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I DON’T NEED A HERO
I don’t drive around in a fancy car, though the rig I’m in cost 

a couple of good pennies. I don’t carry a gun because my weapon of 
choice in this battlefield is what I carry in my brain and what my hands 
can remember to do between the spurts of adrenaline that are causing 
microtears in my blood vessels. I’ve got an O2 cylinder and a valve, 
some funky plastic parts, and a mattress on wheels.

I don’t have any superpowers. I’ve run into fires and back out again, 
looked down the barrel of more than one gun, had knives in my face and 
bullets over my head, panicked, checked and double-checked to make 
sure I haven’t been stuck with a syringe that’s fallen out of a pocket 
during a call.

I’m no fuckin’ superhero—it’s just my job, and I’m glad to do it 
because I’m paying my dues, penance, like everyone else here.

Been calm while picking brains off a windshield and went for a long 
walk in the freezing wind to get the why out of my head. Held the hand 
of a little girl whose mom sold her for crack—and her mom laughed at 
her tears. Comforted the dying. Brought the dead back to life twice and 
helped witness it start out wet and bloody—but I’m not the only one.

I’m part of a caste born of Vietnam vets who wanted to do something 
good for the world when they got back, paramedical and paramilitary. 
Funny: they say the street is a never-ending war—and it took men and 
women who’d fought one in a jungle to figure that out.

We hear what people say: EMT, “Empty Mental Troll,” “Extra Man 
on Truck,” and maybe, just maybe, a few, but not the ones that belong, 
might fit those descriptions. We joke amongst ourselves: “Every Menial 
Task,” “Eggcrate Mattress Technician,” and even, for the lucky few, 
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those that are considered part of Emergency Medical Services, aka EMS: 
“Earn Money Sleeping.”

We joke because we have to, because we live by a creed. We are 
bound beyond the Geneva Oath to protect, to heal, to serve; and we are 
sworn, sworn to each other, sworn to our city and to our people; and 
even if we don’t get the respect that others who are similarly sworn get, 
we do just that.

Heal.
Help.
Protect.
We serve the one true religion, follow the one true call: to save life, 

any life, every life, every time.
Yeah, and if you’re one of us reading this, you know who you are, 

who we are: part of the brotherhood, the Brotherhood of Blood. We be 
of one blood, thou and I.

If you’re not?
Don’t worry.
I’m around the block, just come back from someone’s first day, worst 

day, or last day, and I’m having a butt while I sit in my rig, waiting for 
your call.

Don’t think you will?
Most don’t think so either, but everyone does sooner or later; even 

we have to, whether we want to or not.
No one ever wants to.
They say the members of the police department are New York’s 

finest, and the fire department are the bravest.
Know what they call the emergency medical services?
New York City’s best.



 

AIRWAY
Will the airway stay open on its own? Does anything 

endanger it?
 
“Goddamn, I’m hungry, and I am never going to remember all of 

this shit!” Roy groaned as we sat together in the students’ lounge during 
a meal break.

“Chill, man. We got through Orson’s class, we’ll get through this. 
C’mon. Do it again: trace the path of a drop of blood from a toe and 
back,” I urged him, his anxiety reflecting mine. I just hid it for the 
moment because we had to know this, inside out and backward, and I 
couldn’t focus if I let him freak out. The only thing that betrayed my 
nerves was my hand running through the thick brown hair that I kept 
just shy of shoulder length—a family trait, both the hair and the gesture.

“Yeah, and she says men are evolutionarily inferior because of that 
whole excretion/reproduction thing,” he reminded me, a worried frown 
creasing his almost coal-colored forehead.

“Dude.” I laughed because it was true; she had said that, and so had 
at least two of our other profs, and even the lab assistant in our first 
year. “I don’t think she meant your brain.”

“Don’t be so sure about that, Scotty,” he shot back, using my 
nickname instead of calling me Tori like he usually did. “Okay, from 
the top, uh, toe.” He grinned and closed his eyes to concentrate. “From 
the capillaries to the venules, to the veins, dumping into the inferior 
vena cava…” He went through the drill and got it right.

My turn was all about flow in the heart itself, from right atrium 
through to the tri-flapped valve, down to ventricle, up through pulmonary 
valve, yeah, the works. From there, we reviewed the tricky part of the 
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basics: the pulmonary artery is the only one with deoxygenated blood 
(artery—away!), while the pulmonary vein is the only one that carries 
oxygenated blood (from the Latin veni, “come, return”).

There was more, and I was just pulling out another text with a 
diagram when Kerry announced her arrival by straddling my legs and 
swooping down for a kiss that was all fuck.

“Hey, baby,” I murmured when she let me up for air.
“You hard?” she asked softly into my ear, her dark blond hair 

brushing against my lips.
“Mm-hmm,” I answered, “and I’ve got an exam to study for.”
Her light green eyes looked into mine. “Smile, baby,” she said while 

smoothing my forehead with her fingertips. “You’re scaring Roy.”
Had I sat up straight, I could have peered over her head because, 

at just over five feet, Kerry was charmingly petite to my five foot 
nine, somewhat lanky frame, but that would have forced me to change 
positions—and I was enjoying this too much. Instead, I put the smile 
she requested on my face and peered around her arm to see Roy for 
myself. He was studiously ignoring us by reading my notes.

“Are we scaring you, Roy?” I asked.
“Hey, Kerry,” he said, glancing up for a moment, only to frown back 

down at my handwriting.
“Hiya, Roy,” Kerry answered, still gazing at me.
“Not happy to see me?” she drawled, pressing her hips down and 

onto my crotch.
God, I couldn’t do this now. I might have unintentionally said that 

last part out loud.
She was my girlfriend, after all, and normally I was happy to see her, 

except she just didn’t seem to take this whole thing seriously. My class 
simply didn’t mean to her what it did to me and Roy: a ticket out—out 
of student loans and scraping by on a dumb job at the supermarket 
while trying to maintain a decent GPA at our local city university, 
the College of Staten Island, otherwise known as CSI. Because it was 
part of CUNY (City University of New York) and local, some called it 
the College of Stupid Idiots, but it was what we could afford, tuition- 
and commute-wise.
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Roy worked at a 7-Eleven making the same close-to-minimum wage 
that I did at the local supermarket I’d worked at since I was in high 
school, even though I’d graduated three years ago. At least I’d finally 
been promoted to head cashier.

Now, at the beginning of our junior year, the pressure was on and 
coming down hard. Roy had a girlfriend and a brand-new baby girl just 
two months old, and while I didn’t have the baby, I had the babe who 
needed to know I could take care of her; and I did, every way I could, 
since we’d moved in together about two months before. Not that we 
did too bad. I mean, Kerry was a bonds analyst for a major firm, but I 
wanted to do my part and do it right.

Still and all, though, there was that degree and its accompanying 
loans and debts—and the accompanying future Roy and I both wanted 
after the degree. I couldn’t see a way to afford it. My student loans only 
went so far, and between the apartment and the money I sent my mom 
every week to help with my sister’s schooling, I didn’t know what I was 
going to do—I’d already maxed out on everything.

One of our professors had turned us on to this possibility: even 
on a per-diem basis, EMTs—emergency medical technicians—could get 
paid pretty well once they got seniority, and our instructors had told 
us that paramedics made even more. Plus, that training was two years 
of medical school crammed into thirteen months, which appealed to 
me. I could skip a whole year of medical school, take the MCAT before 
finishing undergrad—and go into the classroom with some real-world 
experience too.

But the only way to get on that train was to ride the bus—as our 
instructors affectionately (and sometimes not so affectionately) called 
the ambulance—as an emergency medical technician, EMT-D, fully 
trained in defibrillation and BLS—basic life support.

That license was an express ticket to the end of the line, and tonight? 
We got that ticket punched—by earning our CPR cards.

As important as all of that was, Kerry was living and warm, her cunt 
separated from me by two layers of denim. I couldn’t deny the body, 
and I slid down slightly in my seat so Kerry could ride me just that 
much better—better for both of us, and worse, because I really needed 
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to know this stuff, and in another minute I was going to excuse us and 
take her by the hand to my car so I could—

“Okay, again: the four valves are…?” Roy asked, bringing my 
attention back to the matter at hand, the most important matter in the 
world. My cunt didn’t agree, but again, it was rare that big head and 
little head were on the same wavelength, at least not when Kerry was 
around. That was something I still had to get used to.

“The tricuspid, between the right atrium and right ventricle; the 
pulmonary, between the right ventricle and the pulmonary—” I began 
to recite from memory, but Kerry interrupted.

“Give it a rest, Tori. Roy, come take a drive and let’s go grab some 
pizza—you’ve got another hour before class starts again.”

I glanced around Kerry over at Roy—he had just complained a few 
minutes earlier about being hungry.

“Roy,” I asked, “can you study when you’re hungry? Wanna go grab 
a bite?”

He sighed and shut the books in front of him, shoving them against 
the pile on the center of the table. “Can’t study when I’m hungry, can’t 
study when I’m”—his eyes rested on Kerry for a moment as she slid ever 
so slightly against me, and he grinned—“really hungry.”

“Okay. Let’s go eat, then,” I said, clapping my hands around Kerry’s 
waist not only to hold her, but also to still her motion a bit—she was 
getting me to the point where I was going to cry if I didn’t come soon.

Maybe not cry, exactly—but I’d definitely get ornery, and Roy and 
I had a practical lecture after our exam. I wasn’t looking forward to 
bandaging my fellow classmates while I fought down a raging hard-on.

“We can take my car,” Kerry offered as I smiled at her. She ran her 
fingers through my hair—it was starting to get a bit long, I thought. I’d 
have to take care of that soon.

“No need, baby, we’re just going to the caf,” I said.
Kerry got that look in her eye, the one that meant she disagreed.
“We really do need to study—and we can’t be late for the exam.”
Kerry gave one final hard push against me, her way of making sure 

I wasn’t late coming home either, then stood.
“Yeah,” Roy agreed as we collected our various books and papers 

from the table, including our copies of the all-important Brady book, 
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the bible of emergency medicine, then tucked everything carefully into 
our bags. “This is really important, Kerr.”

“It’s all right, guys. You just take it so seriously.”
I stopped, my hands on the clasp of my bag, and straightened to 

stare at her, surprised. “Kerry, it is serious—people are going to put 
their lives in our hands.”

She smirked. “Not tonight, they’re not.”
I shook my head. I didn’t know if she thought her eight, almost 

nine years over me gave her an insight I didn’t have, or if she wasn’t 
interested, but either way, she just didn’t get it.

* * *

We ate, we studied, then studied some more, and thankfully, the 
written and practical parts of the exam went well. Two hours later, Roy 
and I had our shiny new cards to slip into our wallets, and we spent the 
following practical lecture learning how to say “it feels snug” whenever 
a triangle bandage was applied correctly.

From here on in, Bob, the head instructor, who was not only the 
founder of this particular EMT school but one of the founders of 
emergency medical services in the country, reminded us that we would 
each need to carry to every class an O2 wrench or key (to open the 
oxygen tanks), medic shears (which were very cool because they could 
cut right through a penny), and our pocket masks (which would provide 
a layer of protection between the rescuer and the patient), as well as 
our stethoscopes.

Even though we used military time for everything, we also had to 
wear a sweep-hand watch so we could count respirations and pulses 
against the movement of the little wand, and I wore a Timex on my 
left wrist so I wouldn’t beat up my favorite Mickey Mouse one my 
grandmother had given me years ago.

With all the equipment we had to start carrying, I was eyeing the 
utility belts that some of the instructors wore. I needed to get one soon, 
I thought; well, that and a decent stethoscope. Toys, I mused to myself. 
It really was all about the toys.

One of our toughest instructors, Kathy, who knew her shit down 
cold, had a Sprague Rappaport, a stethoscope I really liked. Instead of a 
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single tube to transmit sound, it had two, plus it had two listening heads 
that could be switched over for pediatrics or to discern tones differently.

When Kathy had let us try hers to listen for lung sounds and blood 
pressures, well, I was impressed with how much more I could hear with 
that than with my single-tube, single-head one.

Sprague.
Sprague Rappaport.
That’s what I wanted, especially after Kathy showed us all its 

different pieces and parts: bells and diaphragms and ear bits. It was like 
a customizable hot rod for your ears. Maybe I’d eventually get one in 
blue or something, but black would be fine, since it was really all about 
the improved function.

“Never, ever, ever,” Bob insisted, his tone grabbing my attention 
from my equipment daydreams, and I watched as he pointed in the air 
for emphasis, “let rescuer number one become victim number two—not 
by accident, not by inhalation, and not by contagion. Gloves on, masks 
ready to go, and eyes open, people!”

At the end of the session, I said good night to Roy, Bennie, and 
various other classmates, slung my bag over my shoulder, and walked 
out to my car.

Kerry sat on the hood of my ’79 Grand Prix—black with a black 
ragtop—waiting for me. “Hey, lover!” She smiled at me as she slid to 
the ground.

“Hey, yourself.” I grinned back, happy that she’d come to meet me 
earlier, that she’d waited for me until my class was over. I wrapped my 
arms around her. “You know…I don’t have class tomorrow night,” I told 
her, then kissed her.

“So,” Kerry asked when we broke for air, “what are you planning—a 
threesome with that hot instructor of yours?” She ran her fingertips up 
and down my neck, a smirk playing across her mouth.

“I didn’t know you were so into Bob,” I joked back. “No, it’s a 
surprise.” I cupped her face in my hands so I could see her wink back at 
me, her eyes as mysterious as a cat’s in the lamplight. “I know how much 
you like my surprises.”

Kerry reached under my jacket and ran her palms over my breasts, 
making tiny circles that made my nipples harden and my clit twitch.
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I grabbed her ass and pulled her closer, massaging firmly because I 
knew she liked that, because it would shift and spread her pussy lips, 
force her clit to rub against whatever she was wearing. She wouldn’t be 
wearing it much longer; I knew that for certain.

“Naked. Home. Now?” Kerry requested, a heated murmur against 
the skin of my throat.

Oh God, yeah, I thought, definitely—we just had to get there first.
“I’ll race you there,” I almost stuttered as we separated.
Kerry gave me a knowing glance as she pulled away and sauntered 

over to her car parked several feet away from mine. The sway of her hips 
was meant as a preview, and I certainly appreciated it.

“I’ll be waiting for you,” she called as I slid into my seat. I hit the 
button and let the window roll down as she started her engine.

“You better!” I called back.
I broke no traffic laws on the ride home and slid into my parking 

spot, anticipating the one that waited for me once I got inside. After 
grabbing my books and bag off the seat next to me, I made sure the 
car was locked and hustled to the door, then up the stairs. I wasn’t 
disappointed when I got inside—this was a race we both won.

* * *

“That was fucking nice,” Kerry sighed as she stretched languidly 
next to me, then curled up against my side.

“It really was.” I kissed the crown of her head while she trailed her 
fingertips up and down my chest. She kissed my sternum, then stared 
into my eyes with an amused smile. “What?” I asked, smiling back.

She stroked the fine hairs that had fallen back over my brow—my 
hair really was getting way too long.

“Nothing,” she said, and kissed my chin, “I just love how your eyes 
shade—you get this dark green ring around the brown after you come.”

“Really?” I thought the only time they did that was when I drank 
or when I cried, neither of which I indulged in too often, though I was 
finally legally old enough for the one and not terribly fond of the other.

“Really,” she answered in a tone that meant there’d be no 
further discussion.
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She pressed her cunt against my stomach firmly, sending fire into 
my groin. Letting her tongue tangle with mine, I wrapped my arms 
around her and gently turned us over.

I nibbled on her neck, working toward that soft spot under her 
ear. “Ready for round two?” I asked, but I knew what she’d say—she’d 
already wrapped her legs around my waist.

Kerry reached over my ass and slid into me. “As ready as you are, 
babe. As ready as you are.” She sighed as she fingered my willing cunt. 
I was more than happy to return the favor.

* * *

Even though I’d been scheduled for only a half shift, the day dragged, 
and I raced home to get ready for everything that I had planned for 
later. Kerry came home from work just as I was drying my hair, but we 
didn’t have much time, and I told her so as I kissed her hello briefly, 
then rushed her to get ready.

“So…what’s the big surprise tonight?” Kerry asked as she walked 
out of the shower. All I’d told her was that tonight was formal, formally 
funky: dress to impress—everyone.

I handed her a towel and checked my watch, my good one. “Hurry, 
Kerry,” I urged with a smile as she took the towel from my hands. “The 
car will be here in forty-five minutes.”

“I like this on you—a lot,” she murmured, and licked her teeth.
She played with the collar of my jacket, which was a slightly fitted, 

oxblood red leather that hung about four inches down my thighs over a 
black turtleneck and black leather pants.

I liked it too.
“Thank you.” I grinned a bit self-consciously. I didn’t want to let her 

get too close—we had to leave.
Kerry understood and slipped past me to the bedroom to finish 

dressing while I waited in the hallway. I was nervous—she didn’t know 
it, but she’d meet my whole family tonight—and I had planned another 
surprise to take the edge off. Besides, Kerry really did like my surprises, 
usually. I just hoped tonight followed the typical pattern.

While I waited for her, I thought about the impending meeting. I’d 
lived with my mother and sister until I’d moved in with Kerry. It had 



RED LIGHT

11

been one thing with the other girls I’d dated, casually or otherwise, but 
Kerry was a little different.

Honestly, I’d gotten tired of fucking in my car or at her place, 
and no way would I take her back home. That was simply too…I just 
couldn’t do it anymore, and it wasn’t because I had issues at home. My 
mom really didn’t care about my being gay, and neither did my younger 
sister, Elena.

The only thing my mom had ever said to either of us about sex was 
that waiting until marriage was stupid and just “don’t get pregnant,” 
while her only comment about my being gay was that it gave her one 
less thing to worry about, one less potential disgrace for the family—I 
wouldn’t bring home a bastard.

Otherwise, my mom didn’t care about anything. When I was tiny, 
we’d moved to South America, and there, she and my father had split. 
She brought us back here when I was seven or eight.

And then?
My mom just…broke like a fucking porcelain doll—arms and legs in 

place, head shattered—only she said it was her heart. I’d always thought 
it was because my father had remarried and wanted nothing to do with 
his “old family.”

Fuckhead.
We had moved into her sister’s, my aunt Carolina’s, home, where she 

and her husband had created an apartment out of the basement for us so 
we could have our own family unity.

It was a beautiful place. They’d constructed stairs so we could have 
our own entrance, enlarged the windows so we’d have plenty of light, 
and really, we treated the rest of the house as if it was ours too. In fact, 
my aunt gave us girls our cousin’s old bedroom—but it wasn’t ours, not 
really, as my mom reminded me and Elena every day.

“This is not your home, girls,” she’d say from the sofa as tears 
streamed down her cheeks. “This is not your station in life.” She’d sob, 
then sob some more about how one day someone would lift the curse 
that had been placed on her life.

And despite the light and the room and the unconditional and 
unquestioning love that my aunt and uncle and cousins gave us, all my 
mom did was lie on the sofa all day with the shades drawn. Some days 
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she didn’t bother to dress at all, because she had headaches, her chest 
hurt, she had “too many troubles.”

Oh, she had her moments, great ones, like when Elena broke her 
ankle playing in the schoolyard, and my mother not only made sure 
Elena was well taken care of, but also somehow managed to convince the 
board to replace the old steel climbers with newer, safer construction 
and to lay rubber tiles on the tarmac. And the time a teacher unjustly 
gave me a detention and then lied to my mother, who pulled me out of 
school until he was removed from teaching.

She even belonged to some international legal association that asked 
her to come and speak from time to time, and on those days my mother 
shone. But really, all she wanted was to be brought back to her “place in 
life,” her proper station, back to the respect she’d had as a prosecuting 
attorney, then later as a judge, and the inheritance that waited for the 
family back in South America.

She hated that I was becoming an emergency medical technician. 
Why couldn’t I be more like my cousin who had gotten scholarships 
everywhere? Why couldn’t I just go straight to medical school? My cousin 
could have, if she had wanted to, or so my mom had told me more times 
than I could count, but instead, she’d started a very successful record 
label. At least, my mom said, my cousin knew her place in life, what she 
should be.

I sighed and shook my head. If I didn’t work, who’d support my 
mom and my sister? And yeah, my grades were decent enough, but not 
enough for a scholarship—how could I get a scholarship if I didn’t have 
time to study because I had to work?

I was trying, that was for sure.
Fuck that for now, though, I thought as I checked myself in the 

hall mirror one last time. Everyone, the whole family, would be there 
tonight, and for at least one night, my mom would feel okay. She was 
great at these social occasions, situations where she felt she was again 
in “her place,” the guest of honor. I suppose it reminded her of whom 
she’d been in South America—known to the politicians, feared by drug 
cartels, and loved by the poor and the underclass.

* * *
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The car was waiting for us when we came out of the apartment 
building—nothing ostentatious, but definitely a nice black sedan with a 
uniformed woman holding a sign that said “Tori” in green block letters.

“She’s hot,” Kerry told me with a grin as we got in for the ride.
“Is she? I didn’t notice.”
“Really?” Kerry drawled with apparent disbelief. “What did you 

notice, then?”
“You,” I told her, kissing away the pout on those pretty lips, “and 

your little black velvet skirt, the cadet gray jacket nice and snug over 
your…” and I let my hands show her what I meant.

Kerry sighed as she kissed me back. “So where are we going?” she 
asked, her fingers tracing down my neck. “Is it that very, very special 
that you can’t tell me now?” She edged even closer, and I gently took her 
hands in mine before they traveled anywhere else.

“You’ll never get it out of me,” I teased her back, still careful to 
avoid her hands when she tried to tickle me again as we sprawled across 
that luxurious backseat.

“Is this that Angel tour concert? The breast cancer fundraiser with 
all those artists?” she asked excitedly, and rattled off the list as we pulled 
in front of Nox, a multilevel nightclub that had private parking below 
it on Manhattan’s East Fifty-Seventh.

“Yeah, that’s the one.” I grinned at her. “Cool, right?”
Kerry seemed to be lost in thought. “Yeah…that is really cool,” she 

answered almost absentmindedly before she gave me a dazzling smile. 
“How did you manage to score tickets for this?”

“My cousin’s performing tonight,” I told her, rather pleased with 
myself as the driver opened the door for us.

“Aha!” Kerry said, her eyes evaluating me. “And can I ask who 
that is?”

“Well,” I drawled, “that would be part two of tonight’s surprise.”
Kerry raised her eyebrows at me.
“We’re invited to the after party—I’ll introduce you then.”
I grinned as we walked over to the door. I knew how popular my 

cousin and her band were.
This was going to be cool.
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We paused a moment on the sidewalk, and as I cupped Kerry’s face, 
I didn’t know if I really loved her or not, but I knew I cared about 
her and really did love the way she looked at me like she did at that 
moment, with a mixture of amusement and affection.

She laughed and took my hand as I felt in my pocket for our passes 
with the other. I gave them to Kerry, who promptly draped one around 
her neck, then did the same for me. “Let’s show these people how to 
dance!” she said with a wide smile and a gorgeous flash to her eyes.

“You got it,” I agreed as the bouncer glanced at our passes and waved 
us in past the waiting crowd and into the club.

It was a great show—four bands, then my cousin with a rockin’ DJ 
in between sets, and honestly, my cousin was phenomenal. I’d attended 
her performances before when she was in town, but never in such an 
intimate setting—she rarely played anything smaller than a concert 
hall—and it was great to watch the way she and her bass player, one of 
her partners, interacted with the crowd.

I wondered where her other partner was, if she was in the crowd or 
just off the side of the stage, and I craned my head about to see if I could 
spot her, but before I could, Nina saw me from the stage.

“Hey, Tori!” she said into the microphone as she waved at me.
I waved back and beamed at her—she was just way too cool.
Kerry tugged on my sleeve lightly. “You know her?” she asked in my 

ear, then stared back at the stage.
“Know her?” I answered in Kerry’s ear. The people cheering around 

us made it almost impossible to speak. “Nina Boyd’s my cousin.”
Kerry faced me again, plainly shocked, and I smiled even bigger. 

“That,” she said, and pointed to Nina on stage, “that’s your cousin?”
“Yeah.” I answered, still beaming. “Can’t you tell?”
She stared again at where Nina waved to the crowd with a smile, 

my smile. She tossed her head, and her hair—same texture as mine only 
longer, a bit redder—settled around her shoulders as she laughingly 
agreed to “one more!”

Kerry scrutinized me again. “Yeah…I can,” she said finally. “That’s 
so—so—wow.” She shook her head. “Any other surprises?” She grinned 
at me crookedly before returning her attention to the stage.
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“Just one,” I whispered into her neck as I wrapped my arms around 
her.

Kerry pressed her hips back against me.
“Oh…” she said, and wiggled harder.
My groin jerked into her, an automatic response whenever she was 

that close to my cock, and she turned in my arms to face me.
“Is that for me?” A smile played at the edge of her lips, and her 

eyes simmered as they hooked onto mine and she rubbed suggestively 
against me.

I caught my lip between my teeth and let my breath hiss out. “Do 
you want to wait for it, or do you want it now?” I asked her.

I’d learned in the last few months that Kerry liked to live dangerously. 
I’d also learned I liked to help, and in fact, I enjoyed it.

“How about both?” she teased, kissing my neck, pressing her body 
even harder against mine.

The place was jammed with people. No one would notice if we left, 
and maybe we’d make it back for the after party—maybe not.

“Let’s go.” I knew how to get down to the garage as well as every 
quiet hallway along the way.

“I like the way you think,” Kerry said as I took her by the hand.
We eased through the press of the crowd and out a side door to the 

hallway that led to the stairs—and the garage. As the door slammed 
behind us, Kerry shoved me up against the wall and began to jerk me off.

I bit her neck none too gently as I cupped her breasts under her 
jacket, then tugged on the hardened points beneath my fingers.

Fuck it.
No one came down this hallway, and if they did, well, I didn’t care.
“Now,” I breathed harshly into her ear. “I’m gonna fuck you now.”
“You better,” she agreed as I pulled that tiny bit of her satin thong 

out of the way, letting my fingers glide along that thick, wet fold.
“Fucking hot,” I groaned, because the slip of my fingers along her 

waiting cunt, the feel of her clit so hard under my hand, fired my clit 
to bursting.

Her fingers slipped nimbly along my fly to release my cock, and she 
gripped it firmly, pumping me.
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“You wanna play or you wanna fuck?” she asked, her eyes glinting as 
she reached around my neck to bite my lip.

I widened my stance so my groin would be level with hers.
She bit me again, and her body lurched into me when I dipped into 

her slightly so I could feel the tightening of her cunt around me, that 
slick tight feeling, the smooth entry that wanted me. When I took my 
fingers away, I held them to her lips, and her tongue played around my 
fingertips as we both tasted her cunt. With my free hand, I gripped the 
head of my cock and teased it between her lips, rubbing up and down, 
spreading that slickness, and as her hips started to rock, I let her clit 
ride my head.

“C’mon, baby…please,” she asked, a throaty moan that made my 
stomach clench.

My dick was now against her opening, just the very tip inside her, 
and I pushed lightly, maintaining pressure without really entering. But 
that’s not how I wanted to fuck her, and I knew for a fact she’d like what 
I had in mind even better.

“Turn around,” I growled into her ear as I eased my hips away.
Kerry’s breath caught a moment, and she grabbed my dick roughly 

before she did as I asked.
I slipped an arm around her waist, bent my legs, and eased up under 

her, and together we guided my dick into her waiting cunt.
“Oh yeah,” one of us sighed as I filled her.
“That’s…nice.” I huffed out as I felt myself sink into her.
The sounds of the band on the other side of the wall made it seem 

that “one more” from Nina had turned into “okay, another,” which 
meant that we had some time, but not a lot.

When Kerry craned her head around, I leaned over to kiss her as I 
slid slowly in and out a few times and reached for her clit.

Over the course of the last few years since I’d really started dating, 
I’d come to know that there are women who like their clits stroked. 
Others like to be jerked off, and still others love that constant caressing 
pressure that rubs the hood along the shaft.

But when Kerry had my cock stretching her pussy from behind with 
a deep, fast thrust, she liked the shaft of her clit stroked from below so 
the exposed head could fuck my fingers.



RED LIGHT

17

“That is so fucking good…you fuck me so right…so…fucking…
right,” she moaned as my hips forced her against the wall. She grabbed 
my arms, pushing herself back into my chest.

My clit throbbed behind my dick as I fucked her, an exquisite, 
painful pleasure, and torn between needing more and giving more, I 
pressed harder on her clit, which swelled as it grazed my skin.

“Come, baby,” I crooned into her ear, my eyes half closed as I felt 
the burn intensify, narrowing its focus from my groin to just my clit. 
“Come with your pussy wrapped around my cock.”

She gasped and ground down on me, and I knew that the combination 
of the fuck and the words was bringing her to the edge.

“So close,” she groaned as she released my arm to reach for my 
shoulder. “So fucking close!”

Her fingers dug into the muscle as her body waved, then arched, 
rigid against me. The cry she wanted to let go strangled in her throat, 
and I tightened my grip around her waist so she wouldn’t fall as she 
released my shoulder.

“God, Tori,” she breathed heavily, her head leaning on my collarbone.
I kissed her neck as I carefully withdrew from her so-hot cunt and 

slipped my dick back into my pants. “You okay?” I asked softly while I 
nuzzled the soft skin of her neck. Her fine blond hairs tickling against 
my cheeks were as soft as rabbit fur. I adjusted her skirt.

“Wonderful, baby. Just wonderful,” she answered.
She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me with that sexy 

just-been-fucked languor.
“You didn’t come yet, did you?” she observed softly, stroking my 

face with her fingertips and grinding my cock between us.
“Kerry…” I groaned in a low voice, spitting the words out between 

clenched teeth, “we…have to go…to the party.”
God, I was so hard.
But we really did have to go, and I caught her hand to stop her 

because the sounds beyond the door indicated that not only was the 
show over, but at least a few people would come out the door we were 
next to.

Kerry grinned, still firmly gripping me. “Well, stud,” she asked, 
“know where there’s a bathroom where we can freshen up?”
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Breathing under control, heart beating madly, and cunt so fucking 
swollen it was painful, I somehow managed to nod.

“Yeah…this way.”
“Good,” Kerry answered, and flashed me the smile I loved the 

most—a wicked gleam of teeth. “Let’s go.”
We walked down the hallway to the promised bathroom: two stalls 

on one side, two sinks on the other, and black tile everywhere.
As soon as the door closed behind us, Kerry pounced, pushing me 

over to the far wall. “There’s no way,” she said, her voice throaty and 
harsh as she breathed into the tender skin under my jaw, “I’m letting you 
walk into any party with my hard-on,” she finished, her hands working 
quickly and once again releasing my cock.

“Nah, Kerry, it’s all right, let’s just—oh.”
Her fingers slipped under the leather strap and were barely inside 

my needing cunt as she knelt before me and took my dick in her mouth.
The sight of her blond head, hair hanging down so it obscured her 

face, sliding along the cock that had just been inside her did strange 
things to me as her fingers filled me and fucked me firmly.

I wanted to stop her so I could throw her on the floor and fuck her 
until we both couldn’t take it anymore; I wanted to grab her and fuck 
her face hard.

But I did neither, and my fingers twitched as I touched the crown of 
her head and simply leaned back, the black tile cooling my head.

All I could do was groan and slip my fingers through the fine, light 
strands of hair as Kerry took the harness from me and replaced the 
pressure from my dick with the heat of her lips. My hips surged forward, 
and I let her swallow me as my cunt welcomed the third finger she slid 
into me.

“That’s…that’s fucking…yeah,” was all I could manage, and Kerry’s 
eyes flashed at me for a second before I gave it up and let the screaming 
need take over.

My eyes were half closed and my head still against the tile as Kerry 
fucked my cunt and I fucked her face when the bathroom door opened 
silently and a dark head popped around it.

I looked across the floor into deep blue eyes that caught mine before 
they dropped to Kerry’s head, then quickly returned to my face.
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It was one of my cousin’s partners, Samantha, and she grinned at me 
when she caught my eyes again. “I’ll see you at the party,” she mouthed 
at me, then silently closed the door.

“Yeah,” I choked out, but whether I was responding to the question 
or to the expert head Kerry was giving me, I didn’t know, and I didn’t 
care because, oh yeah, she had my clit so tight between her lips, and, 
fucking God, she had my cunt filled so good and…I was…I was gonna 
come, I was gonna fucking come, and I told Kerry so, cunt tight around 
her fingers, clit hard between her lips.

Kerry reached for my hand, and I held hers tightly as the end of the 
ride approached, but fuck it, no, fuck me…yeah, that’s…there…yes.

I released her hand, and if Kerry hadn’t wrapped an arm around my 
hips, I might have fallen.

“Nice…” I sighed as I rode the last bit of come out.
Kerry kissed my clit one last time before she stood, and I steeled 

myself against the sensation of her fingers emptying my cunt.
“Just nice?” she asked coyly, her eyes glittering up at me.
“No,” I bent and whispered into her ear before I kissed her lips, so 

soft and full after she’d gone down on me. “It was fucking nice.”

* * *

We made out a little more because we could, because we wanted to, 
and I’d always enjoyed the way Kerry kissed. It was an art form, and 
some days I was convinced it was half the reason we lived together.

Well, that and my strange family situation.
Oh shit—the party! And now, since we’d definitely been spotted, 

we’d definitely be expected.
Had anyone else seen us, a stranger, some other nonfamily member, 

I might have tried to skip the gathering. As relaxed as I was feeling, just 
thinking about my mother and what kind of mood she might be in was 
enough to cause the skin on the back of my neck to tighten.

But Samantha knew I was still around, which meant their partner, 
Fran, knew by now, which also meant that Nina knew too. And yes, while 
she would have understood if I didn’t show, well, that was precisely the 
reason I had to. I totally admired my cousin. She’d always done her best 
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to take care of me; she’d always told me I was her favorite little sister. I 
couldn’t disappoint her.

“Kerry,” I asked quietly against her lips—it really was a shame to 
stop kissing them—“do you want to go to the party?”

“After that, stud?” She kissed my chin. “I think we’re ready 
for anything.”

While we walked to the sink, I glanced around. She had taken my 
rig off after all. “Kerr, where—”

“In my bag,” she answered with a grin.
Oh. I’d always wondered what she kept in that heavy bag. Now I 

knew at least one thing. Maybe one day I’d actually ask her about the 
rest.

Refreshed and renewed, I led us down the hallway and through a 
side corridor to the elevator that would take us up to the main floor—
and the party.

I hadn’t been to the club in a long time, probably since the semester 
and my EMT class had started, and when the guards nodded to us as we 
got off the elevator, I didn’t recognize the place.

Nox was huge, an old warehouse that had been painstakingly 
converted to a multilevel club. Between the ambient music, the huge 
screens that appeared two stories tall that played various nature, space, 
and sky images, and the costumed workers with their angel-wing 
harnesses who walked so carefully around and through the swirl of 
people, this party was in full swing.

Someone came up, asked to examine our passes, and led us to a 
table—it was empty, but I knew where everyone would be: center floor 
and either talking, dancing, or both.

I searched the faces in the crowd. There…there they were, exactly 
where I thought they’d be.

Kerry set her bag down and took my hand.
“Ready?” I asked, and we moved toward the knot of people that were 

my direct genetic relations.
One thing, I mused as we approached, when the Del Castillos—the 

maiden name my mother and aunt shared—got together, we certainly 
were a pretty bunch. There stood my mom, dressed in an elegant deep 
sapphire-blue gown that shimmered, and though her hair was streaked 
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with silver, she wore it regally, pulled back in a chignon. I laughed at 
myself when I recognized that hairstyle and wondered if admitting that 
I knew its name would ruin my lesbian street cred. My mother held a 
glass of red wine as she laughed in conversation with my aunt Carolina, 
who wore a similarly cut gown in emerald green.

Next to her was my sister Elena, who chatted with cousin Nico, his 
hair, similar in color to both his sisters’, swept back off his forehead. It 
curled slightly above the shoulders of his sharply cut black leather blazer 
as he grinned back at Elena.

I continued to look around. There—there was Samantha, shoulder-
length brown hair with a shining honey glow that melted over the same 
formfitting black she’d worn on stage. The only other hint of color 
was the blue of her eyes and the silver wink of a charm—a miniature 
sword, a gift from Nina, if I remembered correctly—that hung around 
her neck. Next to her, back to me and recognizable only by her stance 
and the copper-touched sheen of the hair that flowed down her back 
almost to her waist stood my cousin. I wondered again where Francesca, 
the third who completed them, was, even as Samantha glanced over and 
saw me, then nudged Nina, who turned.

“Tori!” Nina called, her voice delighted even above the din of the 
crowd as she waved me over.

Well, no time to wonder about Fran now—I’d ask later.
I tucked Kerry’s hand into my arm and let a genuine smile break across 

my face. Nina was the only other gay person in our family—and she was 
out and proud. I was looking forward to introducing her to Kerry, not 
just because I thought Kerry might enjoy meeting someone well-known, 
but also because Kerry was more than just another girlfriend—she was 
the woman I lived with, was building an actual home, a life, a future 
with, and I admit, I was proud of us.

“I’m glad you made it,” Nina enthused, and wrapped me up in a hug.
Despite the width of her shoulders, she felt delicate somehow, like 

fine filigree steel, and as we ended the hug and parted so we could really 
see each other, I studied Nina quickly but carefully.

It wasn’t simply that I was slightly taller than she was either. To 
my eyes, hers were a touch more intense, the blue darker, the gray 
that surrounded them lighter, and she was pale, or at least paler than 
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usual—but that wasn’t it, that could have been from the performance. 
No, something was different, something I couldn’t put my finger on, 
something about her face, the delicate lines more pronounced, yet softer 
too, I thought as I kissed her cheek.

“Happy to be here,” I said into her ear.
Nina took my hand.
“So introduce me to—” and when she saw Kerry, her eyes widened. 

“Kerry?”
I looked from Nina to Kerry in surprise, only to see my girlfriend 

with the strangest expression on her face.
“Yeah.” She nodded. “You look great, Nina,” she said as my cousin 

hugged her, an embrace I noticed Kerry was at first reluctant to return, 
but then did with an intensity that grew as I stared, shocked at their 
recognition, surprised at the strength of that embrace.

Samantha gave me a quick hello squeeze and stood next to me, 
folding her hands before her and wearing a pleasantly bland smile. Nina 
put an arm around Kerry’s shoulder as they faced us.

“How do you guys know each other?” I asked, surprised and not 
certain which of them to look at first.

Kerry glanced up at me, then smirked at Nina. “We used to fuck,” 
she said, then gave me the same smirk, her chin jutting a challenge as 
she faced me.

I stared at her, stunned, as I heard Nina say, “Well, I wouldn’t have 
put it quite like that.”

I looked a bit longer as Samantha murmured something to Nina 
about having to speak to whomever.

Kerry closed the space between us and put her hands on my chest. 
“Don’t worry about it, tough guy.” She smiled up at me as she played 
with the collar of my jacket. “It’s way ancient history.”

“Uh, okay,” I answered, not knowing what else to say.
I mean, all right, I knew Kerry was several years older than me, 

but it had never even crossed my brain that she and my cousin might 
have known each other. But stupid, stupid me—they were not only 
peers, they had much more than met. Of course, Staten Island was a 
small place.
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“Ah, now, there’s my eldest daughter.” I heard my mother’s voice 
ring out in that unmistakably patrician tone she had when she felt good, 
and I fixed a smile on my face as I headed over to her, Kerry’s hand once 
again tucked in my arm.

“Hello, Mom,” I said, and kissed her on the cheek.
“Hello, Tia.” I greeted my aunt using the word I’d always used—tia 

or “aunt” in Spanish.
“And is this the blond beauty who has stolen my child?” my mother 

asked, her gaze settling on Kerry.
Kerry had never, ever accused me of being a child or young or 

anything along those lines. Trust my mother to make me feel all of 
those, though, I thought as I held on to that happy mask I wore on my 
face.

“Mom, this is my girlfriend, Kerry, a senior bonds analyst at 
Dreyfus,” I said, complete with appropriate arm motions. “And, Kerry, 
this is my Mom, Mrs.—”

Mother interrupted me to take Kerry by the hand. “But you must 
call me Sophia,” she prompted, “unless, of course”—and my mother 
glanced at me again, her eyes appraising—“you and my daughter marry, 
in which case it would then be Mom or Mother or some such variation.”

I tried not to let the shock show as my mother warmly embraced 
my girlfriend, then spared me a quick glance, an expression that I knew 
well, more calculating than kind. I could feel the nausea well up and 
wondered what she had planned.

“I’m very happy to finally meet you,” Kerry said in return, and the 
rest was lost to me as I got caught up first in Nico’s greeting, then Elena’s.

My head didn’t stop swimming, though, and I excused myself and 
headed to the nearest bar after the words “college,” “foolish pride,” and 
“Nina could do it” floated into my ears in my mother’s voice.

I’d rescue Kerry from her soon enough, I thought, but first? I really 
needed a drink to calm my nerves.

After I got the bartender’s attention and asked for a scotch on the 
rocks, I thought about what my mom had said and all the things she 
hadn’t tonight but had before or would the next time we spoke.

Damn.
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My mom would talk about the family legend that had been repeated 
to me—hell, to all of us—since before I could walk. Remind me what 
we all had to live up to, the example that had been set, the path to 
follow, the path to the castle on the black mountain, because that’s who 
we were: Del Castillo Monte Negron, and I was to never forget it, blah 
blah blah. She and her sister were Del Castillo, making me Scotts–Del 
Castillo and my cousin Nina Boyd–Del Castillo, and when oh when 
would I prove worthy of that blood, because we were both from the 
same castle that stood rooted on the black mountain.

And just look at Nina, my mom would add. Look at what she’s done.
Then she’d tell me all about how my aunt and uncle had made it 

very hard for my cousin when they discovered she was gay. In fact, she 
somehow found a way to bring that up whenever she was unhappy with 
me, her none-too-subtle way of reminding me that she was a great mom 
and that I owed her more than just my existence.

I wondered if Nina knew how close a thing it had been—two years 
before my mom moved us back to the States, before my dad split, Nina’s 
parents had been going to send her to live with us during the off-season 
and to boarding school that next fall. But it didn’t happen—though 
I had been excited at the time that my cousin would live with us and 
was disappointed that she hadn’t. Years later my mother told me it was 
because she’d told my aunt she’d be happy to take Nina in—my mom 
didn’t care if her niece, who was also her goddaughter, was gay.

I took another sip and let it burn its way down. No, it didn’t really 
surprise me that Nina was so stubbornly successful—look at our common 
heritage. I just wasn’t sure how deeply we shared it, if I came anywhere 
near living up to it like she did.

Visually checking to see my mom and Kerry in cozy conversation, I 
could have sworn that one of them said the word “wedding.”

I quailed but made sure I seemed happy on the outside and sat down 
anyway. It was rather noisy; I must have heard wrong—no way could I 
afford one of those for at least a few years. Maybe after I’d worked as a 
paramedic for a while, or better yet, when I’d finished med school; at 
least then I’d have a real job.

As I held up my glass to a passing waiter for another drink, Nina sat 
down next to me, put an arm around my shoulder, and kissed my cheek. 
“Missed you, Tor. Where’ve you been lately?”
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It was an old joke—because Nina was almost never home. She was 
always traveling—touring with the band or exploring caverns and castles 
on journal-worthy expeditions with Samantha and Fran.

“Well,” I grinned, “you know it’s junior year, right?”
Nina nodded, smiling. “Yeah, and I’d guess you’re getting ready to 

take your exams and figure out what med school you want and all that?”
I took a deep breath. “Actually,” I began on a controlled exhale, 

“I’ve decided to become an EMT—while I’m finishing school, I mean,” 
I hastily added.

Nina showed only interest so, emboldened, I continued and 
explained my plans: about working, becoming a paramedic, then taking 
the MCAT and working when I wasn’t in school. I didn’t mention that 
I’d maxed on loans or that I had to help out my mom and sister; I didn’t 
need to share those details.

Samantha had come to sit with us in the interim, and she questioned 
me about the class, the things I was learning, the instructors and who 
they were.

“Oh, I know Bob. He used to work with my da in the fire department,” 
she told me, her eyes sparkling. “Him and…”

She named a bunch of people, and some of them were instructors 
of mine too.

It was nice, truly nice, to talk with people who seemed to care and 
be interested in what I was doing rather than trying to talk me out of it.

My mother proved she had super-sonic hearing when she leaned 
over from her spot further down the table and cut in. “If she had the 
help, she wouldn’t need to become a civil servant.”

Her lip curled on her last words, and her censure cut at and confused 
me. I knew that EMTs weren’t the same as doctors by any stretch of the 
imagination, but they did work that mattered, and wasn’t that what she’d 
always wanted for me, for Elena? Besides, judges were civil servants too.

I so wanted to disappear under the table, but Nina squeezed my 
hand. I stared at the tablecloth instead.

“But, Tia,” she said mildly back to my mom, “Tori has a good plan.”
Kerry’s voice cut across the resulting silence. “You could help her 

out, though, so she wouldn’t have to do such a menial job.”
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“Tori’s sitting right here—why don’t you ask her what she wants?” 
Nina asked coolly.

Thankfully, dinner arrived and everyone was spared—my gut told 
me this conversation would have turned ugly real fast.

Sometime during dinner, Nina whispered intensely, her eyes shading 
a deeper blue from the gray, “Tori, you know if I can help, I will, right? 
You’re my favorite little sister.”

* * *

Though more talking and dancing followed—other artists who’d 
either performed or attended made some little speeches, and I chatted 
politely and danced with everyone I was supposed to—the fun of the 
evening was dead for me, and I grabbed another drink whenever I could.

I admit, I hardly remember the ride home, although I do remember 
that Samantha reminded me that if I was ever in a jam to call them, 
either one of them.

To be honest, I don’t even know how I got into the apartment 
because I was pretty wasted and way tired, but that changed in moments 
after I stripped and got into bed and Kerry crawled between my legs to 
blow me again.

It was nice, very nice, but I really needed to just fuck, and besides, 
I wanted Kerry to get off too. I stopped her before I came and decided 
it was time to play. Since, as far as I could remember, my regular setup 
was in her bag, I reached over into the night table for something else—
something we could share. I wanted to feel it, and I was ready enough 
for this; it slid into me easily before I flipped us over and plowed into 
my girl. It was a hot, easy glide, but after the rhythm set, all I could 
think was that I had nowhere near accomplished what Nina had and no 
way was I going to ask for help.

I’d forgotten Kerry was there until her nails bit into my ass, and I 
not only remembered she was under me, I remembered what she had 
said about Nina: “We used to fuck.”

Oh God.
That look on her face as she said it. The words played over and over 

in my head.
Dammit.
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I took Kerry’s hands and stretched her arms back over her head. “So 
tell me”—I curved the arc of my hips so my cock would rub along her 
clit as I pounded into her—“did she fuck you good?”

Kerry’s head tossed as her body arched under me, her pussy smashing 
into mine. I worked her cunt over as her heels dug into my lower back.

“Uh…yeah…” she growled, her fingertips clutching at my hands. 
“What, Tori?”

Her breath was a hot gasp in my ear. She was such a hot fuck, I 
almost forgot—but I didn’t.

“Nina,” I breathed as my cunt tightened around the dick we both 
rode. “She fuck you good?”

Kerry’s legs squeezed around my waist as she tried to pull me 
deeper. She gripped my hands desperately and bit my neck before she 
spoke again.

“Not like you, Tori,” she gasped, “so shut up.” Her body surged 
under me, and I felt the answering pressure build in my cunt. “Shut up 
and fuck me.”

I let go of her hands to grasp her shoulders and dig deep into the 
fuck, into her, and her nails raked along my spine.

“I’m gonna come,” I groaned, gasping also as I drilled into her, a 
pure power fuck driven by the spasms that gripped my cunt. “Coming 
inside you.”

“Shit, baby,” Kerry huffed out, her body rocking furiously against 
me. “Me too.”

I don’t know.
I mean, we came together, and she was as warm and sweet as she 

always was after, and I enjoyed, truly enjoyed, the feel of the woman I 
lived with, the woman I’d just fucked and made come and who’d made 
me come repeatedly, held closely, skin to skin, her head on my shoulder.

But even though I murmured the right words and we exchanged the 
ritual tender caresses, I lay awake for a long time, eyes open in the dark, 
as I held her and she slept peacefully.

* * *

We had a practical exam as well as a written coming up soon, but I’d 
decided not to stress too much. I studied a lot, and besides, maybe the 
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class was doing something to my brain; it was certainly doing something 
to Kerry. She’d started to go off on me about our lack of time together, 
especially since the party.

Things were…strange, and maybe we did need more time, so I cut a 
few classes here and there, or simply left early. Maybe Kerry was right; 
between day classes, work, and the EMT training one or two nights a 
week, perhaps we did need some more “together.”

I wanted us to work. I wanted Kerry to feel secure with me, in me.
When Bob, the head instructor, asked Roy, Bennie, me, and a 

few others out of our class of one hundred some-odd to attend and 
participate in the disaster-preparedness drill, I knew I would go for two 
reasons: One of our instructors, a paramedic called Roe, hinted that 
Bob chose the people for the drills specifically so they could get some 
“real time” and meet the people they’d eventually work with—and these 
were the people whom Bob would eventually recommend for instructor 
training. Also, Bob himself, the former Navy Seal who had returned 
from Vietnam to be one of the first to form this tribe I was trying to 
join, had taken me to the side.

When he’d caught up with me in the quad during a break, he’d asked 
in his warm yet brusque manner, “Tori, what gives?”

“What do you mean—did I fail my last practical?” I asked, alarmed. 
I mean, I knew I’d skipped classes, but I really was on top of my stuff—
at least I thought I was.

“Nah, your grades are fine, but where you been, kid? Problem at 
home or something?” His voice held a hard sympathy I respected.

“It’s under control.” I nodded shortly in reply, relieved my grades 
were fine.

“Okay, kid,” he said as he patted my shoulder and stared out across 
the quad for a few seconds. “Because I want you here.” He caught my 
eyes. “If you’ve got a—a situation, tell me about it, okay?” He gave me 
a quick smile that for whatever reason made me feel good, like he was 
a friend.

“I’ll be here.” I smiled back. “And I’ll be at the drill site on Saturday.”
“Good,” he said. “Now throw an old firefighter a smoke.”
We lit up and chatted about different medical and trauma scenarios, 

some technical details of rope rescue, and interesting calls he’d had until 
it was time for the second half of the lecture.
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With a pat on the shoulder as we walked in, he advised, “Just 
remember: Improvise. Adapt. Overcome. No matter what, you’ll get 
through every situation.”

After two hours learning to do exactly that—makeshift splints, 
creative adaptations of found materials for litters, immobilization, and 
recovery–rescue—came the announcement.

“I want you to bring a windshield punch and a utility knife,” Bob said 
to our small group after class as he handed us a paper with the address of 
the supply store. “Pick them up before the exercise on Saturday.”

I looked forward to it, was even happy about it, until I pulled into 
my parking spot. Kerry.

Dammit.
I was relatively certain Kerry wasn’t going to be thrilled, but she 

surprised me when I told her.
“I completely understand,” she said.
“Really? I mean, as soon as I get back, we can go do something, you 

know? It’s just that Bob said—”
Kerry shushed me with a kiss. “Don’t worry. When is it, and when 

will you be home?”
I kissed her, then told her all the details, and while I thought that 

smile might have been just the slightest bit forced, I was glad she 
wasn’t angry.

* * *

The morning dawned sunny and bright, a perfect Indian summer day, 
ideal for being outside and working up a sweat, and I was careful not to 
wake Kerry as I grabbed my belt and equipment. Bob had said we might 
get a chance to play rescuer too, and I didn’t want to be unprepared.

The mock disaster site was in the middle of a field located behind 
South Beach Psych, the local mental hospital, which was itself right 
behind University Hospital–North, one of the largest hospitals on 
Staten Island. I found a parking space and tramped down the dirt track 
in the field. As I got closer, I saw Bob, who waved me over.

“Yo, Scotty!” he called. “Come on and get moulage!”
I waved back and hustled, wondering what in the world “moulage” was.
I soon found out.
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Two long tables held an assortment of bandages and rubbery plastic 
things that on closer inspection turned out to be burns, wounds, and 
protruding body parts, like bowels and eyeballs. Lisa, Bob’s wife, sat in 
a chair with a paintbrush and a cup of red liquid. My classmate Bennie 
sat in front of her, getting made up as an accident victim.

“Oh, hey!” She smiled up at me from her chair as Lisa painted 
carefully along her forearm.

I closely examined the plastic parts that were glued to her skin and 
guessed, judging from the two sharp sticks that jutted out at odd angles, 
“Radius-ulna fracture?”

“Needs more drip,” Lisa commented almost to herself. “Hey there, 
Tori.” She gave me a friendly glance, then focused on her art again.

“Okay,” she said, finally satisfied. “You’re in car six.”
Bennie obediently got up and picked a path through the high grass 

to the next field. “See ya later, Scotty!” She waved, her ponytail flying 
over her shoulder as she marched through the underbrush to her site. 
I watched as her pocket mask smacked against her thigh where it hung 
from her hip-slung belt.

“Welcome to moulage.” Lisa gestured to the now-empty seat before 
her with a hand full of red paint. “Next victim. Tori?”

I shrugged. “So…what am I going to be?”
“Ah,” Lisa drawled, and pulled a slip of paper out of an inner jacket 

pocket. “You will be an unconscious, facedown, backseat immobilization 
case—you’re gonna lie between the benches and”—she continued 
reading—“your special surprise will be”—and she looked up at me—”a 
sucking chest wound.”

When she was done with the magic of moulage, I was the walking 
wounded, complete with facial bruises and red stains on my shirt, a 
screwdriver stuck to it to recreate the puncture, and a little slip of paper 
pinned to it that described my presenting vital signs. I walked to my 
site, car five.

“Okay,” Jack, one of our many practical session instructors, said 
when I arrived. “You get in the back here and…” He explained what was 
supposed to happen as I squeezed into an old Ford Escort.

I slid along the threadbare carpeting and settled on my side, relieved 
there was no glass on the floor. The hump in the middle of the floor 



RED LIGHT

31

dug into my ribs, and I adjusted my gear belt so that nothing would jab 
me or get in the way of the immobilization techniques that our rescuers 
might employ.

Feet popped in the window opposite my head as my favorite study 
pal, Roy, joined me; he was a passenger who’d been thrown from the 
backseat over the front, head resting on the dash.

“Hi, Scotty!” he said, his voice muffled as he stuck himself in place.
“Hey, Roy! How do you feel?”
“I feel snug!” he singsonged, and we both laughed from our 

uncomfortable positions in the car.
Although it felt like longer, in five minutes at most, we heard voices.
“They’re in here!” a male voice called.
Within seconds, someone reached in over my head and cradled 

my skull with their fingertips to stabilize my neck, while someone else 
smashed through the back window. On a three count, they rolled my 
body as a single unit an inch or so forward until they could place a long 
backboard behind me.

A collar slipped in place around my neck, and one by one, I felt the 
three straps that would attach me to the board—the first around my 
shoulders, the next around my waist, and the third around my thighs. 
My head was firmly affixed to the board and my neck locked in place; 
then I heard the crew give another three count before they pulled me 
out of the car.

Now they could examine my hidden injury; one of them took my 
actual vitals and checked what they were supposed to be on the paper. 
They administered oxygen (and it smelled like the inside of a vitamin 
bottle), stabilized the impaling instrument in place, and quickly 
semisealed an occlusive bandage with a flap over the supposed wound. 
The crew carried me on the board to a reviewing station, where the lead 
rescuer presented his findings.

The reviewers scrutinized every aspect of the operation, from the 
snugness and stability of my head and neck as well as the security of my 
attachment to the board, and reiterated the proper steps—airway first, 
always, then breathing. A patient with no airway and no respiration—
well, it doesn’t matter how competently they’re bandaged and packaged 
if they’re dead.
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They also asked me if the rescuers were too rough, or if any had 
talked to me, introduced themselves, taken a moment to explain what 
was going on—medical and rescue care wasn’t just the physical but the 
emotional too, or at least that’s what they were trying to teach.

Once the review was complete, I was released from the long board, 
free to visit the other sites and view the other rescues, including the 
much-anticipated demonstration of the Jaws of Life—a hydraulic- 
powered sort of pliers. But instead of merely cutting things, it could 
either slice right through the steel of a car rooftop or spread out a 
crushed-in door. That thing was amazing—and we demolished three 
cars while we reviewed its functions.

Bob even threw me and Roy and Bennie leather work gloves, so we 
got to handle it too. It was heavy and made me feel as if my very marrow 
was shaking to jelly, but was it ever cool.

“Nice toy, hey, kids?” Bob said as we rotated so others could learn 
how to use it too.

Strange.
As much as we were enjoying ourselves and kidding around about 

playthings, as well as learning how to use them, everyone undoubtedly 
knew how extremely vital this piece of technology was and what a 
difference it could make in saving lives.

Still, even with seven different scenarios and three cars to practice 
on with the fire department’s new equipment, we were done early, and 
I was happier than I thought I’d be when Bob invited me and Roy and 
Bennie to join his team for lunch.

In full gore, we went to Mike’s Place, a Greek diner (with no 
Greeks—go figure) not too far away. The staff was accustomed to 
the sight of the mangled and the medical eating together, and I got 
a plate of French fries with cheese to munch on while I soaked up 
the atmosphere and the banter that flowed around me. Every now 
and again, I’d catch Roy’s or Bennie’s eye, and we’d exchange these 
how-the-hell-did-I-get-to-sit-here glances.

* * *

But even with the fun and the jokes, it was finally time to go home, 
and I was two hours earlier than I’d expected to be. That was great, 
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because maybe I’d be able to make up the missing time to Kerry—she’d 
been so understanding.

I was in a great mood by the time I rolled into my parking space. 
The day was ahead of me, and I had the beginnings of a plan—maybe 
a trip to Manhattan, wander about the Village, then grab dinner in 
Little Italy.

After rounding the steps two at a time, I stripped off my jacket and 
hung it on the hook right outside the door, then keyed the lock to the 
apartment. I was so excited about what we could do and the fun we’d 
have, I was already there in my head.

The shower was running as I hummed to myself down the hallway, 
and I figured I might as well wash off the moulage. “Hey, baby,” I 
shouted over the sound of the water as I stepped into the bathroom and 
reached for the soap over the sink, then turned the taps.

“Oh, hey, baby,” rang out lightly behind me as she stuck her head 
out of the shower.

Whoa—that wasn’t Kerry’s voice.
I snapped my head around and gaped at a woman, a soaking wet and 

naked brunette whose eyes widened as she caught sight of me.
“Aaahhh!” she screamed, a bloodcurdling pitch that made me wince.
And then I realized—I was still in moulage.
“No, no, it’s just makeup, see?” I assured the scared, naked woman, 

and popped off the occlusive dressing.
Wait—who the fuck was this, and why the fuck was I trying to 

explain anything to her?
I needed answers, and I wanted them now. I felt my mind lock into 

a blank state, a logical state. First thing: where was Kerry?
I stepped out of the bathroom just in time to meet her as she came 

running down the hall wearing nothing but a T-shirt.
Correction: my T-shirt.
My favorite Ramones T-shirt with the presidential seal on it.
“Oh my God!” she screamed. “What—what did you do to her?”
“Nothing. It’s moulage,” I answered shortly. “It’s just fucking makeup.”
“Makeup? Fuckin’ makeup?” she spluttered. “It looks like someone 

died.”
I took a quick glance at my shirt—she was right.
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“Glad I dressed appropriately,” I told her flatly, then ignored her as 
I pushed past her into the bedroom.

I don’t know what I was thinking, if I’d meant to grab a new shirt or 
what, but I heard our “guest” in the hallway.

“I think I should go.” Her voice rebounded against the walls.
“I think you should go too!” I called back as I ripped through a 

drawer searching for a new shirt.
God, I didn’t know how I felt. My brain was icy, numb, a numbness 

that tingled through my chest and made my fingers feel cold.
“She can stay!” Kerry yelled back. “At least she has a real job.”
That did it for me.
That was so unfair, just so wrong. I stood there a moment, not 

knowing what to do, breathing in and out while the ice instantly 
transmuted into heat, creating a steam that fogged my brain.

I don’t know what I’d thought I was going to do before, but I knew 
I couldn’t stay, not like this, not with my brain bleeding the way my 
shirt mocked.

I stalked out of the bedroom and passed Kerry in the hallway. 
“Guest girl” had apparently decided that discretion was the best route 
and hastily closed the bathroom door as I passed. She needn’t have 
worried—I wasn’t going to bother.

I didn’t say a word, not to her, not to Kerry, as I strode to the 
front door. I finally surveyed Kerry as I grabbed the latch, and she was 
indignant and proud as she stood there in my T-shirt, eyes blazing with 
either tears or anger.

“You know, maybe if you’d spent more time with me, had a more 
normal schedule, and given that damn class up,” she said—and this time 
I actually heard the quiet venom in her tone—“I wouldn’t have had to 
look somewhere else.”

I just shook my head, shut the door, and sped down the stairs, 
grabbing my jacket off the post on the way.

Shit.
Shit.
Shit.
No way would this get fixed. What the hell was I going to do, I 

wondered as I walked on nerveless feet to my car.
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* * *

I had been trying so damned hard to get somewhere, to do something, 
make myself someone, and it just wasn’t good enough. It was never 
enough, not for her, not for my mother. Everyone wanted so much.

I could have forgiven Kerry’s displeasure with my hours, because I 
understood that she wanted to spend more time with me. And it was 
okay that she was a little into money. I knew where she came from, and 
besides, it was no big deal to me; I knew I’d get there sometime anyway.

But I absolutely could not forgive cheating; no way.
Memory surfaced, sharp and painful, unbidden and unwanted, of 

my parents—of my mother weeping hysterically while my father told 
her he had been sleeping with his secretary, how she wasn’t the first, how 
he was leaving. She had clung to him, and he threw her off him like she 
was nothing, then slammed out the door.

She had scrambled after him, and I had watched from the window 
as he screamed curses at her as he ran to his car, her right behind him. 
He obviously hadn’t cared if he hurt her when she’d reached for the 
door handle and he’d pulled away. He hated her. He hated us. I hated 
him—but I wasn’t going to turn into my mother either. I wasn’t going 
to chase anyone who didn’t want me.

No.
Fuck around on me once, fuck around all you want because I won’t 

be there. That was my philosophy.
Dammit all, though.
I couldn’t bear to stay with her, and I couldn’t deal with going to 

my mother’s—I’d hear over and over how my foolishness got me what I 
deserved. I slammed my hands on the steering wheel, once, twice.

I breathed heavily and tried to control the heated pulse that 
raced through my arms, tingling through my palms where I’d hit the 
steering wheel.

I drove aimlessly until I reached Father Capodanno Boulevard and 
South Beach, then passed the drill site from the morning—and God, 
that seemed such a long time ago.

Finally, I pulled into the parking lot at the beach and cut the engine. 
As I got out of the car, the wind wasn’t cold or whipping about too 
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much, but I knew it would get stronger and cooler when I neared the 
water. I flipped up the collar on my jacket as I crossed the tarmac to 
the boardwalk.

Following where my feet led, I finally reached the beach, then the 
jetty. I climbed the rocks and walked out to the end, then sat, dangling 
my legs off the edge, staring at the water, the Narrows Bridge to my left 
and Brooklyn before me.

I sat there for a long time, letting the salt spray hit my face while 
the gulls wheeled and kept me company, their lonely high-pitched calls 
soothing my brain.

Nowhere; I had nowhere to go.
The sky changed color as the sun set, and the water changed with 

it. “If you’re in a jam,” Samantha’s voice played in my head, “call—any 
of us.” She’d then programmed all of their numbers into my cell phone.

Fuck.
What else could I do?
I had nothing until I had my EMT license—I barely owned the 

college credits I’d earned, considering how long it would take to pay 
my student loans back. Fuck. I hoped I hadn’t already screwed myself 
over skipping classes. I stood and stretched, then waved good-bye to the 
seagulls as I walked back to my car. Before I drove off, I dug my cell 
phone out of my pocket, called my cousin, and left a message.

I almost didn’t go—as I pulled over in front of their house in the 
Silver Lake section of Staten Island (and really, only five minutes from 
my apartment), I had a moment’s doubt.

What if Samantha didn’t mean it? What if Fran didn’t? What if Nina 
didn’t care? What if I was really as alone as I thought I was? But I pushed 
those thoughts aside. A promise was a promise, and I’d never known any 
of them to go back on their word.

Still, I hesitated before I rang the bell, then forced myself to do it 
anyway. Samantha opened the door, her eyes wide as she took me in.

“Holy shit, Tori. What the hell?” She grabbed my arm and dragged 
me through the door.

It took me a second before I realized I hadn’t changed since the 
practice drill.
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“No, no, I’m fine. It’s just moulage—you know, makeup,” I protested 
against her probing hands.

“Christ, Tor,” Samantha said. “Let’s get you cleaned up before you 
scare the shit out of Nina.”

“Where is she?” I asked as we walked in.
“She’s, uh, indisposed at the moment,” Samantha informed me as 

she led me to a first-floor bathroom.
“And Francesca?” I asked—I had yet to see her.
“Traveling for business,” she told me with a little sigh. “Wash up. 

I’ll get you a clean shirt.”

* * *

Washed and wearing a shirt of Sam’s, a drink in my hand (scotch 
on the rocks, another family trait, only Nina did hers neat), and safely 
ensconced on their sofa, I sat next to Samantha and across from Nina as 
they waited to hear what I had to say.

“Oh, hey, you’ve switched to ice?” I asked Nina, glancing at her glass 
before I started.

“No,” she said, and smiled. “It’s just ginger ale.”
Interesting, I thought, and filed the information away in my head 

with everything else. I took a sip from my own glass, closed my eyes, 
and inhaled slowly.

I told them my sorry tale.
“You know, maybe she was right,” I concluded, musing aloud. “This 

was my fault. Maybe I should have quit the EMT class, or just quit some 
of my other classes so I could have spent more time.”

I glanced up and saw that Nina seemed ready to burst, but Samantha 
held up her hand and waved for peace.

“Ah, Tori, don’t you know a vampire when you see one?” she asked 
me gently.

“Hey,” Nina interjected as she stood anyway and ran a hand through 
her hair, “Kerry’s not a vampire—well, not a real one, anyway.” She 
grinned at Samantha, who grinned back, an amazing flash of light.

“True, that,” Samantha conceded. “But, Tori”—she turned back to 
me, pressing another scotch over ice into my willing hands—“she fucked 
it up, not you.”
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I sipped and considered.
“Let’s go get your stuff,” Nina suggested into the silence.
“I don’t want to go back there,” I said, shaking my head vehemently.
They were probably still fucking, I thought, fucking in the 

apartment I’d helped pick, in the bedroom I’d painted, on the bed I’d 
goddamn bought.

God.
Dammit.
Maybe I should have quit school altogether and gotten a different 

job—like the one Kerry always said I could get in her firm. But that 
would have meant giving up everything I’d worked so hard for—

“Come on, Victoria. Where’s that Del Castillo blood?” Nina teased 
me lightly.

One thing I had to admit, the Del Castillo blood was definitely 
prepotent: we all had such similar faces. Sure, we had different eye 
color, hair color, even different shades of skin, but we all had the same 
almost-too-large eyes, the same curve of lip, the same bone structure.

There was, again, no doubt the Del Castillos were a very pretty 
bunch, and Nina was probably the prettiest of us all, I thought, though 
she was the only one who didn’t know it. Hell, I considered as I sipped 
from my glass, maybe that’s why she was the shortest of all the cousins 
too. All that concentrated—whatever it was—became beautiful.

I shook my head and grimaced. I’d been staring at my cousin, the 
one who was about to save my sorry ass, and had caught myself admiring 
her lower lip, which was slightly fuller than mine.

“What do I need to go back there for anyway?” I asked instead, 
trying to cover up that I’d been lost in thought about something other 
than my heartbreak.

I didn’t really feel heartbroken. I felt cold, and where I wasn’t cold, 
I felt nothing, absolutely nothing at all. The more I drank, the colder 
I got.

My peripheral vision found Samantha smothering a grin at me.
Caught.
Ah, well, at least Samantha had a sense of humor, and I grinned 

in return as Nina grasped my shoulder. She crouched before me, and I 
stared at my drink, clunking the ice around in circles.
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“You need your books, Tor.” Her fingertips grazed my chin. “You 
need your notes.”

Her eyes were such a light blue fading into gray at the edges, so 
unlike my light brown ones that were now probably ringed in dark, dark 
green since I’d been drinking.

I tossed my head away from her touch and shrugged.
Gulping my drink, I looked around me as I thought about myself and 

my life—fucked-up home, fucked-up academics, and fucked-up life—
while I sat on the perfect sofa, all clean lines and espresso-colored leather.

Perfect.
Perfect Nina’s perfect world.
Perfect partners, perfect life—and then I remembered: she’d fucked 

my girlfriend first.
Ex.
My ex-girlfriend.
I had to know.
“When did you guys fuck?” I asked her, and was instantly sorry.
Still, as guilty as I felt, I wanted, I needed to know, and Nina knew 

exactly who and what I meant.
She pulled her hands away and stood.
“We were kids, Tori,” Nina sighed, and ran her fingers through her 

hair. “And that’s not what it was—it’s not even what happened, which is 
why I wouldn’t have put it that way. We were just kids.”

I nodded as if I understood.
I did, but that didn’t stop me.
“Yeah…so?” I continued. “Did you fuck her? She fuck you?”
Samantha stirred next to me and set her glass down on the coffee table.
“Okay,” she announced and stood, clapping her hands together. 

“This is where I excuse myself.”
She walked around the table toward Nina, who gave her an odd look.
“You can stay, Sammy. There’s nothing you don’t know.” Nina 

gestured her back to the sofa.
Samantha shook her head and gave her one of her diamond smiles 

as she closed the scant distance between them. “I’m not worried about 
that, love,” Samantha said softly, and put her arms around her.

She kissed her softly, fully, as Nina returned the embrace.
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God, they were so fucking perfect together—it fucking killed me as 
I watched them, the fucking axe that drove through my ice, and once 
again I flipped from cold to heat because, as upset as I was about Kerry, 
I’d never had what these two did, nor what they shared with Fran either.

My jealousy moments before was petty compared to this.
Samantha murmured something into Nina’s ear, who nodded in 

response.
“All right,” Samantha agreed, and turned to leave the room.
She stopped and pointedly stared at me. “You”—and while her 

expression was very serious, she smiled anyway—“be nice. Nina’s your 
friend, not just your cousin, okay?”

I nodded agreement, and Sam held my gaze a moment longer before 
she walked away.

I didn’t love Kerry, not the way Samantha and Fran loved Nina, not 
even the way Nina loved me, and I knew I was missing something, a 
vital clue that would give me the answer I wanted.

Nina cocked her head to one side, her auburn-touched hair, long 
and flowing, draping over her shoulders like a shawl. “What do you 
need to know, Tori?”

Samantha had shut off a light in the corridor as she’d exited to the 
stairs, and the shadow that reached back into the living room leached 
the rest of the color from Nina’s eyes, making them flash silver as she 
neared. I stood to face her.

Her walk was catlike, almost predatory, and the dim light from a 
table lamp winked from the ankh that hung about her neck from an 
incongruously pink ribbon, part of the whole Angel tour cancer thing 
she’d done, I supposed.

Dammit.
At thirty-one, Nina still appeared twenty, but her face—something 

was different, even as defined as it was, something was…gentler, softer 
than I’d ever seen there before, subtle, but still more pronounced than I 
had noticed that night at Nox.

I shifted from one foot to another to dispel my growing unease, 
knowing that I shouldn’t have asked about her and Kerry, but I couldn’t 
back down, either.

That would have been too—too humiliating.
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Of all the cousins, Nina was the one I loved the most, the one I was 
compared to, the one I wanted to be. Oh hell, I’d practically grown up in 
her childhood bedroom. But not only that, we were both Del Castillos: 
we had the same blood, the same pride. No way could I back down.

Nina tossed her head again to clear the long strands that fell over her 
face and crossed her arms over her chest.

My expression, my stance were arrogant, and I knew it, but 
even though I stood just that much taller than she did, she seemed 
completely fearless as she stared back up at me, through me. One brow 
arched perfectly as the color flooded back into her eyes and deepened. 
I wondered for half a second what color mine were, if they were mixed 
brown or if they’d shaded almost completely green as Nina read me, 
completely and correctly. I knew because I knew her: same blood, same 
temper, but she’d always hid hers from the world better. Yet another 
thing she did more competently than I did.

“You wanted to know something, tough guy?” she asked me again.
She was hurt, she was furious—I knew that because I knew her.
“Yeah,” I drawled, my own anger and frustration at the surface 

because no matter what I did, she was better than me, so much better 
that she was willing to help me out of my sorry situation, which I 
probably could have avoided if I’d been more like her in the first place.

“I want to know when you fucked,” I said, my voice sounding harsh 
even to my own ears. “I want to know how she let you fuck her tight—”

“Watch it, Tori,” Nina warned. “Have a little respect for both of us.”
I laughed as I picked up my glass.
“Respect?” I swallowed what was left and let the alcohol burn 

through me—maybe it would burn off some of the tension, take the 
edge off the arousal at the thought of my girl, wet and ready, waiting, 
wanting Nina’s long fingers inside her, filling her, fucking her, probably 
as perfectly as she did everything else.

“Yes. Respect, Tori,” Nina answered, her eyes flaring dangerously, 
“especially for yourself.”

I chuckled mirthlessly. “Especially for myself?” I mocked, and put 
my glass back down.

I straightened, closed the distance between us, and looked down at 
the sensual curve of her lip, then into eyes that had gone dark.
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“Respect this,” I whispered, then kissed her.
The softness of her mouth surprised me, shocked me out of my 

anger, and I even forgot about it for about two seconds before the world 
flipped, and the next thing I knew, I was on my butt back on the sofa.

“You’re doing a really great impression of an asshole,” Nina said, and 
I stared at her as she stood there, seeming as unflustered as if we’d just 
discussed what kind of tea we preferred.

She walked into the corridor, then returned a moment later with a 
pillow and a blanket and tossed them at me.

“Sleep it off—you’re not a pleasant drunk. We’ll get your stuff 
tomorrow. Good night.” She didn’t glance back, not even once, as 
she left.

A mix of feelings warred in my head for dominance, from shame 
to guilt to yeah-that’s-right, how-do-you-like-them-apples defiance as 
I watched her. But under, over, and woven within that reaction was the 
one thing I really hated to admit: she was right that I was behaving like 
an asshole.

I shook my head, disgusted with myself as I kicked off my shoes.
Maybe I’d be a better person in the morning.

* * *

Pain lanced through my head when the sun slammed into it through 
the bay window, and it physically hurt to open my eyes. Nausea jumped 
in like a jealous twin when my too-sensitive ears picked up a whirring 
sound from the kitchen.

It stopped moments later—the sound, not my head—and Samantha 
walked into the living room carrying a tall glass filled with something 
red and viscous.

“This…is for you.” She placed it on the table and sat on the sofa 
across from me, then watched me, an amused smile playing about the 
corner of her lips as I struggled against the fierce pounding in my head 
to sit up.

“Hold your breath,” she warned as I reached for the glass. “It’s got 
a bit of a kick.”

I looked at her blearily through the one eye that I could keep at 
half-mast and nodded as I took the glass. I saluted her with it and, just 
as warned, held my breath.
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It wasn’t too bad as I swallowed. In fact, at first it was fine—maybe 
a little salty, but fine.

And then…the fire started.
As soon as my eyes stopped tearing and the roaring through my 

sinuses settled to a dull red glow, I was not only completely awake, but I 
also couldn’t have closed my eyes if I’d tried—they needed to cool down.

Samantha watched me, expressionless, as I choked and simmered. 
When the coughing and tearing ended and I could finally see her clearly, 
she stood.

“You know where the bathroom is—I’ll wait in the car for you.” She 
stalked away.

I nodded in agreement to her back, then felt around the floor for 
my shoes.

“Nina coming?” I asked.
She stopped and pivoted, her eyes piercing me where I sat. I never, 

ever, wanted to get that glare from her again because in it, I understood 
why she wore a sword around her neck.

That look? Deadly.
“Nina’s sleeping in—she’s not feeling well, and we need to do this 

soon because she and I have an appointment.”
“Yeah, no problem,” I answered hastily as I stood.
“Good.” Samantha nodded and left.
As soon as I’d taken care of morning ablutions—face and hands 

clean, breath minty fresh, as my cousin would say, only in this instance 
it was cinnamon, and head no longer pounding—I slung on my jacket 
as I hurried outside to meet Samantha, who waited, as promised, at the 
curb in her favorite automotive toy: a ’74 Nova that shone like black oil 
in the early morning sun.

She pulled out of the drive.
“You know where it is?” I asked.
“I did know where to send the passes and the car, right?”
Oh, yeah. That was true—where the hell was my brain?
“Yeah, sorry,” I said instead.
Funny, I thought. This was one of the oldest sections of the Island, 

and one of the nicest because blue-collar workers and educators lived 
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side-by-side with local politicians, doctors, business commuters, and 
local entrepreneurs. It was politely eclectic, and I loved it.

“Just a couple of things, Tori,” Samantha said as she pulled into a 
vacant spot in front of the apartment building—my spot, in fact.

Those were the first words she’d said to me since she’d affirmed she 
knew the address. I blinked as I faced her—the sun was still a bit too 
bright for me. “Sure, Sam. What?”

She cut the motor and pocketed the key before she made sure she 
had my eyes on hers.

“If…” she began slowly and evenly, “you ever lay so much as a breath 
on Nina that she doesn’t want? I’ll deck you if she doesn’t. Be very glad 
Fran wasn’t home—the chances of your being upright right now would 
be minimal.”

I’d forgotten about what I’d done, and my ears burned with a 
combination of shame and anger—anger at myself at having behaved 
so—so—crassly. I couldn’t think of another word—besides asshole, 
that is.

“I need to apologize to her,” I said, forcing the words past the 
burning lump of shame in my throat.

I might have been wrong, but at least I knew how to admit it.
“Yeah, you do. And another thing, Tor?”
“Yeah?”
Here it comes, I thought, the speech about whatever it was that I 

was fucking up or playing the wrong way or just simply not smart about.
“There are two reasons you’re nursing a hangover instead of a black 

eye,” she said matter-of-factly.
Since that hadn’t been what I’d expected to hear, I nodded in 

dumb surprise.
“Nina loves you and forgives you.”
“Yeah, well, I love her too. I mean—”
“Then you’ll understand why I’m going to ask you not to do that 

again.”
I began to protest—I wasn’t ever going to do that again, but Sam 

held up her hands and went right over me.
“I don’t mean the kiss, Tori. I mean the angry third degree too.”
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“I’m really sorry about the whole thing. I was just so…and then I 
drank on top of it and—”

Samantha finally gave me a tiny grin and actually put a hand on my 
shoulder. “I know, Tori. I know. But I need you to understand.” She 
leaned over, her gaze intent on me.

I stared back, almost mesmerized. Samantha’s eyes snapped with 
crystal fire, and for the first time that day, I saw what looked like a real 
smile.

“She’s pregnant,” she almost whispered.
I stared in shock, and the gears in my head engaged, sorting through 

all the things about Nina I’d noticed in the last month or so. And she 
hated ginger ale. She was a Coke fan through and through. The pieces 
all fit together with everything I’d been learning in class, and in that 
second, I felt absolutely nothing emotional, only the answer, shining 
brightly in my mind like a trophy on the shelf, and I reached for it.

“Second month?” I guesstimated.
“Eight weeks,” Samantha agreed with a nod.
A mixture of love, pride, and joy swam across her face, and I honestly 

couldn’t think of anyone else who’d earned it more.
Then it hit me. My cousin, my friend, my role model, my secret 

rival, and my big sister was going to have a baby. That—that was—
“Awesome, Sam!” I smiled, and impulsively hugged her.
“Thanks,” Sam grinned after briefly returning the hug, “but I’m not 

the one who has to give birth.” She got out of the car.
“Ah, true that, but…I’m sure you and Fran had a hand in it.”
I was pleasantly surprised to see Samantha blush and gaze down at 

the cement, which made me smile even more as I closed the door and 
stepped onto the sidewalk.

“Oh, hey, last thing?” Samantha asked as I approached the stairs.
“Yeah?”
“No one knows yet. Nina wants to wait another few weeks.”
I nodded as I thought about that—it made sense to me. It was still 

early, and anything could happen. But again, in light of what my mother 
had told me all that time ago about Nina’s issues with her parents, 
there might have been other reasons too. Either way, my cousin and her 
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family were more than entitled to their privacy; I wouldn’t be the one to 
violate their confidence.

“Sure. I won’t say anything.”
“Thanks.”
She clapped me on the shoulder and stared at the steps with me. 

“You ready?”
I swallowed. “Yeah. Yeah. I’m gonna do this,” I said, kicking the 

sidewalk a little.
Samantha pulled her cell phone out of her jacket. “Hit redial if you 

need me?”
“Yeah, sure.” I dove a hand into my pocket to reassure myself of my 

phone’s presence. “Okay,” I said, took a deep breath, and clapped my 
hands together. “I’m off.”

I trekked up the stairs to get my stuff.
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