. But Latin? Why?”

		“Because I love what I do, Danny.” She gestured behind her, at the small bookcase. It was jammed with books on all subjects. “I love history. And sometimes you can get a better sense of the story by reading it in the language it was originally written in, rather than being filtered through the mind of an interpreter, who might have his own agenda to promote.

		“And if you decide to try to learn, well, learning Latin will make your Spanish easier. And the other way around, too. They’re both Romance languages.”

		“Romance languages?” His brow wrinkled, then he gave a lopsided smile. “Well, some of the actresses on the telenovelas Mrs. Santiago shows us are pretty cute, that’s for sure.”

		“Romance, not romantic,” she laughed. “It’s a linguistic term. All languages descended from Latin are called Romance languages. Spanish, Italian, French. Just like English is a Germanic language, the same as German and Swedish and Icelandic.”

		“Icelandic? Really?”

		“Really,” she nodded.

		“Cool.” He shook his head. “Learn something new every day, I guess.”

		“You live and learn. Or you don’t live long.” She handed his sketchbook back to him. “Don’t let me see you drawing in class again. See you tomorrow.”

		“Later, Mrs. Murphy.”

		 

		For a wonder, Gordon arrived home on time. He had been working so much “overtime” lately that she had begun to expect him to arrive at seven or eight rather than six.

		“Hi, honey,” he said. “What’s for dinner?”

		She casually avoided his kiss. In the mood she was in, she was just as likely to bite one of his lips off if he tried to touch her. “Leftovers,” she said. “We still have some of that rice and bean dish I made on Saturday. And I don’t want to take leftovers in to work every day this week.”

		“Rabbit food,” he grumbled, taking a beer out of the fridge. “I was hoping for pork chops. Or steak.”

		She let her voice take on an unaccustomedly acidic bite. “If you’re not happy with what I’m making, you’re more than welcome to cook yourself, Gordon.”

		“No, no!” He held up his hands quickly. “It’s okay. I’m sorry.”

		She shook her head as she fished the leftovers out of the fridge and put them in the microwave to heat up. At the beginning of their marriage, they had agreed to share the cooking and cleaning duties, since both of them had careers. It wasn’t fair, she had successfully argued, for her to work for eight hours and then cook for both of them, keep the house clean, do the shopping and laundry, and every one of the hundred and one tasks that made modern life so exhausting.

		But somehow, over the past nine years, all of those things had landed in her lap. She did most of the cooking, unless it was a weekend and Gordon felt like fixing something on the oh-so-expensive grill he insisted he couldn’t live without. On the rare occasions when she asked him to take care of the evening meal, he almost always opted for takeout or frozen pizza. She did all of her laundry, and most of his. She cleaned their bedroom and the bathroom and most of the rest of the house. The only place which was verboten was his “man-cave” in the basement, where he retired on Saturday afternoons to watch his beloved Missouri Tigers get hammered by the rest of the SEC.

		Was I ever in love with him, she wondered, looking at his back as he turned on the television. Or was it just the idea of being in love?

		She had met Gordon a year after she graduated from college. Twenty-three, with the ink still wet on her diploma from Illinois State, she had landed a job teaching in the Chicago suburbs. Unsure of herself and scared at the move from her small hometown to the big city, she had latched onto him as a lifeline. Gordon was a few years older than herself and worked at a marketing firm downtown. She had been impressed (too easily impressed, she thought with hindsight) with his stories about the famous people he had worked with. When those same stories turned out to be BS, she had forgiven him, telling herself he had been trying to make himself look good.

		Still, she should have seen the signs years ago. Gordon had changed job four times in the eleven years she had known him. Every boss was a cheapskate, every subordinate was lazy. The last time, there had been ugly rumors about sexual harassment, which she had stupidly refused to believe. Every move had been as a result of his need to seek greener pastures, which had done her career no good at all. Chicago to Decatur to Springfield to St. Louis, at times she felt like a wandering gypsy. The last time, she had helped him write his resume and application letter.

		He was still good-looking, she had to admit, crossing her arms across her chest and staring at his profile. His roguish charm, his ready smile, and his store of slightly dirty jokes put men at their ease. And a certain segment of women, as well.

		A pity that there’s nothing underneath the surface. Stupid shallow, and vain. How he graduated form Northwestern, I’ll never know. But how he got in is a bigger mystery.

		The microwave dinged, and she served up two plates. “Here you go,” she said, setting his down on the coffee table in front of him with slightly more force than necessary. On the TV, a baseball game was on.

		“That fucking monkey,” he muttered. “Who told him he could play baseball?”

		Her lips thinned. Before Gordon could stop her, she picked up the remote and muted the television. “Hey!”

		“Gordon. We need to talk.”

		“Talk?” She enjoyed the look of panic as it entered his eyes. “About what?”

		“I won’t be around Saturday night. I’ve been asked to chaperone prom out at the high school.”

		If she had any doubts about Gordon’s infidelity, they were crushed by the quickly-hidden relief, then the shrewd calculation which passed over his face. “Oh? Well, I wasn’t going to be around either. Jake and Bruce and I are going out golfing, and then heading out to Jake’s place at the lake to do some fishing and hang out. I’m sure I told you,” he said, radiating sincerity.

		I bet you put that same face on for your clients. You lie. I know you lie. But you don’t know that I know you lie. You swine.

		“Well,” she said, hiding her rage under a mask of false cheer. “I guess this works out for everyone.” She mimicked hiding a yawn. “I’m beat. I’m going to eat in my office and grade some papers.”

		“Later.” As she walked out of the room, she could already see his hand reaching out for his phone. Going to tell your tramp you’re down to fuck on Saturday, you jackass?

		 

		*****

		 

		“Gah!” Danny batted Faith’s hand away. “Stop it! You’re strangling me!”

		“Hold still!” his sister snapped. “Or else I’ll let Dad do it.”

		Danny subsided with ill grace. Faith looked at her smartphone, where a obnoxiously perky British man was demonstrating how to properly knot a bow tie. “Why the hell didn’t you just get a clip-on?” she asked, loosening the poorly-done knot and starting over.

		“I know how to do up a normal tie. I thought this couldn’t be much harder.” He eased a finger under the restrictive vise of his collar, then stopped, halted by his sister’s stern look.

		Faith took after their mother. They both had the same slim build, the same piercing gray eyes, the same dark brown hair. But what was almost dangerously intense in Katherine Gray was merely energetic in her daughter. She sailed through life with blithe good cheer, unperturbed by the way she was able to achieve good grades while barely appearing to try niggled at her mother’s mind. For Katherine Gray, if a goal wasn’t accomplished with an excruciating amount of pain, it probably wasn’t worth it.

		“There,” Faith said, stepping away at last. She gave an approving nod. “Watch out, bro. You’re almost looking…presentable. In a few more years I won’t be ashamed of being seen in public with you.”

		“Thanks,” he replied sarcastically, shrugging into the suit jacket. “You don’t know how much your confidence means to me, Faith.”

		“So who’s the lucky girl?” She followed him into the bathroom, where he inspected his reflection critically, even opening his mouth to make sure that he didn’t have a stray piece of broccoli stuck between his teeth. “Kay Griffith, right?”

		“Yes. And don’t pretend you’ve forgotten.” He put on a careful amount of cologne. “You’re the one who gave me advice on how to ask her out, remember?”

		“Well, I had to help you out, right? Knowing you, you’d stick a note in her locker. ‘Dear Kay. I like you. Do you like me? Will you go to prom with me? Please check yes or no.’”

		Despite the nervousness coiling in his stomach, he grinned. “I don’t think I was that hopeless.”

		“No. You’re not.” Her voice turned serious. “Just…watch out tonight, all right?”

		“What do you mean?”

		“I mean that the kids in that family have a mean streak a mile wide. Remember Jim? Five years older than you, but he would always ‘accidentally’ manage to hit you with a pitch when we were playing softball in the back yard when they came over to visit. Or John. He was a rotten little bastard. Remember how he’d give you wedgies until you cried?”

		“Kay isn’t like that.”

		“Kay was raised in the same house, Danny. Mom and Marge might be BFFs, but that doesn’t mean anything when it comes to you and Kay.”

		“You’re imagining things.” He ran a comb through his hair one last time, nodded at the results, and pushed past his sister.

		His parents were waiting in the living room. His mother took a long, slow look at him, then nodded, as if to give her stamp of approval. His father leaned against a door-jamb, a small smile playing over his face.

		“Stand still, Daniel.” His mother lifted her phone. “I want to get some pictures of you.” She frowned, a line appearing between her eyebrows. “I don’t know why you couldn’t bring Kaylen over here so we could take pictures of you two together.”

		Because I didn’t want to put her through this, he thought, but posed obligingly for the pictures.

		After his mother had snapped enough times to use up an entire cannister of film, if this had been the nineties, his father beckoned him over. “Big night tonight,” he said quietly.

		“Yes, Dad.”

		“You guys going out to eat after?”

		“Yeah. The Red Lion.”

		“Fancy place. You got enough money?”

		“Yes.”

		“Here.” He reached into his wallet and peeled off a trio of twenties. “Just in case.

		“I suppose,” he said, lowering his voice, “that you don’t expect to get back until real late?”

		Christ. The last thing he wanted was to discuss this with his father. And if his mother barged in… “Maybe,” he said, avoiding his eyes.

		“Are you prepared?” His voice was carefully bland, as if he didn’t want to draw his wife’s attention. Katherine Gray had a motherly radar which could sniff out a guilty secret at a hundred paces. “Because I’m not quite ready to be a grandpa just yet, and I’ve got some protection in the bedroom if you need it.”

		“No, Dad,” he choked out. “I’m ready.”

		“All right, then.” A large hand, fell on his shoulder, callused by years of work. “You’re a good kid, Danny. I’m proud of you. Got the corsage?” he said, a little more loudly, as his mother drifted up to them.

		“In the fridge,” he replied.

		“Then you better get going.

		“And don’t forget to roll up the windows,” he called as he climbed into the car, Faith and his mother waving at him as he put the car into gear. “It looks like rain tonight!”

		 

		Luckily, the scene at the Griffith’s household was much more restrained. He endured another round of photos, this time from Kay’s mother Marge, who promised to send copies to his mother, and pinned the corsage to Kay’s dress. Luckily, her brothers Jim and John were absent, as was her dim-witted younger brother, Mikey.

		“You ready?” he asked his voice low, as Marge chattered away. Kay’s father, Mike senior, watched suspiciously from a few feet away.

		Kay nodded, and they began to make their excuses. But before they could escape, Mike stepped forward. “Danny? A word?”

		“Sure.”

		The older man put his arm around his shoulders and guided him to one side. “Danny. Your mom and my wife have been friends for nearly fifteen years. I’ve watched you grow up. You’re a good kid.

		“Which is why I think I can say this.

		“You put one hand on my daughter, and I kill you.”

		Startled, he looked up at the taller man, hoping he was making one of his weird jokes. But the cold blue eyes, boring into his, were dead serious, and with a flash of insight he realized where Jim and John picked up their personality. This man, if his daughter complained to him, would enjoy causing him physical pain.

		“I won’t,” he said hastily. “Sir.”

		A thin smile played over his lips. “Good. Don’t.”

		As they left the house, Marge’s cheery calls to have fun echoing in their ears, he could still feel Mike’s eyes boring into his back. As he pulled the Pontiac out of the driveway and into the street, he sighed in relief.

		“Did Dad give you his Big Bad Wolf act?” Kay asked teasingly. “Don’t worry. He says that to all the boys I’ve dated.” She giggled. “It’s never stopped me from doing what I want.”

		“He seemed pretty…serious…about it.”

		“Yeah,” she smiled. “I think he likes seeing the looks in their eyes.” She set a hand on his arm. “Don’t worry, Danny. This is going to be a night you’ll never forget.”

		A thrill went through his body. “I like your dress.”

		“Thanks,” she looked down at the periwinkle chiffon. The lady at the rental place said it brought out my eyes.”

		“It does. And it makes your…I mean…”

		“You mean it makes by boobs and ass look nice.” She leaned back and crossed her ankles, which drew his attention to her legs. “Relax, Danny. I’ve known you since we were kids. You can say what you really mean.”

		Your brothers are assholes and your father’s a psycho, he very carefully did not say. And if I put a hand on you and you decide to complain about it to your mom, I’ll never hear the end of it at home. Maybe his plan to go out with Kay, despite (or even because of) her reputation as a girl who you did not have to work on very hard to get her panties off, wasn’t quite a clever as he thought it had been.

		As they talked, they drove through the small downtown district. Oakdale wasn’t a huge town by any stretch, but it was growing as more and more people moved into the towns east of the Mississippi on the Illinois side of St. Louis. So far it had avoided the explosive growth of some of those towns, which brought with it new, raw, and ugly subdivisions and all the corporate chain stores and restaurants that the new neighbors swore they couldn’t live without. His father swore, jokingly or not, that as soon as he saw a Starbucks peek out its ugly head that he would pull up stakes and move to someplace even smaller. Winkle, maybe. Or Radom, a burg so tiny that the city-limit signs were practically back-to-back.

		Soon the high school hove into view. A solid one-story brick building that had been built in the 1930s, it sat on the edge of town, like a sentry that refused to leave his post. Cars were already filling the parking lot, and a few limousines, imported from out of town, stopped in front of the main doors, disgorging couples who could afford the cost.

		He parked and emerged into the humid May air. In the west, clouds were building, blue-black thunderheads ominous across the southern Illinois cornfields. Knowing his duty, he walked quickly to the passenger side, opening the door for Kay. “My lady?” he joked, holding out a hand.

		She took it, a strange half-smile curling her lips. As she lifted out of the seat, she leaned forward, allowing him to look down her cleavage. Her breasts were round and full and slightly damp with the heat.

		“Like what you see?” she teased.

		“Quite a bit,” he replied, which won him a return of that same smile.

		“Well, let’s go. Senior Prom. Who would have thought that the two of us would be dating?”

		 

		It was strange, walking through the halls of the school at night. The shadows were different, and the sounds. Even the smell of school, comprised of one part chalk dust, one part books, one part sweat, and one part teenage hormones, seemed to have changed slightly. The tiles in the foyer had been recently mopped down, leaving a lingering order of pine-sol and air freshener.

		The gym, in the west side of the building, had been transformed. Or, at least as much as crepe streamers, posters, and portable spotlights could do. The lights had been dimmed slightly, and a DJ had set up under one of the baskets, pumping out music that was loud but not overwhelming. Some couples were already out on the dance floor, swaying back and forth to the sappy romantic tune.

		“Gray!” A voice shouted, practically in his ear. “Drop and give me twenty!”

		“Jesus!” He startled and spun around, his arm pulling loose from Kay’s hand. “What the hell, man?”

		Frank Murray grinned at him. “Just thought I’d give you one of Coach Shaw’s little wake-up calls. Just for old-time’s sake, you know?”

		“That asshole.” His eyes darted around. “He’s not here, is he?”

		“Nah.” Frank shook his head. “He’s probably at O’Reilly’s, making sure his favorite stool doesn’t fly away.”

		“I don’t know how he still has a job.” He felt Kay’s eyes on him. “Listen. Talk to you later, okay? We just got here.”

		“Sure. Later, man. See you, Kay. You’re looking nice.”

		“Frank.” Her hair bobbed as she gave him a short nod that was barely polite.

		“Why were you giving Frank the stink-eye?” he asked, as they made their way to the refreshments table.

		“I don’t like him.” She lowered her voice, as if she were going to divulge a terrible secret. “Some people think he’s gay.”

		He nearly choked on a cup of tepid punch. “Oh. Is that a problem?”

		In fact, he knew Frank was gay. They were both on the soccer team in the spring, and one day before practice, Frank had stood up while they were dressing, had announced that he was sick and damn tired of living in the closet, he was gay, and that if anyone had a problem with that, he was willing to throw down right then and there. Since Frank was six-four, lifted three days a week, had a bit of a temper issue, and was the best halfback on the team, no one said jack shit. Though he also asked them, rather pointedly, to keep it to themselves until he said otherwise.

		Which they had wisely done.

		Kay’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “Our pastor says it’s wrong. People should make babies. And two guys? Doing it? Yuck.”

		Danny wisely kept to himself his opinion that two girls doing it was one of the sexiest things he could think of. He doubted Kay would appreciate it. “I don’t see how it matters to you. I mean,” he said, flashing what he hoped was a charming smile, “no one’s asking you to watch.”

		“It’s a sin.” Her firm jaw set mulishly.

		Danny felt a surge of temper. His family wasn’t religious, but they did occasionally go to the local Church of Christ. And Frank was a teammate and friend. “I always liked the New Testament,” he said quietly. “The part that was about love and forgiveness. You know. Jesus and his friends. Until he got nailed to a tree for saying how nice it would be if everyone treated each other decently.”

		Debbie drew in a deep breath, her eyes flashing, when a cool voice cut across the upcoming tirade. “Hello, kids. Having a nice time?”

		“Mrs. Murphy?” His jaw dropped.

		It was his teacher, but as he looked at her, he felt the world had slipped slightly sideways. He had always known, in a vague sort of way, that Mrs. Murphy was attractive. But she seemed to go out of the way to avoid it. Not that she slobbed around, by any means. But her clothes were always plain and functional, if stylish. Beige skirts and slacks; tasteful, understated blouses. A little jewelry, but not much.

		But tonight…

		Tonight she wore a dress of green velvet. Sleek and sensual, it outlined her form, rising from her ankles to caress her slim hips before showcasing her lovely torso. Backless, it was held up by a ring of fabric circled her slender neck. Her coal-black hair was done up in an elaborate style which nonetheless allowed small tendrils to escape and curl around her ears and cheeks. A pair of bangles circled her right wrist, and the wedding ring on her right hand sparkled in the low light.

		“You look great,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

		“Oh,” she waved a hand. “Someone has to make sure you animals don’t burn the school down. Hello, Kay. That’s a lovely dress.”

		“Thank you. You look good, too, for an older lady.”

		If she noticed the jibe She smiled at him. “Wow. A hand-knotted bow tie? Not many men go for that anymore.”

		“My sister helped me,” he blurted out, then stared at the floor.

		“Faith? I had her in my senior AP History class, the first year I taught here. How’s she doing?”

		“She’s good. She’s a junior at SLU now.”

		“Well, give her my best.” She smiled at them. “Have a good time, kids.” She winked. “But not too good. Get me?”

		“Yes, Mrs. Murphy,” they chorused.

		“Bitch,” Kay muttered as the older woman moved away.

		“What?”

		“Look at her.” The dress was cut low, allowing them both to see the creamy expanse of her back. “Dressed like that. Who does she think she is? She’s old. She’s got to be at least thirty. Maybe thirty-five?” She snorted rudely. “She’s like some of the losers who come back for Homecoming. Trying to pretend that high school isn’t over.”

		High school can’t be done soon enough, as far as I’m concerned. He forced a smile, determined to stay on good terms with Kay, at least for one more night. “Want to dance?”

		She put down her cup of punch and brushed cookie crumbs off the front of her dress. “Sure.”

		 

		They danced several times, though somehow, whenever a slow song came on and he looked forward to holding Kay in his arms, it was time to get another cup of punch, or to visit the lady’s room. Danny shrugged it off, along with their earlier spats.

		“Hey there, Gray.”

		He finished washing his hands, and pulled out one of the horrible brown paper towels that could strip the skin right off your face. “Clay. What’s up?”

		“What you doing afterward? Got a bit of an afterparty going on out at the lake. You want to come? My older brother bought a shitload of beer for us, and I think we might have some weed, too.”

		“No, thanks. I’m taking Debbie out to eat, after. Appreciate the offer, though.”

		But when he returned, it was to find Kay in the middle of a huddle of their friends, an excited look on her face. “Danny! Bobby and Meg and J.W. have invited us to the afterparty out at the lake! They’re leaving in a little bit! Let’s go! It’ll be awesome! The dance is almost over anyway!”

		“But…” he floundered, “We’re going out to eat. I made reservations. Remember?”

		“Out to eat,” she scoffed. “Really? That’s lame as hell. That’s what old people do. They sit and talk about boring shit because they’ve forgotten to have fun.”

		“But…” he tried to reach her with his eyes. “Our plans.”

		“Our plans?” she said mockingly. “More like your plans, Danny Gray.” Her voice rose, and a crowd began to gather, drawn by some unknown signal. “You never looked at me before. No. I was just the dumb girl down the block. The one who didn’t read or get into the advanced classes like you did.

		“Until you wanted something. Then you noticed.” Her eyes glittered spitefully. “You figured you could use me. That I would be do happy to be invited to the prom by you that I would do anything. Anything.” Her voice turned poisonously sweet. “Even take away your virginity.”

		The crowd gasped. Shocked laughter followed in its wake.

		This isn’t happening. But as he scanned the crowd, hoping to find one friendly face, he knew it was.

		Kay seemed to realize she had gone too far. “Oh, fuck, Dany.” She shook her head. “I didn’t mean…”

		“No.” He took a deep breath, then let it out. “You’re right, Kay,” he said flatly. “There wasn’t ever anything between us.

		“You have your father’s eyes, after all.”

		And with that, he turned and walked out into the rain.

		 

		*****

		 

		Helen returned after forcibly ejecting a pair off sophomores who had thought to sneak their way into the dance to find the gym in an uproar. There was hardly anyone on the dance floor. A crowd was gathered in one corner, though from the look, it didn’t seem to be a fight. She released a breath. The last thing she wanted was to have to deal with a pair of testosterone-addled teenagers who had got into a shoving match over the same girl. Or, even worse, a pair of girls who were each convinced that the other was trying to steal their boy.

		“What happened?” she asked Tom Gunther, an old math teacher who had been teaching algebra and geometry since before the Vietnam War.

		“Oh, the same thing that happens every year. A nasty little break-up. No punches, though, which is a relief. I hate handing out suspensions because Suzy and Bambi both wore the same dress.”

		She snickered. “You’re a male chauvinist pig, Tom.”

		He made a rude noise. “That’s why I’m irresistible.” He waggled his gray eyebrows. “When are you going to get rid of that dope of a husband and run off with me?”

		Pain lanced through her chest, but she kept her face calm. The rumor mill, it seemed, hadn’t reached Tom with the news of Gordon’s infidelities. If it had, the older man would never have mentioned it. He was an old-fashioned sort. Happily married women could expect every sort of outrageous suggestion. Those who were going through a hard time, on the other hand, would only get support and sympathy. She recalled Eileen Castro, who’d had a miscarriage. Only recently married, the experience had devastated her. For weeks, Tom had come into her classroom during their free periods and graded papers with her. Never saying a thing. Simply offering the comfort of his presence and letting her know that there were people who cared about her. And any student of his who was having problems could either find a sympathetic ear or get a good swift kick in the behind, whichever Tom felt was most appropriate.

		“You couldn’t handle me, Tom,” she said at last, forcing a smile.

		“Ah.” His smile turned evil. “But what a way to go. There we would be,” he pronounced, throwing a hand upward in a dramatic gesture. “Making love in such a way as to make the very gods sick with envy. And then! Hades’ spear strikes! A world mourns, as their champion is reft from their sight. But mourn not, says the comely maiden. His memory will live on, in the hearts of all who loved him.”

		She squinted at his face suspiciously. “Tom. Are you drunk?”

		“Only on your beauty, dear child. Or perhaps I’m trying to take a page from your mythology class. You should wear things like this more often. A man might notice you.”

		“I’m already married,” she protested weakly.

		“Bah. Youth is wasted on the young. Don’t you want your husband to notice you? Or are you bored with him already?

		“Go on home. This thing is over.”

		Indeed, the music had stopped, and students were drifting out of the gym. From the windows high overhead, she caught a flicker of lightning, the promise of the clouds earlier in the evening fulfilled. “I should help clean up.”

		“Go on home,” Tom repeated. “The last few weeks have worn you a might fine, Helen. People have noticed. Go home. Relax. There’s more to life than duty, you know.”

		On an impulse, she leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You old fraud,” she whispered into his ear. “You pretend to be a total hard-ass, but you’re a great big softy. But now I know your secret. Get on my bad side, and I’ll tell everyone what a soft touch you are.”

		Tom pretended to shudder, though his faded blue eyes twinkled. “Wicked woman. If I were twenty years younger, I’d give that man of yours a run for his money.”

		 

		If he was twenty years younger, he’d be welcome to try, she thought a short time later, guiding her car out of the parking lot. The rain was sheeting down, and the windows of her car were fogged with condensation. The main force of the storm had passed on to the east, but weak flashes of lightning still strobed across the landscape, illuminating the thin green stalks of corn as she turned north onto Jefferson. The school district had expected the land between the school and the town to eventually be sold off to homeowners, but some of the old farmers were just as stubborn as their German forebears. The land was theirs, by god, and they’d be damned before they let one acre pass out of their hands.

		Suddenly she braked, her eye caught by a forelorn figure trudging up the side of the road. Passing cars threw sprays of water against him, but he didn’t seem to notice.

		“Hey!” she called through the window, ignoring the rain which threatened to soak the passenger seat. “Do you need a ride?”

		The tall, gangly form turned, a picture of woe. “Mrs. Murphy?”

		“Danny?” She threw the car into park and opened the door, shouting across the roof of the car. “What the hell are you doing out here?”

		Danny turned, as if he expected to find an answer written in the clouds. “I don’t know,” he answered, his voice gray and hopeless. “Walking?”

		“Did your car break down? Where’s Kay?”

		Finally, a bit of emotion on his face. “Kay left. My car’s fine.”

		Rain was soaking her hair and her good dress. She let more than a bit of her frustrated irritation show. “Then why are you out here?”

		“It seemed a good idea at the time.”

		“You big dope.” She got back into the car and pushed the passenger side open. “Get it. I’ll drive you home.”

		He shook his head. “I don’t want to go home.”

		“Then I’ll take you wherever you do want to go. Now,” she ordered. “I don’t want you to catch a cold and die of pneumonia. Get in.”

		“Fine,” he snapped. He stalked over to the car, climbed in, and shut the door with just a little more force than necessary.

		“You’re welcome,” she said, hitting the button that would raise the windows and putting the car in gear. “If I’m not taking you home, where are we going?”

		“I don’t care. Anywhere.” Rain dribbled off his jacket, and his hair was plastered to his skull. In the light from the dashboard, he looked slightly mad, a cadaverous scientist who would show them, yes, precious, show them all, HAHAHAHHAHAHHAHAHA.

		Okay. She stopped at a red light. You need to lay off the late-night movies. “I would kill for a cup of coffee. How about you?”

		“Mom says coffee will stunt your growth.”

		“A little late now for that to be a worry. You’ve got to be six foot, right?”

		“Not quite. Five-eleven. And a bit.”

		“Well, I never heard coffee would make a person shrink.” She turned into a diner. “Let’s get something. And you can tell me why the hell you were walking home in the pouring rain.”

		 

		Luckily, the bored waitress at the nearly-empty diner didn’t recognize either of them. Or comment on her companion’s disheveled appearance. She took her order for a coffee and Danny’s for a large hot chocolate without comment, disappeared for a few minutes, then came back with both items before slouching back up to the counter, scanning her cell phone.

		Danny sat in the seat opposite hers in the booth, his hands cupped around the mug of cocoa. Dark brown hair, now lank and soaked with rain, hang dripping in his eyes. His clothes were stuck to his tall, bony frame, and she could imagine how cold and clammy they felt. “Want to talk about it?”

		He smiled bitterly. “Not much to tell. Just asked a girl out who saw right through me.”

		“Oh?”

		“Yeah.” He pushed his dripping hair back. “I was an idiot. And I thought I was being so fucking clever. Kay…our families have been friends for years. But I never much liked her. Or her brothers. I thought I was better than them. Because I read and knew big words and all the teachers said I was smart.”

		He snorted, and took a sip of his drink. “Shows how much I knew. She saw right through me. I asked her out because I thought I could get laid with her, when I couldn’t with anyone else. And she called me out on it in front of half the damn school.

		“And she’s right. I’m a…a goddamn hypocrite. I look down on her for being small-minded and ignorant and shallow. And she is.” His eyes lifted for the first time. “I’m not wrong, there. She’s going to live her entire life here. Or someplace just as small.

		“But I’m just as bad. I had the sheer fucking gall, the arrogance, to think that she’d have sex with me. Just because we’d gone out a few times and I took her to prom and out to dinner.

		“I’m a shit,” he said glumly, and stared at the scuffed formica table.

		Helen stared. This wasn’t just raw. This was naked. If Danny had reached into his chest and pulled out his still-beating heart, he couldn’t have exposed himself any more thoroughly.

		“Everyone’s a virgin at some point, Danny,” she said at last, her voice soft. “It’s a very curable condition.”

		The young man paused in the act of taking off his tuxedo jacket. The white shirt beneath was semi-tranparent, and she could see the outlines of his chest. “How did you know?”

		“Know what?”

		“That I’m a…a…”

		“Any woman can see it,” she said casually. He blinked at her, confused. “There’s a certain look a man gets, after he’s been with a woman. You don’t have it. Yet.”

		“And won’t ever. At least with any of the girls here in Oakdale.

		Helen leaned back on the padded bench. A thought was starting to stir in the back of her brain. One that she would never have thought of a few days ago.

		But now…

		Danny wasn’t good-looking. Not in the pretty-boy, I’m-auditioning-for-the-Bachelor sense, at least. Rather, he was good-enough looking. His hair was dark, almost black with the rain that plastered it to his head, his eyes a perfectly acceptable brown. His skin was clear, with no outbreaks of teenage acne.

		You could do anything you want with him. And he’d be so grateful he wouldn’t breathe a word to anyone, if you asked him not to.

		Her throat tightened, and she took a sip of her coffee. Black as sin, with just a hint of sugar to cut the bitterness.

		Do you want that? Do you hate Gordon so much?

		I don’t hate him. I don’t…I don’t think I feel anything for him anymore. How odd. It’s like looking at an old shoe at the side of the road. Eventually, someone’s going to have to pick it up. But it isn’t going to be me.

		So why even think about this? Why not just tell him that you know about Genevieve and ask for a divorce?

		Her mouth drew down into a hard line. Because he didn’t respect me, that’s why. Because he’s selfish. I’ve moved three times for him. I’ve put my career on hold, passed on the chance of having children. All for him. And when that tarted-up tramp shook her ass at him, he went running. He cheated on me? Fine. I’ll cheat on him.

		“Mrs. Murphy?”

		She shook her head, realizing that Danny had been saying something. “What?”

		“I asked if you were okay. You kind of spaced out there for a second.”

		“It’s all right.” She let her hand fall casually on his, her thumb playing over his knuckles. “And please. Call me Helen.”

		“Helen? Like in Helen of Troy?”

		She nodded. “Yeah. Though I was already into mythology before I ever read about Troy.” She put her head to one side. “Do you really want me to drop you off at home, looking like that?”

		“God, no.” Danny shook his head. “It’ll be a game of twenty questions with my mother and sister. Both of them will be absolutely convinced I did something awful. Well, maybe not Faith,” he amended. “But Mom’s sure to take Kay’s side. She won’t be able to believe that I didn’t do something to deserve it. She’ll get on the phone with Kay’s mom, and between the two of them they’ll serve as Judge Judy and executioner.”

		Her mouth curled up at the weak joke. “Well, why not come back to my place for a bit? You can get out of those wet things, maybe take a shower, and you can borrow some of my husband’s clothes.”

		“Won’t he mind?”

		“No. He’s away this weekend. Won’t be back until tomorrow night.” Longer, if he has his way, I bet. He’ll be shacked up with Genevieve. I wonder if he’ll send me a text telling me he’s having ‘car problems’ again.

		“Well…” he glanced down at his wet shirt, the sodden tuxedo jacket sitting on the bench beside him. “If you’re sure it’s all right.”

		She slid out of the booth, tossing a couple of bills on the table.

		“Let’s go.”

		 

		*****

		 

		“Come on in,” Mrs. Murphy said, flipping the lights on in the house.

		“Thanks, Mrs. Murphy.”

		“Helen,” she said again, flashing him a bright smile.

		“Ummm…” He looked at his feet. “I’m pretty sure my mom would kill me if she found out I was calling one of my teachers by her first name.”

		“Then we’ll have to make sure your mom doesn’t find out, won’t we?” She wiggled the fingers of one hand at him, so similar to the way she had demanded his sketchbook a few days before that he almost laughed. “Come on. Give me that jacket. The least we can do is hang it up.”

		She put it over the back of a chair. “That will need to be dry cleaned,” she said. “Or you’ll lose your deposit.” She eyed him critically. “But I think the rest of the outfit could just go in the dryer. Come on. Out of those wet things.”

		Did she expect him to strip down in the middle of her kitchen? “Sure. Um. Where’s the bathroom?”

		She pointed. “Round the corner, down the hall, to the right. When you’re done, use the other door. It leads to the bedroom. I’ll have something ready for you when you’re done, so you won’t have to walk home naked,” she grinned cheerfully.

		“Thanks.” He managed to undo the knot Faith had tied earlier in the evening and pulled the bow tie off. “God.” He undid the top button of his shirt. “I felt like I was choking in this thing.”

		“Try wearing heels sometimes. Now shoo! I don’t want to hear anything but running water, mister.”

		 

		Getting out of the clothes was an indescribable relief. For the last hour, he had felt as if he were carrying around wet, clammy bags of cement on his shoulders. Conscientiously, he spread a towel on the floor, so Mrs. Murphy - no, dammit, Helen – wouldn’t have to mop the floor after he left. His skin was white and chilled, and his cock had shrunk to a nub by the cold.

		Better that, he thought, turning on the shower, than getting a boner in front of your history teacher. He had tried to keep from ogling Helen too obviously as they sat in the diner. But the small, petite woman, her body displayed to wondrous advantage by her dress, had looked as out-of-place there as diamond ring on a panhandler’s hand.

		He stepped under the hot water, sighing in pleasure. For a while he simply stood, letting the heat chase away the storm’s chill. Then he picked through the array of liquid soaps, shampoos, conditioners and rinses until he found a plain wedge of bar soap and lathered up.

		Why is there shaving lotion in here? Does her husband shave in the shower? I’d be scared of cutting my throat. Absentmindedly, his palm went to his chin, but since he had shaved right before the disastrous dance, it was still smooth.

		A quick tap at the door to the bathroom, then a voice called. “Danny? I’m getting your clothes now.”

		“Okay,” he called back. He stifled an urge to cover his groin with his hands. Idiot. She can’t see your pecker through a frosted glass door. Nevertheless, he held still until he heard the door close again.

		He washed twice, lathering and rinsing as if he could wash away embarrassment by sheer effort, then shampooed his hair for good measure. When he finally got out of the shower, the small room had filled with steam. Drying with a large, fluffy towel, he felt like himself for the first time in hours. Glancing at his phone, which he had set on the sink, he was surprised to find that it was after eleven o’clock. Good. Maybe by the time Helen drops me off, Mom and Dad and Faith will all be in bed.

		And then maybe the world would end before Monday morning, so he wouldn’t have to face the jackasses at school.

		Wrapping the towel around his hips, caught up in his morose thoughts, he opened the door to Helen’s bedroom, expecting nothing more than a tidy heap of borrowed clothes, hopefully close to his size.

		Instead he found his teacher in World Mythology and Folklore, nude except for a pair of black stockings, lying on the bed.

		 

		“What?” His voice emerged as a croak.

		Helen shifted, her thighs rubbing together languorously. “It’s very simple, Danny.” Her head was propped on one arm, giving him a splendid view of her small, firm breasts. “We both want something. And we can give it to each other.

		“You want to lose your virginity. Here I am. I want to get back at my scumbag husband, who has been cheating on me for months. Tag,” she smiled. “You’re it.”

		Danny was grateful for the towel, which hid his reaction. Unfortunately, whether his burgeoning erection was visible or not, the way a certain portion of the towel was tenting forward made what was occurring below his waistline all too obvious.

		With all the blood rushing out of his brain to areas south, his mouth said the first thing his mind thought of. “Your husband is cheating on you? Is he retarded?”

		Helen smiled, then laughed. The motion made her breasts wobble in an incredibly distracting way. “Oh, Danny.” She smiled at him fondly. “We educators are taught to say that people like Gordon have ‘learning disabilities’ these days. But that was exactly the right thing to say.” Her expression grew serious. “Do you want to fuck me?” Her expression gentled. “It’s okay to say no, you know.”

		“No! I mean, yes!” He shook his head. “I mean…”

		“I know what you mean.” She smiled and extended a hand. “Come here.”

		Like a man in a dream, he moved toward her. His eyes didn’t know where to look, so he feasted on all of her. On her slender legs, encased in black nylon. On her face, charged with emotions he couldn’t even name. On her chest, which was lovelier than he could have guessed. On the place where her thighs met, a hidden mystery which he wanted to explore.

		She took his hand and drew him onto the bed with her. “Now, let’s see what I’ve been given to work with,” she said playfully, stripping the towel from his waist. “Ah.”

		“Ah, what?” he asked, when the ensuing silence had become too much to bear.

		“Ah, very nice,” she said, smiling up at him. As if calming a restless puppy, her hand settled over his hardness. Testing, exploring. Her fingers were light and warm, and he twitched under her touch. “I’m glad you’re not too big,” she added.

		“Too big?”

		“Do I look like I play for the WNBA?” she asked tartly. “Most women don’t want a guy hung like a bull, Danny. Especially a woman who has to wear heels to reach five-four. I’m short. You’re bigger than me. And if you had a great big donkey-dick I might have had to go out and look for a plan B.

		“But you aren’t.” Her hand wrapped around him, pumping gently. “So I won’t. Now, let’s see,” she teased, “what should we do first?”

		“Whatever you want,” he said. He fell onto his back, trying to come to terms to the rampaging lust that stormed through his body. He thought he had been horny for Kay. But Helen took that feeling and turned it up to eleven. And they hadn’t even kissed yet.

		And then, they had, as she leaned over him, her lips brushing his softly. “You’re sweet. And not completely stupid, even for a teenager.” Her teeth nipped his lower lip. “And I know you can learn. Three classes in three years. You’re a very good student, Danny.

		“But you’re still only eighteen.” A sudden light of panic shone in her eyes. “You are eighteen, right?”

		“Since January.” As if he would report her to the police, he thought. With her small, hot hand pumping him, her body leaning over, her skin glowing in the light of the bedside lamp like the answer to an unvoiced prayer. Pre-cum was leaking from his slit, and he shuddered with helpless pleasure as her thumb swirled it over the tip of his glans.

		“I remember eighteen,” she said.

		“Sure you do. It couldn’t have been more than a year or two back.”

		That won him another kiss, more passionate, and he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close as her tongue licked at his lips, then slipped playfully inside his mouth.

		“Sweet-talker.” But her voice was warm with approval. “Too bad you didn’t use your mouth on Kay.”

		“I would have.” He gasped, as her fingers snuck under his cock, toying with his balls. “But I never got the chance.”

		“You’re not going to last long. The first time. How would you like a blow-job, Danny?”

		How would you like someone to hand you a great big bag full of cash, Danny?

		He cleared his throat. “Um. Yes? Please?”

		She smiled. “I thought so. Never met a man yet who’d turn down a beej.” She slipped a black hair-tie from her wrist, using it to bind her hair back into a loose ponytail.

		“You don’t have to, you know.” He put a hand on her wrist. “I mean…” he floundered. “I know some girls…women,” he quickly corrected. “I know some women don’t like doing it.”

		She patted his cheek. The motions made the tips of her breasts touch his chest, and he forcibly restrained himself from grabbing onto them, just to see what they felt like. “It’s not my favorite thing in the world,” she admitted. “But it’s still better than getting poked in the eye with a pointy stick.

		“And,” she continued, “I want to cum. I want to cum bad. And if you’re as inexperienced as you say you are, there’s no flipping way you’re going to last long enough.

		“Besides. It probably wouldn’t be all that great for you, popping your wad two minutes after you finally got inside a woman. Wouldn’t you like to enjoy it, too?”

		She lay on him, his cock trapped between their two bodies. Its throbbing heat lay between them like an unanswered question as she kissed her way from his lips to his neck to his chest to his belly.

		“Let me blow you,” she whispered, her tongue diving into the hollow of his navel. “Then you can fuck me. And boys – men,” she amended quickly, “last a lot longer the second time.”

		The second time? “All right,” he croaked. But, seriously. What man in his right mind was going to say no?

		“Good. Now,” she added. “you tell me if there’s anything you don’t like.”

		“I…don’t think that’s possible.”

		“Oh?” Her eyes gleamed up at him. “You do know that I’m going to be putting your dick in my mouth, right? And that mouths have teeth?”

		“Oh.” That put a whole new spin on things. And on whose side the power truly lay. “Yeah. Right. Guess I should mind my manners, huh?”

		“Quick learner. I like that.”

		Then she opened her mouth, and Danny Gray damn near lost his mind from pleasure.

		It was incredible, indescribable. He found himself lying limp on the soft comforter, moaning low in his throat, as her hot wet mouth slowly bobbed on his straining manhood.

		She looked up at him through her lashes, her eyes wise and knowing, then licked the underside of his shaft. Her tongue laved him around and around and then up and down, over and over, not missing a single millimeter of his fevered flesh. First high, then low, then high again. She didn’t try to deep-throat him, but in his present state, he didn’t think he wanted her to. In fact, he would have given quite a bit to lie on this bed until the end of time, if Helen could be there with him and doing what she was doing right now.

		He must have made some sound, because Helen smiled, the expression unbearably sexy when he considered she was doing it around his rock-hard cock.

		“I’d ask you if you were enjoying this,” she said, letting him pop out of her mouth. “But your face is telling me all I need to know.”

		He nodded. “Now I know why guys talk about this so much.”

		“Hmmm.” She scooted up the bed to kiss him. Her lips devoured his hungrily, while her hand gripped him, firmly stroking. “You never had a girl do this for you?”

		He shook his head. “No. never. My first two girlfriends…we never got that far. And Kay…” He trailed off, tensing in remembered anger and embarrassment.

		“Count your blessings,” Helen murmured, her lips nibbling at his. “A girl like that, she doesn’t really know what she’s doing. Any more than a man your own age knows what to do with a woman.”

		“What?”

		“Come on, Danny.” She kissed him one more time, her tongue running along the insides of his lips, making him groan, then sank back down to his middle, breathing on his shaft. She smiled as it jumped like a fish on the line. “Despite all the talk you hear in the locker room, there’s not one boy in ten, at least at your age, who actually knows what he’s doing in the sack. All they care about is cumming. Inside a woman, if possible. If the woman gets any pleasure out of it, well, that’s a happy coincidence.”

		“Like me. That’s all I was thinking about.” He looked down, shamefaced.

		“No. Not like you.” Her voice was soft, but commanding, and she lifted his hand, placing it on her breast. The flesh was impossibly soft and firm at the same time, though the pebbled nipple was stiff beneath his exploring fingers. Slowly, sinuously, she licked his cock, from root to tip, lapping up the pearly moisture that leaked from his slit. Over and over, until his aching balls felt hot and swollen, and he was lifting his hips with every caress of her tongue. “I would have stopped for any kid I saw walking home in a thunderstorm. But,” she continued, setting her hand over his, pressing down on the swelling mound of her breast, “I sure as hell wouldn’t have invited most of your classmates home. And practically none of them into my bed, no matter what my sleazebag of a husband was doing.

		“You’re a good man, Danny Gray. And by the time I’m done with you, you’ll be a great lover. It’s not all that hard, you know.”

		“Isn’t it?” He rounded his eyes at her in astonishment. “It feels hard to me.”

		She smirked at him, running her tongue up the ridge of skin on the underside of his rod, her smile growing as he twitched and squirmed. “Smart-ass. Being a good lover takes two things, Danny. Concentration. And the ability to listen.

		“You’re still my student. And I like this classroom a lot better than the one back at the high school.”

		“So do I,” he breathed, as she put his cock back in her mouth. He reached down, placing his hands on her cheeks. His cute, smart, sexy history teacher was blowing him in her own bedroom. How the hell had this happened?

		And an even better question. How could he make sure he was able to come back once this magical night was over?

		Make her happy, a voice whispered. She thinks you’re a good man. Prove it.

		“God, I want this.” Helen’s voice was thicker, deeper, choked with desire. “I want to forget all about that cheating bastard. That prick. I gave him nine years. What the hell did he ever give to me?

		“I want to treat him the same way he treated me. I want to taste a young man’s cum in my mouth.” She lifted her head, and Danny almost flinched in the face of the grief and rage he read there.

		He wasn’t sure about how he felt about being a tool for revenge. But the pressure in his loins was too much to deny. As Helen sucked him back into the hot cavern of her mouth, his balls began to boil with a fierce urgency. Almost against his will, the muscles of his buttocks began to flex, pushing his phallus deeper into her mouth on every stroke.

		“Yes,” she crooned. A thick strand of spittle connected her lips to his cock-tip. “you’re about to cum. Aren’t you?”

		“Yes. Fuck. Yes.” He swallowed as she swirled her tongue around his glans, over and over, driving him crazy. “You feel so good. You suck my cock so good. I love how you feel. How you make me feel. I want to cum.”

		A tiny, triumphant smile curled her lips. “Beg for it.”

		His heart chilled, but he met her eyes squarely. “No.”

		“Really?” Her grip around the base of his shaft tightened, becoming almost uncomfortable, and he could feel the warning prick of her nails.

		“Really.” Pride kept his head up, kept him from throwing himself to his knees and promising anything to reach his climax. “I won’t crawl. Not even for you.”

		“A man.” Helen’s voice was low and pensive. “Good. I need a man. Not a dog. A dog will do anything. If it’s not humping everything in sight.

		“Now, cum for me, my big, strong, gorgeous man. Give me your cum! In my mouth!” And with those words, she inhaled him, until her nose was pressed against his flat belly and his cock was fully engulfed. She grasped his shaft in one hand, pumping him in time to the strokes of her mouth, while her free hand fondled his balls.

		Danny could feel his eruption beginning. It started with slow, rhythmic twitches, deep inside his cock, almost like the faint tremors which presaged a cataclysmic earthquake. And Helen, it seemed, could sense the change. Her strokes grew longer, deeper, her grasping hand coaxing his staff. She hummed, low in her throat, the vibration the trigger that sent him careening over the edge.

		“Helen! Now!” he gasped, trying to warn her, to give her time to pull away. Some small, sane corner of his mind remembered that most girls didn’t like the taste. At least, that’s what locker-room legend told.

		But if his warning was heard, it was not heeded. As his climax took him in its grip, days of pent-up desire spilling into Helen’s mouth, she didn’t remove her head or turn to the side, spitting in revulsion. Rather, she kept her lips firmly attached to the top of his prick, her cheeks hollowing as she urged him to give her every last drop of his cum.

		When the last shuddering twitch had been wrung out of him, she let his cock drop out of her mouth. It hit his belly with a meaty slap, glistening redly in the low light.

		“That was…” his voice trailed off as Helen rose from the bed. A drop of semen clung to one corner of her mouth, but her eyes glittered feverishly. Walking to the bureau set against one wall, she jerked a drawer open. Wide-mouthed, he watched as she lifted up a clump of t-shirts, then opened her mouth, letting his cum dribble out of her mouth and into the drawer.

		“There,” she said, turning, her voice low and hoarse. She wiped her mouth with a shirt, then folded it neatly and put it back in the drawer, closing it with one trailing hand. “One day soon my asshole husband is going to need a shirt to mow the lawn or go out fishing with his buddies, and he’s going to walk around all day wearing your jizz.”

		Do not, he thought, ever piss this woman off. You’ll regret it. “Oh,” he said.

		She set her hands on her hips, facing him. In the dim light, her body was all pale skin and shadowy curves. His hands twitched, wanting to explore every incredible inch. “Do you have a problem with that?” she asked.

		“No,” he answered honestly. “It’s your business, not mine. Unless,” he added with a bite of acid, “your husband finds out about this and comes after me with a shotgun.”

		“Him?” She snorted. “He won’t.”

		“Famous last words,” he muttered.

		Helen laughed, wiping her mouth with the corner of the sheet. Crawling back onto the bed, she sat up next to him. “My turn now,” she declared.

		He swallowed. “All right. What do you want?”

		“I want you to eat my pussy,” she stated with appalling frankness. Pushing his shoulders down onto the mattress, she straddled his chest, which gave him a bulls-eye view of her groin. Her mons was shaved, except for a silky black patch, no bigger than his thumb, which ran in a strip from just above the top of her labia up towards her flat belly. The lips of her vulva were bright pink, slightly puffy, and he could smell the musky aroma of her arousal.

		“I don’t-’’

		“I know you don’t,” she said briskly. He must have looked hurt, because she continued more gently. “Don’t worry. I’m here. You’re here. It’s not just a bedroom, baby. It’s a classroom, too. And you’ve always been one of my better students.

		“Just open your mouth…

		“And say ohhhh,” she moaned, as she settled over him. Her lips were hot and slick, and he opened wide, eager to taste her.

		Helen rocked against him, her thighs on either side of his head. They were soft as silk against his cheeks. Reaching up, he cupped her beautiful, teardrop-shaped breasts. She smiled at him. But when his fingers reached for her nipples, she shook her head, guiding his hands with her own.

		“Don’t pinch, baby.” He made a questioning noise. “I don’t like it. Press them. Or…massage. Nice and light. Yeah, that’s it,” she said as he lightly pushed the firm flesh into her ribcage. “I love that. And having my ass squeezed.”

		Danny could take a hint. Especially when it was so obvious. He lowered his hands, running them down the damp skin of Helen’s back, until he found her rear. Taking one taut globe in each hand, he gave them a good squeeze, his fingers digging deep, and was rewarded by a buck of her and a high-pitched moan.

		“Your tongue.” It was a whisper. “Use it.”

		In for a dime, in for a dollar, he thought. And weren’t you hoping for exactly this when you made the hotel reservation last week?

		Well, no. I was hoping I’d be doing it with Kay.

		But this is better. Way better.

		He opened his mouth wide, and took his first hesitant licks at the folds of his history teacher’s pussy.

		As he did, his entire being was focused on Helen’s reaction. Was he doing it right? Was he doing anything right? Was that faint trembling in the muscles of her thighs a sign of pleasure, the reward for a job well done? Was the increasing force of her mound on his mouth a hint that she wanted more? Or simply the impatience of a woman who was using him as a slightly more effective tool for masturbation? Was he giving her any satisfaction at all? Or was she about to jump out of bed, laughing at his clumsy efforts?

		“Not bad,” she sighed, and he relaxed. “Not bad. But lick me, Danny. Deeper. Stick your tongue way up in there. Don’t be shy. My pussy’s your friend. Have your tongue say hello.”

		He did as she directed. Her taste was musky, but not unpleasant. Certainly it wasn’t as bad as locker-room talk by his more experienced classmates had led him to believe might be the case. He licked her lips, parting them with his tongue, then thrust deep into her folds, exploring her depths. Above him, Helen gave a quivering jerk, her hips moving forward to give his nose a sharp rap with her pubic bone. He looked up questioningly, concerned he might be doing something wrong.

		“Keep going,” she whispered, her eyes bright. Her hands reached down to comb through his hair, still damp from the shower. “Don’t even think about stopping.”

		“All right.” The words were muffled by Helen’s pussy, but he was pretty sure she caught his meaning as he renewed his assault on her entrance. He closed his eyes, concentrating on those tiny changes that signaled whether he was doing his job well. Yes to lips and tongue, yes to long sweeps at her inner folds, so what if he did this and this and then this?

		“Ah!” A gasp as his tongue reached the top of her cleft in a long, slow stroke. Helen’s body sank, putting more weight on his mouth. “More!”

		He opened wider, kissing her pussy in truth, his hands on her buttocks pulling her back and forth across the plane of his tongue, which he used on the bud of her clit. Helen’s eyes closed, her hung back, and her hands kneaded her breasts, gently mauling them with her fingers.

		“God, I’m so turned on right now.” Her hands left her breasts and settled on the headboard. Slowly at first, then more and more rapidly she began to pull on the carved wood, until it was creaking under the strain and her moisture-drenched lips were smearing themselves all over his mouth.

		Suddenly, she stopped moving. Her thighs clenched around his head, and a low, keening moan escaped her lips. Through his hands, still holding onto her bottom, he could feel the ripple and pulse as muscles tensed and relaxed in a massive burst of pleasure. His tongue could taste the change, her inner channel warm and almost flowing with her female nectar.

		“Ohhhh, fuck, did I need that.” Helen let go of the head board and slid down his body, coming to rest with her head on his shoulder. She kissed his lips. “Thank you.”

		“You’re welcome.” He hesitated. “Did you…”

		“Yep.” A smug chuckle. “A good one. Best one in months.”

		A quiet glow of pride lit his face, and she touched his cheek. “Hope I wasn’t too rough on you.”

		He shook his head. “It was fine. Though I thought you were going to break the bed at one point.”

		“Yeah. I get kind of…excited…during sex. One more thing that drove Gordon crazy. I think he thought I should just lie there and be grateful that he was gracing me with his presence.”

		“Well, I think he’s an idiot, then,” Danny declared. “I mean…” he stuttered, as Helen smiled at him fondly, “you’re gorgeous, Mrs. Murphy. Everyone knows it. A lot of girls at school are jealous of you. I’ve heard them.”

		“Oh?” Her smile deepened. “What do they say?”

		“Oh…” he squirmed comfortably, more than a little bit aware of her lithe, nude body pressed up against him. Sometime while he was giving her oral, his erection had returned. But Helen didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she wiggled down, until she could squeeze his penis between her legs. “You know. The usual things girls say when they’re jealous.” He let his hand wander up and down her back, settling it on the sleek curve of her rear. “That you have to be hiding something. That you’re not really as smart and nice as everyone says. That you probably had surgery, like a boob-lift or implants or something.”

		Helen giggled. “A boob-lift? Really?”

		“Really,” he affirmed. That had come straight from the envious lips of Kay herself, now that he thought about it.

		“Those girls ought to see what a public schoolteacher makes. That would get their minds right in a hurry. Nobody gets cosmetic surgery on a teacher’s salary.

		“But screw them. Or better yet,” she said, flipping over and pulling him with her. “Screw me.

		“It’s time, Danny. Tired of being a virgin?”

		He swallowed, looking down at Helen. It was, he thought dimly, like having an all-you-can-eat buffet placed in font of you, after you’d been on a diet your entire life. Her legs, her narrow waist, her firm, supple breasts with gorgeous dark nipples, her face, lovely and sweet and oh-so-slightly amused – it was all a feast for the senses.

		“Yes,” he managed to say.

		“Good.” She spread her legs slightly, and her hand reached down, pulling his manhood toward her. “So far,” she said seriously, though her eyes twinkled with faintly malicious amusement, “you’re getting a solid B.

		“But if you really apply yourself, I think you can get up to a B-plus at least.”

		He wanted to question the fairness of the grading curve, seeing how he had already given her an orgasm, but as the head of his cock slid inside Helen, he lost the capacity for rational thought.

		It’s really happening. The thought blazed through his mind with manic glee. I’m finally getting laid! He closed his eyes, savoring the feeling as her channel opened around him, caressing his rock-hard cock.

		“God.” He swallowed, meeting Helen’s eyes. “You feel…incredible.”

		“So do you.” She brushed his cheek with his fingers. “My man.” She lifted her thigh, the silky skin rubbing against his flanks, and he cupped her breast, licking the erect nipple. Down below, he saw when he risked a glance, their loins were fused together, his cock completely engulfed by her sex.

		“How do you…like it?” he asked finally.

		“Mmmm,” she smiled, slow and wicked, and he felt his blood churn. “A man who asks. That’s nice. Even better would be a man who actually followed up on the answers he hears.”

		“I will.” He promised.

		“Will you?” She cocked her head to one side, then shrugged fluidly. “Well, let’s see how good you are.” She looped her arms around his shoulders, pulling him down until his chest rested against her breasts.

		“I like it long, and slow,” she whispered into his ear. Her tongue traced the outer rim, and he shivered. “Not a pounding. Not this time, at least,” she chuckled. “Long and slow. In and out. Until I cum all over that nice hard dick of yours.”

		“All right,” he said. He began to withdraw, then was struck by a terrible thought. “Protection?” he stammered.

		She raised her eyebrows, but her lower legs were wrapped around his thighs, which made his escape difficult. “Were you telling the truth about being a virgin, Danny?”

		“Yes. Of course!”

		“Then I’m not worried about you giving me something unpleasant. And I’m not worried about you giving me a baby. I’m still on the pill. Have been for years. Though that might change,” she added mysteriously.

		“So shut up, and fuck me.”

		She pulled his head down and kissed him, her teeth nipping at his lips, and he told his mind to stop thinking and start doing. The feel of Helen beneath him, around him, with him, was incredible. As he moved back and forth, his cock sawing in and out of her cleft in long, slow strokes that had her cooing her approval, his chest was continually touching the impossibly soft skin of her breasts. It was the most erotic thing he had ever experienced, and his senses were filled with her. Her skin, under his touch. The taste of her mouth. The sound of her soft sighs and gasps of pleasure. The faint aroma of her perfume, and the stronger smell of her sweat and arousal.

		And, most of all, the sight of her beautiful face, her eyes open and locked on his, innocent and wise all at the same time.

		“You’re good,” she said quietly. Her heels, locked against his buttocks, urged him in and then relaxed as he withdrew, over and over again. ‘Very good,” she affirmed, almost growling, low in her throat. “Are you ready to cum inside me? To shoot a great big load into my hungry little pussy?”

		“Yes.” The urge to ram into her was almost overwhelming. His balls were heavy and swollen. But somehow he shackled his instincts and kept up the same steady pace. “I want you so bad.”

		“You have me, Danny. Right here. Right now. We have each other.” A wide smile curled her lips, though her voice trembled. “This is crazy. Who would have thought it? An eighteen- year-old boy is the best lover I’ve ever had.”

		“What?”

		“Later.” Her eyes rolled back in her head, and her hips began to push up at him. “We’ll talk about it. Later. After I cum. Raise up. Just a little.” She pulled at him, changing his angle. “Oh, Jesus. Your cock’s on my clit now. Don’t stop. Don’t fucking stop. Going to cum again. Twice. In one night. Holy Jesus that feels good, Danny.” Her body started to shake and she pulled him down, kissing him hard, her tongue diving deep inside his mouth. “Cumminnnggg!” she wailed, her hips rolling up in slow, sinuous grinding motions. He could feel, fuck, he could feel her getting wetter, her channel squeezing his cock, and he lost it, lost it completely, and he closed his eyes and buried his face in Helen’s neck as he came in a wrenching, ecstatic torrent of pure pleasure.

		 

		“B plus?” he asked, a few minutes later.

		Helen giggled, the sound suddenly girlish. “Maybe. Maybe an…A minus.”

		He leaned over, pulling her close. “I’m willing to do extra credit. A lot of extra credit.”

		“I bet you are. But not tonight. You have to go home. It’s after midnight.”

		“My parents weren’t expecting me home until late,” he said, hoping he didn’t sound too pathetically needy. He didn’t want to go. He wanted to stay.

		“Danny.” Her voice forced him to look at her. “Relax. I’m not throwing you out like the weekly recycling.” Her face took on a wry look. “You’re too fucking good in bed for that. And I’ve already made one idiotic mistake as far as relationships are concerned. That’s enough for one lifetime.

		“But I can’t have someone seeing you leave my house sometime tomorrow morning, either.”

		“So what do we do?” He rolled over tensely.

		Her hand stroked his back as she considered. “Well…weren’t we talking the other day about languages?”

		He blinked, confused by the change of subject. “Yeah. I guess.”

		“Well.” Her voice warmed, and he felt her lips touch a spot in between his shoulder blades. “I used to do tutoring, right after I got out of college. Before Gordon and I got married. It was an easy way to pick up a little cash.

		“We could have some…private lessons. Latin, if you like. Or Greek. Though Greek is more difficult, especially for English-speakers.

		“What do you say, baby?” Her voice deepened, growing husky. “There’s all sorts of things I could teach you, I bet.” She ran a teasing finger around his nipples, toying with the hair that surrounded them. Despite his two incredible orgasms, he found his cock twitching in response. “Someday very, very soon, I’ll be single again.

		“Wouldn’t you like to be first in line?”

		*****

		He dressed in the clothes which she had dried for him, then drove him back to the school. At one in the morning, the streets of the small town were practically deserted, only a few patrol cars, doubtless out to make sure that the after-prom parties didn’t get out of hand, driving slowly by. Danny resisted the temptation to ask Helen to slow down and hail an officer and blurt out the news that if they headed to the lake, they could probably bag fifteen or twenty teens for underage drinking and associated offenses.

		In the dark, with only a few lamps in the parking light shining, the school looked strange. Smaller, somehow. He got out and leaned against the side of Helen’s car, looking at the old building, then up at the stars. Helen followed.

		“It’s not it that’s changed,” she said quietly. “It’s you.”

		He looked at her. “Do you read minds?”

		She shook her head. “Just faces. Yours is easy to read.”

		“With small words and big letters, no doubt.”

		She smacked his shoulder with one hand. “Don’t sell yourself short, Danny. There’s more to the world than Oakdale. Sometime soon, you’re going to find out just how much there is.

		“Though I hope,” she said softly, pulling him down for a kiss, “that when you do, you still come back to me.”

		“Helen of Troy, not even the Sirens, the Cyclops, or Scylla and Charybdis could keep me away from your arms.”

		Her laughter rose into the clean Illinois sky, and she kissed him again.

		“That was Odysseus and Penelope.”

		 

		The End
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