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Camera Action

Contains: First love, steamy new adult romance, exhibitionism. All characters involved in sexual situations are eighteen or older.

“You are such a geek,” Jackson Corso said to himself, aiming his  camera along the line of the twine reaching up to the clip he hooked onto the rain gutter of his parents’ house. The words were happy ones. The refurbished camera was his graduation present from his parents, and could take amazing action photos and video. No more blurred photos on his phone, finally.

He adjusted the angle just a hair, hit the timer button, and moved to the ladder in front of a green screen. This was the only part that made him nervous. Jackson was not terribly fond of heights. “Terrified” was probably too strong a word but he did still mutter a quick and silent prayer that he didn’t overbalance.

The ladder held, and Jackson climbed it slowly and carefully. Just a couple rungs, and he was high enough he could reach the twine. From a tool belt his dad loaned him, he dug out two action figures. At the periphery, he was vaguely aware of a car slowing and the driver watching what he was doing, but he was too focused to notice that he knew who it was.

The Immortal Meatheads in his hand were among his favorites. They were hilariously over-the-top grotesque, with disfigured bodies and faces born of shlocky horror influences. The action figure line spawned a hugely successful cartoon and movie franchise. These two figures, Chunk Blazinsky and Swamp Maggot, had both received some strategic holes in their hands with a hot pin the night before. Fish hooks now popped out from their palms, a little bit of makeshift DIY work that Jackson was awfully proud of. He bought them online for this photo project. They were banged up but that was okay by him. For what he needed them for, they worked.

“All right, boys, make me millions,” Jackson said, and reached out to the twine when he heard the camera’s pre-emptory beep. But he missed, Chunk sailing down the line and Swamp Maggot dropping down to the ground. “Ah, damn it.”

“Out playing with your toys?” a soft, amused voice said behind him, nearly making him fall. “Oh my God, sorry, sorry, sorry.”

Jackson turned. The car that had slowed to watch was now parked at the curb and a few feet from the camera was Bambi Hooper. His heart both lifted and went into a tailspin at the sight of her.

“Bam… Bambi? Hi. Hi!” Jackson said, his legs suddenly feeling like Jello as he hung onto the ladder, the camera still clicking away.

His stammering was warranted. Bambi Hooper was, in his estimation, the prettiest girl in their graduating class. Her hair was a blend of golden blonde and caramel, long and lustrous and usually purposefully disheveled in a way that emphasized her fine-featured face. Her eyes were soft and dreamy and that day they glinted with amusement at his discomfort. Not that he thought she was being cruel. Bambi moved within the top circles of their school but had never seemed anything but genuinely nice at Honeypot High. Not that he had much interaction with her. Jackson wasn’t exactly a loner but own personal circle of friends weren’t nearly as popular as she was.

She looked particularly good that day, in playful yellow shorts and a tee with a llama on the front that left an inch or so of her stomach bare. The nineteen-year-old was slim-figured, with small breasts and a slim ass, and the clothes emphasized that. Jackson was all too aware how he must look in comparison in basketball shorts and a long-sleeve green that would help him blend into the green screen if it was necessary.

“I was driving by and I saw you were…” She looked at the tableau before her and frowned. “Well, what are you doing?”

“Oh, this? It’s… um. It’s pretty dorky, actually,” he said. This was the longest conversation they had since PE together freshmen year. Now they were both out of school, graduation over a month behind them. He slowly climbed down and silently thanked whatever deity was looking out for him he didn’t fall in front of one of his dream girls.

“Don’t do that,” Bambi said.

“Do what?”

“Make fun of yourself like that. I want to know. So don’t say it’s dorky. Tell me what you’re doing.”

That made him straighten up, though he still felt embarrassed. “Okay, well… I love photography. Right? Like that was my thing in high school. Last year I started working with graphics software too.” He bent down and picked up the action figures and held them out shyly to show them off. “My parents got me a camera for graduation and what I’m doing is…” Bambi reached for one of the figures and he jumped in hastily. “Watch their hands. They have fish hooks in them.”

She quickly shifted the direction she was reaching and took the toy by the midsection instead. “So you’re making a scene. Right?”

“Yeah. Well, sort of. I’m recreating big action moments from different movies. And then I’m going to digitally drop these guys on top of the movie scene.”

“Ohhhh, so like… instead of Elias Redman in Beastly Brutal, it’d be one of these guys.”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“That’s really cool,” she said, and handed the action figures back. He expected that to be the end of it, her curiosity now sated, but Bambie surprised him. “Can I stick around and watch?”

“Umm. Yeah. Yeah, sure. It’s pretty much what you’re seeing here. But hopefully this time I won’t drop them.”

“Nice.”

Jackson prepped the camera again. His heart thumped in his chest as he climbed back up the ladder, reached out, and this time, successfully hooked the twine. The problem was, and he could feel this the moment he let go of the figures, his timing was off. He was nervous and excited all at once. His friends knew about this project and had helped him with some earlier shots that he hadn’t been so flustered about, but this felt like something new, a connection he never expected to make.

“Did you get it?” Bambi asked as he came back down the ladder.

“I think I let them goo too quickly after each other,” he said. “But at least I can check to make sure the camera’s in the right spot.”

He did that, and discovered it was aimed slightly left. He readjusted the shot, started the timer again, and climbed the ladder. He repeated this process as Bambi sat on the lawn, crossing her long legs underneath her. Over the next few attempts, she asked him more questions. She knew about green screens but never used one and was unfamiliar with editing software or the process of it.

“So if I wanted pictures of me dancing at, like, the bottom of the ocean, you could put me in the photograph,” she said.

“Yeah! It’s really cool. I borrowed it from Edie McPherson’s studio.”

“Oh, she did my senior photos. I guess you did your own?”

“Yeah. Well, I didn’t print them, but yeah.”

“Oh wait, wait wait wait. Did you do the photos where you and some of your friends were dressed like a superhero?”

Feeling shy again, he nodded. “Yeah, that was me, Cole, and Tyler. We weren’t really wearing costumes. It was all just editing.”

“Those were so much fun. I wish I had thought up something clever like that.”

“Aw, I’m sure yours were fantastic. Edie’s really nice.”

“She is,” Bambi agreed. “Hey, wouldn’t it be easier if you didn’t have to climb up and down that ladder the whole time? Like… maybe I could drop the figures on there and you could be down here, adjusting the shot?”

Jackson glanced at her, surprised. He had thought of that, but asking Bambi Hooper for a favor was like asking a supermodel for a make-out session. It just wasn’t going to be something he would blurt out.

“Yeah, actually. That would help. Thank you.”

“I don’t have a green shirt. Can I borrow yours?” she asked.

“It’d be huge on you,” he admitted. He carried maybe thirty extra pounds, though he was proud of himself for cutting down some extra weight over his senior year. Still a long way to go, but he was getting there.

“Oh stop. It’d be big, sure, but if you don’t mind, I don’t.”

“Okay. Let me run in and grab something else to wear and I’ll be right back.”

He did that, stopping in the bathroom to run deodorant under his pits and check his teeth. He wondered dizzily if he should try to sneak one of his dad’s cans of beer out to her and decided probably not. She was driving.

With Bambi staying on the ladder and Jackson working the camera and picking up the figures to bring them back, he could take better photos, and within fifteen minutes, he was confident he had what he needed. She thought that meant they were done, but he explained he needed to get other angles. Jackson expected Bambi to get bored or head out of there at any moment, but she seemed game to stick around as he adjusted the position of the stake in the yard.

They talked while they worked. Jackson was going to go to college in New Bainbridge in the fall, while Bambi would be going to State in Fort Cloud a couple hours away.

“My parents are such dorks,” she said. “They already have college tee shirts and sweaters. I think they’re going to wear them when they move me there.”

“Oh noooo,” Jackson said.

“Yuuuup,” she said, making the P pop.

“What about Geoffrey?” he asked, referring to her boyfriend.

Her smile faltered and she clicked her tongue. “We, um… broke up. A couple days ago.”

“Oh. Oh, man, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. It was time.”

Jackson wasn’t great with girls but he could tell there was something she wasn’t telling him. “If you want to talk about it…”

“Just… focusing on this is really nice. A fun distraction. It really is.”

“Okay,” he said. “So, um. The next scene I want to recreate is them crashing through the window halfway through the movie, right? So what I’m going to do is have the camera set up on a tripod and I’ll be on my back where the camera won’t pick me up. Then I’ll throw the action figures up and over the camera. Then when I edit it, I’ll have the glass crashing inward, and the action figures flying through the space. What we could do if you want to stick around is ditch the tripod part of it and I could try to track the action figures for more angles. You’d be on your back. Your whole job would basically just be tossing action figures over my head.”

“Oh my God, that sounds like fun. I want in.”

“Yeah?”

“Definitely.”

They got that going. On her back on the grass, Bambi nearly hit the camera with her first throw, and he told her to aim higher, that the height really wouldn’t matter in the end and it would be safer that way. Her next throws were spot on as far as height, but the angle of the figures was difficult to pin down precisely. It was fun to try, though, even if he couldn’t use many of the shots.

Eventually, Jackson noticed something, and it froze him in place. The way Bambi was resting on her back like that, he could see right up her shorts to her white panties. There was nothing overtly sexual about them but he was a horny nineteen-year-old and the realization that he was seeing the last line of defense to Bambi Hooper’s bare pussy sent him into idiotic stammering.

“Um, um, um, B-Bambi.”

“Yeah?”

“You, um. Maybe I should. Um. Maybe… I, um, I should… um… I should probably be the one on my back.”

“Why?” she asked.

“I can, um… kinda see your… uh. Your panties.”

She grinned. “Oh, wow, you’re nervous.”

“I… I… yeah! I’m looking at Bambi Hooper’s underwear! Of course I’m nervous.”

“Relax, Jack. I don’t mind. They’re not anything sexy. You can’t see… you know, anything else, can you?”

Jack. No one called him Jack except his parents. But coming from her lips, it was the sexiest word he’d ever heard. “No, it’s just, ah… a little bit of your… uh, underwear.”

“Okay. Well, enjoy the peek. Because I’m having fun.” She pushed up on her elbows. “Waaaait. Do you have a crush on me?”

“Shit,” he muttered. “Everybody has a crush on you.”

“So you do. Good to know.”

Dense as he was, Jackson realized she was teasing him. Already embarrassed, what utterly horrified him was that he was developing a big problem and in a hurry. No matter how he willed his cock to go down, it simply wouldn’t. He tried to ignore her legs. He tried to ignore her panties. But he couldn’t, and he certainly couldn’t ignore her. It was inevitable, and Bambi noticed.

“Do you need to go take care of that?” she asked finally.

“You are killing me,” he groaned.

“Seriously. They’re almost granny panties. They’re like the woman equivalent of your guys’ white underwear.”

Jackson made a firm mental note to throw away every pair of white briefs in his drawer when he got the chance. “It’s… it’s… I get nervous. And looking at you… I mean, you have to know how beautiful you are.” Her smile faltered again. “Sorry. I know you just broke up with Geoff and… sorry.”

“No. It’s okay. I’m just teasing you.”

“I know. I didn’t take it… I didn’t think we were going to, you know, run off and be a couple or anything. I just… sorry.”

“You apologize too much. But it’s better than Geoff. He never apologized. For anything.” She drew out the word “anything.” “But… listen, I should go. And I don’t want you to think it’s because of that. I’m supposed to hang out with Amy and Mary tonight.”

“Okay, Yeah. I’m supposed to meet up with Tyler and Cole too” Jackson said. He wanted to apologize again, for being weird, for making things weird, for the nuclear cloud of weirdness that surrounded him. He felt ashamed and horrified and weirdly giddy. He got to hang out with Bambi Hooper for hours on end and it was… well, kind of amazing.

She held up a hand and he stared blankly at it. “Help me up,” she said finally. “Unless you’re too busy staring at my panties again.”

“Oh jeez,” he groaned, and hurried to help her off the ground.

Bambi dusted her butt off and took off his shir. “This was way more fun than I… well…”

“You thought it might be?” he asked.

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean…” She got it, and poked his chest. “Now you’re teasing me.”

“Yeah. A little bit. Listen, I really didn’t mean to make it weird.”

“You didn’t. You’re a guy. You have… reactions. It’s okay.” 

“Thanks.”

Bambi started for her car, and Jackson thought for sure that would be it. But at her door, she turned and said, “You’re on Bottlegenie, right?”

Bottlegenie was the biggest social media network and the most popular with teens their age. “Yeah. Yeah!”

“Cool. Send me a message when we’re shooting again, Mr. Cameraman.”


Summer Movies

Tyler hit Jackson in the shoulder again for about the dozenth time. It was starting to feel like there were hard-boiled eggs under his skin from the bruising. “This is amazing, this is amazing!”

“It’s not like we’re dating,” Jackson protested.

“Yeah, but Bambi!”

On Jackson’s other side, tall, bespectacled Cole moaned, “Oh, Bambi. Baaaambi…”

“Shut. Up,” Jackson said, blushing furiously when the people ahead of them in line to the movie turned to stare.

They were waiting to get into Blades of the Phalanx, that summer’s biggest fantasy blockbuster. The books it was based on were among Jackson and Cole’s favorites, full of grim, -horror-esque moments and a tragic villain who Jackson thought was among literature’s finest. There was also the promise of actress Megan Del Ray’s first big nude scene, which if it was anything like the books, would make for a spectacular experience on the big screen. Early reviews for the movie were stellar, though Jackson avoided any spoilers. If there were changes to his beloved books, he didn’t want to know about them going in, unlike Cole, who read every article and spoiler he could find on the movies.

Tyler was mostly along for the ride. He liked pretty much all movies, especially with his friends. Jackson felt the same way, and had he been asked two or three days ago, he would have said going to see the movie was his most anticipated event of the summer before college. But his mind now kept drifting to Bambi, to what seemed like her honest smile and budding enthusiasm. To the nice way she reacted to his hard-on, not making it embarrassing for him. To the way she averted his question about Geoffrey, her ex-boyfriend. To his name on her lips.

Jack.

The way she said it still caressed his mind. He shivered, and was in serious danger of another erection.

Despite Blades of the Phoenix tracking to have a monster opening nationwide, Honeypot was not the sort of town with a big fantasy crowd, and the movie theater was not packed on opening night. That was okay by them. They bought their tickets and moved to the concession stand to get snacks and drinks. Each of them had bought into the theater’s yearly endless bucket of popcorn deal, and Cole presented their buckets to the bored concessions clerk. Cole and Tyler both got monstrous sodas to go with theirs. Jackson probably would have too, but thoughts of Bambi floated through his head instead and he blurted, “Can I get a bottled water instead?”

Both Cole and Tyler looked at him like he’d lost his mind. The clerk sighed and said, “It’s five dollars.”

They bought their popcorn and the drinks, and Cole stared at Jackson as they got in line. “That was weird.”

“It’s because he’s in looooove,” Tyler said. “With Bambi.”

“Oh God, shut up,” Jackson said. His hands were too full to punch Tyler.

“Baaaaaambi,” Cole moaned.

A few spots ahead of them, a redhead turned and looked back when Cole said that. It was another one of their classmates, Crystal. She was part of Bambi’s crowd and stared at the three guys like they were a science experiment before turning back around and pulling her phone from her purse, no doubt to text Bambi that she was being talked about by Honeypot’s three dorkiest former seniors.

“Thanks, guys, I think you just ruined any chance I have of hanging out with her again,” Jackson said.

“Wait, she wanted to hang out with you again?” Cole asked.

“I don’t know. I… she said to send her a message the next time I was going to do a shoot like today and I thought… well, maybe I’d see if she really wanted to. But I think she was just being polite, you know?”

Both guys stared at him in much the same way as Crystal had just moments ago, and Jackson shrunk down into himself, avoiding their gaze. “Whaaaaat?” Tyler squawked. “Dude! This is huge!”

Crystal and her friends were looking back again and Jackson muttered, “Oh Jesus, would you shut up? Please? Seriously.”

They would not, and by the time they got to their seats, Jackson’s cheeks couldn’t have burned any hotter. They settled in, Cole on the far side, Tyler in the middle, Jackson on the other end closest to the exit, their tubs of popcorn on their laps. As Cole and Tyler talked movie trivia, Jackson pulled out his phone. He brought up the Bottlegenie app and found Bambi’s profile. His thumbs flew over the screen as he sent her a private message.

Hey! I’m so sorry. Cole, Tyler, and I were going to the movie tonight and they couldn’t stop talking about you and me hanging out. Crystal overheard. I think she probably texted you. I AM SO SORRY.

“What’d you tell her?” Tyler asked, peering over at the phone.

“That you two are idiots who couldn’t stop moaning her name,” Jackson said.

“Ohhh!” Cole said around a mouthful of popcorn. “Baaaambi!” There was snickering from somewhere in the theater at that.

Jackson didn’t expect a message back from Bambi anytime soon. In fact, it wouldn’t have surprised him if she never responded at all and instead chose to live the rest of her life pretending she didn’t know Jackson Corso. He was prepared for that. He could accept that. What he wasn’t prepared for was her immediate response.

are you on your phone? you have perfect English if you r on your phone

Jackson let out a shaky laugh that maybe sounded a little more like a wheeze.

“Tell her you love her and you want to spend the rest of your life making her plop out your babies,” Tyler said.

“Wait, is he really texting her?” Cole asked, his hand diving back into his bucket of popcorn, his eyes now locked on Jackson instead of the movie trivia and ads on the screen.

“Yeah!” Tyler said.

Haha. Yeah. My mom teaches third grade. Got it from her.

oh cool! and yes, Crystal texted me. haha. What movie are you watching?

Blades of the Phalanx.

Jackson hesitated, but Bambi already knew how dorky he was, so he plunged ahead.

We are super excited. Have you ever read the books?

No. I dont read as much as I should. and don’t be sorry. Crystal is kind of a bitch.

I’m sure she was just looking out for you. My friends are giving me lots of crap.

Haha

Nothing else came from her end of the conversation and Jackson figured that was that.

“What’d she say?” Cole asked.

“Nothing,” Jackson said, but Tyler was already talking over him.

“She laughed at his jokes!” Tyler said, as if this proclamation were on a level to Jackson fighting off a tiger bare-handed with slabs of meat tied to his waist.

“Holy crap, really? Oh! Oh Bambi!”

Mercifully, the previews shut Tyler and Cole up, and the three friends turned their attention to the business at hand. Jackson felt good about the whole exchange with Bambi. She was down-to-Earth in a way he wasn’t expecting, and that was unfair of him. She was a person, not someone up on a pedestal, and he was coming to realize that.

In the middle of an ad for an upcoming action sequel, someone came into the theater at Jackson’s periphery. Entranced by a pair of muscle cars smashing together on the screen, he didn’t pay the newcomer any attention until she plopped down on the seat next to him.

“I want to see this one,” Bambi said.

All three guys’ heads whipped in her direction as one. She was now dressed in a plaid top over a yellow tank and a different pair of shorts that left plenty of her creamy thigh on display. She held out some red licorice.

“Trade for some popcorn?” she asked.

“B-Bambi!” Cole sputtered.

“I hear you keep moaning that all over the theater,” she said, making Jackson grin.

“I’m sorry,” Cole said.

“Don’t be sorry. Licorice?”

Cole and Tyler both took some. After a moment, so did Jackson. “You gotta make me keep it to that,” he said. “Watching my sugar is the hardest part of my diet.”

“He’s dropped a lot of weight the last year or so,” Tyler said. “Like… thirty pounds?”

“Wait, really?” Bambi asked.

“Um. Yeah,” Jackson said, his cheeks turning red again.

“That’s amazing. Yeah, I won’t push. If it’d be easier I can put it in my purse.”

“No, no, you’re okay.”

“Cool.”

Cole and Tyler glanced at each other, shock and something like joy in their eyes. Bambi had to have noticed but didn’t say anything about it. Instead, she leaned in and murmured in Jackson’s ear, “I don’t really know a lot about this one. Am I going to be able to follow it?”

Her breath on his skin tickled him and sent a shiver of pleasure up and down his spine. “I think so. The books are pretty easy to follow along and this is the first in the series so I think they’d make it easy for people who haven’t read them.”

“Cool.”

They were drawing some annoyed looks from the handful of people ahead of them so they settled in. Jackson reached into the bucket of popcorn just as Bambi did, and quickly pulled back his hand, like touching her might cross some boundary. Her eyes crinkled at that but she said nothing as she took a handful of popcorn.

Blades of the Phalanx finally started. Cole cheered, which made Jackson squirm with embarrassment. Bambi noticed, and leaned over to whisper in Jackson’s ear again. “I’m just here to watch a movie with new friends. Okay? Relax around me. It’s okay. Let go.” She took his free hand and moved it into the tub of popcorn, her lips still so close that he could feel the heat of her breath against his skin, making his heart race and his lips part. “We’re just… hanging out.”

He glanced at her and nodded. She smiled tentatively back, and her hand joined his in the tub for more popcorn. Their shared gaze didn’t break for a long moment, and it left him confused and giddy all at once until the clanking of steel on the screen finally got his attention.

* * *

“Honestly, I was a little confused at first as to who everyone was,” Bambi said as they made their way out of the theater. “There was a lot of names thrown at you pretty fast. I think I need to watch the first half hour again and I’d have it.”

“Yeah, I was kinda the same way,” Tyler said. “A lot of dudes with beards that looked like other dudes with beards.”

“Right?” Bambi asked.

“And that’s only half the characters of the book,” Jackson said.

“I have the whole boxset at home if you ever want to read it sometime,” Cole said. He was suffering from a serious case of puppy love, his eyes moony and his smile goofy.

“Aw, that’s sweet. I liked the movie, but probably not enough to read the books,” Bambi said. At Cole’s crestfallen look, she added, “But I had fun.”

The warmth of the day hadn’t quite vanished, leaving the night pleasant. The fantasy movie was the longest running of the night but the movie theater was close to a few popular restaurants and fast-food places, and the parking lot still buzzed with people hanging around and talking from other movies.

Bambi stretched, bringing her arms up above her head and making all three guys inadvertently take a peek at her chest. Jackson looked away quickly, blushing again. “Do you guys come watch a lot of movies?” she asked, deftly ignoring their perving.

“Oh yeah. Especially during the summer,” Jackson said.

“That’s kinda how we all became friends,” Tyler said. “Movies and games.”

“And books. Jackson and me, anyways,” Cole said, elbowing Tyler, who elbowed him right back but didn’t deny the dig.

“Well, if you guys want a fourth, have Jack message me,” Bambi said. “I really did have fun.”

“Sweet!” Tyler said. Jackson’s heart was doing loop-de-loops in his chest and he could only nod.

Someone honked. A Carolla approached them and slowed. “Oh, it’s Crystal,” Bambi said in an almost disappointed tone. She turned towards Jackson, started to say something, then slowly grinned. “Play along.”

“What?” he asked.

“Let’s give Crystal a real show.”

She stepped up to him and before he realized what was happening, the most gorgeous blonde in school brought her lips to his. His eyes widened but instinct took over and he kissed her back, tasting the butter and salt on her lips, as he was sure she tasted on his. Crystal nearly hit the curb gaping at them, and her two passengers erupted into wild cheers. Bambi smiled against Jackson’s lips, and stepped back.

“See you around, Jack,” she said, and gave him a wave by twiddling her fingers at him.

“Uh. Hurm. Um,” he said weakly.

She got in their car, and when the Carolla was making a turn, Jack stumbled and sat down on the curb. He wrapped his hands behind his head and stared at his friends. “What. The. Fuck?” he asked.


Boom, Headshot

Jackson wandered through the next morning in a happy, vapid daze. During his shower, he kept touching his lips, replaying the kiss in his mind over and over again. Afterwards, it took him nearly a full minute to realize he was trying to poke his head through his shirt’s arm hole rather than the neck.

When he collapsed onto a kitchen chair, his mom Wanda had to ask him three times how he wanted his eggs.

“What is with you this morning?” she asked him.

“I think I’m in love,” he said with a goofy grin that only made his mother shake her head.

Reality sank his buoyancy like a boulder tied to his feet. Jackson had no idea what he was supposed to say or do now. He wasn’t a virgin, but his one and only time having sex had been a confusing event with a prom date who gave him no indication whether she liked it or not, and broke up with him shortly thereafter. It was such a weird experience that it left him paralyzed about women. Not that he’d been all that suave before prom either, but now he was wracked by insecurity and a lack of real experience. Was the kiss with Bambi just a goof? He was pretty sure it was. But she’d been so nice and he really wanted to see her again.

Whether he decided to reach out to her again or not had to wait. He had a summer job working as a dishwasher for a diner on the edge of Honeypot. The pay wasn’t great but it wasn’t a big town and he didn’t have a lot of options. He needed to save some money for college.

Despite a deluge of customers and his manager’s bad mood, Jackson floated through his shift. He kept trying to tell himself to have realistic expectations of what was happening with Bambi, but he couldn’t help reliving moments with her over and over again. His phone blew up the entire day with messages from friends and acquaintances asking if he was really dating Bambi. He didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t respond to any of them. Another thing to talk to her about.

When his shift ended, he drove straight home, ready to wash the funk of the restaurant off before he decided what to do or say to Bambi. He figured it would probably be weirder not to say something to her, but he definitely didn’t want to come across as clingy either.

“I suck at this,” he muttered to himself.

Whatever Jackson intended to do, his plans went up in smoke when he saw Bambi’s car parked at the curb. He squawked something between surprise and dismay. He stunk like grease and French fries. He should drive around until she was gone. No, even better, he should go to Cole’s place and use his shower. Since his friend’s parents had a hot tub installed the year before, Jackson kept some clothes there.

But… that kiss. That kiss.

Bambi wasn’t inside her car, which meant she was probably inside. With his mom. “Oh God no,” Jackson said, horrified. That settled things. He pulled in, imagining he could actually hear angels playing the funeral dirge as he stepped out of his Camry, wincing. He loved his mom, but when it came to the very few girls in Jackson’s life, she was a lunatic hellbent on his death by embarrassment.

The walk to the front door had never felt longer. Inside, he was greeted with laughter coming from the kitchen. His mom, Wanda, poked her head out and grinned at him. Before Jackson lost most of his extra weight, he and his mother were the spitting image of each other, with soft facial features and the same warm eyes and smile. Wanda had her dark hair dyed for graduation, but the salting of gray in her hair was showing in her roots.

“Your friend Bambi’s here!” she said. “And isn’t she just beautiful?”

“Aw, thank you,” Bambi said from the kitchen.

“We’re making a cheesecake for after dinner. I asked if she could stay and she said yes.”

“Ah jeez,” Jackson said.

“Don’t want me to stay?” Bambi called, her tone light.

Wanda grinned like she was about to set a match to a pool of gasoline. “You wouldn’t dare. You’ve never had a girlfriend stay for dinner before.”

“Mom!”

Bambi laughed throatily from the kitchen, and Jackson’s mom disappeared back in there. Jackson called, “I’m just going to shower and, um, die of embarrassment, thanks.”

What Bambi hadn’t said made his heart soar. She hadn’t denied they were boyfriend and girlfriend. That didn’t mean anything, of course. Did it? No. Probably not.

But did it?

* * *

By the time Jackson emerged from his room showered, changed, teeth brushed, deodorant liberally applied, and his ears thoroughly jabbed at with Q-tips, Bambi and his mom were seated at the kitchen table, a game of Scrabble laid out in front of them. It was in the early goings, but Wanda had the clear lead.

“I feel like I deserve a handicap playing against a teacher,” Bambi grumbled.

“I can’t win against her,” Jackson said agreeably. “Um. Hi.”

“Hey,” Bambi said, looking up at him and giving him an oddly warm smile. It was unlike any she gave him the day before. It felt… comfortable. Relaxed. She was dressed similarly as at the movie theater, an open blouse over a tight tank, with jean shorts short enough that his blood thundered in his ears just looking at her thighs.

“Get you, uh, s-s-something to drink?”

“Oh shoot, I left my water in the kitchen,” she said. “Yes, please, thank you. It was the blue plastic cup.”

He headed in there and refilled her cup for her This time when he came out, he took a seat and watched. Despite the occasional bit of teasing, his mom and Bambi played the game mostly quietly, focusing in on the board and their next moves. As he watched, he felt Bambi’s breath on his ear again.

Let go.

Though he still didn’t know what exactly they were, if they were anything, it was in that moment, watching his mom and Bambi play that Jackson realized one simple truth. Whatever happened, Bambi Hooper was now a friend. If they became something more, awesome, but it was amazing just the same even if it didn’t.

* * *

They sat together outside, slices of cheesecake at hand. Jackson only had half of one, a decision he was both proud of and hated immensely. “Stupid diet,” he grumbled.

“My mom’s a good cook,” Bambi said, forking up another bite, “but not so much dessert. She used to try when my brothers and I were kids, but she never likes following a recipe and with baking, that’s what you have to do.” She ate another bite and moaned, making Jackson shiver delightedly.

“I’m glad you came by. I was trying to think all day how to talk to you about… well…”

“Us kissing?” she asked, and licked her fork, her eyes crinkled at his wide-eyed look. “I know. It was… nice.”

“It was,” he said, hoping like hell he sounded cool and not at all like he was on the verge of pissing himself.

She was silent as they both finished their cheesecake. He was afraid to break the stillness of that moment, to push too hard. He had done that before, and it was never good.

Finally Bambi said, “Your parents seem really nice.”

“They’re pretty great. How about yours? Your dad works for a bank, right?”

“Yeah,” she said. “He’s the senior vice president. Mom stayed at home but now she’s talking about taking some online classes. Maybe getting into accounting too. She’s really good with numbers. I don’t know. They’re great, I love them. They’re a bit… mm… stiffer than your parents but it’s not like they’re mean or anything.”

Another awkward silence fell between them and Jackson broke it by taking her plate and his own inside. Bambi followed him in to use the bathroom. His parents were in the living room, watching TV. His dad, Bill, gave him two thumbs up and Jackson wanted to groan for about the thousandth time.

When he came back from the kitchen, Bambi was just coming out of the bathroom. “Show me your bedroom,” she said. “I want to see if you have Immortal Meathead sheets along with the action figures.”

“I only bought those for the photos,” he said, but led her back there, grateful he’d picked up some while his mom kept Bambi entertained.

It was a small room, with a twin-sized bed in one corner, a desk in the other, and just enough space to cram in a bookshelf and a small TV and Xbox. She gave the room a cursory glance and went straight for the bed, tugging back the covers to look at his sheets. “Damn,” she said. “Those are depressingly normal sheets. I know what I’m buying you for a birthday present now, at least.” She looked at his laptop. “Did you finish up with the pictures from yesterday?”

“Oh, no, haven’t even really started, other than weeding out the bad shots.”

“I want to see the ones you kept,” Bambi said.

“Sure.”

He grabbed the laptop and brought it back to the bed. He rested it on his knees, uncomfortably aware of how close Bambi was and how good she smelled. At the movies, she only smelled faintly of soft soap. Now there was something more to her skin, something richer.

“You smell nice,” he said.

“Thanks,” she said, and was it his imagination, or was she being a little shy. “It’s a body cream. Vanilla.”

“I like it.”

She looked at him like she was about to say something else, but just then, Wanda called, “Honey, your dad and I are going to run a slice of cheesecake to Uncle Jarrod’s.”

“She thinks we’re going to make out or, um… something. They want to give us some alone time, I guarantee it,” Jackson said, and Bambi grinned. Louder, he called back, “Okay, Mom. Dinner was great.”

“It really was,” Bambi said.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” Wanda said, right around the corner. “Can I peek in?”

“No, we’re totally naked,” Jackson said.

Wanda ignored that and poked her head around the corner, her go-to move of the night, it seemed. “It was so good to meet you, Bambi. So good.”

“You too, Mrs. Corso.”

“Oh, Wanda, please. Anyone dating my son gets to call me that.”

“Mom, we’re not… ah… hah.”

“Isn’t he cute when he gets flustered?” Wanda asked.

“Mom!”

For an answer, Bambi leaned over and kissed Jackson’s cheek. “The cutest.”

He reached up to touch the reddening cheek and his mom tittered before saying her goodbye again. Jackson’s dad, Bill, said down the hallway none too quietly, “How are they getting on?”

“Oh Jesus,” Jackson said.

When his parents left, Bambi nudged him. “They’re adorable.”

“I thought for sure you’d be running from here by now.”

“Nah, I’m having too much fun watching you squirm.”

“I am doing that a lot,” he admitted. He opened the file folder of his works-in-progress as Bambi watched.

“Wait wait wait, go back. What was the one called ‘cheerleaders?”

“Nothing like what you’re thinking,” Jackson said. He clicked back and opened up the file folder she was talking about. “These were from the divisional cheer championships.”

“Aw, there’s Billie and Bobby,” Bambi said, referring to two unlikely best friends. Billie was a thickset junior with braces and Bobby was a tall, lanky guy with feathered hair straight out of the eighties. The Double B’s, as they were called by the school at large, were thick as thieves and did everything together, including cheerleading. “Can I look through these?”

“Sure.”

Jackson repositioned himself so he was sitting with his back against the wall as Bambi browsed his pictures. He hoped she didn’t prowl around too much in his search history – he wasn’t sure he was quite ready to explain his thing for big-breasted anime characters – but there wasn’t anything too damning on there so he relaxed and watched as she clicked through dozens, if not hundreds, of pictures.

Her comments were infrequent and loaded with emotions ranging from happy to wistful to sad. “Aw, that’s a great picture of Oxsana, Asher and Seth.” “Oh, there’s Mika. I hope she’s happy back home.” A few minutes later, she giggled. “There’s Cole and Tyler. Oh, and here’s one with you.”

“The anime club?”

“Yup. You guys look like you’re having so much fun.”

“It was a good time,” Jackson said.

“There’s Callie. You two dated, right?”

“Yeah.” She was, in fact, the girl he lost his virginity to.

Bambi looked at him. “Sore subject?”

“No, not really. It was just… kinda weird, honestly.”

“How so?”

“We dated for a couple months and we had some fun. And then came prom and…” He trailed off. “I shouldn’t…”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

They were both silent a moment as she went back to browsing the pictures. He tried to find his voice again, but she surprised him by speaking first.

“Geoffrey wanted us to stay a couple. He’s going to college in Iowa, though and he… he wanted me to promise I’d be celibate. At State. To not have sex until we were together again.” For the first time in their short friendship, it was Bambi with the burning cheeks. She didn’t meet Jackson’s eyes, but stared at the screen still. “I still cared for him but I said no. I want to… to experience things. To live a life. To have fun at State and just… be me for a while.” Now she did look at him, and in her eyes was a hint of pain. “He told me I wanted to be a slut.”

“Oh shit,” Jackson breathed, and pushed forward to sit beside her again. He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. “Shit, Bambi. That’s…”

“Yeah,” she said softly. “It’s not true. I don’t mean I want to be with every guy I meet. I mean… I don’t know what I mean. I don’t know what I want. And that’s kind of what I want. Does that make any sense?”

He hugged her tighter and let go. “It kinda does.”

“Jack… I like you. And I know you like me. I just… don’t want you to get hurt at the end of this summer. Like I hurt him.”

He swallowed and nodded. “Thank you for being honest.” They were silent a moment, then he added, “Um. You like me?”

Bambi laughed, and though it was shaky, it felt pure and untainted. Suddenly, she was up and moving, putting the laptop on the desk. He watched as she picked up his camera.

“I want you to take a headshot of me,” Bambi said. “I need a new one for Bottlegenie. And I want one to remember tonight by.”

“Tonight? What’s happening tonight?”

“Nothing. It’s just… a good night. These last couple days, I’ve felt more like myself than I have in a long time.” She held his camera out. “So take a picture and make a memory out of that.”

“Whatever you want,” Jackson said. Forever, he mentally added.

“Hm. Whatever I want.”

He guided Bambi through the house, trying to get the right spot and the right light. He found it in a corner of the backyard, the sun’s yawning rays giving Bambi a glow that accentuated her long blonde hair. He began to talk as he snapped pictures of her, circling slowly around her to get different angles.

“I liked Callie a lot. I don’t want you to think I didn’t. What happened wasn’t her fault. It was just… we weren’t really all that experienced. Drop your chin just a little bit. Too far. Yeah, right there.” He snapped what he thought was the best picture of the bunch, but he liked the moment so he kept going, taking more and more of his beautiful subject. “So… um… prom comes around. She asked me to have condoms ready in case she thought it was going to be the night for us. It was a good time. We were having fun and she told me she had somewhere we could go. You know Michelle Davis?”

“Um… couple years ahead of us? The math team?”

“Yeah, that’s her. She and Callie are good friends so she let us use her apartment while she was gone for the weekend. It felt really weird right from the start. I… like I say, I don’t want to make it seem like it was her fault. But when we started to make out, it was like she shut down. She didn’t respond to anything, but she told me to keep going, like it was something she needed me to do but she wasn’t having any fun with it. And it… it kinda threw me off. It was her first time too and it was supposed to be special for her and I feel like I… I didn’t deliver.”

Bambi turned towards him. “It should have been special for you too.”

He lowered the camera. “I don’t know. Maybe. But I really just felt bad for her, you know? She put all this effort into it and we were both having fun right up to then.”

“That sucks. I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be. Anyway, in the week or so after, I tried to talk to her about it, but she kept finding excuses not to hang out. Finally I realized I’d been dumped without ever being told we were done.” He held out the camera. “Come check these out. We got a bunch of great pictures.”

Bambi came to him, standing so close her arm brushed against his. Jackson’s natural instinct was to pull away and stammer an apology for his body daring to occupy the same space she was in, but the feel of her was so nice against him it left him incapable of doing anything but drinking her in.

Bambi finally looked up at him, grinning. “Should I flick to the next picture or…?”

“What? Oh. Oh yeah, I just… um…”

“It’s okay, it’s okay, Jack,” she said, her words breathy and warm. He flicked to the next picture, and to his utter shock, she moved her hand… to his shorts.

“Keep going,” she whispered.

“B-Bambi…”

Her fingers slid into his waistband. He moved on to the next picture and moaned when she encircled his hardening cock. Her sultry amusement changed to a momentary look of shock.

“If the girls had known you were this big, I think you would have been very…” She stroked him, emphasizing her words with her hand’s movements. “…very… popular.”

Jackson nearly fumbled the camera and hastily wrapped the strap over his neck so he didn’t break the thing. He turned towards Bambi, his whole body trembling with excitement. Bambi Hooper had her hand wrapped around his dick. Bambi fucking Hooper.

“Did you go down on her? Callie?” Bambi asked.

“Yeah. Yes. I don’t think I was very good but-”

“Sh. It’s okay. It’s okay.” Bambi dropped to her knees and tugged his shorts down with her as she went. She stared at his cock, then her eyes traveled up to his eyes. “Did she go down on you?”

“N-no.”

“So I’m the first?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

Bambi leaned forward and gave his cockhead a long kiss, holding his eyes the entire time. She grinned up at him. “Warn me when you’re going to come, okay?”

“Oh… oh… okay,” he stammered as her lips wrapped around his tip.

Bambi sucked his first couple inches with enthusiastic bobs of her head. The lewdness of the act was in sharp contrast with the fine beauty of her face. It was like fucking a work of art. Coherent thought left him when she pushed back his untrimmed pubic hair and went deeper, her tongue brushing against his underside.

“Oh, oh, God, your tongue,” he moaned.

She pulled off him and gave his underside a long lick. “You like that?’ she asked breathily.

“Yeah.”

“Good. Then you’ll love this.”

Bambi swallowed him down again, eyes dancing. This time she didn’t stop, bobbing hard up and down his length and working him swiftly with her tongue. Anyone could have overheard them. The neighbors on all sides were home and his parents might come back at any moment. But none of that entered his mind. For him, for them, there was only this moment.

Jackson didn’t know what to do with his hands, or if he was supposed to rock his hips, or any of it, so he let her be in control. As excited as he was, he couldn’t last long, not with the most beautiful girl in school sucking his cock. He felt his need approach like a tidal wave, all-consuming and inevitable.

“B-Bambi… I’m close,” he said.

She grinned around him and popped off his cockhead. Quickly, she tugged up her tank and aimed his cock at her chest. He came with a grunted, “Bambi!” and she made a pleased cooing sound as his come splattered her small breasts in her bra. He just kept coming and coming, and when he was finished, she sat back on her heels looking down at the mess he made of her.

“That is a lot of come,” she said breathlessly.

“Holy shit. Holy shit, that just happened. You just… you just…”

“Mm hm,” she said, pleased with herself. She gave his cockhead another kiss and looked up at him. “Help me to my feet.”

“Oh yeah. Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she said as he held out his hand and she took it. When she stood up, she kissed his cheek. “When a girl does that for you, you treat her like a princess. Help her up, clean her up.” She looked into his eyes questioningly, and he nodded quickly.

“So, like, a hand towel?”

“Yeah.”

They went inside, and he spent a few long minutes scrubbing her breasts and cleavage with a damp washcloth at her instruction. She finally laughed and pushed his hand away gently.

“I think they’re clean. Was that really your first blowjob?”

“It was,” he said.

There was a package of unused toothbrushes in a drawer. She took one and brushed her teeth while he cleaned himself up too. When she finished, gargled, and spat, they kissed for a long moment. Her hand went down to his hardening cock again and squeezed, but it didn’t stay there long.

“I need to get going,” she said. “We’re going to have fun this summer. But Jack…”

“That’s all it can be, right?” he asked, and she nodded, a glimmer of tears in her eyes. “Then I need to be honest.”

“What?”

“That sucks. It’s going to be hard as hell saying goodbye to you.”

Bambi kissed him again and stepped into him, resting her head against his chest. “Yeah.”

Surprised and pleased, he wrapped his arms around her. It wasn’t the blowjob he thought about that night, resting in bed and staring up at the ceiling, a big dumb grin on his face. It was that moment in the bathroom, holding her like that.


A Taste of Something Sweet

Jackson wasn’t really a fan of exercising before his senior year of high school but over his final two semesters he developed a love for walking and eventually jogging. When he was first starting out losing weight, his PE teacher Ms. Harper gave him some guidance that really stuck with him.

“You can’t really help the hunger,” she said. “That’s the worst part. You will be hungry. But instead of eating whenever it hits you, take a walk. Get some exercise. Put on some music or a podcast or something and get out of the house.”

It was advice that changed his life along with her tip of never keeping snacks right on hand, that walking across the house to get to them would make them marginally less appealing. Of course, being determined to lose weight before college was his biggest driving motivation, but little changes like that made it so much easier.

Cole would sometimes accompany him in the evenings but was rarely up before noon and never walked with him in the mornings. Tyler was deathly allergic to exercising anything more strenuous than his working his thumbs across a controller, so both of them were out that morning. Bu what about Bambi? Was she a late-morning sleeper?

Jackson decided to text her, telling her he was going to go for a morning walk and wanted to see if she wanted to go. She called him back as he was lacing up his sneakers.

“Hey you,” she said, bright and cheerful.

“Hey! I wasn’t sure if I should text you this early.”

“No, it’s fine. I try to get up by eight.”

“In the summer?” Jackson asked, horrified and amused.

“I knooow. But my dad was in the Army and he kinda drilled it into us.”

“That makes sense.”

“Anyways, your timing is perfect. I was just about to go to the gym if you want to go with.”

“Butler’s?” Jackson asked. In a coincidence born of the small town they lived in, Butler’s was owned by the father of one of the students Bambi had been looking at photographs of on Jackson’s laptop. Everybody knew everybody in Honeypot, or so it seemed.

“Yeah. There will be a few of us. Mary, Amy, maybe Crystal, but that bitch can keep her butt at home and I wouldn’t be mad.”

Butler’s Gym wasn’t cheap and Jackson didn’t have a membership, but he was lovesick and loopy and at the phase in their relationship where if Bambi told him to fork over his debit card, he’d do it.

“I’m in. I’ll meet you there?”

“Cool.”

“And, uh, Bambi…? Thanks for last night.”

A pause, then quieter, “You know I had fun too, right? You don’t need to thank me and this isn’t a pity thing, Jack. Get that out of your head.”

“All right. See you soon.”

* * *

The parking lot at Butler’s wasn’t very full. It was too late for the before-work crowd and wouldn’t get busy again until the evening. Jackson pulled in next to Bambi’s car and took a moment to compose himself, checking his teeth and hair in the mirror and chiding himself for needing a haircut.

He was about to work out with three or four of the hottest girls from school. Him. Not even King Dork, just a dork.

No pressure.

Bambi was talking to a tall, powerfully built man maybe in his late thirties or early forties who had to be Royce Butler, the owner of the gym. He was the spitting image of his son Asher, who had graduated the year before and who had been something of an idol to Jackson. Asher was a workout freak, but he was also so nerdy he made Jackson and his friends seem comparatively normal. He was also genuinely one of the nicest guys in school, always down for talking anything related to games, books, movies, anime, and especially music.

His dad Royce looked just like him, with chiseled features and short, severe hair, a boyish smile and a natural softness to his eyes. Mr. Butler and Bambi both turned as Jackson came in, and that smile of Royce’s widened.

“Mr. Corso! Welcome to my gym.”

“Mr. Butler, right?” Jackson asked. He stepped forward and reached a hand out instinctually, wincing internally and wondering if it was a dorky move. Then again, Bambi already had a full blast of his dorkiness and hadn’t run yet.

Mr. Butler shook his hand. “That’s right. You were friends with Asher, right? The anime club?”

“And baseball, for all of about three weeks. I tore a muscle.”

“Oh, yes, I remember that. You kids couldn’t have been out of junior high yet. You don’t have a membership here, right?”

“Um, no.”

“Let’s get you set up.”

Bambi came to Jackson and gave him a kiss on the corner of his mouth. It set his cheeks on fire again. “I’ll be inside.”

“Okay. I’ll meet up with you in a minute.”

As she headed deeper inside, Mr. Butler went back behind the desk. He tapped away at a computer and said conversationally, “She tried to offer to pay for you but we have a policy of giving the first month free. It gives people the chance to find out if the facilities are for them. But you’re a friend of Asher’s and I’ve seen you walking around town trying to get fit. I respect that. So I’m going to extend your pass the rest of the summer, no charge.”

“Oh, no, I can really pay.”

“Hey, none of that. You’re putting forth the effort, and I want to encourage that. You come back to town next summer, hey, you can pay then.”

Touched, Jackson said, “Well, thank you.”

They made small talk as Mr. Butler set Jackson up with a gym membership, mostly about Asher, as well as Jackson’s plans for college. It was pleasant enough but when Mr. Butler escorted him inside, the other man became background noise as Jackson stared across the gym at Bambi. Her tiny athletic shorts showed off her trim thighs and long legs, the calves tight as she jogged. She ditched her tee, leaving her in a sports bra that showed off her stomach. She knew how good she looked too, glancing at Jackson and holding his eyes with a smirk. He grinned back, and jumped when Mr. Butler gripped his shoulder.

“I know that look,” the gym’s owner said.

“Mr. Butler, you ever get the feeling a girl’s gone completely crazy but you don’t ever want her to be sane again?”

“That I have. Go on and get to her, son.”

Jackson did, feeling like he was floating. Bambi’s friend Mary jogged on another machine, a hard pace that made her big breasts bounce. She was formerly one of the head cheerleaders, with brains to match her looks. She would be going to Colby College in Maine in the fall on a full ride. Just getting set up another treadmill, Amy was a tall, fit Black girl, a star basketball and track athlete, though Jackson wasn’t familiar enough with her to know if she was going to college or not.

Both Bambi’s friends watched him as he approached. “Heya stud,” Mary teased, and Jackson fought a surge of embarrassment.

“Hi,” he said, his voice teetering dangerously close to breaking. He added, “Hey, too, Amy. How, uh, how are you?”

Mary and Amy looked at each other, amused. Amy glanced back at him. “Fine.”

“Oh, stop giving him crap,” Bambi said. “Want to walk beside me, Jack?”

“Ooh, it’s Jack,” Mary said to Amy.

“Jaaaack,” Amy said.

“Oh God, this was a mistake,” Bambi said.

Fighting for anything to say, Jackson said, “Cole and Tyler were doing the same thing to me before the movie the other day.”

“Oh yeah, the movie,” Amy said.

“Your first kiss,” Mary said. Then in a more normal tone, “I would give anything to have seen Crystal’s face.”

“It was so good,” Bambi said. To Jackson, “Have you ever used a treadmill?”

“I have.” He looked around the gym. “But not all this stuff.”

“That’s okay, I can show you.” To her friends, “He’s been working really hard at losing weight. How much have you lost?”

“Ah, about like… thirty pounds.”

“Gah, I need to lose five before September,” Mary said.

Ignoring her, Amy said, “That’s awesome, Jack.”

“Thanks,” he said. The compliment didn’t seem faked, and as he started the treadmill and slowly brought it up to speed, he faced one of the oddest moments of his entire young life. He was accepted. The initial teasing aside, he was now part of the scenery, brought up to the top level of their former high school hierarchy simply because of who his girlfriend was.

It was not a thing he would get used to easily, not that day, and not in the days to come. Although high school was over, it wasn’t so far removed that cliques had ended entirely. They would fall apart as everyone moved on to the next chapter of their lives but not yet. To go from barely being noticed to the boyfriend of one of the queens of Honeypot High was going to take some getting used to.

Later, talking it over with Cole and Tyler, they agreed things didn’t go so bad, all things considered. He probably tried too hard on the treadmill, having to slow down when he got winded and sweaty, but Bambi and her friends didn’t single him out for it. Their talk was mostly centered around friends from school. A classmate’s college boyfriend was in town and had come onto Mary, but the classmate didn’t want to believe he was a bad guy and so now there was a rift there. The conversation shifted to plans for the summer and beyond. Jackson asked Amy about college, and she told him she’d be playing basketball at Indiana University.

“I have no idea what I’m studying, though,” she said. “Are you doing photography in college?”

“You know I like photography?” he asked.

“Oh, uh… no. Not until Bambi told us about what you two were doing the other day. Um… photographing toys, right?? Hastily she added, “Oh my God, that sounds so… um… bitchy. I don’t mean it like that.”

Jackson said, “No, it’s okay. It’s exactly what we were doing. And it’s suuuuuper dorky but it’s a lot of fun.”

“It really is,” Bambi said.

He explained what he’d been doing. Mary tuned him out after a while but Amy seemed genuinely interested, or was better at pretending to be than the blonde cheerleader. She hadn’t seen the new profile pic he took for Bambi and brought it up on her phone while she was doing a cooldown light walk on the treadmill.

“Aw, that’s a great picture,” she said. “You really could do this professionally.”

“I hope to someday,” Jackson said, pride making him straighten up without realizing it. “There’s not a lot of call for a professional photographer but it’d be fun to have a studio.”

“Or be a photographer for influencers and models. Take pictures of women in their underwear all day,” Mary said.

“Now there’s an idea,” Bambi said.

“You could be his first model,” Amy said.

Bambi laughed that off. Soon, Mary and Amy went to work out with the free weights, focusing mostly on lunges and squats. Jackson was about done for on the cardio and Bambi slowed to match his pace until they finished.

“How did I do?” he asked, trying not to seem winded.

“With Mary and Amy? Great. Just always be yourself, Jack. That’s what I like about you. When you’re not worried about what I’m thinking, when you’re just doing your thing… I don’t think you know how cute you are.”

“Thanks, Bambi.” He eyed her. “And you look freaking amazing in that outfit.”

“Hm. And here I thought these shorts might be too short.”

“Noooooope.”

* * *

When they finished what Jackson was certain was torture by machine and free weights, they showered there at the gym. Jackson was the first to emerge and talked to Mr. Butler for a few more minutes, mostly to ask him if he couldn’t come back sometime and get his help learning how to use the machines so he didn’t look like a complete idiot the next time. Mr. Butler roared with laughter at that and agreed.

Out in the parking lot, Bambi stood close to Jackson while they talked about their plans for the afternoon. Jackson had to work but not for a couple hours yet. “I think we’re going to go watch a movie,” Bambi said. “Just hang out.”

“Oh, have fun,” Jackson said.

All three girls stared at him and Amy started to crack up. Mary, like she was talking to a three-year-old said, “She was talking about you two.”

“Ohhhhh, right.”

Amy sputtered, “He. Is. The. Best.”

“I know,” Bambi said, and kissed his cheek.

“I want to steal you sometime for a new profile picture too,” Mary said. That surprised him. He didn’t think Mary liked him too much.

“Oh yeah, me too,” Amy said. “If Bambi will loan you out.”

Jackson agreed to that. They said their goodbyes, and he followed Bambi in his car to her place in one of the newer middle-class sections of town, a single-story home with a big attached garage. Bambi pointed at the curb and Jackson stopped there while she stopped at the other side of the driveway. They headed inside to an empty house. She explained her father would be working until five, and her mother was gone to help an aunt in Kithough do some grocery shopping after she broke her ankle. She’d be back sometime that afternoon or early that evening.

Ever clueless to what Bambi was hinting at, Jack looked around the house. “It’s a really nice place.”

“Thanks. Come on. I’ll show you my room.”

She led him there, and immediately he was struck by pinks and blues. Pink and blue teddy bears were bundled into a hammock high on two walls. A lamp on an end table was swirled with blues. An assortment of candles on a table by her window were shades of pink and blue. Her thick comforter was also blue, though not quite so garish as the rest of the room.

“You really like pinks,” Jackson said, amused. “And here you were, giving me crap about my room.”

“Shut up!” she said, and smacked his arm. “It’s cute.”

“The definition of Barbiecore,” he said.

“That’s what I was going for with it,” she said. “Have a seat on the bed. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Sure.”

But instead of sitting, Jack studied a wall of photos and mementos. A few of the pictures were of Bambi and her family. Her brothers were older and he didn’t really know them at all, but they were as handsome as she was beautiful, both of them tall and hawkish. Their father was broader-shouldered than his sons, and more severe in features and disposition, though one picture caught him in a moment of playfulness, a big grin on his face as he gave young Bambi a piggyback ride. Bambi’s mother was just as beautiful as she was, but her smile as reserved as her husband’s.

The mementos were largely of school and friends. A third-place award from the speech divisionals that year was pinned with a picture of Bambi with another classmate all dressed up in professional skirts and blouses. A playbill printed on cheap paper advertised a school play from two or three years ago, signed by the cast. A big group picture of their class’s delegation to Washington, D.C. for that year’s Errant Pages program had Jackson in it. He was pretty sure he had the same picture back home. He found himself at the fringe of the group, looking sideways at Tyler while his friend made a goofy face, Cole on the other side, looking as serious as always. Bambi was standing between Geoffrey and another classmate, smiling.

Other mementos he didn’t recognize, memories he hadn’t been a part of. A cream-colored beret hung with two pictures of what he was pretty sure was Paris. Notes and cards. A handful of doodles. There were holes amid the decorations, ones he couldn’t figure out, not right away. It was only later at work that he would realize what he was seeing – or not seeing. Memories of Geoff, aside from that group picture in D.C.

Jackson thought about how strange it was that his and Bambi’s lives could be in such close proximity for years and years but so rarely line up. He wondered if they could have been friends earlier in life, or maybe it took being out of high school and away from their cliques to really figure out how they were compatible. He wasn’t sure, but they were together now, and that was enough.

“Jack.”

Bambi’s voice warmed him, and he turned. Every thought fled him all at once as she stood there, completely nude.

His eyes traveled down immediately as his brain fought to come up with any sort of coherent thought. There was a downy thatch of trimmed blonde hair above her barely-there pussy lips. His eyes eased upward, drinking in every inch of her. Her small breasts were capped in large dark nipples. She had a tattoo on her left side, a cartoon beagle up on its hind legs, just a tiny thing. Her caramel and blonde hair hung down across her back, and she’d added a touch of pink gloss to her lips.

Those lips turned up at his wide eyes and complete shocked silence. “Do I look all right?”

“I… I…” He fought for control over his brain, his trembling hands reaching out like he was Frankenstein’s monster from the old classic black and white movies. He stepped towards her, stopped, and stepped forward again. His trembling hands went first to her arms, traveling up her warm, creamy skin to her shoulders and then to her cheeks. He moved in to kiss her, unbelieving this was happening. He could not put to words how beautiful she was, so he told her it through his kiss, soft and sweet before it deepened into something more needing.

She seemed pleasantly surprised by this, moaning against his lips, her eyelids fluttering. Bambi backed up until she hit the edge of her bed and dropped onto it. Jackson stared down at her, his breaths coming sharp and short.

“We’re not going to make love, not today. I want that to be special,” she said. “But I wanted to teach you how to take care of me and the girls you’ll meet at college. With your mouth.”

“Okay,” Jackson said. “I… I don’t have condoms either so it’s probably… probably…” His brain caught up with him. “You want me to… um… eat you out?”

“Yes,” she said. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah. It’s… yeah.”

“Good. Get your clothes off and come join me.” She glanced down at his cock bulging in his shorts. “Um… maybe best we leave the shorts on. I’m not on the pill and I… it wouldn’t be safe.

“Okay,” Jack agreed. He moved in slow-motion, his eyes never leaving her body as he kicked off his socks and pulled his shirt up and over his head. She moved back on the bed, coming to rest against her small mountain of pillows. Her legs spread wide for him, and her hand dipped to her lips. These she brushed with easy, slow strokes of her fingers. He was mesmerized by the motions, and stood there watching long after his shirt dropped to the floor. “You’re so beautiful,” he finally breathed.

“Come here.” The words were playful but tinged with the huskiness of lust. He went, crawling across the bed. He thought of Callie, of two stupid eighteen-year-olds in bed together, and his nerves threatened to paralyze him again. He hesitated, and Bambi noticed.

“We have all summer to learn what each other likes. Remember what I said? Let go, Jack. Explore my body. Take your time. But first… come kiss me.”

That set him in motion. Kissing, he could do. He came up her body, painfully aware of how hard he was and how warm and soft she was beneath him. Just a thin layer of clothing separated them, and the thought both thrilled him and terrified him on some level. He wanted to be good for her. He wanted to be the guy she deserved.

Had he wanted that with Callie? Jackson wasn’t so sure. But that moment had been built up in his mind the two months they dated. This, the spontaneity of it, it kept him from overthinking things. He wanted to kiss Bambi, so he kissed her. His hand went instinctually to her side, his other resting beside her shoulder. She smiled up at him as his lips pressed to hers, his tongue a sweet question she answered in kind. They kissed like that for minutes, Jackson’s hand sliding up and down her side, her own roping around his back and his neck.

That vanilla body cream on her skin drove him wild, and his kisses deepened, his body swaying as he filled his hand instinctually with her ass. He almost stopped to ask if that was okay but her moan was plenty sign enough. She was so fit, so very tight, and he loved exploring the expanse of her cheek, but his attention in that moment was all on those eyes, swallowing up a portion of his soul, given from him willingly, to be kept forever.

Her lips moved to his ear as if they were sharing a secret, her breath hot on his skin. “I might… ask you to… beg you to… to, mm, make love to me, but we can’t, we can’t, not yet, I want it to be special, we need… we need…” She rocked with him, her hand sliding down his back to his own ass as he ground his cock against her thigh, groaning. “Oh God, oh God, oh God…”

“I won’t,” he promised her. “Won’t… take advantage…”

“Thank you. I need you. Please. I… I need your lips and your tongue.”

He thought she meant kissing her again, but her long, slender fingers gripped his shoulders and pushed him gently down until he realized what she meant. He went, his heart hammering in his chest, his hands shaking so badly underneath her she must have thought an earthquake was happening. He kissed her as he went, no target in mind, just fast, frantic kisses to places he promised to explore further later. Her neck, her delicate collarbone, which she really seemed to like given the way her leg arched. The space between her breasts, her slim stomach, her pubic mound and the swatch of trimmed fine hair there. He froze for a moment when her pussy came into view. It was so slim, her lips nearly nonexistent and a little crooked. She’d missed some errant hairs shaving and he nuzzled them instinctually, not sure why but it drove her to take a deep breath.

“O-okay,” Bambi said, her voice so close to a whimper. “Just try… mm… licking me at first.”

He did, gently sliding his tongue from the tip of her folds to the base. Her knees spread wide for him and her hand dipped to her mound as she threw her other arm across her face. She was wet, and he loved the way it left her gleaming. She didn’t taste of anything in particular save the soft soaps she’d used either that morning or in the shower at the gym. He liked that, the clean femineity of her.

“Good, that’s good, mm, just like that.”

He obeyed, his tongue sliding against her slick folds over and over again while she rubbed her mound.

“Okay, now… now use a finger from each hand and spread me apart… like this…”

She showed him with her own hand, spreading her pussy lips wide. He stared at her pink walls for a long moment, entranced by the lesson and the intimacy of this. Her hand moved away and he did what she did, using his thumbs to spread her lips and reveal her folds again.

“That’s it, gentle like that. Now give me some deeper licks while you’ve got me like this… mm hm… mm hm…”

Jackson slid his tongue eagerly through her, his head bobbing up and down. He didn’t know it but his trembling had stopped with her encouragement and breathy enthusiasm.

“Do you know where the clit is?”

“Yeah.”

“Show me. Move your thumbs up and spread me like that, but closer to the top of my pussy. Okay?”

He thrilled to Bambi calling it her pussy, and did as she told him, spreading her folds. There was a nubbin of a hood, and under that, her little button. He licked it tentatively, watching her to make sure he got it right. He needn’t have worried. Bambi jolted, and stuttered out a laugh.

“Yup, that’s it, oh, oh, keep licking that, just keep licking that and… ohhh, ohhh, like that, Jack.”

He did, his tongue exploring her with long flicks that drove her absolutely crazy. Her hand shot to his head, twisting his hair between her fingers and tugging it so hard she nearly yanked it out by the roots. He kept licking, not caring about the pain, not caring about anything but the gasps and moans and sweet words pouring from her mouth.

“Ohhh, yuh-huh, ohh, Jack, Jack, you’re going to make me… you’re going… it feels so good… doing so good… for me… oh, oh, Jaaaack!”

She twitched again, her words falling off for a couple seconds, and he realized she was coming, he was making Bambi Hooper come. He started to move away from her clit but she bellowed, “Don’t stop, don’t stop until I tell you, oh, oh Jack, l-lick my pussy and… and play with my… my…”

Her words fell off as her head dropped back against the pillows. Her hips began to jump uncontrollably as he licked her folds and teased her clit with his tongue. His patterns were inexperienced, but his eagerness and perhaps a bit of beginner’s luck gave him all the power he needed. She keened again just two or three minutes later, half-twisting on her side, one hand at his head again, the other going to her lips. She bit her knuckles as she came and came.

They might have kept going for hours like that, but the timer on Jackson’s phone went off and he groaned in frustration. Bambi laughed, and pushed at his head until he sat back, pleased with himself.

“Come here,” she said, her voice throaty. “Kiss me again.”

“Should I wash my face first and brush my teeth?”

She smiled at him with a little bit of her own shyness. “No. Unless that’s too weird for you.”

“No, it’s okay. It’s hot. I just… want to make sure you… ah, screw it.”

He bounded back up the bed to kiss her to her mad giggles. She stroked the back of his head and they made out for long minutes, his hand going to her breast and roaming. She made a pleased noise almost like a purr, and nestled her head against his shoulder.

“I’m going to tell you two things that’ll boost your ego,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“First. I never let Geoff kiss me like that after oral.”

“Really?” Jackson asked, pushing back to study her expression.

“Really.” She stroked his face. “But then again, he never, ever made me come like that with his tongue. That’s fun fact number two for you.”

“He never…”

“No.”

That should have made him cheer. Instead, he thought about it, and his smile lessened. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I get to have you. And I get to train you to be my personal sex toy this summer. So I win, in the end.”

He laughed at that, and they kissed again. His hard cock rested against her mound, not quite pointed at her pussy but so close it drove him wild. He ground against Bambi, rocking as he kissed her again and again. She whimpered, and her hands slid between them, tugging his shorts down. His cock sprang free and for a moment he thought she meant to point him towards her pussy. But no, she gripped him and stroked him, their eyes locked on each other. He moved with her thrusts, fucking her hands, her name on his lips a sweet groan.

“Bambi…”

She stroked him harder, her tongue sliding between his lips, He gripped the side of her face with one hand, rocking harder and harder. Soon, this would be her pussy, he thought, and the thought made him explode against her mound and her soft stomach. His come shot out of him so hard he nearly collapsed, their breaths both fast and hard in the afterglow…

…right up to the point where he yelped and fell out of bed, remembering he had a job and should probably run to make it in time. As he hurried on his shorts and shirt, Bambi rolled onto her side and watched him, amused.

“When’s your next day off?” she asked.

“Day after tomorrow. Do you want to hang out?”

“Yes. Are we shooting again?”

“Did you really like that?”

“I did. It was fun.”

“All right. Yeah.”

“Cool. Kiss me again before you go.”

“I’d never stop, if I could.”

He thought the line was too cheesy, but the smile Bambi gave him was her special one, sweet and maybe a little bit shy. He’d see it a lot that summer.


Rubber Neckin’

The awkwardness of buying condoms left Jackson red-faced as he made his way to the cashier. He hid them in his basket under a box of Triscuits, but eventually he had to drop them on the counter and push them towards the clerk. Worst of all, he knew her. Martha Schwartz had worked at the grocery store longer than he’d been alive and was on a first-name basis with everyone in town.

I should have bought them in Kithough, he thought to himself far too late.

Martha didn’t give the condoms a second glance, only swiping them through and dropping them into a plastic bag. As she swiped the crackers, she said mildly, “These are my favorites.” Her eyes rose to him and she smirked. “Meaning the Triscuits.”

He chuckled weakly and wondered if it was possible for a person to actually melt into a puddle of embarrassment. The woman behind him in line tried to cover up a laugh with a cough and he hastily swiped his card through the machine. Of course the card reader didn’t want to work, so Jackson stood there and endured another minute of humiliation while he tried it again.

Escaping the store felt like being freed from prison. He breathed easier until an all-too-familiar truck cut down the lane, nose pointed right for him. It was Cole’s Ford Ranger, and in the passenger’s seat was, of course, Tyler. For a brief, panic-stricken moment, Jackson thought about making a break for it and running back into the store. Maybe he could hide out in a back room or in the beer cooler. Surely they’d let him if they knew his curious best friends were about to discover what he’d been buying.

But it was too late. They were on him, Cole’s EDM music dimming in volume as they made the turn and stopped in front of him. It was a quiet town and a quiet business, and no one would think anything of the two teenagers pulling up right to the store’s curb to talk.

“Hey, what are you up to?” Cole asked.

“What’d you get? Are those Triscuits?” Tyler asked.

“Y-yeah. I was hungry.” Jackson’s voice rose a few octaves higher than he’d like.

Tyler gave him a curious look, but ever oblivious, Cole made a gimme motion. “Let me have a few.”

“No way. They’re my Triscuits. You want some, uh, go buy some.”

“What? Come on, you still owe me for pizza last week.”

He had a point. With the bag still around the box of crackers, Jackson opened them up and held them out, the box of condoms on his side of the bag.

Cole took a handful and passed some over to Tyler, who was still watching Jackson, his brain obviously locked into solving this puzzle. Tyler usually had his head in the clouds but he could be perceptive at times.

“What else is in the bag?” Tyler asked.

“Nothing.”

“What’s in the bag, dude,” Tyler asked again.

“Nothing!”

Cole glanced at Tyler curiously, then back at Jackson. Way too late, Jackson realized what was about to happen. Cole snatched at the bag and yanked it in, sending innocent Triscuits flying all across the interior. He pulled out the box of condoms inside and hooted. Tyler grabbed the box from him and gaped at it.

“Not a word,” Jackson growled.

Tyler looked up at him with eyes glimmering with glee. “Jackson. Whatcha doing with these condoms?”

“Nothing! They’re just… for… uh… just in case!”

“Are you and Bambi-?” Cole started to ask.

“Shut. Up!” Jackson hissed. He glanced towards the store, where a middle-aged couple were watching this exchange. She leaned in and whispered to him and he was pretty sure the words she spoke included “Bambi Hooper’s boyfriend.” “Oh, Jeeeezus, you assholes.”

“So you are?” Tyler shouted. He punched the roof. “Holy crap! Holy crap!”

Before they could draw much more attention, Jackson bolted for his car. Cole followed him all the way home, where Jackson fought an urge to grab one of his dad’s new ultra-sharp kitchen knives and make human sushi out of his best friends. They rushed in behind him, the remains of the Triscuits and the boxes of condoms in hand.

“Give me back my damn crackers,” Jackson said, and snatched the box out of Tyler’s hands. “Condoms too.”

“Are you two…?” Cole asked as he handed the box of condoms over.

“That’s not something I’m going to talk about,” Jackson said. There were only three Triscuits left and he rammed all three into his mouth. “You owe me more.”

“Oo oh ee or?” Cole asked.

“He says we owe him more,” Tyler said. “So you are doing it.”

Jackson threw the empty box at him and stormed into the kitchen to get a glass of water. When he finished the crackers and the water, he glared at his best friends. “Not a word. Not a single stupid word. I mean it. She is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“Better than us?” Tyler asked, sticking out his bottom lip and making it quiver. Cole snickered and went to the fridge to raid it.

“The pasta salad’s really good,” Jackson muttered.

“We’re not going to say anything,” Tyler said. “Calm down.”

Cole brought out the leftovers. “Yeah. She’s cool. Remember when we were freshmen and she was dating Loren?”

Jackson did, and he winced internally. Loren was a football stud, even as a freshman. Cole was his partner for a school science project, and complained that Loren wasn’t doing his part. In response, Loren bullied him for months on end, belittling him for being a scrawny beanpole and wearing glasses.

“Oh shit. I forgot she went out with him,” Jackson said.

“Not for long,” Cole said. “She was the one who got him to stop bullying me.”

“Wait, really?” Jackson asked.

Cole nodded as he brought three forks and the leftovers to the table. Jackson’s father sometimes grumbled that his son’s friends would eat everything in their house if left to their own devices, but he also always told them to help themselves to anything that wasn’t alcoholic.

“They were sitting together in the library. I came in to get something to read, and Loren made fun of me for liking…” Cole sighed. “Liking that gay fantasy shit.”

“I’m sorry,” Jackson said.

“Don’t be. That’s not the point. Bambi told him to knock it off. He laughed and she got super pissed. She told him to apologize. He laughed again until he realized she was serious. Then he apologized to me. It wasn’t a real apology, but when they broke up a couple weeks later, he really did come apologize. I think he thought it might help them get back together but I don’t think they ever did.”

They ate in silence for a minute, thinking about that. Finally Tyler said, “We’re not going to screw it up for you.”

“Thanks,” Jackson said. “It’s just… we only have until the end of the summer, you know? And then…”

“Yeah,” Cole said.

“Just don’t forget us either,” Tyler said.

“That’s right,” Cole said. “We have friendship demands.”

“Friendship demands?” Jackson asked.

“I’ll give you two all the time you need together, but I demand one weekend so we can play Knife of Brauntar III start to finish.”

“I’m not going to be abandoning you two assholes,” Jackson said.

Ignoring that, Tyler pointed his fork at Jackson. “And I demand at least one road trip to Kithough.”

“We’re definitely doing that,” Jackson said. He took another forkful of pasta salad but didn’t eat it, not right away. “I thought… maybe I was some kind of little moment of fun for her. You know? We had that photo shoot together and the movie thing and I thought… well, she’ll remember I’m a geek and that’ll be it. She had her fun. But… it really feels like there’s something there. Maybe that’s crazy but I really like her.”

“It’s not crazy,” Cole said. “You’re a good guy. She can see that.”

“And dude, you’re trying hard and you’ve lost so much weight. Have some confidence,” Tyler said.”

“That’s what she keeps telling me,” Jackson said. “Fuck. The end of this summer is really, really going to suck.”

“You’ll be back,” Cole said. “And so will she.”

“Yeah,” Jackson said. But in his heart of hearts, he knew the truth. Nothing lasted forever.

* * *

“They’re sweet guys,” Bambi said. “I felt so bad for Cole. I always meant to talk to him about Loren and I never did. I don’t know why.”

“Different circles,” Jackson said.

“I guess. It’s not really an excuse though.”

“For what it’s worth, he’s not mad at you a bit. I think he’s your biggest fan, apart from me.”

“And Tyler?”

“He’s the most laid-back person I know. What you did for Cole and you being with me, you don’t even have to ask.”

“Good,” she said, and carefully settled another Immortal Meathead on the steps. It fell over again. “Damn it.”

“Yeah, we’re going to have to rethink this,” Jackson said.

“Well, it’s not an action shot, so what about buying some green construction paper and using that for the background instead of actual stairs? I could hold the figures up. Would that work?”

Jackson could have smacked his forehead. “Crap. That’s really smart thinking.”

They took her car, and decided to get lunch. They stopped for wraps and chips, and got them to go so they could eat at a small, quiet city park nearby. It was a beautiful little place, centered by a Y-shaped walking path lined in ash trees. They had their pick of benches, and sat and watched a couple in their twenties play fetch with their dogs.

Bambi nudged Jackson with her arm. “Our first date alone,” she said.

The words caught him by surprise. He realized she was right. None of their previous hookups had been actual dates. “Wow. You’re right.”

“You’re the first guy to get in my pants before he’s taken me on one.”

He grinned at that. “I’m a bad influence.”

“Oh, the worst.”

They ate in happy silence for a while, taking bites of each other’s wraps and swapping chips. Finally Bambi finished and dabbed at her lips. “Are either of them going to New Bainbridge in the fall?”

“Either of who? Cole or Tyler?” When she nodded, he shook his head. “No. I think Andre Hoffman is. As far as I know, he’s the only one other than me.”

“I hate that. I wish one of us was going there with you.”

He almost blurted, “I could transfer to State,” but he didn’t. That kind of clinginess broke her and Geoffrey, and he didn’t want to chain her to him, much as that hurt. Instead, he wiped his hand and took hers. She leaned over and gave him a soft, thorough kiss. She tasted like mustard and salami, and he smiled, unsure why, except that it was the sort of beautiful day meant for kissing girls in a park, and that was precisely what he was doing.

“Take a picture of us,” she said against his lips. She pulled back, sniffing but the tears not quite escaping her glimmering eyes. “I want a thousand of them before the summer’s over. I’m not kidding. A thousand. I want to be old and remember the summer I spent with Jackson Corso.”

“I could never forget this,” Jackson said. “I always say the dorkiest things around you.”

“I love you saying dorky things.”

For this picture, he didn’t need his fancy camera. He pulled out his phone, and they leaned in together, her head resting on his shoulder, his arm around her. They took five pictures like that, one serious, two smiling, and the other two of them making weird faces. He caught a sixth like that, Bambi laughing, a stray lock of her blonde hair nearly obscuring one eye, him grinning like a loon, a spot of mustard on his collar and never noticing until he made up prints of the shot.

Until the day he died, that picture was forever one of his favorites.

Hers too.

They looked at them together, and into his ear, Bambi whispered, “Take me home, Jack.”


Love

At Jack’s house, they took turns in the small bathroom, brushing their teeth and making themselves presentable. She went first, and walked past him when she came out with a caress of his dick in his shorts. It was a silent promise, and it made Jackson shiver. In the bathroom, he stared at himself in the mirror as he brushed his teeth and gargled, wondering where his life had gone so right.

Then the nerves hit him. What if it was like with Callie all over again? What if he got in there and Bambi clearly wasn’t having a good time too? But… he knew what she liked, right? Going down on her, she came at least a couple times. And then afterwards, she’d been so… happy and loopy.

“Don’t overthink this,” he muttered to himself. “She likes you. She likes you.”

He walked out of there and into the bedroom, where he stopped. Bambi grinned up at him, feet kicking against her butt as she lay on the turned-down bed, naked again.

“You are always so overdressed for these things,” she said throatily.

“I… uh… let me fix that,” he said, and hurried out of his shirt so fast it made her laugh. Then came his socks and his shorts, and then he went for the dresser – and the condoms. He looked back at her, the box in hand. “Um. Are we going to… need these?”

“Yes,” she said, and the playfulness was gone from her voice. “I want to. Do you?”

“More than anything.”

She twisted around when he came to her, resting back against his sheets and his pillows. She wiggled her butt into the fabric, her blonde hair spilling down on his pillows in messy waves. “I like the smell of you on this bed. It makes me want to rub myself all over it.”

“I like the idea the bed will smell like you tonight,” he said, opening the box of condoms and taking out three of them. There were twelve total in the box and already he was faintly thinking he should have bought way, way more.

He crawled onto the bed to join her. It wasn’t as big as her bed but there was plenty of room for the two of them like this, him above her, kissing her gently while she stroked his back and his shoulders. They both moaned in between the smacks of their lips, making him chuckle nervously.

“I want to make you feel good again,” he murmured.

“And I am completely okay with that,” Bambi said, nodding vigorously.

He slid down her body, feeling the nerves lessen. She made this okay, he realized. Callie was great, but theirs had been a relationship of social convenience. There was really no one else for them to date so they wound up in each other’s orbit. But what he felt for Bambi, this was real, and he could feel something from her in return. He already knew he was in love. That was easy to understand. But what he couldn’t put a word to was the enormity of jus how easily they fit into each other’s lives. He had been in love before, but he’d never been comfortable with someone like this and it was new and it was the most wonderful feeling in his young life.

Bambi’s knees drew up as he kissed her thatch of hair and her mound. He teased his way down to her pussy lips, already wet for him. “Jack,” she moaned as he began to slowly worship her.

She was wild for him that day. Her hips rocked to meet his tongue. Her hands roamed from his scalp to her breasts to her lips. She sucked on two fingers instinctually as he stared up at her, her eyes huge. He spent long minutes licking her, kissing her, easing her towards the brink. Her fingers fell free and she breathily urged him on.

“Please, please, j-just like that, oh, oh my Jack… oh… oh I’m going to come so fast…”

Her words kept him half-hard, his excitement making itself known by the volume of pre-come keeping his tip slick. Her eyes watered with her pleasure, and she quieted herself with her fingers in her mouth again, sucking them hard as her hips began to buck, her pussy quivering against his tongue. Finally she cried out and her body dropped back to the bedspread, her head twisting with the force of her orgasm.

“Please, now, Jack, do it now…”

He slid up her body again and she kissed his cheek, his jaw, and his neck as he twisted his head to find the condoms he left on the nightstand. He grabbed one and was grateful for the time he spent practicing unwrapping a condom and rolling one on before prom. That, at least, he could do with reasonable skill, but he was still only half-hard.

He stroked himself and Bambi said, “That’s my job.” He grinned as she took over, kissing her again as she stroked him. Her legs twined around his, her foot rubbing his calf. It felt almost as good as her hands around his cock, and soon he was hard again.

She watched him roll the condom on. He thought to ask her if she wanted it like this or another position but he was too ready for this and he desperately wanted to be able to kiss her this first time. He poked at her mound, then lower, and she barked out, “Nope, not that low,” and he laughed and she joined in. Their laughter fell away as she gripped him and pointed him where he’d need to go. Their eyes danced, and she gave him the tiniest nod.

“Gentle?” she said, making it more of a question.

He was, sliding into her tight folds with a soft sigh of release. For the first time that summer, Jackson Corso made love to Bambi Hooper. He took his time sliding into her, letting her get used to him, though he was so inexperienced he didn’t know on a conscious level that was what he was doing. He only knew he didn’t want to hurt her, and he wanted to make every second last. She nodded again when he was deep inside her.

“That’s about as much as I can… mm… take…” she whimpered.

“Do you need me to pull out?” he asked, immediately concerned he was hurting her.

“Don’t you dare. I just mean right there is about as deep as we can go this first time, okay?”

“Okay.”

For a long while, those were their only words. Their bodies did all the talking for them. Jackson wasn’t sure what to do with his hands so he kept one planted by her shoulder and the other one on her side. At first, he moved with stiff slowness, using his legs more than his hips to slide back and forth within Bambi. But need would soon take the driver’s seat from him, and with it a loosening of his muscles and his body as a whole until he found a rhythm that wouldn’t be natural for a while yet, but which was a tentative first step in that direction. He slid free of her once or twice, but she seemed more amused by it than anything else, helping him back with gentle strokes and a pleased, “Mm hm.”

Their bodies began to move with more and more urgency. Jackson held on for her as she began to rock again, her feet doing that curling thing around his legs again, her toes trailing up and down his calves. Her lips widened and their tongues played. His name escaped her lips, breaking his self-control, and he began to thrust inside her. That really set her off, and she clutched his shoulders, staring up into his eyes when her head wasn’t twisting to one side or the other from the pleasure of it.

“Jack, oh, oh you’re making me feel so good again, just like that, just like that, yessss, oh, ohhhhh…”

“Bambi…” he grunted. “Damn. You feel… so good…”

“Filling me… up,” she agreed, her eyes trying to focus on him again, but her eyelids were fluttering. Her hands went to the back of his neck again. “Please, right, nngh, right there, right there, oh, oh Jack!”

Her back bowed and her hips thrust up to meet him. He felt her body quiver. Realizing she was coming, he kissed her hard and with all the passion in his soul. She kissed him back when she could, her lips frantic for him as he began to move uncontrollably, hips jerking, his fist clenching beside her. A minute later, he exploded into his condom, his eyes closing and his teeth grinding together with the force of his orgasm.

In the moments after, he could not move. His whole body simply refused. He kissed her, and that was all he could do. It was not just a physical short-circuiting, but one of the soul. It was the sort of sex that fundamentally changed a person, and the Jack of that afternoon was no longer the same Jack of that morning. He had experienced a love so fierce and deep it would never leave him, no matter the miles or time between them.

Finally, he fell away. The bed was so small he had to tuck himself into a corner, the condom still on his softening cock. Bambi chuckled throatily, and whispered, “Holy shit.”

“Holy shit,” Jackson agreed.

“We’re… kind of in trouble, aren’t we?” She reached down and took the condom from him. “This was… it was just supposed to be a fun relationship.”

“Yeah. And now…”

“And now,” she agreed.

“But we’re going to do it again, right?”

“Definitely.”


Parental Units

Jackson didn’t meet Bambi’s parents until a week after they started sleeping together. It made a certain sort of sense. Bambi’s mother had been the stay-at-home sort up to that year, and her being home meant that they couldn’t fool around at Bambi’s house, so they spent a lot of their free time at Jackson’s. It didn’t hurt that she adored his parents or that they loved her. Not that she didn’t love her own parents, but Bambi slid into the Corsos’ lives so easily it was like she was always meant to be there.

With his parents both gone and the two of them with jobs to go to, they were sneaking in a morning quickie, Bambi on top. She rode him with quick flicks of her hips, her hands on her slim ass, her head twisted to one side, close. Jackson rested underneath her, hands on her waist, thrusting back up at her.

Her head twisted back towards him and she gave him a vapid, “I’m right on the verge” smile. He wished he could capture that smile. All of them, really, but this one was such a huge turn-on.

She began to buck harder when her phone rang. Her smile vanished and she grimaced in the direction of her pile of clothes and her purse. It was a special ringtone she used for her parents and siblings, and soon enough it went to voicemail, but the damage was done.

“Ugh, I’m not going to finish now,” she muttered. “I should have set it to vibrate.”

“That sounds like a challenge,” Jackson said.

That made her smile reappear, and she dropped to kiss him while he filled his hands with her slim ass. He fucked up into her, and she moaned instinctually, her hand back on her ass again, covering one of his.

“Fuck, maybe you’re up to it,” she said breathily.

He was. With her close like that, undulating on his cock, he was hitting her spot just right. Soon she was bouncing back against him, lips parted wide, her moans interspersed with soft laughter. She could get giggly when she came, he discovered, and he loved the sound as it played out then and there.

After they finished, Bambi rested on top of him for a long minute. He held her close, rubbing her back. When she finally sat up, strands of her blonde hair fell across her face, illuminated beautifully by the morning light spilling through the window. She looked like an angel smiling down on him, and his heart leaped up into his throat.

“Can I take a picture of your face like that?” he asked. “Just your face. I promise.”

“I trust you.”

He reached for his phone and the bunched-up sheet beside them. The sheet he brought up over her small breasts, and she held it in place for him while he worked the phone. The picture he took was incredible, though he wished he could capture it on his good camera. He studied the picture and held it out finally. “Look how beautiful you are.”

She took the phone and breathed, “Oh Jack… that’s one of my favorites.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded, biting her lip and setting the phone back on the nightstand before dropping to kiss him. When they finally disengaged, he took care of the condom and headed for the bathroom for a washcloth and some warm water. It was a tip Bambi taught him early on after that first time together, and it would be one he would carry with him subconsciously the rest of his life – a man always tries to take care of his woman afterwards. When he came back, Bambi was listening to her voicemail, scrunching up her face like she smelled something rotten.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

She tapped a button on her phone and tossed it on the bed. “Mom and Dad are having a barbeque Friday night. They said to invite you.” She winced. “You can say no.”

“No, that’s… uh… that’s… very terrifying.”

“Right?”

“Should I bring anything? Is that a thing boyfriends do for their girlfriends’ parents’ barbeques?”

“You’ll come?”

“Of course.”

She kissed him as he began to brush her mound with gentle strokes of the washcloth. “Don’t be scared. I mean… how bad can it be?”

* * *

Although Jack would have worn basketball shorts and a tee shirt the entire summer if he could have gotten away with it, for the barbeque, he decided something a bit nicer was in order. Cole and Tyler were no help on that end. Cole, who hadn’t had a girlfriend since their sophomore year, told him he had no idea what to wear. Tyler did a little better than either of them on the girlfriend front, but he told Jackson that he should wear khakis and one of the two Hawaiian shirts in his closet.

His mother Wanda was no help either. “Nice slacks and a short-sleeved button-down,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s too bad it’s not cooler. You look so handsome in your dress sweaters.”

Bill, Jackson’s father, said around a mouthful of chicken enchiladas, “You’re thinking too hard about it.” He swallowed. “Summer, it’s khaki shorts and a polo. Looks good without being too try-hard. When it’s colder, same thing, with pants instead of shorts. Or nice jeans.”

“That’s… really good advice,” Jackson said, flummoxed.

“You sound surprised,” Bill said.

“No. Well… yeah. I mean, all you wear are those striped shirts.”

“These are called panel shirts and they’re what all the cool dads wear. I am the coolest of dads and therefore I wear panel shirts.” Both Bill’s wife and son stared at him as he took another big bite.

“He has a steampunk coat he wears in the winter. Not even to a convention. Like… for fun.” Jackson said.

“I know,” Wanda said.

“He has more video game tee shirts than anyone I know. Even Cole.”

“I know,” his mom said again.

“He wears Christmas ties in June.”

“The definition of cool,” Bill said, nodding sagely.

The night of the barbeque, Jackson wound up going with his father’s advice, wearing the only work polo he owned that wasn’t spotted with a stain from his job. His khaki shorts were now too big to wear without a belt, a fact that made his day.

He drove to Bambi’s happy, if nervous. When he parked, Bambi came out the side gate and greeted him with a kiss. She looked phenomenal in jean shorts and a loose tank top.

“You look great,” he said.

“You do too. I like you in khakis.”

He looked down at his legs, pleased. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

She kissed him again, and grabbed his arm to tug him towards the backyard. “My brothers are home too,” she said.

“Josh and Rob,” he said to himself.

She bumped him. “That’s right.”

“I can do this,” he said cheerfully. “I can… definitely not panic.”

Bambi led him into the backyard. Jackson could smell meat cooking and men talking. From inside the house came upbeat older pop music. A woman – Jackson assumed correctly it was Bambi’s mother Charlotte – sang along, her voice dimming and disappearing inside the house.

When they came around the corner, three men’s heads swiveled in their direction, and Jackson felt immediately like bolting for the gate. There wasn’t a smile among the three at first. “Hey guys, this is Jack,” Bambi said. “Jack, that’s Josh on the left, Rob in the middle, and my dad at the grill.”

“It’s, ah, very nice to meet all of you,” Jackson said.

Josh, the middle child, raised a bottle of beer. “Hey, I know you. Mrs. Corso’s kid, right? Third-grade teacher?”

“That’s right,” Jackson said as he and Bambi approached the three.

“We both had her,” Rob said. He was the oldest and taller of the two brothers, and he had quiet grumbling sound to his voice. “One of my toughest teachers back then.”

Jack laughed nervously. “Yeah, she’s got a reputation like that, I guess.” Ralph Hooper, the father, had remained quiet throughout this whole conversation, Jackson held out his hand to him. “Um. Nice to meet you, Mr. Hooper. Guess I already said that.”

Mr. Hooper shook. His hand was smooth but his grip firm. “Good to meet you too.” His eyes flicked towards Bambi. Jackson had no idea what that look meant except he didn’t think Mr. Hooper was pleased, but he had no time to find out because out came Charlotte Hooper with a platter of pineapple and corn on the cob in her hands.

“Oh, our guest of honor,” she said.

“Hello, Mrs. Hooper,” Jackson said, turning in her direction. She set down the platter and this time went in for a polite hug. Mrs. Hooper seemed caught off-guard by that, patting his shoulders and chuckling politely.

“He’s as handsome as your pictures,” Mrs. Hooper said to Bambi.

Jackson’s cheeks flushed. Bambi’s mother was a very attractive woman, and her compliment made him feel more than a little bashful. “Aw, thanks.”

“You’ve got him flustered,” Bambi said, and elbowed her mom.

Jackson finally gave a weak chuckle. “The, uh, the food smells great, Mr. Jackson.”

“You ever grill before?” Mr. Hooper asked.

“Not on a big fancy one like that,” Jackson said. “We’ve got a little charcoal barbeque. Makes great burgers.”

Mr. Hooper nodded. “You know, I don’t mind those. Good even heat.”

“To tell the truth, I wouldn’t really know. I mostly stand there and give my dad the spatula or the tongs while nodding my head and pretending I know what I’m doing.”

That took Mr. Hooper by surprise and he chuckled. “Sure. Sounds about like my sons.”

Both the other guys groaned as if on cue.

Jackson scored more points when he asked if he could help with anything. They told him to sit and relax, and Josh and Rob joined him. Josh was a junior in college at State, where Bambi would be going, while Rob had graduated two years prior and was getting into the financial world like his father.

“I’m working at the credit union in Lavelle,” he said. “It’s not bad work, but there’s not a lot of room to advance so I’m thinking about a lateral move to a bigger institution.”

Jackson had no idea what “lateral move” meant but he nodded like he did. “Sure, makes sense. What are you going to do, Josh?”

“Go after my doctorate. I’d like to teach.”

“Oh wow, that’s awesome. Any idea where?”

“Nah, not yet. Maybe somewhere with some ski hills. Beyond that… eh. Bambi said you’re going to be majoring in photography?”

“Yeah, that’s the plan,” Jackson said. Every set of eyes in that backyard fixed on him, except Bambi’s. She tensed, and he had no idea why until Mr. Hooper asked the next question.

“There any money to be made in that?”

Ah. There it was. The question stung, and Bambi said sharply, “Dad.”

“I don’t mean any disrespect by it,” Mr. Hooper said. “I guess I’m just curious what jobs are out there for someone with a photography degree. That Michael Maclin boy went down to Florida to study theater and you know what he’s doing now? Mowing lawns.”

Jackson shrank into himself, trying to find the right response. The words hurt worse than a sting. It was like he walked right into a fist.

Bambi said even more sharply, “Enough. You’ve seen his photos. You’ve seen what he can do.”

Josh said, “Oh yeah, they’re great. You really get moments that make Bambi who she is.” His sister gave him a grateful look.

Mrs. Hooper touched her husband’s arm. He glanced at her and she gave him a minute shake of her head. Jackson understood then, or he thought he did. This dinner wasn’t to welcome him. It was to show him up, to prove to Bambi she could do better. There were a lot of low points in his life, especially when he’d been bullied for his weight, but this was the worst of it all and it wasn’t even close.

“Maybe I should go,” Jackson said quietly.

“No,” Mr. Hooper said, after a moment. “I’m being the asshole, apparently. Sorry if your feelings were hurt.”

“No. I get it. I… I’m not Geoff, I guess. I’m not going to go into politics or become a lawyer or whatever it is he’s going to do. But… yeah, there are jobs in photography. A lot of it is gig work, that’s true, but…” Jackson shrugged uncomfortably.

“Hey, I mean, Edie McPherson has her own studio here in town. And look at all the influencers on Fantasy Gems and Bottlegenie,” Josh said. “They must use professional photographers pretty often and they make crazy money.”

“And modeling agencies are still a thing too,” Bambi said.

“Of course,” Mr. Hooper said. “I was out of line. We all have our talents.”

But the damage had been done. Jackson stayed quiet most the rest of the night. The steaks were probably great but he didn’t remember tasting a bite. Mrs. Hooper took the reins in leading the conversation and Josh seemed genuine in his kindness, but Rob and Mr. Hooper both checked out of the conversation early. Jackson volunteered afterwards to help clean up, but Mrs. Hooper insisted on taking care of things, and Bambi told her family they were going to go.

Josh walked out with them, another bottle of beer in hand. He clapped Jackson on the back and said cheerfully, “Dad’s an asshole. Don’t listen to him.”

“Thanks. It was nice meeting you.”

“You too.” Josh started to walk back towards the house, then thought of something and came back. “You said you’re not Geoff. But Geoff was kind of an asshole too. So… don’t think that’s a bad thing. Don’t try to be like him. Be the guy my sister’s crazy about. All right?”

Jackson gave him a much more natural smile. “Thanks. Uh. Again.”

* * *

They drove aimlessly for a few minutes, not saying anything while Bambi sniffed and stared out the window. Finally she looked at Jack and said, “Let’s go back to your house.”

“Mom and Dad are home.”

“I know. That’s why I want to go there.”

“Okay,” he said. They were still clear across town so at the next street he turned and they started heading in that direction.

“Jack, I want you to promise me something.” She looked at him, and gone were her tears. “Don’t let assholes like my dad win. You are amazing with that camera. I mean it. Really amazing. And I don’t want you to ever give up on that because people like him took a different route. So promise me.”

“I… I promise, Bambi. But you have to promise me something too.”

“What?”

“Don’t ever settle for someone who doesn’t deserve you. You’re… you’re amazing. You’ve got such a big heart and… just don’t settle. Ever. If you promise me that…” His words jammed up and he cleared his throat. “…then I can let you go at the end of the summer.”

“Jack…”

“No. I promised you. You promise me.”

With a voice as thick with emotion as his, she whispered, “I promise.”


Peek-A-Boob

July slid into August all too fast. Jackson and Bambi, sometimes with the help of Cole or Tyler, continued working on their action figure project. They were nearing the end of what Jackson had scripted, as it was never supposed to be more than a few minutes long. Thinking about that made him feet a strange sort of panic, as though when the project was finished, Bambi would find something else to occupy her time. But days together slowly began to ease his self-doubts around her, and miracle of miracles, he was slowly approaching the point where he could actually believe they were a real couple, that the only shoe waiting to drop was the end of summer.

They made love as often as they could, finding sweet minutes and hours to steal away together. Their schedules made that tough, their jobs consuming a lot of the prime time they could be spending together without parents around, but even the days when they couldn’t hook up were usually filled with at least a n hour or two together. Bambi was a frequent guest at the Corso house, Jackson less so at hers, but an olive branch of sorts was offered to Jackson with an invite to another Hooper family dinner, this time at a nice local restaurant. Though Mr. Hooper would never exactly be fond of Jackson that summer, things were at least amicable that night and most the nights that the two orbited each other.

But for the most part, those days blazed brilliantly with the heat of their unspoken love. Jackson nearly dropped that word a dozen times, a hundred, and more than once he thought maybe Bambi felt that way too.

* * *

“Thanks for doing this,” Amy said, looking over Jackson’s shoulder as he moved in a semi-circle, not yet snapping any pictures but getting an idea of the lighting and angle.

“Oh hey, no problem,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t get around to it sooner.”

“You and Bambi have been spending a lot of time together. I get it.” She flashed him her brilliant white teeth.

“Freeze, just like that,” Jackson said. She didn’t, the smile going from natural to forced, but he snapped a picture anyways. It was still good, but he wished he caught that natural smile. “Okay, think about… think about something that makes you happy.”

“Jerome, in Paris,” Bambi suggested. She was resting on her elbows on Amy’s lawn, getting in some sun in a bikini that kept drawing Jackson’s attention. It was new, and did delightfully little to hide her body.

There was that grin again. Jackson snapped a picture but Amy twisted her head at the las possible second to look at Bambi and he knew it was going to be one of his discards. “Don’t move your head,” he instructed her. “Who’s Jerome?”

“Just a boy we met in Paris,” Amy said.

“Who she wanted to run away with and never leave France,” Bambi said.

“He was so handsome. Oh my God, that jaw and those eyes. And that accent,” Amy said, rolling her eyes upward and making a popping sound with her mouth. Jackson snapped a picture of her like that and thought that was a great one.

“And did Bambi have a French suitor?” Jackson asked.

“Sadly, no,” Bambi said. “I thought Greg Miles and I had something going on back here, but as it turns out, total douchebag.”

“Really?” Jackson asked. He knew Greg and liked him. He was a theater nerd and one of the more handsome guys of the class ahead of them.

“Ohhhh yeah,” Amy said. “There wasn’t a girl he wouldn’t sleep with. Totally fake nice.”

The patio door slid open and Mary came out in shorts that nearly showed off as much of her thighs and ass as Bambi’s bikini. Her spaghetti-strap tank definitely wasn’t covering much up either, her belly bared and her big tits nearly falling out.

“Crystal called,” she announced before she even said hello. “There’s going to be a pretty good party tonight in Fort Cloud.”

The college Bambi would be attending was in Fort Cloud and she perked up immediately. “Oh yeah? That guy she’s been seeing?”

“No, but friends of his. I don’t know, might be kind of fun. You think your brother would let us stay at his house?”

Bambi didn’t know, and texted Josh. Mary bounced her way over to Amy and Jackson. “What about you, Jack? Want to come party with us in Fort Cloud?”

“Sounds fun to me,” Jackson said. He wasn’t sure if it did or not. He’d never really gone to any super popular parties in high school. Some pretty geeky ones where they sat around and played video games or roleplayed, but that was about it.

“Yeah?” Bambi asked, sitting upright. “You’d go?”

“Of course. Um. Could I invite Cole and Tyler?”

A look passed between Mary and Bambi, Bambi’s eyes narrowing. “It’s not my party!” Mary said.

“If you show up with them, they’re invited,” Amy said. Both girls looked at her and she grinned.

Mary said with zero enthusiasm, “Sure, of course they can come.” She gave Jackson the details and he texted Cole and Tyler. In all of about five seconds, his best friends texted him back, asking if he was serious. That was followed by a flurry of texts asking if they should bring anything, what they should wear, should they get a hotel room, what about food, and a half-dozen other texts until Jackson finally gave up and shut his phone off for a while.

“I think they’re excited,” he said.

The photos he took that day were pretty simple head shots for social media purposes, nothing really all that complex, and some of his earliest shots would have worked perfect for what Amy and Mary wanted. When Amy was satisfied with her headshots, she joined Bambi on the grass, the two of them talking animatedly about Amy leaving for Indiana soon. He caught a picture of them like that, Bambi with her arms around her knees, looking at her friend with a quirk to her eyes and her lips like she was caught in mid-laugh, Amy resting on her side, a blade of grass between her fingers and pointed at the camera. The quality of the picture struck him silent and motionless for a long moment. It felt like he’d captured something quintessential about that summer, some change between who they were and who they were about to become.

“Let me see,” Mary said softly beside him. He held the camera out, and she must have sensed it too. “You’re really good at this. How do I get a picture that nice? Is it me? Or do you not think I’m as pretty as those two?”

Jackson tried his best. He got a really good shot of her when she was retelling a story about her cheerleading days and how she snuck some wine on the bus. It was Mary at her most Mary-ish, with all the haughtiness of a former high school queen. But it wasn’t the real her. He wasn’t sure why he knew that, but he did. She was putting on the air he expected her to, or maybe more appropriately, she was doing what she thought was natural for the camera. How he could tease out the real her, he wasn’t sure, not yet.

When they were finished with the shoot, Amy touched up her makeup and packed an overnight bag. They moved as a group to Bambi’s next, where she did the same. It was when Jackson was watching her purse her lips after applying some lipstick that the seed of the idea was planted.

“Hey, Mary?” he called. In a moment, she came down the hallway, eating a stalk of celery.

“What’s up?” she asked.

He nodded towards Bambi as his girlfriend looked back over her shoulder curiously. “I had an idea for your photos. When you’re getting ready, can I get some pictures of you?” Realizing his mistake, he hastened to add, “I don’t mean, like, when you’re getting dressed, but putting on your makeup.”

Mary touched her breast. “Aw, and here I thought it was me in my underwear you wanted to take pictures of.”

“No, no, I…”

“She’s teasing,” Bambi said. Then, under her breath, “She better be.”

Mary said, “Sure. But why?”

“Just let me get the photos. If I told you, I don’t know if it’d be as natural.”

At her house, she showered while Jackson and Bambi horsed around with Mary’s big playful labradoodle and Amy went to gas up her car. When Mary called that she was ready, Jackson hopped up and grabbed his camera. Bambi was still caught up in paw wars with the labradoodle as it got down on its haunches and chuffed at her. Jackson got a quick couple pictures of that, loving the spill of Bambi’s hair across her face and the dog’s playful expression.

He found Mary in a nook of her bedroom seated at an old-fashioned vanity table, looking into a mirror. She was draped in a plush baby blue robe, her cleavage making his throat jump. He was in the bedroom of yet another one of Honeypot High’s undeniably hottest girls, and she was very nearly naked in front of him.

“What do you need me to do?” she asked.

He started, and brought the camera up. “Just whatever your normal makeup routine would be.”

She huffed, but her eyes in the mirror seemed curious as they flicked towards him. He looked through the lens as she arranged her makeup. First she did something with her brows with the tiniest brush Jackson had ever seen. Because her hands were so close to her eyes, he moved, thinking vaguely to himself this wasn’t the best idea.

“Bambi’s always told me I do it backwards but I always start with my eyes,” she said, more a mumble. “They’re my best feature. I mean… I have pretty great boobs, too, but I like my eyes the best.”

Jackson, not sure what to say, kept silent. She explained each step as she went, doing her mascara, adding foundation. He still wasn’t sure about his idea until she started in on the concealer, using it to hide away the natural darkness under her eyes. She likes her eyes the best, he thought.

“Look at me out of the corner of your eye,” he said, angling himself back behind her so he wasn’t quite in view of the mirror but close enough that he could get a good angle of her face in reverse. “My idea is to see the you that’s under the makeup. The beauty that’s there before and after.”

Her lips parted, and she did as he told her, glancing at him… and blushing. Was Mary turned on by this? No. No way. She was probably just embarrassed by how personal this was. And it was personal, he realized, suddenly panicking. Oh God, was he kind of cheating on Bambi? But that was silly. He was overthinking things. She knew about this and she was right in the next room.

He took the picture and said, “Perfect. That’s exactly what I’m looking for.”

Mary settled back in, explaining how she using blush to enhance her cheeks. Was it his imagination, or was she showing him even more cleavage? Feeling his own cheeks brighten, he snapped more pictures as she began to work on her lips, giving them a playful pink shade. She explained she and Bambi both usually liked a more natural color.

“It’s called nude,” Mary said. And as a stunned Jackson watched, the robe fell open and her big nipple peeked out. “See?”

Jackson lowered the camera. “Mary…”

“Take your picture, Jack. But this one stays between us, okay?”

“I…” Oh, how he wanted to. But Jackson lowered the camera further, and shook his head. “You’re beautiful. But I’m with Bambi.”

“For a few more weeks.”

“I… yeah.”

She sighed and tugged her robe back into place. “You’re no fun.”


Making Things Right

Jackson made it all of about three seconds when they were alone before he stammered, “Bambi, I need to tell you something. Mary kinda… hit on me.”

In the driver’s seat of her car, Bambi gasped and said, “That bitch!” Then she grinned wide. “I know. I listened to the two of you. You kinda set the whole thing up, you know that, right?”

“W-what?”

“I mean, you suggested you should take pictures of her right out of the shower.”

“I didn’t… I mean… I thought… it would be her at her most natural. You know? Unguarded. I didn’t think about it sexually. I mean… she’s pretty.”

“She’s hot is what she is,” Bambi said. “I’m not mad, baby. I’m really happy you didn’t take her up on it. But Jack, I still don’t think you know how attractive you’re becoming. And it’s kinda cute but it might get you in trouble at college. Some girl might give you her heart and you might not realize it.”

Jackson thought about that. “Did I hurt Mary’s feelings?”

“I don’t know. Maybe a little? She’ll get over it. Then again, she doesn’t have a lot of guys tell her no. As far as I can remember, you might be the first. Amy has a little crush on you too.”

“What?”

“Oh yeah. She admitted it to me a couple weeks ago. Said if we weren’t dating, she’d maybe ask you out. Gonna leave me for her?”

“Nope. You have to know by now…” He stopped himself just short of telling her he loved her.

“Yeah,” Bambi said, her good humor slipping away too. “I do.  She didn’t meet his eyes, and he struggled for something to say. Thankfully, she made things less awkward. “You and that camera are going to get in such trouble at college. Seducing girls like that. And I’m going to want to hear about it.”

“Yeah?” Jackson asked. His voice was hoarse but he smiled too, and found it easier than he expected.

“Oh yeah. I want updates on your dating situation. And your camera projects. Speaking of, I have a killer idea. One last scene to sneak in before you begin… what was it called? Post-production?”

“That’s it,” Jackson said. “What are you thinking?”

“Let me worry about that,” she said.

“All right.”

They stopped by Cole’s long enough to step in and say hi to his parents. Tyler was there and both guys were ready. Cole looked uncomfortable in a polo a size too big for his tall frame, and Tyler, in typical Tyler fashion, had on a hideous purple shirt with squares and circles on it in neon colors. They each had sleeping bags, pillows, and an overnight bag.

Cole’s mom Jodi said to Bambi, “Watch out for our boys, hon. Make sure they have fun. But not too much fun. If you need to get an Uber, get an Uber.”

“I’ll keep an eye on them,” Bambi said, trying not to crack up.

“You have your stomach pills?” Jodi asked Cole.

“Aw, come on, Mom,” Cole said.

To Bambi again, Jodi said, “If he gets it in his head to drink more than a beer or two, he’ll get sick.”

“It’s true,” Tyler said. “Not that we would ever drink. We’re underage. Only sodas for us.”

Jodi’s mother looked up at the ceiling as if apologizing for her son’s friend. “Oh! I have a bag of snacks for your party,” she said. “Crackers, string cheese, and some fruit snacks, those little gummy ones. Do you have time? I could make a meat and cheese tray. I think I’ve got some salami and pepper jack.”

“Oh, uh, we’re supposed to meet up with Bambi’s brother for dinner, actually,” Jackson said.

When they finally managed to escape with three plastic bags full of snacks, soft drinks, and bottled water, Bambi said brightly, “I don’t know why we couldn’t wait. I love salami and cheese.” Cole groaned at that and she giggled.

The drive to Fort Cloud was a long one, nearly two hours. They rode together in Bambi’s car. Her one firm rule was that she got to pick the music with no complaints. Cole and Tyler managed, though there were groans from the both of them when a Calliope Beaumont country pop song came on. Jackson left his good camera at home but got plenty of pictures of the four of them, even sneaking one in of tall, lanky Cole singing along to a pop song before his friend realized what Jackson was doing with his phone.

Fort Cloud was not a big city in terms of population, but it was a sprawling one. The biggest draw were its three colleges, including State, a nursing school, and a technical college. Most of its industry went into supporting those schools, so there were a lot of places to eat and things to do. They cruised past a golf course and a bowling alley on the way in, and talked some about coming back before Jack had to leave for New Bainbridge to bowl.

With Mary and Amy following them, they wove their way through a residential area dominated by apartment complexes. Josh’s place was in a nicer one of these, in a cluster of three buildings centered by a communal gym and manager’s office. They pulled into the parking lot of the last building next to Josh’s coupe, all of them taking a moment after to stretch when they stepped out of the car.

With their things in tow, Bambi led the way inside. Jackson glanced back to see his two best friends trying to stare anywhere but at Mary and Amy’s butts on good display in their shorts in front of them. “Good view?” he called back.

“Shut up,” Tyler said, blushing hard.

Amy caught on. “Three flights. Think you can… handle it?”

“I can,” Tyler said dreamily, making Amy laugh.

Josh answered the door in a rumpled blue dress shirt and slacks and a bottle of beer in hand. He just got off work from his summer job interning for a tech company downtown. Jackson was again struck by the differences in their worlds, even if they’d grown up in the same small town. Even in college, Josh was more successful than most people Jackson knew. What would Bambi be doing in three years? Working for a bank, like her father and oldest brother? Interning at some big company like Josh? Shit, what would he be doing in three years? Still rinsing dishes and stuffing them into a dishwasher?

The uncomfortable thoughts were washed away by Josh’s easygoing nature. He invited them in, and explained that he shared the place with a girlfriend, but she was gone for the weekend, visiting family back home. There was an extra bedroom where Mary and Amy would sleep, and in the living room, there was a well-used L-shaped couch big enough for two.

“Two of you are going to have to sleep on the floor,” Josh said cheerfully. “Might have an air mattress for you but I can’t get in touch with the guy.”

“Dibs on the couch,” Tyler said. Cole hit his shoulder and nodded at Bambi. “What? She can join me too.”

Mary made a disgusted noise and headed back for the spare bedroom to drop off her things. Bambi said, “Jack and I will take the floor. You guys take the couch.”

Jackson made belated introductions of Cole and Tyler. Much like he had with Jackson, Josh seemed amused by the pair, but wasn’t condescending. Josh laid out rules for staying at his house, which amounted to not being idiots. That seemed pretty reasonable to all of them.

There was a definite coolness from Bambi towards Mary, and the former cheerleader had to know why, given the way she glanced at Jackson from time to time. Bambi didn’t quite ignore her completely, but kept her words clipped. Jackson still felt guilty about the whole thing, but didn’t know how to set things right between the two friends, if it could be set right at all.

As for Amy, she won two fans in a big, big way when Cole and Tyler said they had plans the next day to go see Kaiju Reaper, a monster movie. “I can’t wait to see that,” Amy said. “I loved that manga.”

“You read the manga?” Cole asked. His voice went as low and throaty as a lover’s.

“Oh yeah! If they keep that ending in place, I’m going to be a big ball of tears,” Amy said.

“Holy crap, you did read the manga,” Cole said.

“She’s amazing,” Tyler whispered.

“Of course I read it,” Amy said, indignant. “Just because I’ve got the best ass in Honeypot doesn’t mean I’m not into cool shit.”

“And they’re in love,” Jackson said to Bambi.

The three of them fell deep into a conversation about manga, so deep they all wound up riding together to the party in Mary’s car, leaving Jackson and Bambi together alone. Jackson didn’t know what to say about Mary to make things right between the two friends, but he tried.

“Bambi, about Mary… I feel like crap about the whole thing. I didn’t ever mean to come between you two.”

“I know,” she said, and reached over to squeeze his hand. “I’m not mad at you. I told you that.”

“But I saw the way you were with her and it… I don’t know. It’s not all her fault. Like you said, I created a moment and… well.”

She snorted. “This is not the first time Mary’s tried to make a move on one of my guys. Leave her to me. It’s sweet you feel guilty, and I hope you learned a lesson. But…” She trailed off and smiled to herself.

“What?”

“I think I know how to punish her. If I tell you to play along with something later tonight, do it. That’s how you make it up to me.”

“All right. What do you have planned?”

“Mm, I think I’ll let it be a surprise.”

Jackson glanced at her, but she wouldn’t say anything more about it.

The party was on the outskirts of the city in a quiet, old neighborhood dotted sparsely by homes. In a way, it reminded Jackson of Bambi’s neighborhood, though these homes were clearly decades older than hers.  A dozen cars were parked at one rambling ranch house with a curved driveway. People in small clusters stood around with plastic cups or cans of beer. In one of these groups, bookended by two Black guys, was Crystal. She waved, smiling until she saw Cole and Tyler step out of Mary’s car.

“Oh my God,” she snapped.

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Amy said.

Mary walked up the sidewalk just shy of a run. As she passed by Crystal she said, “Jack and Bambi’s idea.”

Crystal gave an irritated huff and stormed back into the house a step behind Mary. Both Cole and Tyler looked at Jackson. He said, “Hey, at least she didn’t kick us out.”

Tyler pondered that. “That’s true,” Cole said.

“Come on,” Amy said, holding out her arms. “You’re my dates tonight. Anybody gives you shit, you report to me.”

“Aw, you don’t have to do that,” Cole said.

“Dude, we get to say we’re on a date with Amy. Shut up and let’s goooo,” Tyler said.

He grabbed Amy’s arm and Cole came around to join them. Amy tugged them towards the door, looking over her shoulder and winking at Bambi.

“Come on,” Bambi said. “I’ll buy you a beer.”

“Crap, are they charging for that?” Jackson asked. “I didn’t bring any cash.”

“You are still the sweetest, most naïve guy I know, Jack Corso. And that’s part of what I love about you.” Her eyes widened at her own words. He almost stopped her there. Almost grabbed her arm and told her the words that might have bound them together or irrevocably broken them.

But he didn’t. He let the moment go.

“A beer,” he said faintly. “Yeah. Okay.”

* * *

The party was hosted by four roommates, all juniors. They were friends of Crystal’s boyfriend, Rex. He was a lean, lanky guy with a shitty goatee and a wandering eye, including one for Mary and Bambi. He came over and introduced himself, aiming his slick smile and eyes right at Bambi and only glancing once at Jackson.

“You and your buds twenty-one?” Rex shouted over the loud party music.

“Um. Yes?” Jackson asked. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

“Uh huh,” the guy said, but he didn’t push it.

Bambi pressed herself against Jackson’s arm. She said, “Let’s go get a drink.”

Since Amy didn’t drink and Cole got sick after more than a beer or two, they agreed to be the designated drivers for the group, freeing up Bambi and Jackson. They found a line of liquor bottles in the kitchen along with two coolers full of beer, hard lemonade, and hard tea. Jackson, who had never really drunk much, kinda wanted to try one of those hard lemonades, but most the guys were carrying plastic cups or cans of beer, so he opted for a can of beer. It hadn’t been on ice long enough to get cold, he realized too late, but in his opinion, beer didn’t taste good warm or cold, so it didn’t matter much. Bambi made a gin and tonic, though Jackson didn’t know what the clear bottle of soda was until she set it back down and he could see the label.

“I can’t believe it’s taken us this long to have a drink together,” she said, raising her cup to her lips.

“Me either,” Jackson said. He cracked open his beer and took a sip. She laughed when he was unable to hide a grimace.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh. You don’t drink much, do you?”

“Not really,” he said, grinning sheepishly.

“Neither do I,” she said. “I’ve never liked beer. That’s why I drink these. Here, try one.”

He did, and still grimaced. At least it made her laugh again, he supposed.

They passed Tyler, Cole, and Amy at a table loaded with snacks. Bambi smacked Amy’s ass as she walked by, and Amy let out a whoop. Mary came the other way, giving Bambi a wounded look as they passed by each other. She went straight for the gin too.

Bambi was in her element at that party. With one hand gripping his, she led them to the living room. There were a lot of people and it was pretty crowded, but she flowed between them like water, her body moving naturally in rhythm to the music. When they found an empty space, she twirled and pressed in tight to Jack.

“Let go!” she shouted up at him as she began to dance. Jackson grinned at the echo of the words that made him first start to fall for her, and he did. Despite being self-conscious of the eyes on them, he raised his arms too, and he danced. He was not good at it. In fact, he was terrible. But in that moment and the dizzying number of songs to follow, he didn’t care. He danced with the woman he loved, riding high on the words she’d spoken outside.

It's one of the things I love about you.

* * *

An hour or so later, Jackson came back from the bathroom to Mary talking animatedly to a bored-looking Bambi. Bambi saw him approaching and her eyes crinkled just a touch before her mask slammed back into place.

“You want to make it up to me?” she said. The music had been lowered marginally by that point, though they still had to basically shout.

“That’s what I’ve been saying!” Mary whined.

“Fine. Come on then.”

Bambi charged Jackson and led the pair of them towards the back of the house. They passed by Cole doing his best impression of a dancing stork and Tyler swaying, both of them watching Amy with a trio of college girls dancing with much more finesse. Jackson hoped the guys were having fun.

Down a hallway were rooms marked off with masking tape and signs for people to stay out. Bambi ignored these, opened one of them up, and looked inside. The bedroom was small, dominated by a king-sized bed several feet too big for the space. Bambi wrinkled her nose at the unmade bed and the reek of body spray. She shut the door and resealed it.

They had better luck with the next one. Along with the bed, there was a desk along one wall and a padded folding chair in front of it. Bambi stepped in and they followed. She shut the door behind them, and Mary said tearfully, “We didn’t do anything, Bams.”

“You didn’t show my boyfriend your tits?”

“N-not the whole boob,” Mary said, sounding as petulant as a child, even if she was nineteen.

“Oh my God, you slut, like that matters,” Bambi said. “But I’m willing to forgive you under one circumstance.”

“What? Anything. I’ll do anything. I love you, I don’t want us to fight.”

“You love me so much you’d try to seduce Jack.”

Mary burst out crying. Bambi ignored her and started nudging Jackson back towards the bed. “Bambi?” he asked, uncertain. Bambi ignored him for the moment, going for his shirt and untucking it.

“You want to make it up to me, Mary?” Bambi asked, a gleam of wicked good humor in her eyes.

“Yes!”

“Then sit in that chair.”

“What are you going to make me do?” Mary asked. She didn’t sound scared. She sounded intrigued.

What the hell was going on?

“Sit. And you don’t move,” Bambi said. Her eyes on Jack’s, she unbuttoned his shorts. He swallowed hard, his eyes flicking towards Mary and then back to her. “And you watch what you tried to have but never will, slut.”

In the most surreal moment of his life, Bambi yanked Jackson’s shorts and his boxers down, leaving his cock bare, not just to her, but to her best friend too. He thought for sure Mary would go to the door, to run out of there. But instead, Mary inched her way towards the chair, watching them both as Bambi pushed Jackson down onto the edge of the bed.

“You think you can take my man?” Bambi asked. She lifted her spaghetti-strap top up and over her breasts. There were pasties over her nipples, and she removed these, dropping them carelessly on the floor. Jackson reached for her and she came to him, straddling his waist and leaning down to kiss him with sloppy enthusiasm. He could taste the gin on her breath but neither of them had drank enough to be more than a little buzzed. Her earlier words hit him. Play along. This was her plan. This was what she wanted from him. To give Mary a show. To make her friend suffer… and maybe to show off.

“Baby…” he said. “Anyone could come in.”

With a glee he’d never seen from her before, Bambi said, “I know.” Her smile dampened and real concern crossed her face. “Is it too much? Should I stop?”

“No!” Jackson said at the same time as Mary. 

Bambi snickered and rocked on his lap again. His mind dizzy with what was happening, he gripped her ass. She gave an exaggerated moan and slipped one foot down to the carpet again, then the other. She unzipped her shorts and slid them down, leaving her only in her shoes, a thong, and her top pulled up over her tits. Jack leaned back instinctually as she slinked her way down to the ground, kneeling in front of him and staring up at him. She winked, and he had a hard time not grinning.

“He’s bigger than I expected,” Mary said faintly.

“Mm hm. He fills me so good, Mary.”

That sparked his brain. Before this went too much further, he dug in his shorts and took out the condom he kept in his wallet. Bambi watched this as she leaned closer and licked the base of him, from his hairy balls all the way to his tip. With her eyes locked on his, she swallowed his tip, rocking on her knees as she sucked him down.

“Oh my God,” Mary whispered. “You’re really… doing this.”

“Mm hm,” Bambi moaned around Jackson.

She sucked him down fast, taking his length deep in her mouth. As she bobbed up and down his cock, he swept back her blonde hair and held it for her, his hips rocking up to meet her. He stiffened fast, and when he was completely hard, Bambi pulled off him and twisted her head to look at her friend, his cock resting against her cheek.

“See what you’re missing out on?” she asked.

“Can I…?”

“No. I told you, if you want to make it up to me, you sit. And you watch.”

“But…”

Bambi ignored her, and returned her attention to Jackson. She sucked him down again, her tongue working him furiously, getting him wet for her fingers. These she looped around him, jacking him as fast as she was sucking him. At first he thought this was because they might be found out, but even as sexually inexperienced as Jackson was, he knew by that point some of Bambi’s tells. The way she rocked back and forth, this was exciting her. She liked showing off and that sent a thrill of taboo pleasure through him.

“Suck me, baby, suck me in front of your friend,” he said, his voice faint like it was coming from someone else. It surprised him as much as it did Bambi. She grinned around him and sucked him harder and faster. Mary whispered something under her breath, her legs spreading wide as she slumped lower and lower on the chair.

Without warning, Bambi slid up Jackson’s body. She pushed him back until he was resting on the bed, and scrambled on top of him. He thought at first she wanted to fuck, but instead, she twisted around until her thong-clad pussy was right above his face. This she pushed to the side before she dropped down against his mouth. It was a toss-up whose moan was louder, hers or Mary’s.

Bambi descended upon Jackson’s cock again, head bobbing up and down as he eagerly licked her wet folds. He gripped her ass tight, instinctually racing to get her off first before he came. It would be a close thing. This was the hottest experience of his young life, his girlfriend eagerly sucking his cock while he ate her out right in front of the second-hottest girl in his class.

It was driving Mary wild too. He cold hear her heavy breathing, nearly a pant, and when he caught a glimpse of her, she had her hand buried in her shorts, openly playing with herself as Bambi and Jackson were locked in their sixty-nine. “Oh fuck, oh fuck,” she whimpered. “You’re… you’re sucking so much of him…”

Bambi moaned around his cock, “Mm hm.” She came off Jackson, jacking him with both hands again as she pressed his tip to her cheek and looked at her friend. “And you’ll never get to feel… how good… mmm, how g-good he is… with his tongue.”

Mary gave another whimper of need and when the song switched out in the living room, Jack could actually hear her fingers shoving in and out of her wet pussy. “Fuck, oh, oh Bambi… Jack…”

Bambi watched her friend, hips rocking faster and faster. Jackson kept doing what he was doing, but she was getting herself off just fine without him, grinding on his face, her hands whipping up and down his length. When she was close she brought those hands up to her breast and the back of her head, riding his face hard, her broken words coming fast.

“Mm, mm, Jackson, Jackson, when I come… t-take… me, fuck m-me…”

“Oh my God, oh my God,” Mary gasped.

“Jaaaack!” Bambi cried out. Her hips quivered and she jerked against his face. She fell off him and onto her side, and he moved, fast as he could, grabbing the condom, skinning it, and sliding it on as both Mary and Bambi watched him, Mary flushed and nearly sliding off her chair, her hand working fast inside her shorts, and Bambi on her side, grinning, pleased with herself.

He guided her onto her back, in profile to Mary. Bambi’s legs spread as he guided himself to her entrance. “So… big inside me, Mary…” Bambi moaned. “Don’t you wish… this was you?”

“Yes…” Mary said.

Jackson couldn’t help dipping to suck Bambi’s nipples into his mouth before he began to fuck her with deep, even strokes. After the blowjob he was still right on the brink, his need to come driving him mad for Bambi, but he clung on, giving Mary the show he knew his girlfriend wanted him to perform. He gripped Bambi under her legs and brought hem up. She took them, staring up at him with a pleading look to her eyes. This was not something they tried before but it must have been something incredible for her, the way she gasped.

“Oh, oh, Jack, that’s so deep, that’s so goooood…”

Mary let out a soft “eep,” her hand stilling and her eyes losing their focus. Bambi watched, mouth open wide, her own eyes half-lidded then slowly refocused on Jack as he drove deep into her,

“Just… like… that… oh, ohhh, Jack, Jack…”

“Bambi,” he breathed, trying to hold on. Laughter broke out in the house and all three of them ignored it, Mary still moving her hand in her shorts, her other at her lips, her finger in her mouth. Bambi dropped her legs and bent one at the knee, hips rising to meet Jackson’s thrusts, his cock driving harder and harder in her.

“Ahhh, ahhh, Maaaa-ry, he’s making me come again, he’s… he’s…”

“Yesss… oh yesss… come for him again…” Mary whispered.

Bambi’s back arched and she scratched at her own stomach and breast, her hands moving everywhere, a sob of pleasure escaping her. She came, and Jackson was there, right there, gasping her name, coming, coming into his condom.

“Oh fuck, did he… did you…?” Mary asked.

“Yeah,” Jackson said, his voice hoarse. He slipped free of Bambi and dropped back onto his knees on the bed. “Holy shit.”

Bambi giggled breathlessly. “It just keeps getting hotter.”

“No kidding,” Jackson said. He went to her and kissed her. She stroked his cock through the condom and took it off him. There was a wastebasket in the corner. She stood on shaky legs to walk to it, found a tissue on the desk, and wrapped the condom carefully in it before dropping it in.

With a hand trailing the desk’s surface she went to her friend. Mary stood on equally shaky legs, and the two women stared at each other. “I’m sorry, Bam. I’m so sorry,” Mary said. Bambi nodded, and despite still being mostly naked, hugged her tight. Were they going to kiss? Jackson later wasn’t sure, but in the moment, it sure seemed like it, the way they looked at each other.

But whatever might have happened never did. From deeper in the house, Amy shouted, “Bambi! Jack!”

Jack’s head snapped towards the door. He almost forgot he wasn’t wearing his shorts, then hurried to grab them up, along with Bambi’s. They dressed, and Mary went out ahead of the to see what was the matter. Only seconds later, she poked her head back in.

“Hurry.”


An Afterparty to Rule Them All

Jack rushed out, Bambi right behind him. Someone had lowered the music, and a crowd of people stood in the living room and hallways, looking towards Jackson’s two best friends and Amy, who stood in front of the pair of guys defensively, arms crossed and her eyes furious.

“Oh shit,” Jackson said, and shoved through the crowd. He was cussed at and someone gave him a sharp elbow to the ribs, but he managed to get through, Bambi moving in his wake. “What happened?” he shouted.

“Let’s just go,” Tyler said, his voice muted. Cole nodded.

“That’s right. Get the fuck on out of here. Next time you stay in your fucking lanes,” the guy in front of Amy said.

She spat on him, and the guy lunged forward. Jackson was there, and not knowing what else to do, he grabbed the wall of muscles around the back and held on, shouting, “Go!”

He felt someone hit his shoulder, and then pure chaos erupted. People grabbed at him, at the guy he was holding, at each other. Someone threw a punch and hit him in the back, but he barely felt it. An elbow came at his face and he barely avoided it. Cole and Tyler ran, Amy following right behind them. Bambi grabbed Jackson’s arm and they were going, the huge asshole bellowing after them as they fought their way towards the front door, running out into the sunshine, Mary laughing wildly behind them.

“What happened?” Jackson said breathlessly.

“Cole hit on that guy’s girlfriend,” Tyler said.

“I didn’t know!” Cole said. “We were talking and I said she was very pretty and next thing I know-”

The big guy broke out of the house and Cole squawked. There was a quick passing of keys around and they raced out of there and away, driving too fast until Amy slowed it down in the car ahead of them. Bambi, in the backseat, had her head craned to look behind them the entire time.

They made it back to Josh’s, and everyone marched wearily into the apartment. Cole and Tyler collapsed on the couch together, and Amy dropped between them, squeezing both their knees.

“I didn’t know,” Cole said again, utterly miserable. “I’m sorry guys. I fucked it up.”

Josh came out of his bedroom, now dressed in sweats and a black tee. He had a tablet in hand, playing a movie, and he paused it. “What happened?” he asked.

“Cole shot his shot with one of the cutest girls at the party,” Amy said. Cole blushed furiously. “Unfortunately she was someone’s girlfriend.”

“And we… ah… kinda started a big fight,” Tyler added.

“You three?” Josh asked, his eyes sweeping from Cole to Tyler to Jackson, amused.

“No, just Cole and me,” Tyler said. “Well, Jackson got involved at the end. Grabbed the guy like he was a pro wrestler. Hey, where’d you three go? You disappeared on us.”

“Oh, uh,” Jackson said, and cleared his throat.

“We were talking,” Bambi said lightly. “In, ah, one of the back rooms.”

“That’s right,” Mary said. “Talking.”

Josh smirked. “Uh huh. Talking.”

“I really am sorry,” Cole said. “I didn’t mean it. I really didn’t. I just told her she looked pretty and asked if she went to college there.”

“Hey. You know what?” Josh asked. “Fuck that guy. I looked up that Kaiju Reaper movie. Looks pretty cool. We’re probably not too late for the last showing. Let’s go have a party of our own.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Cole said. “None of you have to pretend you want to hang out with us.”

Tyler nodded. “We’re okay just hanging out here until it’s time to go tomorrow.”

“Fuck that,” Amy said. She stood up and turned to grab the guys’ hands. “Come on. Off your butts. We want to go see some deaths by giant monster. And we’re not pitying you or any of that bullshit. You’re sorry, Cole? Then buy a girl some nachos. Let’s go.”

“What the hell is Kaiju Reaper?” Mary asked.

“Big monsters. Stuff blows up,” Amy said. She must have realized she was taking the wrong tack. “It has Morris Wayland in it.”

“Ohhhh,” Mary said. “Then I’ll go. He’s so fucking hot.”

Josh glanced at his sister and Jackson. “You guys in too?”

“I was actually thinking… maybe I’d go for a walk at the college,” Bambi said. She looked at Jack. “I know you must want to see the movie.”

“I do. But I want to see where you’re going to live too.”

She smiled tentatively and reached for his hand. Mary rolled her eyes theatrically. “We need real food after. Those guys’ snacks at the party sucked.”

“Right?” Tyler asked. “I think they confused sour cream for cottage cheese.”

“I saw that,” Mary said. “It was so gross.”

While the rest talked about where they wanted to eat, Josh got Bambi and Jackson aside. He asked his sister point blank, “How much have you had to drink?”

“Two gin and tonics. And those were right at the beginning of the party.” She began to recite the alphabet backward, and he stopped her with a raised hand.

“Enough, I believe you. Just had to check.” To Jackson, “You’ll look out for her?”

“Yeah. Of course.”

“Good. And thanks.”

“For what?” Jackson asked.

“Making her happy. Go on. We’ll meet up back here later.”

* * *

State University was a huge sprawl of a college, with at least a dozen dorm complexes. Bambi would be living in a big apartment-building style one just short of being called a skyscraper.

“It’s huge,” Jackson said, staring up at it.

“There are two solariums,” Bambi said, standing beside him. She looked up too. “I had to look up what that even is. It’s a sunroom, I guess. Lots of windows. And there’s a grand piano on the first floor.”

“Which floor will you be on?”

“The third.” She was silent a moment. “Take my hand, Jack? I’m going to cry and I… it would help.”

He swallowed, and he took her hand. She did cry, soft, slow tears that he kissed away before they walked on.

In a soft, dull voice, she said, “And that building’s a dining hall. It’s so good. Wings Wednesday.”

“I think my college has that too,” Jackson said.

“I looked. New Bainbridge has ‘menus designed by professional chefs.’” She made her voice go deep with that, and he chuckled, though there was no real humor to it.

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

“What do you think that actually means, professional chefs? Because I’ve cooked at the diner. Am I a professional chef?”

That got a genuine snort of laughter from her. “Maybe. It is pretty vague, isn’t it?”

That lightened the mood. They walked on, passing by more people than he expected. Bambi explained that this was because of the sports kids having already come back for practice, along with the summer semester students still finishing up.

The campus was undeniably beautiful. Some of the dorm buildings were built for pure function, like Bambi’s, but they were at least well kept. The groundskeepers did a fantastic job of working with a vast amount of ground. Sprawling oaks provided lots of shade, but didn’t crowd the sidewalks. Flowerbeds were lined with decorative stone elegant in its simplicity. Lights kicked on as they walked, set in sleek modern fixtures.

“It’s a beautiful place,” Jackson said.

“It really is.”

A fountain in the middle of a quad was not filled with water, but crushed stone and plants, including cacti in its upper level. At this they stopped for a moment, looking all around them.

“Have you decided on a major yet?” Jackson asked.

“No. I probably won’t for a while. Dad wants me to go into accounting like him and Rob. I like numbers so it makes sense, but I don’t know.”

“Has your roommate gotten in touch?”

Bambi pulled him towards one of the benches and they sat. “Yeah. She seems nice.”

“Nice is good.”

“Mm hm. And she’s smart. Salutatorian.”

“Wing Wednesday. A nice salutatorian roommate.”

“Living the dream.” She turned to face him, her eyes gleaming again. “Jack…”

“Tell me something you’re excited about,” he said hoarsely. “Aside from Wing Wednesday, obviously.

She studied his eyes for a moment, her lips parting. “I… I…”

“Help me let you go, baby. I don’t want to be like Geoff. I don’t want to chain you. I never want to chain you.”

She closed her eyes and shivered. Then, without warning, she shot up to her feet, letting his hands go. “The music program,” she said, her voice so thick and syrupy he could barely understand her words. She cleared her throat, and the next words were bright. Faked. Of that, there was no question. But she tried, for the both of them, and he loved her for that. “Have you ever come here for their shows?”

“I haven’t.”

“It’s so beautiful. They do two or three shows every semester. Their Christmas program… oh, Jack, it’s so beautiful.”

“Yeah?” he asked, standing to join her as she walked backwards down a randomly picked path.

“And the fitness center. It’s got a freaking rock climbing wall, did you know that?”

“I didn’t,” he said, and now his voice was bright and forced too. “Ever rock climbed?”

“In Colorado, yeah, but I was young and terrified. I can’t wait to try it again. And Homecoming, they’ve got a big Homecoming here, a parade and… and…”

“And what about the library?” Jack asked when her voice faltered and the tears threatened to spill again.

“Of course you’d ask about the library. I’ve never seen it.” She spun in a slow circle, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t even know where it is.”

They kept up the banter like that, trying to pretend. They found a clump of students kicking around a soccer ball outside one of the dorms and talked to them for a while. They were even invited to another party, but both of them had enough of that for one evening.

They eventually found their way back to Bambi’s future dorm and the parking lot. They drove, and found a fast-food place open late, where they each ordered a milkshake, her strawberry, him vanilla. They sat in the car, saying nothing, but the mood lifting somehow. Fake it until you make it, Jackson supposed.

“Now you,” Bambi said.

“Now me what?”

“What are you excited about most in New Bainbridge?”

Jackson thought about that. “The photography program is really good. But you already know that. I guess I applied there mostly for that, but the campus is really beautiful too. A lot like here, I guess.”

“Those mountains,” Bambi said.

“Yeaaah,” Jackson said. “I’ve never really gone hiking before. I’d like to try that.” He looked down at his gut. “Especially now that I can walk a few miles without drowning in sweat. But it’s a really cool town. Lots of different people, lots of cultures. And I guess… I guess I wanted to get away from here too. High school… it wasn’t bad for me, but I don’t know if Honeypot is where I want to be my whole life.”

She nodded. “I know what you mean. I love it. But I kinda want to escape the magnet too.” Her phone dinged and she set her milkshake in the cupholder before looking at it. Jackson was lost in thought but jerked out of it when she gasped.

“What?”

“It’s from Josh. He says… he says he’s going to stay the night with a friend because…” Bambi shook her head and held out the phone to him.

hey. Going to spend night with a friend. amy is LOUD. change of plans for sleeping arrangements. You and jack won’t need to take the floor. U OWE ME

Jackson read and reread the message, not getting it at first. Were Cole and Tyler going to sleep in Josh’s bed instead? “That’s nice of Josh to give up his bed to the guys,” he said, completely oblivious.

“Oh. Oh Jack. You… you know what? I think I’m going to let you figure it out for yourself.”

Still not quite there yet, he stared at her blankly until he thought about Josh’s words. Amy is loud.

“No way. He’s joking, right?”

Bambi turned the key in the ignition. “I don’t know and I need to find out.”


A Picture to Remember Her By

“Those noises weren’t human,” Bambi muttered as she brushed her teeth.

Jack shuddered. “I don’t ever… ever… ever want to think about Cole and Tyler shouting-”

“Nope. Nope. You are not finishing that sentence.”

The spare bedroom door opened and they distinctly heard Mary mutter, “Ugh, my breath stinks like come.”

Bambi looked at Jack. “Let’s go pick up breakfast.”

“And take our time.”

They heard Cole ask, “Where are my underwear?”

“A long, long, long time,” Jackson said.

* * *

They arrived back in Honeypot a little after one in the afternoon, Jack and Bambi forever scarred, Mary mellow and happy, Amy looking awfully pleased with herself, and Cole and Tyler with unbelieving grins frozen in place. Amy drove the two guys while Mary snored in the backseat of Bambi’s car.

They dropped Mary off first. She hugged Bambi tight, and Bambi returned it. Then she went to Amy’s car, leaned in, and said something to them Jackson couldn’t and didn’t want to hear before turning for the house.

Cole’s was next and since Tyler’s bike was there, Amy dropped him off too. The two guys stood at the curb with her. She gave them each a lingering kiss on the corners of their mouths, chuckled, and turned to wink at Bambi and Jackson before getting back in her car and driving off.

Cole’s mom bustled out of the house. “Did you boys have fun at the party?” she asked.

Tyler and Cole grinned first at each other, then at Jackson. “Best time ever,” Cole said.

“Noooooo kidding,” Tyler said.

“Jackson got in a fight,” Cole said.

“It wasn’t a fight,” Jackson said hurriedly.

“With the biggest guy at the party,” Bambi said, nodding.

“Saved us from getting beat up and that’s no lie,” Tyler said. “All because Cole hit on the… what, fifth or sixth hottest girl there?”

“You hit on a girl?” Cole’s mom shouted, glee in her eyes.

Cole and Tyler gave each other another look, Tyler cracking up. “Um. Yup,” Cole said.

“And so much more,” Jack muttered under his breath.

“We’re never speaking of that again,” Bambi said, equally as quiet.

Finally it was just the two of them. They checked in at Bambi’s, she changed into comfy athletic shorts and a tee, and they went back to Jackson’s, both of them so tired they could barely keep their eyes open by the time they crashed through the door.

His parents were gone, so they went right to bed. Bambi was in a mood to snuggle, and they rested on top of the covers, his fan blowing a light stream of air on them as she rested on her side, head in the crook of his shoulder, one leg over his protectively. Jackson listened to her breathing even out, but sleep didn’t find him. He thought about Cole and Tyler. He thought about Mary and Amy. He thought about what he and Bambi had done the day before, making love right in front of her friend. But mostly he thought of that walk around Bambi’s campus. About her hand in his.

“Still awake?” she whispered half an hour later.

“Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.”

“Too uncomfortable?”

He kissed her forehead. “No. Thinking about last night.”

“Yeah. That shit got wild.”

“That wasn’t what I was thinking about.”

“Oh,” she said, her voice very small. “Those were really great milkshakes, weren’t they?”

That got a laugh out of him. “Yeah.” He twisted onto his side so they were face to face. His hand went to her hip and she rubbed his in response. “What was your idea? For the extra scene with the action figures?”

“Oh! We can do that right now!”

“What?”

“Hang on.”

She crawled over him and off the bed, going for the box of Immortal Meatheads he kept in the corner. He turned and watched, admiring the way her ass looked in her shorts. She came up with Scarlet Charlotte, a bloated female figurine who wore an outrageously skimpy red dress over her chemically-burned skin.

“Which one do you want?” she asked.

“I don’t even know what we’re doing,” Jack said, amused.

“Pick one to represent you. This one’s me.”

“All right. Uh… Buster Brains. That was my favorite when I was a kid.”

“Perfect.”

She grabbed Buster Brains out of the box, a Frankenstein’s monster-type figure in a lab coat and glasses with his brans exposed. She gave hi the figures and grabbed his good camera off his bookshelf. When she returned to the bed, she straddled him, wiggling against his cock and smiling down at him through her waves of blonde hair.

“We’ve done action scenes. We’ve done ‘walking away from explosions’ scenes. But we’ve never done… a sex scene.”

“That. Is. Genius.”

“At first I thought we should get the greenscreen for it, but it would be so much funnier if we shot it right here in bed. The figures on the pillows, everything ridiculously oversized…”

“Yeah. Yeah!”

“You really like the idea?” Bambi asked.

“I love it. Which scenes are we going to do?”

“Apocalypse Rain.”

“Ohhhhh, shit,” Jackson said. “Yes. Absolutely.”

Apocalypse Rain was one of the most overwrought action movies of all time. At one point, late in the movie, the reluctant hero had to leave his wife and two children in the ruined streets of Vineport to fight storm-riding aliens invading the coastal United States. The scene eventually culminated in the husband and wife sneaking off to make love, and was hugely ridiculed, largely because it went on and on and on to almost pornographic lengths. It made for the perfect scene for them to recreate, especially since they too could drag it on far longer than was necessary.

That was precisely what they did. With the woman action figure laying on one pillow, they acted out the beginning of the scene, the male figure sliding over her. They were laughing too hard to notice Jackson’s mother Wanda come into the house and call out a hello. They were still laughing too hard to see her peek into the bedroom, Bambi holding the male action figure, Jackson taking pictures. They never saw his mother gently pull the door closed and slip back out of the house, shaking her head and remembering her own earliest days in love with her husband. An idea was coming to Wanda, a silly and sweet one, and she pondered it as she got back in her crossover.

Back in the house, Jack and Bambi shifted over to a new position, Jackson resting on his back, Bambi straddling him and holding Scarlet. She didn’t make it easy for him, grinding on him while she rocked Scarlet back and forth as though she were riding Buster Brains on the bed. That left Jackson hard, and it wasn’t long before she took mercy on him – and herself – by slipping her shorts off, sliding his down, and riding him as they finished the shots. It was good, silly sex, but minutes in, Bambi set her Immortal Meathead figure aside, and took Jack’s from him. He shifted to put his camera on the nightstand too, but Bambi stopped him with a press of her hand.

“Jack,” she murmured. “I want you to do something for me. For you too.” Her smile held a timidness to it he hadn’t seen since they first started dating.

“Anything. You know that,” he said.

“I do.” She clicked her tongue, her hips moving faster and faster on him. “I… want you to take some pictures of me.”

“Sure. Of course. I…” He got it, and he pushed himself up on one elbow. “You mean…”

“Yeah. Something private. Just for the two of us. To remember all of this.”

“Bambi, I… of course I’ll be careful, but there’s always the risk of it getting out.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why I’ve never taken nudes for any other guy. But I trust you. If it ever came out, I’d know… it wasn’t from you. And I could handle that.” She ran her fingers over his abs. “Is that okay?”

“I… I’d love that.”

She slid off him, undressing as though they were brand-new to this, fumbling at the button on her shorts, her hair getting snagged in her top. She laughed softly at her own foolishness, and Jack propped himself up. He brought the camera up as she slid back onto the bed, capturing a killer photo of her with her lip folded between her teeth in a half-smile, eyes nearly closed and looking at his cock as she reached for it. Her breasts were bare in the photo but it was mostly a shot of her face.

He took another as she slid back on top of him, and another still as she tossed back her golden blonde hair. These two showed off her breasts, which she ran her hands over shyly as he snapped a few more pictures.

Bambi sank on him, and they moaned together, both of them wild for this moment. She looked straight into the lens as she leaned on his chest, hips rocking against his. “So beautiful,” he said.

“Do I… oh… oh… do I look sexy in them?”

“Yesss,” he moaned, and twisted the camera around so she could see the last shot. That made her lips part, and she rocked faster on him. She took the camera and pointed it down at him. He hadn’t thought she would want a picture of him too, but she took several.

When Bambi handed the camera back, she pointed wordlessly at the joining of their bodies. Jack had yet to take a picture of her lower than the waist, and he swallowed, hard. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

He aimed the camera at her hips, at her pussy spread wide around him. He snapped shots at a distance, then zoomed in just as she reached the apex of a rock, her pussy nearly sliding free of him then dropping down. It made for the sexiest of the set yet, his cock bulging inside her, and he showed her again.

“Oh fuck,” she breathed. “Oh my God, that’s… that’s…” She dipped her head, bouncing harder, faster. He set aside the camera, unable to take any more, and gripped her waist, fucking back up into her. She cried out, and only at the very last moment did he realize one thing they’d both forgotten – his condom.

He pulled her up just in time, his come streaking nearly to his chest. She dropped, licking it up off him and moaning, “Photos.”

He jerked the camera back to his face, snapping pictures of her licking up his come. When his chest was clean, she collapsed on top of him. He set aside the camera and roped his arms around her. They stayed like that, her rocking gently on him, her head twisted against his chest as he stroked her hair. He sniffed, and she shuddered against him as his tears began to fall.

“I love you,” he whispered to her.

“Oh Jack… I love you too.”


The End of Summer

The coffee table and several TV trays were loaded with pizza, wings, cheesy bread, and a half-dozen bags of chips. Bambi and Jackson brought folding chairs from their house, because there weren’t enough seats for everyone. Cole, Tyler, and Mary were all there, along with Cole and Jackson’s parents, and even Josh and Rob made a surprise appearance, dropping in at the last minute. They were doing this at Cole’s since his family had the biggest TV and the best entertaining space.

“Now, remember,” Jack said, nearly as nervous as the day Bambi first stopped to help him with his photo shoots. “This is all still roughly edited. I need to rerecord the sound and-”

“Play it!” Cole’s mother called.

“Show us your boobs!” Tyler yelled. Jackson picked up a Tootsie Roll from a bowl of candy in the middle of the table and chucked it at his friend for that. Cole made a catch that would have landed him on the baseball field if a coach saw it, skinned it, and ate it.

“All right,” Jackson said. “But the honor goes to Bambi. Without her…” He couldn’t finish the words. She took his hand and kissed the corner of his mouth.

“The cutest couple,” Cole’s mother said.

Jackson gave Bambi the remote control. They turned towards the TV, and she hit play before they rushed to take their seats.

Before they added the ridiculous “sex” scene, the video would have come in at two minutes. With the two Immortal Meatheads going at it to wildly overemphasized cries of passion recorded by every one of the young friends, that number shot up to three and a half. Their audience laughed and cheered and when the sex scene came on, Cole said, “Don’t look, Mom. Cover her ears, Dad.”

“No way,” his mom said, and cackled her way through it.

It was a success. And sure, a lot of the group’s enthusiasm came from friends being friends, but Jackson still felt a huge thrill of pleasure when it ended and everyone cheered. Bambi got him on his feet and hugged him tight, eyes sparkling. He kissed her then, a sweet, lingering kiss, and even more cheers broke out. They laughed together as Cole and Tyler bounced to their feet and pounded Jackson on the back like he just won the Pulitzer

The party served a second purpose. The next morning, Jackson would be driving with his parents to New Bainbridge. It was a going-away party, a last blast for all of them before they drifted apart. Amy had already left, and Jackson was next. There were gifts, and hugs, and farewells.

No one seemed to want to leave, but eventually Josh and Rob told Jackson and Bambi they’d see them soon at their parents’ house. Bill and Wanda were next, hugging their son and his girlfriend tight, telling them how proud they were of the video project and that they’d see them soon.

Cole’s parents took the leftovers into the kitchen to give the group of friends time to say goodbye. Mary gave Bambi and Jackson tearful hugs. Her attitude had mellowed since that strange party, and she seemed happier, more herself. She told Jackson to keep in touch on Bottlegenie, and gave Bambi a kiss on the corner of her mouth. They made promises to meet up the day after Jackson left, and she took off.

Cole and Tyler both had work the next day, so this was their goodbye to Jackson. A lump the size of a baseball formed in his throat when he hugged his two oldest friends.

“Best summer ever,” Cole said, his words choked.

“Yeah,” Jackson said.

“Ohhh,” Bambi said, and clutched Cole tight, followed by Tyler. “We’re so getting together soon and going to a movie again. You’re not done with me yet this summer.”

“Hell yeah!” Tyler said.

“That’ll be fun,” Cole said.

Jackson and Bambi left them, and in the car, Bambi clutched his hand. “We have the best friends in the world,” she said.

“We do.”

They both got a text right then, and when Jackson glanced at his phone, he was surprised as to the sender. It was from Charlotte Hooper, asking them to come to their home when they were done with the party. Confused, they drove there. Things were only made weirder by the sight of his parents’ car parked at the Hooper family’s curb.

“What is this?” he asked.

“Going-away party round two?” Bambi asked. “I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

They got out and headed for her house. Inside, the four adults were just getting a game of cribbage going at the kitchen table. “Bambi, you didn’t tell us your parents played cribbage,” Wanda said.

Charlotte said, “All this time this summer, wasted.”

“What’s going on?” Bambi asked tentatively.

“Well, we wanted to say goodbye to Jackson, of course,” Charlotte said, standing. She laid a hand on her husband Ralph’s shoulder, and he stood too. Wanda and Bill were only a moment behind him.

Ralph turned. “Wanda, this was your idea. Maybe you should be the one to tell them?”

Wanda’s smile was pained and sweet all at once. “Kids…. I guess we can’t call you that anymore.”

“They’ll always be our kids,” Charlotte said.

“That’s right,” Ralph said.

Wanda nodded, and started again. “I had a thought. We’re taking two cars to New Bainbridge, and there will be plenty of room. Ah… if you’d like to come with us, Bambi, to see Jack to college, we’d love to have you.”

Bambi collapsed onto a chair. She stared up at all of them, already crying. “B-but I’ve got work, I’ve got…”

“We talked to them about it,” Ralph said gently. “You can have the time off. If you’d like to go with them.”

Jackson knelt beside Bambi, his hand shooting for hers. “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Please.”

* * *

The Harpy Mountains loomed over the city of New Bainbridge like a wall protecting it from harm. Pine forests sprawled nearly to their peaks, and the air smelled so fresh and crisp as they stood hand-in-hand in their last minutes together.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Bambi said for the dozenth time. “I saw pictures, but I didn’t know.”

“I’m seriously going to have to get into nature photography,” Jackson said.

“I expect to see pictures of all of it,” Bambi said. “The paths and the trees and the birds and… all of it.”

Jackson laughed quietly. There had been some tears on the trip, but not as many as he thought there might be. Now the emotions were settling back in. He’d never felt so lost or confused in all his life, but he knew one thing. His heart would never beat for anyone the way it beat for the woman beside him.

“I have a present for you,” he said.

“Oh Jack…”

“It’s dorky. But I think you’ll like it.”

He went to the crossover, and asked his dad to pop the trunk. There was a shoebox back there, and he pulled it out. Bambi was still staring at the distant mountains, arms folded like she was cold. She turned to him and gave the shoebox a curious glance. He opened it for her. Inside, on top, were four Immortal Meathead figures, two each of the ones they used to film the ridiculously long sex scene.

“I figured we would each have a pair. To remember it by,” he said.

She laughed and sniffed and pulled her figures out. But before she could speak, she saw what rested at the bottom, and pulled it out too. A framed photograph. It was of their first real date together, the day when they had lunch in the park, Bambi caught forever laughing with her hair blowing across her face, him with a goofy, astonished smile.

Jack couldn’t speak. Neither could Bambi. She set the box down on the sidewalk carefully, and hugged him again. He wrapped his arms around her. His parents and Bambi would need to go soon, but a few minutes wouldn’t matter and they took them, clinging together at what felt like the end of their young world.

“Tell me… tell me one more thing you’re excited for,” Bambi said finally said, her voice hoarse.

Jackson sniffed and nodded, thinking back to that walk through her college campus. “The first day of classes,” he said, his voice catching. “Meeting new people. You know? Seeing faces that are going to become my newest friends for the first time.”

“Maybe the next girl you’ll love,” she whispered.

He clutched the back of her head and she buried hers against his chest. “You’re going to meet some guy,” he choked out. “And he’s going to be amazing, and you’ll think back and you’ll say Jack… Jack who?”

She laughed and sniffed. “Never.”

He thought back to the promises they made to each other. “Promise me it again. That you’ll never settle.”

“I never will.”

“Then I can… then I can let you go.”

Except he couldn’t. When they finally broke apart and Jackson saw her into the car, he knew there would always be a hole in his heart where Bambi belonged. Maybe he’d meet someone new. Maybe he’d fall in love again. But never would he forget his first and greatest love.

Bambi Hooper.

* * *

Walking aimlessly down the sidewalk near one of the men’s dorms, Paige stopped and watched one of a hundred similarly emotional scenes play out. A guy clutched someone she assumed was his girlfriend tight, a thin blonde. He guided her to the backseat of a waiting car, then jogged and picked up a shoebox off the sidewalk before bringing it to her. They kissed one more time before wrenching themselves apart. He closed the door on her, spoke a few words to the people in front who had to be his parents, and the car pulled out with a honk.

“He’s going to run after her,” Paige said. She was a budding writer, and it was exactly the way she would have written it. She was right. The guy stared after the departing car, said something to himself, and sprinted after them.  The car jerked to a stop, and the blonde stepped back out, rushing towards him, the two of them colliding for one more deeply passionate kiss.

It was like something out of a movie, Paige thought. Pure perfection. She smiled to herself and kept moving, her heart warm. Someday she hoped to find a love like that, but her tastes were a bit… unusual.

The guy walked the blonde to the car again. This time, when it pulled away, he only stared after it before turning and walking towards the dorm. He saw Paige, and raised a hand in a half-hearted greeting.

She returned it, smiling for him.

Someday. Maybe.

* * * * *

Thanks so much for starting this journey with me! Come join Jack in his freshman year of college in the next Beauties and the Geek novella, coming soon!

! Sign up for my mailing list here to get a free copy of Sin 101, a steamy professor-student erotic short story.

Alternately, find me all over the Internet here!
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