Ideas had always come to Shannon in the shower. They fell from the showerhead along with the droplets of water, and while the warm water cleaned away the dirt and grime, the ideas hit her head and entered her soul.


But it was a Tuesday, and she had never in her life had a good idea on a Tuesday. Which did not bode well, since tomorrow was October 27. And damnit, she needed an idea more today than she ever had in her life.


She sighed. Sixty minutes in the shower were probably a few too many, and if the ideas hadn’t come hurtling out by now, they were likely clogged up in a pipe somewhere. She stepped out, wrapped a towel around her hair and a bathrobe around her body, and headed back to her room.


Gen wasn’t there, which wasn’t much of a surprise, and Shannon was pleased to see that the only one in the room was dear old Albert, sticking his tongue out at her as always. She smiled, stuck her tongue back out at him, and proceeded to get dressed.


“Well, Albert, I think we’re both in for it this time,” she told the man who peered down at her from his permanent position on the wall. “Stop looking at me like a goof, you know it.”


Albert didn’t seem to know much of anything, as he continued to stick his tongue out. Shannon sighed. Sometimes it seemed like talking to a poster was as much a waste of time as standing in the shower.


She sat down heavily in her chair. Right. She had to come up with something. This wasn’t a trivial matter, like her Spanish thesis, or her great-grandfather’s eulogy, or even planning the Urban Plunge. This was really, really important.


“It can’t be that important,” Albert said. Shannon sighed. Sure, now he bothered to talk to her. She didn’t have time to begin arguing with him about the worth of physics or the truth of the space time continuum.


“Well, do you have a plan?” Though she had no desire to ask, Shannon did feel that it would probably be prudent to ask if he did have a purpose for speaking to her. 


“Imagination is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited; imagination encircles the world,” he said, still with that impudent tongue sticking out. Shannon sighed.


“Yeah, that’s what you always say. It sure doesn’t help me out much, though.”


She sat for two hours in her bathrobe, staring blankly at her laptop, while Albert peered over her shoulder, occassionally giving her short, Confuscian bits of advice, like “creativity is knowing how to hide your sources” and “the only real valuable thing is intuition.” Every now and then she would type in a short phrase, check her email, or delete a word, but for the most part she just stared. Nope, still no inspiration, and the clock was quickly ticking away. Only a few hours left now.


At 3:14 the door burst open and a short girl ran in. Her hair was pulled up, her bright red highlights perfect symmetrical streaks along her head.


“Hey, Shan, hey Albert!” She said chipperly, throwing her bookbag across one wall, grabbing a rubber ball, and throwing herself in a chair. With one fluid motion she began hurling the ball toward the wall.


“Poor girl,” Albert said. “How on earth is she ever going to explain in terms of chemistry and physics so important a biological phenomenon as first love?" Shannon nodded her head, pulling herself away from her own problem long enough to cast a sympathetic glance toward her housemate. 


“Boys are so stupid,” Gen said, her blue eyes nearly bulging from her head. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!!!”


Shannon couldn’t really disagree on that point. However, feeling a little pressed for time, she couldn’t really afford to be caught in one of her friend’s diatribes about “Dan, and how he can’t even realize that if we’re happy together we should be together, but no, he needs to take time, and doesn’t he realize that we’re taking time anyway because he’s still in med school, and in a whole fucking different state, so what does he mean, take time and see other people?”


She grabbed her book bag, bid a quick farewell to Gen and Albert, and hurried out of the house. Maybe if she made it into Starbucks she’d have a better chance at figuring out what, exactly, the perfect present would be. 


Starbucks was once again touting their Spiced Pumpkin Latte. They’d come up with the idea a year or two ago, and it was now had a steady presence on their menu. Still, whenever the autumn season snuck around, and most specifically whenever Halloween was near, the coffee shop would pull out all stops promoting their newest drink, from posters to scrawling words in chalk against blackboards. Shannon decided to give in to the marketing techniques, and with her drink retired to one of hte couches arranged around the fireplace.


She sipped slowly at the liquid, staring into the fire. It was almost as mesmerizing as her computer screen had been, really, and as utterly uninspiring. Maybe she would just call in with a sick day tomorrow. That would give her another twelve hours to come up with the perfect present.


Shannon didn’t know why it was so important that she come up with a good gift. After all, it wasn’t as though he had ever given her  a present, not for any holiday. He was just a friend, and a relatively new one at that. She’d only met him a few years ago, nothing on the decades she had with Thomas, or the handful with Gen. Besides, she’d met him over a Xerox machine, which meant the relationship couldn’t progress too much.

“How the hell does this work?” she yelled, and kicked furiously at the copier. “Who the hell invented this?”


“The Japanese,” a tall, blond man responded, smiling a little and walking over. “Can I lend you a hand?”


“I don’t need a hand,” Shannon replied, more brusquely than she would normally have liked. He was, after all, very tall, and very blond. “I just need a fucking copy.”


“Well, if you lay off the language a little, I’ll help you out,” he said. He leaned over, stared at the screen for a moment, and then turned to look at her in disbelief. He reached out one hand, and very slowly pressed the green start button. A clean, crisp sheet of paper immediately flew out of the machine. Shannon blushed.


“I’m not very good with machines.”

And not very good at coming up with The Perfect Gift, either, she thought angrily. Better at random memories, and recalling times long past. What did it matter that they’d met when she embarrassed herself hugely at a copy machine? She wasn’t very well going to make him copies of anything for his birthday (although she did know how to operate the machine, now). 


It was just that there was something special about him, and she wanted to let him know. He wasn’t just her friend, but neither was he her boyfriend, nor would he ever be. He wasn’t her brother, her father, her closest confidante. . .none of that. He was just Brian. She’d never quite figured out how to tell him that. But if she could only come up with the Perfect Gift, she wouldn’t have to.


Perhaps, Shannon thought, if she only went to Meijer, she would be able to find it. Meijer, after all, had everything (and had it all available 24 hours a day, for that matter). But then there was the problem of how to get to Meijer, and with her car in the shop, there weren’t many promising prospects. But maybe if she took the bus


“Hello?” She answered the cell phone almost subconsciously, taking it from her purse, flipping it open, and answering it without even looking at the number.


“Hey, Shannon, listen, about my birthday tomorrow.” Shannon cringed: Brian.


“Yeah, what about it? I mean, what? Your birthday is tomorrow?”


“Yes. Just promise me no parties.”


“What do you mean?”


“No parties.”


“How about one party?”


“How about no party.”


“It will be small.”


“No.”


“Really small?”


“No.”


“Okay, fine. Just you and me.”


“Thanks.”


She hung up the phone and slid it back into her purse, her eyes lighting up. That was it. The Perfect Gift.


Shannon’s balloon was slowly dying in the corner, but she barely noticed. Under normal circumstances, she would have been devastated. It was a large, yellow balloon, the color of daffodils, and had been blown up with helium. It floated, and she had always wanted a floating balloon since she’d been three years old. Mom had never bought one, though, saying they were a waste of money.


She had gotten 23 people to agree to come to the party that night. It seemed like a highly appropriate number. 23 people to celebrate the 23rd birthday. 


Brian, as far as she knew, had never had a birthday party. He had told her about a surprise one his mother had held for him when he was nine: it had included his parents, older sister, younger brothers, and a clown. Not terribly exciting, in Shannon’s mind. A party wasn’t really a party without a keg, strobe lights, and a hundred people. But she had to respect her friend, and his conservative views.


The clock still read 2:32. The stupid bakery should have called her half an hour ago. She sighed, and began drumming her fingers against the table. Everybody was late: everybody in the whole world. Even her school ran late, starting classes ten minutes after they appeared on her schedule. Gen was eternally late—she had to set her alarm clock an hour and a half early to make sure she got out the door on time for her morning classes.

“You’re late,” Brian told her, leaning against a wall and sipping from a little plastic cup. A smile tugged at his lips, but he managed to maintain a more or less stoic face.


“I’m not late!” Shannon protested. “It’s a coffee break! How can you be late for coffee breaks?”


The smile won out over soberness, though he tried to take another sip of water to cover it. Shannon’s brows furrowed. He wasn’t laughing at her, was he?


“I’m never late,” she grumbled, walking over and grabbing a drink from the fountain. She took a brief glance at his paper cup. What did he need that for, anyway? Was it really so necessary to hold his water, when there was a perfectly good fountain just four feet away?


“You’re killing the environment,” she told him, wiping at her mouth with the back of her hand.


“I recycle.”


“You shouldn’t have anything that requires recycling.”


He quirked an eyebrow. “I’m not the one who uses up his paper allotment every week.” She blushed. 


“How did you know that? Have you been stalking me?” She tried to make her tone humorous, but she really was curious as to how he knew something so obscure as the amount of paper that she used.


“What if I have been?”


“Then that’s creepy.”


“Call me creepy.”


She had nothing to say to that, just grabbed her papers off the table and started to walk out the room, pausing for just a second to look over her shoulder and yell out “What are you doing for dinner Friday, Señor Creepy?” She shut the door before he had the chance to answer.

2:35. Still no bakery. Gen looked up from where she was lying on the floor, sheets of music spread out all around her.


“Why don’t you just call them?” she asked. “You’re not going to get anything else done until you figure out whether they have that cake done.”


She was right, of course. Shannon’s dear, beloved roomie had an uncanny habit of constantly being right. So she grabbed her phone and flipped it open, trying to remember if she still had the bakery number memorized.


As it turned out, it didn’t matter anyway, because across the screen were flashing the words 1 Missed Message. The message, of course, was from the bakery.


“Dammit!” Shannon yelled, jumping to her feet and staring antagonistically at the phone. “I didn’t even hear it ring! Did you hear it ring?”


Gen shook her head. “Nope, sorry.”


“I need a louder ringtone,” Shannon said morosely, and then punched a button, perhaps a little stronger than usual, and listened to the voicemail. The bakery had finished the cake, and that cheered her up a little. She could pick it up at five.


So what was left to do before then? She bit her lip, and looked around their small living room. She had rented out a room at the B.O.B. downtown, but she couldn’t get in to begin decorating until seven. The food was being catered at ten, that was set, and the cake would be ready at five. Guests had been corresponded with. . .she really couldn’t think of anything left to do.


“You could start your homework,” Gen suggested. Shannon shuddered. That girl really had an uncanny habit of reading her mind. Unfortunately, she wasn’t especially skilled at giving advice. There was nothing that Shannon wanted to do less than begin her homework.


Instead, she decided to kill some time by working on her favorite chore: herself. After assuring herself that she wasn’t overly vain, Shannon decided to devote her next two hours to making herself presentable for the evening. Which began, of course, with a shower.


While standing under the water and singing her favorite Beach Boys songs (Shannon would never, ever, ever admit to anyone that she knew, let alone liked, the Beach Boys) an idea hit her. It came pouring out of the faucet and hit her square on teh head.


“Ow!” she said, clapping a hand to her forehead. Ideas could always be a little painful, but this one felt like a lump of coal had squeezed itself out along with the drops of water. 


She considered for a long moment. She was sure that Brian would like the present: it might, in fact, be better than The Perfect Gift that she already had planned. At the same time, the poster really wasn’t hers to give. . .

“Physics is everything!” Brian said expansively, spreading his arms out to encompass all of the night sky, and smacking Shannon in the face at the same time. He didn’t appear to notice her grunt of pain, and just stuck his hands beneath his head and sighed in satisfaction. He turned on his side to stare at Shannon. She caught her breath for a moment: their faces were so close together, she could feel his warm breath on her cheek.


“Name something,” he told her. She blanked.


“What?”


“Name something. Anything.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Just a thing! A noun! You’re a Spanish major, just name una cosa, una pronumbre.”


Shannon shook her head. “Um. . .a bird.”


“Physics,” he said. “Bernouli’s Principle. Name something else.”


“Earth.”


“Physics. Orbits, magnetic fields, etc. Name something else.”


“Roller coasters.”


“Physics! Centrifugal motion. Name something else.”


“This game is boring,” Shannon protested. But he looked so eager, so excited that she sighed and gave in. “You.”


“Physics!” he crowed, finally turning his gaze up to the sky, his breath coming out in short, cloudy bursts in the cold night air. A look of supreme ecstasy spread across his face.

Albert was on the wall, of course, peering down at her with an impudent tongue and a facial expression vaguely resembling a leer. Shannon jumped up on Gen’s bed and reached up toward her old friend.


“What’s going on?” he asked. Shannon smiled.


“You’re going to be a present,” she told him.


“Hm. For who?”


“Whom,” Shannon correctly absentmindedly. She pulled him down from the wall, and began looking for a rubber band with which to tie him up. “For a friend. Just a friend.”


“Okay,” Albert seemed quite satisfied with the entire situation, and didn’t say another word until she began rolling him up. “Did you ask Genevieve?”



“Well, not yet,” Shannon admitted. “But she’ll understand.” 


“Don’t count on it,” Albert advised her. “You can’t count on anything. Well, except death.”


Shannon rolled her eyes as she finished rolling the paper. 5:19. She was late to get the cake.

“I thought you said you’re never late,” Brian chided her, his arm securely tucked around his girlfriend’s waist.


“It’s not my fault!” Shannon protested. “I can’t help it that Tom took so long. I thought girls were supposed to take hours to get ready, not guys.”


Thomas shrugged noncommitally, and flashed Brian one of those masculine looks. Brian smiled back in a similar manner. Shannon rolled her eyes, as, she noticed, did Brian’s girlfriend. She decided she liked the petite redhead almost immediately.


The cake was chocolate, of course. To be perfectly fair, Shannon had no idea whether Brian liked chocolate cake or not, but she knew that she enoyed it. So, even if he didn’t want to eat any, she would cheerfully finish it off.


Blue writing scrawled across the top, and read “Happy Birthday, Brian I Don’t Care.” The number 23 was included in a floral pattern that bordered the entire cake. There was also a highly unattractive photo of her friend that had been iced onto the cake. All in all, she thought that it looked rather smashing.


As she stuck the cake in the back of her pickup, she glanced at her watch, and was surprised to see that it was half past six. She had been planning on heading back to the house before going to the B.O.B., but if she headed downtown immediately, she would reach it almost exactly when it opened for her. Figuring that she was good at making spontaneous decisions (she would have been a pro crack jet fighter, at least in her own mind) she changed directions and drove downtown.


7:15 she walked onto her floor, and was only mildly surprised to see Gen already armed with streamers and balloons, standing precariously on top of a three-legged stool and trying desperately to tape a decoration to the ceiling.


“Having any luck?” Shannon asked, setting the cake down on a table and shrugging off her jacket. Gen laughed.


“I’d be doing better if I weren’t a midget.”


“Trade?” Shannon asked. Gen nodded, and hopped down from the stool. She moved over, grabbed the cake, and walked it over to the bar, where she began blowing up balloons. Shannon armed herself with the decorations, and hopped up on the stool.


Maybe the dozens of purple balloons were a bad choice, she thought, as she grabbed another blown one from her friend. The end was still a little wet with saliva. She couldn’t recall Brian ever wearing the color purple, or responding in any way to seeing it. Oh well. It was her favorite color, and even if he didn’t enjoy seeing it, the color scheme still gave her a kick.

“What a cute movie!” Stacy sighed, and brushed tears off her face. Brian pulled his closer, and tenderly moved a tendril of red hair behind her ear. She smiled up at him, and snuggled closer. Shannon frowned.


“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “Julia Roberts seemed kind of clueless.”


“Everyone’s clueless when they’re in love,” Thomas protested. “Otherwise why would I be with you?”


Brian laughed at that, and I slugged my boyfriend in the shoulder. He was quite a funny guy, really. 


“Still,” Stacy said. “It was cute. I think every girl should do that. Have a back-up husband, I mean.”


Shannon considered for a moment. She looked askance at Thomas, the two day old stubble, green eyes, and thick dark hair. She really couldn’t imagine ever marrying anyone else. But then again, she really hated the idea of being 35 years old and having no one.


“Okay,” she said decisively,  and turned to look at Brian. “You’ll be my backup husband. If I’m not married when I’m 35, you have to marry me.”


Everybody laughed at that, everyone but Shannon that was. She just waited for a response.


“Shan, you’re practically engaged,” Brian said helplessly. Thomas laughed.


“Give me a week and I’ll get rid of that practically.”


Shannon elbowed him. Sometimes he took that joke just a little too far, and really scared her with his sincerity.


“Doesn’t matter,” Shannon said stubbornly. “I want a backup husband. You’re going to be him.”


Brian threw up his hands in surrender. “Alright, alright,” he agreed. “You win. I’ll be your backup husband. Which, subsequently, I suppose makes you my backup wife.”


“Yeah, right,” Shannon smirked. “I won’t be waiting around just in case you need me.”

The guests began arrived at 8:10 exactly. Shannon rolled her eyes. Everybody was still stuck on college time, even the ones that had graduated a year or two ago. The usual crowd had come, along with Brian’s parents and baby brothers. She hadn’t been able to contact the sister: trapped out somewhere in Africa with the Peace Corps, last time she’d heard. Still, it was just as well that she couldn’t come. 23 was the perfect number, really. 


Gen left to warm up with the band soon after, and Shannon was left on her own to circulate among the guests, a task which she was more than willing to perform. Mingling, after all, was one of her specialties. 


She realized, as she headed toward the older couple standing uncomfortably in the back, that she had never met Brian’s parents. She had simply asked him for their email, and in that trusting way that he had, he had told her, without even asking for explanation. And they’d come. She smiled. She wanted to meet them. 


They looked like they should be his parents, Shannon thought. The man had a stuffy old moustache, and glasses, the woman long, thinning blond hair, the same color as Brian’s. They dressed right, too. Not too expensive, tasteful, conservative. The woman wore a small gold cross around her neck.


“Hi,” Shannon said brightly, coming up to them and extending her hand. “I’m Shannon. You must be the Coates’.”


“Just call me Kevin,” the man responded, shaking her hand. The woman smiled, wan and tired.


“Jane.”


She asked them a few questions, which they answered politely. Kevin worked as a manager at a trucking company, Jane was a nursing assistant at Blodgett. Yes, Brian was a wonderful son. Yes, they couldn’t believe that he wanted to join the JVC straight out of school. Yes, he would be delighted with the party.


Wasn’t it funny, Shannon though as she headed over to the bar. The way that most people could be perfectly linked up with their parents? She looked identical to her mother. Father, too, really, since Mom and Dad looked like they could be siblings. And Gen, well, she could be a carbon copy of her dad. In a feminine sense, of course.


Her face lit up as she saw Thomas leaning against a bar, slowly nursing a beer. That was one man who was nothing like his parents, and thank goodness, she thought fiercely, fingering the ring on her finger. Neither an alcoholic nor a bipolar who refused to take medication. No, her boy was far stronger than his parents.

“I’m not getting up,” Shannon insisted, though she was laughing. Brian and Thomas shared a glance, and then simultaneously extended her a hand. She sighed, and allowed herself to be pulled up.


“One more lap around the rink?” Brian suggested. Shannon stared at him in horror.


“I just broke my ass! Do you really expect me to go out there again?”


“Go ahead,” Thomas waved on his friend. “We’ll take a breather, you get the last of hte Icecapades out of your body.” Brian nodded and took off, tearing across the ice at a breakneck pace. 


“You’re both crazy,” Shannon said, hobbling to a bench and beginning to pull off her skates.


“Says the girl who refused to admit she’d never been skating, even after falling a dozen times.”


“Not quite a dozen,” Shannon protested. “Only ten times.”


Thomas laughed, and sat beside her, draping one arm casually around her shoulders.


“Well, now that we’re alone. . .”


“I can’t have sex with you right now,” Shannon said. “Number one, I told you taht I broke my ass. Number two, I can’t feel my toes. And number three, there are kids all over the place.”


Thomas laughed. “Rats, I so had my heart set on it. Seriously, though, Shannon. . .”


And he got very still. So Shannon got very still, too. She suddenly felt nervous, and looked out across the ice to try and see where Brian was, whether he would make it back to save her from an awkward situation. But he was just turning at the nearest side of the rink.


Thomas gently cupped her chin, turned him to face her. “Shannon,” he said softly, and she noticed again how very green his eyes were. “Marry me.”


“O-okay,” Shannon said softly. Thomas’ eyes began to crinkle.


“Okay?” he laughed. “I propose and all I get is an okay?”


“I mean yes,” she said. “Yes. Okay. Wait. . .where’s my ring?”


“Hey!” Brian breathlessly skidded to a stop in front of the couple, his face flushed and blond hair sticking up all over the place. “I’m done. Ready to go?”


“We’re getting married,” Thomas said proudly. Brian looked shocked at first, then his face opened into a broad grin.


“Congratulations!” He roared, grabbed Thomas into a bear hug, and pounded the other man on the back. He then grabbed Shannon, twirled her in a circle, and kissed her firmly on the mouth. “That’s fabulous!”


“Well, it’s not for sure,” Shannon protested. “He hasn’t gotten me a ring.”


“Here,” Brian pulled a ring off his own finger, the pewter one that his baby sister had gotten it for Christmas. He grabbed Shannon’s hand, and slipped it on. “Granted, it’s no diamond, but you can wear this, at least until Tommy-Boy gets around to getting you a real rock.”


Shannon considered for a  moment, and then shrugged (after all, a ring on the finger was worth two in the bus). She wrapped her arms around Thomas’ neck and screamed out to all of the world,


“I’m getting married!”

Shannon grabbed the beer out of Thomas’ hand, took a sip, made a face, and handed it back to him.


“I don’t know how you can drink that stuff,” she said. “Blech. It tastes like piss.”


Thomas shrugged. “It’s all the same once it goes down. When’s the birthday boy getting here, anyway?”


“Ten,” Shannon replied. “Though knowing him, he’ll be a few minutes early. Stacy’s going to try and delay him, but you know how Brian is.”


“Yeah,” Thomas laughed. “He’s the only guy on earth who gets to class twenty minutes early.”


Shannon shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t see what was wrong with that. She usually got to class twenty minutes early, too. Of course, to her it felt like it was only ten minutes early. If the class was scheduled for 10, she still didn’t understand why it couldn’t begin before 10:10. 


“Question,” Thomas said. Shannon arched an eyebrow. “Didn’t Brian tell you he didn’t want a party? He was pretty sure of it when he told me.”


“Well, that’s what he said,” Shannon admitted. “But that’s not how he felt, necessarily.”


“But. . .”


“Trust me. Women have a better sense of this than men. It’s called intuition.”


Thomas did shut up, though he still wore a doubtful expression on his face. 


The band started to play at nine, and everyone began to listen appreciatively. Gen played a few solos, which both amused and delighted the crowd. She was good, really very good. Yet, at the same time, as she swayed and danced to the music she played, she looked somewhat like a crazy little pink bird trying to smoke a too-big pipe. 


“I wish I could play like that,” Jane Coates said a little wistfully. Shannon turned to smile at the older woman.


“Do you play the clarinet?”


“I used to. In high school, and then at U of M, in the marching band. But I was never that good.”


“Yeah, well, she is majoring in music,” Shannon said. “It doesn’t come easy, I promise you. She practices about twelve hours every day.”


“Twelve hours?” Jane sounded surprised.


“Okay, more like five. But still. That’s a lot of practicing.”


Everyone stood in silence for a moment, just drinking in the smooth, sultry sounds of hte jazz. Thomas excused himself to grab another beer. 


“Thank you for doing this,” Jane said softly. “I know Brian will love it.”


“Do you really think so? He kept saying he didn’t want a party.”


“I know,” Jane smiled. “He always says that. But I think it’s just so that he doesn’t have to be disappointed when nobody does anything.”


“Brian’s a good kid,” Shannon said. Jane smiled, patted the young woman on the head, and walked away.

Bowling shoes were, in Shannon’s opinion, one of the greatest fashion disasters to have ever hit the United States. Especially ones as distasteful as these, with bright, lime green laces and leather that was almost grey in color.


While she unwillingly put the putrid shoes on her feet, Thomas sat down at the computer screen, excitedly entering info for their game.


“Shannon, you’re up first. What do you want your name to be?”


“Perfection.”


“Alright. . .” Thomas paused for a moment as he typed in the words. “Brian? How about you?”


“I don’t care,” came the response. Brian was staring down at his cell phone, apparently confused by something he saw on the screen.


Shannon walked over to see what her fiancee was doing. ON the screen he had already typed in perfection, and was hard at work at typing out “Brian I Don’t Care.” She chuckled a little, and gently swapped Thomas on the shoulder.


“Hey!” he protested mildly. “What was that for?”


She didn’t really have an answer, so she hit him again, kissed him quickly on the head, and went to find herself a bowling ball. While searching the racks, she discovered a green one directly next to a bright pink. Stacy would love that one, she thought, and grabbed them both. When she returned, Thomas was nowhere to be found. Brian’s hand was tangled through Stacy’s hair, and he was staring into her eyes. Shannon tried to sneak by to drop the balls into the holder, but she was fairly certain she could see blue eyes followed her every move. She tried not to look at them before escaping to the bathroom.


Shannon looked at her watch nervously. It was five to ten, and she kept glancing between the clock and the door. Blond hair whipped in her face as she frantically switched her gaze between the two.


“Slow down, love!” Thomas said, laughing, grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her. “He’ll be here. And probably on the dot, knowing Brian.”


“I know!” Shannon wailed. “That’s what I’m worried about. What if he doesn’t like it? What if he really, really didn’t want a party? What if he gets mad at me?”


“Don’t be silly.” Thomas kissed the top of her head. “Brian adores you. Besides, have you ever known him to be mad at anybody?”


He had a point there, and Shannon had to admit it. 


“I just want it to be perfect,” she said softly. Thomas grinned.


“If you’re this worked up about a surprise party for 23 people, I’m a little worried about how you’ll handle the wedding.”


Shannon rolled her eyes. “Tom, that’s months away.”


“Plenty of time for you to worry yourself sick.


The clock began to toll ten. No sign of Stacy or Brian. Shannon began biting her lip. Thomas slipped away to the bar, undoubtedly to retrieve large amounts of alcohol. Shannon sighed. Sometimes Thomas’ way of calming her down (ie getting her drunk) seemed a bit juvenile. Still, she knew that he meant the best.


She grabbed a napkin off a nearby table and began slowly tearing it into bits. Was this the perfect gift? Was it really? A muffled noise came from the table next to her, and she frowned down at the rolled present, wrapped in brightly colored paper.


“Albert, I can’t understand you through the wrapping paper,” she said. The noise came from the gift again, and she sighed and leaned over. “Okay, fine, I’m listening. What did you say?”


“I said,” Albert said slowly. “Never think of the future. It comes soon enough.”


“Thanks for the advice,” Shannon said dryly. Now she was getting advice from a poster. Lovely. 


A sudden buzzing from her pocket had Shannon leaping to her feet and grasping at her pocket. She pulled out her phone, and was grateful to see Stacy’s number flashing across the screen. She whipped it open.



“Hello?”


“Oh, hi Mom,” came Stacy’s voice, beginning their preplanned code. “I was just calling to make sure that you got my package.”


“Everybody’s here and ready to go. Will you be here soon?”


“Well, you should get it within the next day or two.”


“Sweet. We’ll be ready.”


“Love you, too. Bye Mom!”


Shannon turned down the lights, and everybody silenced and turned to face her. 


“Quiet guys, they’re coming. Stacy just called, and they’ll be here in just a minute or two.”


Everybody began scurrying to hide beneath tables and behind the bar. Shannon scrambled her way over to Thomas, who was assuming a ridiculous position beneath a bar stool. He smiled at her mischieviously, and she managed a nervous smile back. Seconds later, the door creaked open.


“Surprise!”



Stacy walked in first, which ruined the effect a little, since she knew the jig, and a smile was playing on her lips. But Brian followed close on her heels, grasping her hand, and his face was slack-jawed with amazement.


“Wha--?” He couldn’t even get the word out before he dissolved in laughter. Shannon and Thomas ran over to him, both of them enveloping him in a giant, three-person hug.


“Happy Birthday, man!” Thomas said, clapping the other man on the back.


“What do you think?” Shannon was bubbling, now that she could tell that he wasn’t upset by the party, now that she knew he was pleased. “Do you like it? Were you surprised?”


“I’ll say,” Brian shook his head in amazement, dragged Stacy close to him, and kissed the top of his head. He then turned to Shannon, and did the same, and smiled sheepishly at Thomas. “I had no idea. . .”


“I knew it would be the Perfect Gift!” Shannon was literally bouncing on her toes now, more excited than the recipient of the surprise. “I knew it!”


Everyone laughed, and then Shannon and Thomas headed out of the way, letting the birthday boy greet the rest of their guests.


“You’re really something, you know that?” Thomas asked her, dragging her to the bar.


“If something is a good thing, then of course I knew it,” Shannon said airily, brushing her head back. “I am, after all, perfect.”


“Speaking of perfect,” Thomas said wryly, glancing significantly at the present-laden table in front of them. “Didn’t you forget to give him part two of the perfect present? I would say that one of those gifts over there is getting a little antsy.”


“Albert! I almost forgot!”


She flounced over to the table, and grabbed the green-wrapped gift, which she dragged back to Brian, still standing in the middle of a crowd. She grabbed him by a sleeve, and dragged him away, making a face at all of his other guests protestions. By the time they had reached the far wall, they had disentangled.


“There’s one more part to the Perfect Gift,” she told him, and proudly handed the wrapped poster over. Looking at her curiously, he began to unwrap it, slowly but surely.


“Finally!” Albert breathed, sticking out his tongue at both of them. “I thought I would suffocate!”


“Your poster!” Brian exclaimed.


“Genevieve’s poster, actually,” Shannon corrected him, and realized with a guilty start that she had never asked her housemate if she could have the poster. Oh well. She’d buy the girl an ice cream or something to make up for it.


“But you guys love this!”


“Yeah, well, not as much as we love you.”


Albert began to make a sound that was suspiciously similar to gagging. Shannon and Brian both ignored him.


“Has he bought you a real ring yet?” Brian asked.


“Yes,,” she said softly. Brian smiled.


“Guess that means you don’t need a backup husband anymore.”


“Gravitation is not responsible for people falling in love,” Albert informed both of them. They ignored him.


“Thanks for the party.”


“You’re welcome.”


And for just a moment it was uncomfortable, and for just a moment Shannon wondered whether she could continue lying, and for just a moment, she felt the insane urge to rip apart Albert’s smug face. But then Thomas and Stacy came over, and Genevieve started the band playing again. Her fingers interlocked with her fiances, Brian’s arm went almost subconsciously around his girlfriend’s waist, and everything went back to normal.

