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1.

“Talk?” I say, as if the word is in a foreign language. “Sorry, but um, can you repeat that last part?”

“I’m with the FBI,” Wren says. “I need to ask you some questions. Is there somewhere we can talk? Your apartment, maybe?”

A moment ago, I was walking to my apartment with my two girlfriends thinking the biggest problem in my life was that I was being sued by the company I used to work for. Now the FBI wants to know where they can have a nice little chat. So much for the lawsuit. This just jumped to issue #1.

“I… uh, am I in trouble?” I ask.

Wren gives me a look like he’s gauging how guilty I am based solely on my facial tics. He’s a pro, and I can feel him taking mental notes in real time.

“Sorry, Mr. Navarro,” he says, voice smooth but clipped. “I see I’ve caught you unawares. You were just having a nice day with your friends here.”

He turns his head toward Soli and Jordan, giving them a once-over that’s not creepy, exactly, but definitely clinical—like he’s checking for hidden wires or trying to determine who the dominant personality is.

“But we’ve been having talks with a lot of people at your office—”

“I don’t work there anymore,” I say quickly, too quickly.

“Right,” Wren says, already flipping open a small notepad. “You haven’t been in to work in almost three weeks.”

“Yes,” I say. “Exactly. I quit.”

Wren nods slightly, more at the notepad than at me, as if the page itself had spoken. Then he cranes his face upward just enough to look me in the eyes, testing me.

“Like I say, I need to ask you some questions. Maybe we could talk in your apartment. 6B is yours, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I say, my voice dry as sandpaper.

“Anything inside there you might not want me to see? Meth lab? Dead bodies?” he says, light as a joke but watching for a twitch.

“No, sir,” I say.

He smiles, a kind of oily smile that makes me think of poker nights where no one wins.

“I didn’t think so,” Wren says. “You seem like an upstanding citizen. Didn’t even cheat on your tax returns last year.”

“Never,” I say. “I haven’t broken any laws.”

It’s a safe and confident enough answer, in spite of the catch in my voice. But for some reason, I find myself adding—“I mean, not that I know of.”

“Is Matty under arrest?” Jordan asks, sharp and steady.

“Right now, no one is under arrest,” Wren says. “I’m here collecting information. But you need to know the investigation is open-ended.”

“Matty,” Soli says, tugging my arm. She peers into my eyes and mouths the word lawyer.

I turn back to Wren, and I’m about to tell him that I can’t speak to him. But I’m guessing he’s been through this dance before. He probably already has a dozen lines ready for every version of "I plead the fifth."

“Look, you know some things that might interest me,” Wren says. “And I’ve got some information that you might be interested in. If I wanted to arrest you, I would have come with a team. This is a fact-finding mission. That’s all. So, let’s go upstairs, or walk across the street and have a coffee if that would make you more comfortable, and we’ll talk. Then you three can get on with your day. Sound good?”

“Uh, okay,” I say. “Can I take a minute to talk with my, um, girlfriends?” I ask.

Wren registers just the tiniest flicker of surprise at my use of girlfriends plural. It's the kind of detail a guy like him clocks but doesn’t comment on.

Then he gives a small nod. “Sure,” he says, stuffing his notepad back into his pocket. “Take your time.”

I take Soli and Jordan each by the arm and guide them to the edge of the sidewalk, away from the building, where the noise of passing traffic might give us a buffer.

“I think I should talk to him,” I say.

“Why?” Soli whisper-shouts. “He could trick you into confessing. You should get a lawyer.”

“Then I look guilty,” I say, like I’m trying to argue logic in a dream where everything is slanted just slightly off.

“No, Matty,” Jordan says. “That’s wrong. That’s what the police always try to get you to think. Don’t believe him. Retain your right to have an attorney present in any interview.”

“He’s not police,” I say. “He’s the FBI.”

“That’s worse!” Soli says, exasperated at how bone-headed I’m being.

“Okay, look,” I say, lowering my voice. “I’m no legal expert, but I do know this. Whether I have a lawyer with me or not, I still have to answer his questions. If he says he wants to interview me and I refuse, he’ll get a subpoena. I can hire a lawyer who can sit there and advise me to refuse to say anything to incriminate myself. But I don’t get to say, sorry it’s Saturday, I don’t really feel like dealing with this. It’s happening. I’m in it now whether I like it or not.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “That makes sense.”

“If I talk to him now,” I say, “I might save myself some trouble later.”

“You’re not going to get him on your side, Matty,” Soli says. “Either way, he can decide to put you away.”

“Maybe, but I don’t think he wants to,” I say.

“You have no idea what he wants, Matty,” Soli says. “He can trick you!”

“He wants to take down NovaCare,” I say. “That much is obvious. I don’t want to protect those scumbugs. If they’re dirty, then I hope they go down for it. I’ll help, in fact.”

“Fine,” Soli says. “Cooperate. Take them down. Share what you know. But get a lawyer first.”

She’s looking at me with those big brown eyes, the rims already starting to glisten. The eye shadow is smudging a little, trailing out at the edges.

“You’re right,” I say. “I’ll get a lawyer.”

Jordan reaches up and rubs my back, resting her chin gently against my chest. I can feel the warmth of her cheek through my shirt.

“That’s the smart thing to do,” she says.

I wrap my arm around her and then pull Soli in a hug with me. Not for the first time, I breathe a sigh of gratitude for my two amazing ladies. As bad as this is, at least I don’t have to go it alone. Three heads are definitely better than one, and I feel a sense of relief knowing that Soli probably saved me from making a very bad mistake.

“I love you guys,” I say, holding them close to me.

I give them both one more tight squeeze, then let them go and walk back over to Wren.

“I’m happy to answer all of your questions,” I tell him. “I’m prepared to cooperate fully, but not without a lawyer present.”

“Yep,” Wren says, scratching an ingrown hair on his unshaven chin. “Probably smart. Your girlfriend seems like a smart cookie. Sorry, you did say she was your girlfriend, right?”

“Yep,” I say.

Wren points at Jordan. “And her too, right?”

“No comment,” I say, with just a hint of a smile.

He gives me this look like he wants to punch me in the arm. I like this guy. Maybe I shouldn’t. Definitely I shouldn’t. He’d probably send me to jail with a smile on his face. I’ve got to watch him. But there’s something about his demeanor, the playful detachment and irony he shows, like he’s almost amused by the whole thing. He reminds me of my favorite uncle. I wonder if he’s carrying a whoopie cushion in his pocket, too.

“I swear, I never get bored by this job,” Wren says. “Okay, Mr. Navarro, expect to get two, that’s two subpoenas.” Wren slips into a kind of detached patter, like he’s telling me not to try standing up at Splash Mountain. “One is what we call a subpoena duces tecum, that’s an order to turn over any files, emails, text messages, really any communications whether digital or physical copies between you and any person employed by NovaCare Solutions. Do not delete, discard, or destroy any communication whether you may think that it’s relevant to our investigation or not, as you may inadvertently be committing a crime by doing so. Is that understood?”

“Understood,” I say.

“Very good,” Wren continues. “The second subpoena is called a subpoena ad testificandum. It’s an order to appear. You will be required to appear in person, rain or shine, at the specified location. That will be the Federal Building. You can bring a lawyer, but there’s no ‘phone a friend,’ so leave the girlfriends at home. Got it?”

“Got it,” I say.

“Check your mailbox regularly because you do not want to miss either of those letters which will be winging their way to you on Monday afternoon. If you have any problems, or maybe you just start feeling lonesome, I’ll leave you my card.”

Wren reaches into his suit and fishes out his business card. I can’t believe there are still people using these things. But what else is he going to do? Follow me on Instagram?

“That’s all for now,” he says. “Have a great rest of your day.”

I nod, aware of the fact that my heart is racing. I can feel all the blood rushing to my head.

“That was scary,” Jordan says after Wren has disappeared down the street.

“We should get out of here,” Soli says. “He might have bugged your place or be using one of those things spies use to listen to people from far away.”

“A parabolic microphone?” I ask. “I doubt it. I think he’s gone.”
“We should go,” Jordan says.
“The book,” I say, “we still need to get your book from my apartment.”

They both look at me like they’re expecting me to move. Then I realize that I have to move my feet if I actually want to ascend the stairs to my apartment. The blood is pulsing through my skull. I’m feeling lightheaded. I feel like “David After Dentist”-- is this real life? Is this forever?

I try to snap out of it, but it’s almost like I’ve got this brain fog settling over my brain. I’m going to get a subpoena. From the FBI. And maybe go to jail. Man, I wish I could go back to just getting sued.


2.

“Hey,” Soli says. “You want something to cheer you up?”

I’m staring into space, sitting at the foot of my bed.

“What?” I ask, sitting on the edge of the bed.  I was just picturing myself caught in some Kafkaesque nightmare, sitting trial with no jury, just a bunch of angry wild animals staring at me.

She looks at me and makes a smacking sound, then bends over, sitting on her knees in front of me.

“I’m not really feeling that great,” I say.

“I know, stupid,” Soli says, cradling her chin in my lap and looking up at me with an upturned smile. “It’s why I’m offering to blow you.”

I try to laugh but a smile is all I can muster.

“Look, thank you,” I say. “But I’m a little preoccupied for the moment.”

“I know, baby,” she says, running her manicured fingers gently along the top of my knee. “How can we help?”

Jordan is sitting in my chair, flipping through the pages of the book that I now know she’s already read, since she bought the same one for me earlier today.

“You two are already doing enough,” I say. “I just need to process things a little. I don’t want to bring you both down. Maybe you should go back to your place and I’ll stay and think things out.”

“No,” Soli says, her voice sing-song and playful as she directs the response to my knee. “We’re not going to leave you here to sulk.”

“Well, would it be better if I sulked around your place?” I ask.

“No,” Soli says. “No sulking allowed. It doesn’t help anything. Besides, you don’t even know yet if there’s anything to sulk about.”

“She’s right,” Jordan says. “Don’t be too quick to draw conclusions from what happens to you. Simply let it happen.”

“Yeah,” I say with a sigh. “That’s good advice.”

Jordan smiles and waves the book in front of her.

“It wasn’t me,” she says. “That was Rilke.”

“Well, whoever said it, I can realize that it’s true without it changing my mood, ya know?”

I feel this conflicted feeling, like I’ve got this weight on top of me and I can feel it growing in my chest, bubbling up from my stomach.

“You don’t have to try to change your mind,” Soli says. “Let’s just change the setting and see if your mindset doesn’t change with it.”

“Ooh,” Jordan says. “That’s a good quote, too!”

“Write it in the margins,” Soli says, smiling. She rises from her knees and turns to look at the two of us. “Well, if I’m not going to get any cock, how about we blow this place and hit the beach?”

“That’s a good idea,” Jordan says. “Sun is good for mood and you need an activity.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I really just want to decompress a little.”

“And mope,” Soli adds. “And pull in more negativity and fear. It’s natural to want to do that, but I really think you need a little fresh air and some time away from this. Dwelling can’t change anything and you’ll just make the situation worse.”

I take another deep breath, this one coming just a little lighter than the first.

“You’re right,” I say.

“Have I ever been wrong?” Soli says.

“I really love the two of you,” I say.

“We know,” Jordan says.

“We love you too, Matty,” Jordan says. “Whatever happens, we’ll support you.”

I nod a little, feeling the weight of her implications, even as she’s trying to get me to forget the fact that I could be facing prison.

“No more negative talk, no more worrying, ‘k?” Soli says, extending her pinky toward me. I wrap mine around hers and we consecrate our solemn bond—a bond I keep for about three quarters of a second.

“I need to call a lawyer!” I say, suddenly panicking again.

“Hey!” Soli says. “Pinky! Remember?”

“Sorry,” I say. “It just came to me. I almost forgot the whole reason I didn’t talk to Wren in the first place.”

“Is this what you do with all your promises?” Soli asks, giving me a big-lipped frown and bending her pinky gently as if I’d broken it.

I can’t help but crack a smile. She really is cute when she wants to be, and right now I need it like never before.

“Sorry,” I say. “I owe you a Coke.”

“That’s for jinx, not pinky swears,” Soli says. “Make it a La Croix.”

“It’s Saturday, Matty,” Jordan says, coming over to put a hand on my shoulder. “All the law offices will be closed. Let’s just put that on your to-do list for Monday, okay?”

“Right,” I say. “Monday. Until then, I’ll just put it out of my mind. Hey, show of hands, who has some heavy narcotics on them?”

Jordan rests her head against my shoulder and Soli sits down and puts hers in my lap. I give a little smile, putting on a brave face. We just sit there for a moment and I take a breath, taking in the scent of their perfume and—

“So, you definitely don’t want your cock in my mouth?” Soli asks.

“Or mine?” Jordan asks.

I smile.

“Actually,” I say, “I think I’m content to just enjoy the two of you and bask in your presence and support. That’s enough for me right now.”

Jordan awws while Soli pretends to gag. I laugh and it feels like I’m remembering how.

“Alright,” I say, pinching Soli’s arm. She sits up and we all rise from the bed. “Let’s hit the beach. I promise, no more moping. No worrying. Good vibes only.”

“Good vibes only!” Jordan says, putting her palm face-down in front of her. Soli places her hand on Jordan’s and then it’s my turn to put my hand in the circle.

“One, two, three,” we chant in unison. “Good vibes only!”

“Woo!” Soli says, smacking Jordan on the ass and then giving me one, too.

Jordan grabs her book on the way out the door, and away we go.

“Which beach are we going to?” I ask as we descend the stairs.

“Venice, of course,” Soli says.

“Ooh, great choice!” says Jordan.

I get to the foot of the stairs and come face to face with Natalie. There’s a brief flash of acknowledgement and then a moment where I think she’s about to smile. Then she clocks Soli coming down the stairs, then Jordan descends, and something in her expression changes. But it’s gone in an instant, and she smiles as she turns her attention back to me.

“Hey, neighbor!” she says, one hand on her hip. She’s wearing capris and a tangerine-colored t-shirt that makes her look like she’s staying in for the day.

“Natalie!” I say, smiling. “How’s it going?”

“Good,” I say.

“Is, uh, that stuff, okay?” she asks.

That stuff is the spurious lawsuit that she thinks is still my main priority.

“Oh, um, it’s ah… still proceeding, I guess,” I say. “I talked to Donna.”

“Oh? Good,” Natalie says, nodding slightly.

“Yeah,” I say. “She says I shouldn’t be too worried. Better to just wait and see.”

No possible felonies hanging over me or anything!

“Hi,” Natalie says, stepping forward and deliberating for an awkward beat, unsure which of the girls on either side to extend her outstretched palm to first. She reaches for Soli, who reaches out to shake.

“I’m Natalie,” she says, shaking Soli’s hand just a little too vigorously.

“Soli,” she says with a warm smile. “That’s Jordan.”

“Hi, Jordan,” Natalie says, shaking her hand too.

“You three are… um?” Natalie says, eyes full of expectation.

“Going to the beach,” Jordan says, clearly enjoying the awkwardness that our unconventional relationship engenders.

“Would you like to join us?” Soli asks.

“Oh, no,” Natalie says. “Four would be… um, a crowd.”

“We could couple up!” Soli says, then changing to a conspiratorial whisper. “You could have Matty.”

“Don’t mind her,” I say to Natalie, trying to rescue her from terminal embarrassment. “Soli has a kind of warped sense of humor.”

“It’s why he loves me,” Soli says, grabbing my hand and entangling her fingers with mine.

“That’s okay,” Natalie says.

“You’re the neighbor who put Matty in touch with your lawyer, right?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah,” Natalie says, crossing her arms in a posture that’s not quite defensive. Not quite. But it’s not like it’s cold out either.

“Thank you!” Jordan says. “It was such a relief, and so kind of you. I love your capris, by the way.”

“Oh,” Natalie says, giving a small, wincing grin. “I’m kinda just lounging around the apartment today. I’m not even wearing any makeup. But you’re sweet.”

“That’s why he loves her,” says Soli brightly.

Jordan, Soli’s constant accomplice, takes this as her cue to take my other hand. Natalie’s mouth falls open for just a second before she recovers her composure.

“That’s great,” Natalie says, giving a smile like she’s just turned down an alley and came upon a cop getting blown by a clown.

“It is,” Soli says.

I feel bad for Natalie, the way the girls are having fun with her, but I don’t hate the way that my girls want to let it be known that we’re all together. It’s nice to be claimed in public.

“Soli and Jordan are both in a relationship with me,” I say.

“Oh,” Natalie says, still smiling like she desperately wants to back away.

“Sorry,” I say, “probably T.M.I., right?”

“No, that’s fine,” Natalie says, now adding a nod to the awkward smile already plastered on her face. “You guys do you.”

“We will,” Jordan says.

Finally seeing her opportunity to retreat, Natalie turns back to her front door. It’s now that I notice the key is still in the doorknob. She must have been going out when she saw us coming down.

“Well, see ya!” she says, turning her head slightly but otherwise not moving. “Enjoy the beach!”

“Thanks,” I say, turning to leave and tugging the girls along with me. We leave Natalie still standing at her front door with the key inside. I don’t hear the lock turn or the door open as we walk away. So, I guess she’s just standing there, waiting for us to leave, before stealing off somewhere?

“She seems nice,” Soli says. “In an awkward and repressed way.”

“Oh, leave her alone,” Jordan says. “Maybe she’s just shy.”

“I’ll bet she’s a freak in bed,” Soli says confidently. “Most girls who you’d never expect secretly are.”

“Do you assume that about everyone?” I ask, not reproachfully. Nobody enjoys her antics more than me, but there are limits. Inevitably, innocents get caught in the crossfire.

“I never assume anything,” Soli says. “I just know things. I have a gift. I’m like a bruja.”

“A sex bruja,” Jordan says. “A practitioner of the black magic of sex.”

“Exactly,” Soli says.

We reach the car and we release one another’s hands. Soli goes around to the passenger’s side.

“What are you doing?” I say to her. “This is your car.”

“And you’re going to drive it,” she says, reaching for the key fob in her purse and pressing the button. “You need the distraction, and I don’t. It’s only right that I let you have the privilege.”

“I’m not insured to drive this car,” I say. “You aren’t worried about another accident?”

Soli opens the passenger door and puts one heel in. She pauses a moment before sliding inside.

“Again?” she asks. “What are the odds? Besides, you have deep pockets in case we need another repair job. Don’t forget to adjust the seat, Lurch.”

She slides down into the leather seat and shuts the door behind her. I smile, because what else can I do? This is my girlfriend and her arbitrary rule is law.

Beep! Beep!

“Alright, alright,” I say. “I’m coming.”


3.

Have you ever heard anyone describe LA driving as relaxing? It’s a grind to Venice from North Hollywood, but it’s not like it’s bumper to bumper the whole way. We’ll catch these little stretches where we’re moving, and the rest of the time we’re inching forward a little bit at a time.

But with Soli jamming out to her playlist and Jordan joining her, I’m treated to—

“Lovin’ is what I got!” sings Soli.

“Remember that!” Jordan joins her.

“Lovin’ is what I got! I got! I got! I got!”

It’s a clear day, blue skies, and I have to admit that driving is a welcome distraction. I manage to forget my troubles a few times before we reach the PCH and take it to Venice Boulevard. It’s a creative endeavor finding parking. Read the signs carefully and you can find some street parking for free if you’re willing to walk a few blocks. You just have to find some little narrow alleyways and neighborhood side streets. I know some. Soli knows some better ones.

“Turn here!” she says suddenly, and I turn the wheel.

There’s a spot right in front of a little row of houses and we manage to snag it just in time.

“Nice call,” Jordan says from the back seat. Out on the street, I can already smell the ocean. I’ve always loved that smell. We walk a little way past a park decorated in murals. This part of the city has the best ones. People are walking their dogs, kids are playing.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been here before,” Jordan says as she turns her head, reading the signs for coffee shops, vintage clothing stores, and skate shops.

“You’ve never been to Venice Beach?” I ask. “How long have you lived here?”

“I guess, like a little over a year now,” she says. “I’ve been to Malibu, Santa Monica. Oh, and I went to this one down around the airport.”

“Probably El Segundo,” I say. “Venice is great, but the beach isn’t really the best feature.”

“What is?” Jordan asks.

“The men,” Soli cuts in. “Hot guys at this gym called Muscle Beach. Mmmhmm!”

“Yep,” I add. “That’s just what I was going to say.”

We keep walking and come to the string of lights with letters spelling out “V-E-N-I-C-E” above Abbot Kinney Boulevard. The beach extends out in front of us, but what I love most is the boardwalk. I guess there must have been boards at some point, but it’s all concrete now. We join the throng passing shops selling t-shirts and sunglasses. Most of the tank tops have beer brands or bad jokes or just big weed leaves on them.

“$5 each?” says Soli. “Let’s get t-shirts!”

“Oh, come on,” I say. “When are you actually going to wear any of these?”

“I’ll wear whatever you pick out for me,” Soli says. “But you have to do the same. Deal?”

She’s not actually asking for permission, already rifling through the stacks. I scan the ones hanging on the wall, trying to think of any I’d actually wear. Most of them are bootlegs or just have some kind of generic symbol of LA like a sunset or the Hollywood sign. But you’ve also got your classics. There’s Six Pack Coming Soon and My Wife Is Always Right. Nothing I could see either of these two actually wearing around, even semi-ironically. Then I see F.B.I. Federal Bikini Inspector and wince a little. Too soon.

“Does this look trashy?” Jordan asks, waving a barely-there neon-green tank with a tasseled fringe.

“I kinda like it,” I say.

She runs the skimpy little garment through her fingers, and I can already picture how it would look on her body, complementing her tight cut-off jean shorts. It would offer as much coverage as a sports bra, except that with the tassels it actually just covers the cups of her breasts.

“Can I buy that for you?” I ask.

Jordan crinkles her nose slightly as she holds up the green garment in front of her eyes, studying it like it’s an alien skin.

“I don’t know,” she says. “You don’t think it’s too much?”

“It’s definitely not too much,” I say. “If there were any less of it, it would vanish.”

Jordan grins, resting the tank on her breasts and looking at herself in the mirror. She turns, makes a little duck-bill expression with her lips.

“Okay, you can get this one for me,” Jordan finally says. She snags the shirt in her fingers before it falls off her two prominent peaks. Then she grabs an identical one in hot pink from the wall. “And I’ll get this one for Soli. We can wear them together, yeah?”

“Thanks, babe,” says Soli, coming over to us and taking a third neon tank from the hook on the wall, this one in a teal the color of a cloudless sky at noon. “And I’ll get this one for Matty.”

She holds it over me like she’s trying to decide whether it’s the right fit for me.

“Can I wear mine later?” I ask.

“Of course, darling,” she says. “You don’t mind if I wear it too sometimes, do you?”

“Hey, no fair!” Jordan says with mock outrage. “Why should you get two?”

“Why should I get two?” I ask, extending my hands as if to embrace them both. “Why should any of us be entitled to such abundance?”

“Here he goes,” Jordan says. “Philosophizing.”

“I just think, let’s just all be glad for what we have,” I say. “Lovers, skimpy tops, days of our lives stretched out in front of us like promises. Who’s to say from whence they come and where they must go?”

“I think I could use a beer,” says Soli.

“Seconded,” Jordan says.

We take our shirts over to the register where a little shriveled old lady of unknowable age and ethnicity sits. The cardboard sign says "cash only" and she gives me change for a twenty from a massive wad of singles she pulls from inside a black plastic bag. Then she carefully folds each of the tops like napkins and slips them into a tiny black plastic bag exactly like it. God knows what she must think of the three of us, if she thinks anything at all.

Back on the boardwalk, with its complete lack of boards, we walk around looking for somewhere we can sit and have a drink. There’s a bar with an outdoor patio.

We enter and the hostess takes us up to the second level where we can get a view of the water. The girls are walking in front of me and take seats on opposite sides of the table. For a split second, I’m not sure who to sit next to. Then I remember that it doesn’t matter. We’re all here together. Since I’d rather have a view of the beach, I go sit next to Jordan.

Even with the umbrella shading us, I’m regretting having forgotten my sunglasses. The girls have brought their purses, so they take out theirs.

"It’s a great day," I say, squinting toward the water.

"Here," says Soli, extending me a cheap plastic pair of sunglasses with rhinestone studs in the horn rims. "Wear these."

"Thanks," I say, taking them. They’re pretty cheap and a little small so they dig into my temples a little, but it’s still an improvement.

A bucket of six Budweisers is $29.95 for happy hour, so that’s what we go with. And then there’s the appetizers. We order hot wings and those cheesy potato skins.

While we’re waiting for the beers, I slide an arm around the back of Jordan’s chair and slump down in the back of my own just a little, feeling content.

"You look kinda sexy in those sunglasses," says Soli.

"Yeah?" I ask, amused.

"Yeah, like that picture of Kurt Cobain where he’s wearing Courtney Love’s. I mean, they were probably Courtney’s."

"Did you guys see that documentary where they lay out the case that Kurt Cobain didn’t kill himself?" Jordan asks. "They say that Courtney killed him and made it all look like a suicide. They make a good argument, actually. Not that she was ever charged with anything."

"I could believe it," I say.

The bucket of beers comes and we each grab a cold one.

"I didn’t see that one, but I saw the Tiger King one," says Soli.

"He’s married again!" Jordan says.

"The Tiger King guy?" I ask.

"Yes," Jordan says. "He found a new husband in jail. It’s so sweet. I mean, everyone deserves to find someone to love them, whatever they’ve done."

Maybe I’ll find a new husband in jail.

"I’ll drink to that," I say, holding up my beer and the three of us clink the edges of the bottles together in a cheers.

We sip our beers and the girls check their phones. I stare out past the beach, directly at the water. Why don’t I ever come to the beach? How long has it been since I’ve been here, or to any beach? I think about all of the days that I might have come here, where I was doing nothing at all and just staring at a screen or a wall or the spot of light on the floor of my apartment with my cheek on the mattress. I could have been here instead. Staring at the ocean isn’t like any other kind of staring, except maybe into a campfire. Both move without changing, or that’s what it feels like.

"You wanna go get changed?" Soli asks Jordan after a while.

"Sure," she says, taking another sip and rising from the table. "Matty, watch the stuff."

I nod. Then I go back to staring. I think of the old man who lived in my neighborhood when I was young. His house sat on the hillside and he’d always sit out there every morning. He must have watched the sunrise over the hills. I saw him out there in the evening too. Same direction. Same view. So, in the evening there was nothing to see, but he was still there. Staring. At what? Now I don’t have to wonder. He wasn’t seeing what he was looking at. He was just giving his eyes something to do while he thought. 

The ice is starting to melt in the bucket as I take a second beer and open it with the opener hanging from the handle of the plastic bucket. I can’t drink more than three or four beers before I really start to hate the taste. The noise from the next table over distracts me. They’re playing some kind of drinking game with a deck of black cards. I think it’s Cards Against Humanity. The place is packed and for a moment I feel territorial. Can’t these happy people see I’m trying to be alone in a noisy bar on a crowded beach surrounded on all sides by people?

I turn my neck and see the girls coming back over: Soli in her pink top and Jordan in her green one. They shimmy just a little as they walk, or maybe that’s just because they’re trying to negotiate tight spaces between tables wearing very tight clothes.

Some asshole at the table gives a wolf whistle as the girls pass the noisy table. Screw humanity. I’m cheering for cards.

I stand up and take Jordan’s seat so she doesn’t have to pass behind me. She takes mine and Soli takes the seat across from us.

"I’ve felt a hundred eyes on me since we left the bathroom," says Jordan.

"I’ve like, maybe ninety-four eyes," Soli says. "Although I did get a wink. Call it ninety-three."

"Well, you are dressed to make an impression," I say.

Jordan reaches across the table and locks hands with Soli. She takes them.

"I couldn’t do it without you," she says. "There’s no way I’d have the confidence."

"You picked them out," Soli says. "You just needed to give yourself permission to go for it. Don’t think about the people staring. Let them stare. We’re confident, empowered women. And we already know who we’re going home with, so why not wear whatever we want?"

"Damn right," I say, taking another long sip of beer.

"See?" Soli says. "He’s happy.”

"I love having a sexy best friend who I can wear slutty outfits with," Jordan says.

"Same," says Soli.

Soli has that playful, almost dangerous look in her eye. Then Jordan withdraws her hands and sits up in her chair, leaning her barely-contained rack across the table. Soli does the same, meeting her halfway. Their lips meet, once, twice and then they turn their noses, pressing their lips together with growing passion.

Pschssst! The sound of someone doing a spit-take can be heard from the other table, followed immediately by the groan of four or five people. I look over and one of them is staring, wide-eyed right at the girls, beer dribbling from his chin.

"Gross!" says one of the card players.

"The cards!" says another. "What the hell, Connor?"

I smile and raise my beer to him. Go ahead, feast your eyes; they’re all mine.

The girls pretend not to notice anything. I settle back into watching the water again, occasionally stuffing my face with a cheesy potato.

"So, this might be a dumb question," Jordan says.

"Ask away," I say.

"Why do they call it Venice Beach?" she asks.

"It’s the canals," Soli says. "I think there used to be this big amusement park on the beach that got torn down a long time ago."

"Right," I say. "Abbott Kenney created the park and the whole town around the canals."

"Oh, can we go see the canals?" Jordan asks.

"I actually don’t know where they are," I say.

"They’re over there," Soli says, pointing in the other direction. "There’s not really that much to see. But we can get some pictures together."

"Cool!" says Jordan.

"We’ve still got two beers here," I say.

"I don’t really want my last one," Jordan says. "I don’t want a beer gut. I wanna get fat on hot wings and cheesy potato skins instead."

She picks up a potato, dunks it in blue cheese sauce, and then sticks the whole thing in her mouth at once.

"I don’t want my other beer either," says Soli. "I wanna go out later."

"Out?" I say, extending my arms toward the ocean and the endless horizon in front of us. "Where are we now?

"I mean out," Soli says. "To the club."

"Yes!" says Jordan. "You can find me in da club, bottle full of bub’–"

"The club?" I say, my voice betraying just how little I think of the idea.

I’m honestly kind of a homebody. Yes, when I was single, of course I went out. What else was I supposed to do? But now that I have not one but two girlfriends, what could the club possibly offer me except a strained credit card, sore feet and a hangover the next day?

"Come on," Soli says. "You need this. You don’t want it, but you need it. It’s good for you to do things to distract you. Besides, you need to keep your women happy."

"Yep," Jordan says, reaching over and placing her hand on the back of my neck. "Don’t you want to come dancing with us?"

She guides my head up and down, like a puppet. Yes.

"You don’t want your girlfriends to go dancing alone, do you?"

She jerks my neck from side to side and my head shakes like a rag doll. No.

"Good boy," says Soli. "Come on, let’s go see the canals, then we’ll go home, get changed and go to Bootsy Bellows."

It’s beyond arguing with them at this point. What my ladies want, they get.

"So, am I supposed to just chug these two beers?" I say, picking up the ice bucket and plonking it down with a splash.

Soli shrugs.

"Up to you," she says. "But we’re not the ones who have to think about performance issues."

I sigh, but it’s from mock exasperation. I leave the last dregs of my beer, gnaw at a chicken wing and then dab my fingers.

"Okay," I say. "Let’s go."

I rise from the table, pay the bill in cash, then pick up the bucket. The girls go on ahead of me and I stop in front of the guy I now know is named Connor. I place the bucket with the two unopened beers in front of him. A peace offering.

"Stay thirsty, my friend," I say.

Without waiting for his response, I follow the girls down the stairs. A slow clap builds behind me as the noisy table acknowledges my gentlemanly conduct.

We end up wandering around a while. It turns out that while Soli knows Venice by car, she’s not exactly as knowledgeable when you put her on foot. After a while, though, we turn from Venice Boulevard onto Carroll Canal.

The houses along the canals are pretty eclectic. They were cheap builds once, but since each one has seen its value grow tenfold they’ve developed their own unique identity with funky colors and little additions to the exterior. There’s a rowboat tied up behind one, although it doesn’t look like it gets used much. The canals themselves aren’t much to speak of. We walk over this little footbridge and I look for an angle where I can take the girls’ pictures. The waterline is pretty low and there’s algae growing on the top of it. There’s not a good angle with the sun. It’s just low enough in the sky to cast shadows across the girls’ faces.

"Sorry," I say as the girls inspect the photos with bemused expressions.

"I was expecting something a little more romantic," Jordan says. "It’s not exactly like Italy. Not that I would know."

"LA will break your heart," I say.

"Let’s get a selfie at least," says Soli.

She turns to try to get a better angle. We crowd together and I take the camera and hold it out. Each of the girls kisses me on the cheek and a smile just radiates from inside me.

"Not bad," I say, checking the photo.

Jordan rests her head on my shoulder, her blonde hair cascading down my back.

"We look cute," she says.

"Sun’s going down," I say.

"Okay," Soli says. "Let’s head back. I’ll drive."
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We pull up to Bootsy Bellows at around nine-thirty or so. After driving back, taking showers, getting changed, having some water and Gatorade and a little food, I’m feeling pretty good about everything. I would not have chosen to come out tonight, but maybe that’s why I needed a push.

I step out of the passenger side and look up at the big lit-up marquee. I’m dressed in a black collared shirt with white pants and black leather shoes. Totally acceptable. The girls are on a completely different level.

Soli hands the valet the key fob and a ten-dollar bill. She’s dressed in a red body-con mini dress with a plunging neckline and a thigh slit that flashes so much skin every time she moves that I can’t decide whether I want to steal a jacket so she can wrap it around her waist or just walk behind her all night. Not to be outdone, Jordan is wearing a black cutout dress with one bare shoulder and a square panel in the back that stops just above the curve of her ass. Naturally, both dresses are practically skin-tight and topped off with metallic-colored heels.

I’m an average guy, a regular schmuck. If I came alone or with a buddy, I’d be waiting hours to be let in. Instead, we get in line behind the velvet rope and it’s like the crowd just parts in front of us. We’re waiting for maybe fifteen minutes before we reach the front of the line. The bouncer looks us up and down and then just nods. No checking our IDs, no hassles. We make the cut.

Inside, the place is oozing with class. This isn’t like one of those places where they paint every surface black and blast the music as loud as possible. Think plush leather seats and cocktails. The music is immersive but not overwhelming, and the place is buzzing but not mobbed.

“Can we just sit in those booths?” Jordan asks, leaning up to whisper in my ear over the sound of activity all around.

“Pretty sure those are just for people buying bottle service,” I say. “We can sit at the bar, though.”

We make our way over to the bar. I definitely notice a few stares. They’re directed at the girls, but some of them can’t help but bounce off them and land back on me. There are some chairs, but most of the bar is cleared away for people to stand and try to signal the bartenders.

Soli leans over the bar, hoping to get the bartender’s attention. It works. His eyes make a straight line from her breasts, then up to her face, then to my face, then back to the cocktail he’s making. A few minutes later, once he’s poured the drink he was working on, he comes over.

“What’ll ya have?” he asks.

“How about a Bacardi and lime?” Soli says.

“Make that two,” says Jordan.

I hold up three fingers. It’s unanimous.

“Easy,” he says, grabbing the rum bottle and pouring it into three highball glasses. We get our drinks and I hand over my credit card.

“I’m not having another one after this one,” Soli says. “I’m driving, so you two drink up.”

I’m not looking to get drunk tonight. That would be a waste of two perfectly good women who clearly came dressed like they expect me to treat them right when I get home. It’s nice to have something classy to sip on, though. I’ve always liked rum, though this is my first time drinking it without Coke. Kinda strong. The lime helps but it’s basically ornamental.

I never know what to do with myself at places like this. Soli reaches out and takes my shoulder. I turn to her.

“How ya feeling?” she asks, looking into my eyes as she asks it.

“Good,” I say, and I mean it.

“Good,” she says. “I can tell you mean it.”

I lean in close and she tilts her chin just a little to kiss her. Our lips meet, and I smack mine against hers, not caring that I’m smearing her pink lipstick.

“Wait, wait,” says Jordan, setting her drink on the bar to fish her phone out of her little sequined purse. She retrieves the phone and points it at us. I kiss Soli again, then we get a few shots with Jordan’s camera.

“Her turn,” says Soli.

I lean over and wrap my arm around Jordan’s waist. We smile and pose, and then we kiss too. When the kiss is over, I see the little smear of Soli’s pink lipstick has been deposited onto Jordan’s apple-red lips. I point at the little pink stain.

“Look at that,” I say.

Jordan takes her phone back from Soli and then uses it to look at herself like a makeup mirror. She tries to dab it off with her napkin, which is damp with condensation from the glass.

“Leave it,” Soli says. “I think it’s hot.”

I take another sip of my rum and then set it on the bar. Soli leans over and asks—

“So, who do you think the hottest girl in this place is?”

“It’s a tie,” I say.

“Between who and who?” Jordan asks, grinning.

“Okay, I’ll say it. I’ll declare it to the whole world, assuming they care. You two are the hottest women in this club.”

“You’re not just saying that because you’re hoping to get blown?” Soli asks. “You do still like getting blow jobs, right, sweetie?”

“Yes,” I say.

“You sure?” Soli asks, pinching my arm with the tips of her fingers.

“Trust me, this afternoon was just an anomaly.”

“Good to know,” Soli says.

I take another sip of my drink and I’m amazed to find that it’s practically almost empty. The ice has melted, and it’s got that kind of watered-down taste. I knock the rest of the glass back and then place it back on the bar.

“So, who’s here?” Jordan says. “You think there are any celebrities?”

She scans the room, looking at all the people walking in. Then Soli makes a discovery.

“Oh, my god!” she says. “Matty, isn’t that your neighbor?”

She points to a corner booth not far from the stage. It is Natalie, though not like I’ve ever seen her. I’ve always caught her in passing, but now I’m getting to see her turned up to eleven. Her hair’s blown out and sits elegantly on her shoulders. She’s got on a tight black dress, not as revealing as Jordan’s but still a big step up from what I’ve seen her in. Red lipstick, full makeup. She looks really damn good.

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s Natalie.”
“Let’s go say hi,” Jordan says, already moving through the crowd.

Natalie is just sitting there, surrounded by people who I’m pretty sure she works with. It’s the vibe I get from the fact that none of them look all that interested in each other or the venue—almost like 5 o’clock rolled around and the budget meeting got moved from conference room “C” to a West Hollywood nightclub.

Natalie looks up from her phone as we approach and her eyes light up.
“Hey, guys!” she says.

I’m surprised by how friendly she’s being. Suddenly, it’s like we’re all old friends. Then I realize the alcohol and the setting might have something to do with it. She rises from her seat and goes to hug Jordan, then Soli. She gives me one of those middle school hugs that shy girls give boys: waist slightly bent back and no chest contact.

“When did you get here?” she asks, having to talk loudly to compete with the DJ.
“We just arrived,” Jordan says.
“How was the beach?” Natalie asks.
“We went to Venice,” I say. “We saw the canals.”
“Ah, the grand canals of Venice!” Natalie says.

By her tone, it’s meant as a joke, I think, but I’m not totally sure what’s funny about it. We give awkward smiles and I can see that Natalie is trying hard and has figured out the attempt at humor didn’t land. There’s something so sweet and endearing about how guileless Natalie is. Her face betrays everything she’s feeling. Of course, the liquor probably helps.

“These are my friends from work,” she says, gesturing to three well-dressed yuppies at the table. “This is Angelica, that’s Parman, and that’s Lisa.”

I give them a friendly wave and they nod and smile. Now that I’m seeing them up close, they kinda have that look of Industry types: a little bored, a little above it.

“Matty is my neighbor,” Natalie tells her group, “and this is Jordan and Soli.”
“Wow!” Jordan says. “You have a good memory.”
“You have to be good with names and faces in this business,” she says. “We’re at Magnolia Studios.”
See? What’d I tell ya?

“Do you want to sit with us?” Natalie asks, like she’s craving the company. “We’ve got bottle service!”
“Are you sure?” Soli asks.
“Sure,” Natalie says. “There’s plenty of room.”

There’s not, really. The booth is just big enough for all of us. Natalie’s work friends now have to practically sit on top of each other. Jordan scoots in next to Natalie with me on her other side. Soli sits gracefully on the edge of the round booth.

“This isn’t the really expensive stuff,” Natalie says, taking the champagne bottle from the ice bucket and pouring Jordan a glass. “But we’ve got an expense account.”

She makes a move to fill another glass, but Soli stops her.
“I’m driving,” she says. “But, thank you.”
“I’m okay too, thanks,” I say, trying to talk past Jordan’s head.

It’s always so awkward trying to have a conversation in these places. Besides dancing, it’s the one thing people come out to do. The alcohol gets everyone in the mood to socialize, but the music tends to make conversation into a chore. It’s weird how no one else seems to notice these things. Or maybe they see it too but don’t think it’s strange.

“You know who’s coming tonight?” Natalie asks.
“Who?” replies Jordan.
“Kali Uchis,” Natalie answers.

I have no idea who that is but try to look duly impressed.
“Oh, I love her!” says Jordan.

The crowd in the club is starting to get thicker now, and I’m realizing how early we are by LA standards.

“So, you said you work at a studio?” Jordan asks.

By virtue of where she’s sitting, it falls to her to carry most of the conversation with Natalie. Her own friends are having private conversations with each other across the table.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Magnolia. We’re still kinda small. Our office is in Burbank, right across from Nickelodeon.”
“I know of it!” Jordan says. “That’s so cool! Are you, like… a producer or something?”
“Yeah,” Natalie says, her face betraying just a hint of pride. “I’m an associate producer.”

“We all are,” the woman sitting next to her interjects. She’s either Lisa or Angelica. I’ve already forgotten.

“That’s amazing!” Jordan says.
She means it too—you can tell.

“It’s really just a job,” Natalie says. “But I’m lucky. It’s a good company. They care about diversity and telling great stories.”

“Are you working on any big projects right now?” Jordan asks.
“Yes, but I’m not really at liberty to talk about it,” Natalie says.

She rolls her eyes a little, as if the confidentiality is just a little silly.
“Oh, I get it,” Jordan says.

The song changes and the conversation continues, but I’m having trouble keeping up with it. The new song is faster and it also seems louder even though it probably isn’t. I turn my attention away from Natalie and toward Soli.

I wrap my arm around her, resting my hand on her exposed thigh. Christ, she looks hot tonight. She rests her head on my shoulder and we just get this nice little moment of checking in with each other, a break from the noise and activity.

Jordan and Natalie keep talking but I kinda just space out. Then, after a while, Soli says—
“I gotta pee. Tell Jordan.”

I lean over and whisper in Jordan’s ear.
“Be right back,” she tells Natalie.

Soli slides off the edge of the booth and onto her golden heels. I slide out too, freeing Jordan, and the two of them head for the bathroom. I want to go with them, to part the crowd in front of them, to be their bodyguard and protector and keep any guys away. And honestly, what guys wouldn’t make a pass at the two of them? But I let them go, trusting that they can take care of themselves. There’s a line where protectiveness starts to turn creepy. Besides, it would be rude to abandon Natalie to her friends.

“Jordan and Soli are so nice,” Natalie says.
“I can’t believe how lucky I am,” I say.

There’s a break in the conversation, and I get the feeling that there’s something on Natalie’s mind but she doesn’t know how to bring it up.

“So, it’s three of you, huh?” she finally asks.
“Yeah,” I say. “I don’t know how it happened either. It wasn’t planned. I met Soli first, and we really connected. Then we met Jordan. Soli was the one who wanted to open up the relationship.”
“Oh, so she wanted it?” Natalie says, nodding.

Our faces are close now, as they have to be for us to hear each other. Her breath is sweet from the champagne and her eyes are fixated on me for just slightly too long.

“Yeah,” I say. “I didn’t fight it, though—”
Natalie laughs at this. I hadn’t meant it to be funny, but I smile as if I had.

“It just happened, and now I’m really glad. They compliment each other well, but they’re also really different.”
“Different, how?” Natalie asks.
“Well, like how Jordan is always such a sweetheart, and Soli…” I struggle to put it into words. It’s not the rum so much as the fact I’ve never had to articulate the feeling before. “Well, like earlier today. I was feeling really down, really low. Afraid, really.”
“Because of the lawsuit, right?” Natalie says.
“Yeah,” I say. “No, not exactly. Doesn’t matter. Anyway, Soli pushed me to get out of the house. All day, she was just teasing me and pushing my buttons… it’s like she says and does things that seem really insensitive.”
“Uh-huh,” says Natalie.
“But she has the sensitivity to understand that it’s exactly what you need,” I say. “Do you know what I mean?”
“Yeah, I do,” she says. “She sounds like my Dad.”
“Right, exactly,” I say. “She teases you like a dad or an uncle or something. But then, she’s also sweet and reassuring. She’s smart too. She saved me from making a big mistake today.”

I don’t elaborate on how hot she is, both because it’s unnecessary and also because I feel strange going on about how hot my girlfriend is in mixed company. “Smart” seems like a safer compliment, and it’s no less accurate.

“Jordan is also really smart,” I say. “But she’s softer. I mean, she’s gentle. That’s what I’m trying to say.”
“And you have both of them,” Natalie says, resting her hand on her chin. Her elbow slips off the edge of the table. She laughs and I do too. “I’m a little drunk.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “It’s allowed.”
“I’ve never met a guy with two girlfriends,” she says.
“Me neither,” I say. “I’m still trying to figure out how it works.”

I’m actually relieved to be able to talk about this. I never get the chance to explain the relationship. I’ve gotten stares, and some of them have been envious stares. But while everyone seems curious about how it happened, they don’t seem that interested in understanding what it feels like from the inside.

“I think it’s really interesting,” she says. “Most people here are all trying to be unique and stand out in some predictable, showy way. But you seem so cool, like you’ve got it all figured out.”
“Trust me, I don’t,” I say. “The truth is that things mostly just happen to me, and I just try to keep up and go with the flow.”
“I don’t believe it,” she says.
“What’s not to believe?” I ask.
“You have something,” she says. “Those women wouldn’t choose to be with you if you didn’t.”

I roll my shoulder, giving a little half shrug.
“You’re probably right,” I say. “You must be right. But honestly, I don’t know what it is. If I did, I would tell you.”
“No, don’t,” Natalie says, eyes fixed on me with that stare of hers. “It’s more fun to be surprised.”
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I know that I’ve been drinking a little, and she’s been drinking a little more, but even so it’s hard not to get the impression that last line was Natalie flirting with me.
“Surprised?” I ask, smiling gently.

I have no idea how else to respond. Is she really flirting with me right now? In a split second, Natalie goes from smiling to mortified to smiling again.
“I mean, uh, we’re getting to know each other…” she says, then her voice trails off. “We’re neighbors, so… that’s all I meant. I’m looking forward to getting to know you as my neighbor and, um…”

She’s struggling for words, sure she’s humiliated herself. I want to say something encouraging, to reassure her that she hasn’t done anything wrong and doesn’t look silly.

But here’s the thing: Natalie is really damn cute when she’s embarrassed. She’s going bright red, and not just her face. From her ears down to her plunging neckline it’s like she’s got an instant sunburn. I want to wrap my arms around her, to let her press her face to my chest, and…
Uh, oh. I’m starting to get feelings for this girl.

“It’s fine,” I say quickly. “I get it. We’re getting to know each other and we’re neighbors. And friends now, I think—”
“Yes!” Natalie says, flailing and thrashing for the lifeline I’ve just thrown her. “Exactly. That’s what I meant to say. It just sounded wrong the way it came out.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I know what you meant. I’m sure we’ll be learning a lot about each other.”

Damn, it really is like I’ve stepped into a minefield in my own backyard. Every innocuous comment seems to carry this hidden meaning I didn’t intend, and the same is true for her, too. Is it possible that Natalie is actually interested in me? The guy with two girlfriends already?

And what about me? I’d be lying if she didn’t look good to me. Really damn good when she gets all flushed and nervous around me. But I’ve already got my hands more than full. What man wouldn’t be content, even overwhelmed, with what I already have?

Suddenly the conversation next to her is of vital importance and Natalie interjects something I don’t hear. She turns back to me.
“Do you mind?” she asks.
I shake my head.
“Go right ahead,” I say, as relieved as she is to have something break the tension.

Natalie turns her attention to Lisa or Angelica, or whoever, talking about whatever kind of office gossip they’ve got going. I just turn my attention back to the dance floor, which is now getting more crowded than ever. Luckily, I don’t have to wait long because the girls return from the bathroom and say they want to dance.
“Sure,” I say, eager for the distraction.

I turn to Natalie to excuse myself, but she’s now completely absorbed by her conversation with her work friends, so I just slide out of the booth and we make our way closer to the stage.

The DJ is a chick with braided pink hair and manages a nice blend of dancy R&B and pop. She’s good—really has the crowd moving without making the scene into a mosh pit. Moving through the crowd, we get as close as we like. I’m not really much of a dancer. I mean, I know how to move my body with the beat. But dancing with two partners at once is something I’ve never attempted. So, I just try to pay attention to the girls and their signals.

Soli turns to me and pulls me close to her. Then Jordan takes my arm and twirls herself on it. The two of them sandwich me between them, and I run my hands over the curves of Soli’s body. Then I use one hand to reach around and let my fingers touch Jordan.

We move, we sway. Soli presses her body against me, grinding her ass against my groin in this slow, sensuous way that starts to get me hard. Christ, I have to calm down or I’m going to have a visible chub right here on the dance floor. But what is my body supposed to do when I’ve got a girl like this rubbing up against me?

I reposition my hips, still moving but not applying pressure to Soli’s backside. She turns to look at me.
“Having fun?” she asks, speaking straight into my ear.
I just nod, a huge grin on my face.

Then, Jordan reaches out and takes my chin in her fingers, guiding my face close to hers in a kiss. I kiss her while dancing with Soli, trying to split my attention between the two of them.
“Whoo!”
Soli gives a little yell as she bends low, her hips bouncing along with the baseline. Then Jordan comes up from behind her, putting both hands on her hips and bending and swaying in sync with her girlfriend. I don’t stop; just take a moment to admire these two beauties of mine giving the dance floor everything they’ve got.

We go through a few more songs like that, all three of us switching off between each other. We’ll dance as a unit, then pair off, then back to a unit again. It’s not exactly effortless, at least not for me, but the girls are clearly enjoying themselves and really working up a sweat, too.

“I’m tired,” Jordan says. “I’m gonna go sit down.”
“Okay,” I say, giving her a parting kiss before she goes to sit back with Natalie at the corner booth.

Now Soli is my sole focus, and it does get a little easier to just lose myself in the music and not think so much about how I’m going to give both of my girls my full attention. Then, after the next song, the DJ makes an announcement—
“Alright, kids,” she says. “Make some noise for Kali Uchis!”

She comes out in this skin-tight silk slip dress and out comes everybody’s phone. Her first song is about how she wants to get high with her lover, which speaks to me for obvious reasons. It’s a great song that strikes just the right tone. It’s sultry and sexy, and Soli’s body sways gently against mine, the two of us just bobbing and moving with the beat.

She does just a couple more songs and we get some pictures of her on stage (which don’t come out that great because the lighting is off, but whatever) and then, quick as she came, Kali retreats behind the curtain again.

There’s a kind of collective sigh of relief after that, a natural pause in the rhythm of the night. When we get back to the table, we find Jordan and Natalie having this animated conversation. Soli takes a seat at the booth, limbs going limp in exaggerated exhaustion.

“Did you see Kali?” Jordan asks. “How close did you get to the stage?”

Soli takes out her phone to show Jordan and Natalie her pictures. I see the opportunity to check in with everyone.
“How are we doing?” I ask. “Anybody need water?”

Soli raises her hand.
“Yes, please,” says Jordan.

I go over to the bar and wait for my turn. It’s at least a half an hour before I finally make it to the front. I order four bottles of water and then take them back to the table.

Soli and Jordan are looking pretty exhausted and a couple of Natalie’s work friends have already cleared out. I pass out the water bottles, including one for Natalie. I check my watch and see that it’s almost 1 AM.

“How about it, gang?” I say to the girls. “Are we ready to call it a night?”
“Whatever you think,” says Soli, as if she hasn’t been calling the shots all day.
“Thanks for letting us sit with you,” Jordan says to Natalie. “I don’t think I would have been able to make it all night if I had to stand in these heels.”
“Same,” says Soli, reaching out to touch Natalie’s arm. “You’re a lifesaver, thank you.”
“I had fun too,” says Natalie. “I’m glad we got to know each other better. I know I can come off as kinda awkward sometimes.”
“What?” Jordan says. “That’s not true.”
“Yeah, we don’t think that,” says Soli. “You’re really cool. We liked getting to know you better too.”
“Maybe we’ll get to see each other again?” Natalie asks. “Matty and I are neighbors, after all.”
“Definitely,” Soli says. “You’re looking to spend more time at your apartment, right?”

That last comment was directed at me.
“I have to,” I say. “I have to watch the mailbox about that thing.”

It’s been a while since I brought it up, but my upcoming talk with the FBI can’t be avoided forever. The girls look suddenly solemn and I think Natalie picks up on it.
“Anyway, thank you, Natalie,” I say. “The night wouldn’t have been the same without you.”
“Yeah,” says Soli.
“Totally,” says Jordan.

The girls rise from the booth. Hugs all around for Natalie. And when it’s my turn to say goodbye, I notice the hug that Natalie gives me is not the polite, middle-school boy/girl hug I got at the start of the night. This one feels softer, more intimate. Our bodies touch in more contact points than before. Our hips touch, even if only for a moment, and she presses her chest to mine. I get a whiff of her shampoo and even as I smell the sweat from her body, the scent of her lingers in my memory after our embrace is over.
“Get home safe,” Natalie says.
“You too,” I say.

Outside on the curb there’s still a steady flow of traffic. The valet comes back with the car and hands over the key fob.
“I’m good to drive,” Soli says.
I make an okay sign and open the passenger door for Jordan, opting to take the back. We drive back to Sylmar in a comfortable, companionable silence that seems to fill the space. The girls must be as tired as I am.

It’s surprising now that I think about it, but it has actually been a great day. It could have been a terrible disaster. But really, what’s the harm in getting my mind off things? Whatever is going to happen is going to happen, but crawling inside a cave and obsessing about it by myself isn’t going to help anything. I have Soli to thank for pulling me out of my funk. Where would I be if we never met?

We walk into Soli’s apartment and take off our shoes. The girls look exhausted, and I’m feeling the same. So, I decide I won’t try to initiate anything. Maybe tomorrow morning when we’re all feeling a little more fresh.

“Who wants to take the first shower?” I ask.
“I do,” says Jordan, not waiting for an answer but walking into Soli’s bedroom with the bathroom attached.

I decide to raid the fridge and the pantry for some salty snacks. Tortilla chips, Pirate’s Booty, Cheez-Its—there’s a lot here. I lay it all out on the counter and start pulling handfuls of snacks from each bag. Then I look up and realize that Soli is looking at me. Staring, actually.

“What?” I ask, my mouth still full of Cheez-Its and Pirate’s Booty.
“You looked really sexy tonight,” she says.
“Me?” I say, letting my mouth hang open to reveal my half-chewed food.
She laughs. “Yes, you!”
I chew a little more, then swallow.

“You were the one tearing up that dance floor,” I say. “I was just trying to keep up with you.”
“You’re a lot hotter than you realize,” she says.
“And you are everything I could hope for, and more than I deserve,” I say.

She puts her hands on her cheeks, pretending to play coy.
“It’s true,” I say, coming around the counter to stand beside her. “You made the difference for me today, and I want you to know how much I appreciate what you did for me.”
“It’s not a big deal,” she says.

I move closer to her so that she has to crane her neck up to look at me. Her makeup looks shiny and just a little grimy on her face, but it still perfectly accents the elegant curves of her face.

“What could I possibly have done to deserve you?” I ask. “Any man would be lucky to have you by his side. You chose me.”

I touch her chin, and it’s all I need to do. Instantly, our lips crash together and I pull her out of the chair and lift her onto her feet so I can ravage her body. Our limbs tangle as I cup her breasts, massaging them with my palms before going lower.
“Shit,” she whispers. “Fuck me now.”

Okay, forget what I said before about not initiating anything. Soli is just way too goddamn hot for me right now. I grab her ass, picking her up. She wraps her arms and legs around me and I walk her over to the couch, dropping her onto it.

As I kiss and caress her, I can feel through her panties how wet she already is. I slide the panties down, flipping up her short skirt to admire her perfectly trimmed, tight pussy.
“You’re so wet for me already,” I say.
“It’s what you do to me,” she answers.

I undo my belt and zipper, taking out my cock and giving it a few quick pumps with my hand. I’m as hard as stone already, and I’m mentally thanking myself for not drinking too much.

Condom? No, it’s fine. I’ll pull out.

I start kissing her again and then pick up her hips, guiding myself gently inside her. She moans gently as her body accepts the tip of my cock. Our tongues dance in her mouth as I plunge my shaft deeper. Her hands run over my chest and then around the crown of my head, exploring and caressing me. This is getting her hot. She really has been wanting this all day. Well, I’ve got nothing to distract me now.

“Hey!” says Jordan. “No fair! You guys started without me.”

Well, almost nothing.
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I break my kiss with Soli to turn my head and look at Jordan.
“You’ll get your turn,” I say. “But Soli has been a very good and very bad girl all day. Just give me a few minutes.”
“I don’t even need a turn,” Jordan says. “I just want to watch.”

She’s standing there wearing nothing but a towel. She moves over to the chair and sits down. I turn my attention back to Soli, looking straight into her eyes as I resume thrusting inside of her. She looks up at me with an expression of pure love, her eyes slightly lidded, the blue eyeliner making them look simmering and sexy.
“I love you,” I say.
“So, fuck me harder,” she says with a devilish grin.

Okay, message received. I start to pick up the pace, lifting her ankles onto my shoulders and getting deeper into her. Jordan’s moans start soft but grow louder, and I know she’s playing with herself. My back flexes as I thrust into Soli, her hands roving over my chest.

I feel Soli tightening around me, and I know she’s close. I can’t come, not yet. I have to find a way to hold out, but I can feel myself nearing my limit too. Her body rocks along with mine, gasps escaping from her mouth each time I slide deeper inside her wet opening.

I turn to look at Jordan, legs spread luridly as she teases her clit with her fingers, her mouth forming an “o” as she watches us. Then Soli reaches up to take my face in her hands, redirecting me back at her and only her.
“You ready?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I say.
“Okay, you can pull out,” she says.

It takes an incredible force of will, but somehow I’m able to do it. My cock slides out, and I barely have to touch the sensitive head of my bare cock to her bare skin before my seed spews all over Soli’s stomach. Jordan groans loudly, reacting to the sight with pure excitement and lust. Soli grins up at me and I press my forehead to hers.
“That was so fucking hot,” I say.
“You’re the best,” she says.

We kiss, breathing in each other’s air. I reposition Soli’s legs and climb off the couch. Soli lazily plays with the cum dribbling over her flat stomach and pooling in her navel. I go over to the counter and grab a napkin, then I bring it over to her. Jordan is still sitting in the chair, lazily flicking her clit.
“What’s the hurry?” she asks. “That was just getting good.”
“I held out as long as I could,” I say.

My cock is still erect, and I stand there brandishing it in front of both of my women.
“Sorry, sweetie,” Soli says to Jordan. “I honestly wasn’t expecting to fuck him tonight. He was just so cute, stuffing his face. His cheeks were full like a chipmunk.”
“Don’t believe her,” I say. “The cute part, that you can believe. But I didn’t stuff my cheeks.”
“He was like Dale,” Soli says.
“No, don’t make me Dale,” I say. “I want to be Chip. Dale is the dumb one.”
“You’re Dale,” Soli says. “You’re dumb but you’re so cute it makes up for it.”
“Yeah,” Jordan says, like she’s handing down a ruling. “Your Dale, Matty. You’ve got definite Dale vibes.”
“Okay,” I say. “I’m Dale. I’m a cartoon chipmunk who stuffs his face with snacks. And, apparently, nobody can resist Dale’s hard dick.”
“That’s right!” says Soli.

We all laugh, and I go to the bathroom to rinse my dick off. I know I’ve got another one in me, I can feel it. I wasn’t expecting it, but thinking about Jordan watching from the chair and playing with her pussy is getting me stiff already. When I return to the living room, I walk over to Jordan and stand in front of her.
“Okay,” I say, still fully naked. “It’s your turn.”
Jordan raises her shoulder in a little half shrug.
“I don’t know if I want it anymore,” she says, turning her head away like she’s trying to get me to play with her. “I mean, I was horny. But the moment passed.”
“I don’t believe you,” I say.

She gives another little shrug, playing like she’s miffed. I know she’s not really upset. But that doesn’t mean she’s not feeling just a little bit annoyed and left out. I think of how I connected with Soli on the dance floor, how grateful I’ve been toward her today. If I’m not careful, I might accidentally overlook how special Jordan is to me, too. I’d hate for her to feel excluded, and besides, I want to get her off.

“Okay, Jordan,” I say. “I want to eat your pussy. I want your juices to run down my chin after I’ve made you groan with pleasure.” Still, she looks away, but there’s a big smile forming on her lips. “Will you please let me pleasure you, right here and now with Soli watching us?”

“Well…” Jordan says, clearly loving this little role-play. “I guess that would be alright. If you really want to.”

“Thank you,” I say, getting down on my knees in front of her. The hardwood floor is cool against my shins.

“But I only want you to do it if you really mean it,” she says, her expression like a bratty princess.

“Oh, I do,” I say. “I want to taste your tight little pussy and make you squirm when my tongue moves between your lips.”

“Okay,” she says. “I’m sold.”

But I’m not finished.
“I want to flick your clit with the tip of my tongue and make you scream my name. I want to feel the waves of pleasure rippling through your thighs, the animal moans ringing in my ears as I taste your molten heat and leave you a quivering mess of—”

“Okay, so fucking do it already!” Jordan says with a chuckle.

“Eh,” I say, scratching my chin. “The moment passed.”

Soli laughs loudly from the couch.

“Errrrr!” Jordan growls with mock frustration, pressing her toes against my face like she wants to kick me with the side of her foot.

“Okay, okay,” I say. “Scoot up a little and spread ‘em. Let me work my magic.”

Well, with build-up like that, the description of the real thing can’t help but be a bit underwhelming. But I do my best to live up to the hype. I start by slowly kissing her inner thighs, lovingly fingering her calves while I do. Then, I press my nose inside her, kissing her lips and then running my tongue along the swollen folds. I can hear her breath catching as I go, getting into a nice rhythm.

She squirms a little in her seat, lifting her rear slightly and urging me on. I put both hands on her hips now, spreading her a little more. She’s ready, and I press my tongue between her lips, parting them.

She’s wet—so wet—and I can feel her pulse throbbing against my tongue. I move to flick and tease her clit, the tip of my tongue gyrating against her swollen knob.

“Oh—oh my God!” Jordan whimpers. “Oh, fuck yeah!”

I suck her lips gently, just a little, and she moans loudly. I keep this up, moving my tongue in and out of her. I’m focusing just on her clit now, my fingers gripping her soft, white inner thighs. She can’t sit still, squirming, her hips bucking and writhing. My grip tightens—I have to hold her down. Finally, I can feel she’s about to cum.

I tongue her clit in alternating patterns and she screams, back arching as she comes hard all over my face. Her body convulses, juices flowing across my lips.

“Oh, fuck!” she finally says once she’s come down. “That was… fuck. That was so good.”

I give her inner thigh one more quick peck before rising to my feet. Jordan’s body is drenched in sweat, her nipples stiff and her breath ragged.

“Bravo!” says Soli. “I wanted to cheer you on, but I didn’t want to distract you.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “I was kidding around… but, wow!”

“It was good for me, too,” I say.

“Kiss me,” she says. “I want to taste my own pussy on your lips.”

I lean over and kiss her. She licks my lips as she kisses me, really savoring the scent and flavor on her tongue.

“Thank you,” she says after we’ve parted.

“You’re welcome,” I say. “I couldn’t let you feel left out.”

“I didn’t, I wouldn’t,” she says. “But thanks for taking care of me.”

“Well, now I think I want to shower and call it a night,” I say.

“Go ahead,” Soli says. “You’ve earned it.”

I walk back through Soli’s bedroom to the bathroom and shower again. This time, I let the hot water run all over me. I can feel the relaxing pulse under my skin as well as over it. When I’m ready, I towel off with my still-damp towel and brush my teeth.

When I return to the bedroom, I find that the lights are out and both girls are sprawled on the bed together. Jordan’s eyes are closed and I can see from the rise and fall of her body beneath the blanket that she’s already asleep. Soli tilts her head to look up at me. She’s still got her makeup on, too sleepy to take it off. She gently pats the bed next to her and I come around to lay beside her.

I spoon Soli and kiss her neck, listening to the sound of both girls drifting off to sleep. It was a weirdly almost perfect day. Except for the part where I learned that the FBI may be after me, it was all pretty amazing. Here in the dark with my women in the bed beside me, I don’t feel afraid of anything. Whatever else comes, I know that I can face it. I’m really lucky, whatever happens.

Just one thought troubles me before I drift off to sleep. That moment at the club with Natalie. What did it mean? Could she actually be into me? If she is, what does it mean? I felt a flicker of something too. She’s got a great body, and there’s something so charming about her awkwardness. Anyway, best not to think about it. I’ve already got plenty of other things to worry about.
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On Monday, I call Donna back. She’s the lawyer who promised to represent me when she thought all I needed was defense in a case against my former employer.

“I’ve got some good news,” I say. “I don’t think the lawsuit is going to be a problem.”

“They’re dropping the suit?” Donna asks. “Are they trying to settle?”

I explain the situation and, maybe her response is predictable—

“Good lord!” she says when she learns I’m now facing questions by federal agents.

“Yeah,” I say. “So, what do I do?”

“I practice civil law,” she says. “You need a criminal lawyer.”

“Can you put me in touch with one?” I ask. “I’m sorry to bother you about it. But I don’t know any other lawyers, and you’re the only one I can ask.”

“Sure,” she says. “I have colleagues who can help. I’ll have my assistant reach out to a few and send you a shortlist.”

“Really?” I say. “Oh my god, Donna. Thank you!”

“It’s no trouble,” she says. “It sounds like you could really use the help. Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I say. “Thanks for everything.”

After the call, I wait around the apartment, pacing. I try to write, and to my surprise, the drama actually helps focus me. I write a few lines about Sartre and radical freedom, asking whether it still holds true if you’re sitting in a jail cell. It’s pretty decent stuff, I think. I don’t know if anyone will ever want to read it, but I feel good having put something down on paper. If only I’d thought of this strategy sooner—I’d have put myself in legal jeopardy a long time ago.

I check my email and see the list of lawyers Donna’s assistant sent over. I call the first name on the list, Michael Arslanian. I send him a short email explaining my situation, and not even an hour later I get one back asking me to call him directly. So, I do.

“Matteo?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say.

“You’re the one with the FBI after you?” he asks.

I wince a little at this, but there’s some part of me that thinks it sounds cool.

“That’s me,” I say. “I don’t know exactly if they’re after me. But one of them talked to me.”

“Tell me everything that happened. Start from the conversation you had with the officer, and then we’ll work back from there.”

So, I tell him the whole story of how Wren was waiting outside my apartment and how he told me he would send the subpoenas.

“Did he interview you? Did you say anything to him?” Michael wants to know.

“I didn’t tell him anything,” I say. “I said I’d have to get a lawyer.”

“Good boy,” Michael says. “You don’t have the subpoena yet, right?”

“Right,” I say. “It hasn’t come yet.”

“Okay, from what you’ve told me, it doesn’t sound like you’re the target of the investigation,” Michael says. “If he had something actionable on you, he wouldn’t have let you walk away like that. You’d be in custody.”

I feel my shoulders let go of the tension I didn’t even realize I was carrying.

“That’s good,” I say.

“That doesn’t mean you’re safe,” he says. “You can still trip up somehow and incriminate yourself. I can help you avoid that. Now, tell me everything you can about your involvement with NovaCare. When did you start? What was your typical day like?”

I tell Michael everything I can think of. I explain how I’d been told a team of lawyers was vetting everything we were doing. It wasn’t until the very end of my time there that I started to suspect something was wrong. He interjects a few times, asking follow-ups and more details.

“Okay, look,” he says finally. “I think you’re mostly okay except for that last day. You were told the FDA recommendations were about to change, and you still went in and peddled these devices anyway. What were they going to do with that product after the law changed? Did you ask yourself why the FDA was changing their recommendation? You don’t have to answer now, but you see what I’m saying? That doesn’t look good, because you must have realized something was going on and you were conveniently looking the other way.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But I didn’t actually sell anything that day. And I walked out of the place for good.”

“But you didn’t tell anybody anything,” Michael counters. “You didn’t report that there was something fishy going on. That makes you an accomplice after the fact.”

“Does that mean… I might get charged?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Michael says. “Maybe. But, like I say, if they wanted to roll you up, they probably would have. They may just try to use it as leverage to flip you.”

“I’ll flip,” I say. “I’m completely flippable. I want to flip, even. I’m fully willing to cooperate.”

“Good,” he says. “Now all we need to do is make sure you don’t accidentally fall into some trap. We’ll go in there and make it clear that any information you provide is contingent on you remaining safe from prosecution.”

“Okay, great,” I say. “I like that. When do we get started on my defense?”

“We already have,” Michael says. “I’ve been billing you for the past hour.”

“What?!” I say.

“No, I’m kidding,” Michael says. “Consultation is free. And anyway, you’ll have to come down and fill out some paperwork before I can become your lawyer.”

“Okay,” I say. “So, what is your fee?”

“I bill by the hour,” he says. “It’s $250.”

I swallow hard. It’s not like I wasn’t expecting it, but hearing the number still makes it land for me how much trouble I’m in.

“And that’s not just the hours we’re on the phone,” Michael continues. “I’ll have to bill you for prep also.”

“I understand,” I say.

“Try not to focus on that part right now,” Michael says. “Since you’re willing to cooperate, there’s a good chance this won’t even go to trial. You may be rid of me faster than you think.”

“Thanks, Michael,” I say. “Thanks for taking my case.”

“It’s what I do,” he says. “You’ve got the address already, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” I say, turning back to my computer monitor. “10540 Wilshire, Century City, right?”

“You’ve got it. Parking’s underground. We’re on the fifth floor. You’ll come out of the elevator and see a sign saying Suite C and our logo. Take the left-hand door and keep on. You’ll see my administrative assistant Trisha at the desk.”

“When should I come?” I ask.

“Today, if possible,” he says. “We need to get things in motion, and the sooner the better. Don’t forget to watch the mailbox.”

I thank him again and hang up. I’m not sure whether to feel relieved or not. I guess I can at least say things are in motion. There is something relieving about that, at least. I fill in the girls over group text. Then, I drive down to Century City to meet with Michael and sign the papers.

I’m not really leaving anything out by skipping this part. It’s really just me doing paperwork and then driving over to Soli’s place. Something did happen later that night, though.

I’m sitting with Soli on the couch watching old Seinfeld episodes on DVD using her PlayStation when Jordan walks in.

“Guess what?” she asks.

There’s a pause, then I get that she’s expecting one of us to actually say “what?” So—

“What?” I ask.

“I got a new job!” she says, flipping her hair a little from one side of her face to the other.

“Yes!” Soli exclaims. “What’s the job?”

“I’m the new assistant to the set designer on We Are Us!”

“Oh my god!” I say.

Of course, we get off the couch and do a three-way hug.

“Yep,” she says. “I start tomorrow. I have a call time!”

She takes the folded piece of paper in her hand and unfolds it. It’s a list of schedules, with Jordan’s name highlighted in yellow near the top.

“Wow,” I say. “5:45 AM.”

“Yeah, they make us start really early,” Jordan says. “But they feed us a catered breakfast. On set, you don’t have to pay for food at all.”

“Nice!” I say.

“Jordy, this is so beautiful,” Soli says. “Your dream is coming true!”

“Yeah, and can you believe how it happened?” Jordan says. “Natalie pulled some strings and got me the gig.”

Huh. That’s an interesting development.

“Wow,” I say. “That’s really nice of her.”

“She’s really so nice,” Jordan says.

“We need to be better friends with her,” Soli says.

“Right?” Jordan agrees. “She’s a doll.”

“Maybe she could be like the fourth member of our group,” Soli says. “She could be the missing piece. Like Ringo. She could be the drummer in our little sex band.”

Whoa, hold up.

“I think she’d be more like a flutist,” I say, trying to playfully deflect the suggestion.

“I’m serious, you guys,” Soli says. “We don’t need to rush anything, but it’s at least worth considering, right? I mean, we all like her.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But what we’ve got now is working really well already.”

“I know,” Soli says. “But just think about how much better things are with Jordan in our relationship. What if I hadn’t pushed you to include her?”

“That’s true,” I say. “But we’re still getting way ahead of ourselves. I mean, we don’t even have any reason to think Natalie would want to be part of something like that. What we found is pretty special, and I think it’s pretty rare, too.”

I leave out the kind of vibe that passed between me and Natalie at the club. It was just a feeling I got. Maybe she was flirting with me. Maybe. A little. But I’m just one part of this relationship.

“Yeah, I didn’t get the feeling she was bi or anything,” Jordan says.

“Every woman is a little bi,” Soli says, her voice full of confidence and swagger.

“Okay,” I say. “But what if she isn’t?”

“If she isn’t, she isn’t,” Soli says. “I’m merely floating the suggestion, not issuing a command. If you get to know her better and decide she’s better as a friend, that’s fine. Just try being her friend first.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s harmless. And you’re right. She’s a cool person. And she’s already helped us out a lot.”

“See?” Soli says.

I lean against the counter and look at Jordan.

“So, hypothetically, if Natalie is interested in me, or us, or both, would you have a problem with that?”

“You mean, am I okay with sharing you with another girl?” Jordan asks wryly.

“Well, yeah, exactly,” I say. “It would mean yet another girl in the group. A new person we’d all have to adapt to.”

Jordan comes over and takes my face in her hands, kissing me gently on the lips.

“You’re sweet to ask,” Jordan says. “Checking in first is the right thing to do. Don’t worry, you have my blessing.”

“You’re sure?” I ask, honestly surprised by how quickly she gives permission.

“This is the healthiest and safest relationship I’ve ever been in,” Jordan says. “And you’re such a big part of that. But you’re still only half the reason I’m so happy.”

Soli, who’s come to stand next to Jordan, grabs her and pulls her into a hug. Jordan giggles.

“I’d be happy to welcome another girl into the group,” she says. “Especially if it’s Natalie.”

I feel this warm glow in my chest that seems to radiate through me. I smile and can feel the trace of tears behind my eyes. It’s not tears of joy because I think I’m going to get another girlfriend—because honestly, I’m still skeptical. But I’m completely floored by the selflessness and openness of these two unbelievable women. No jealousy, no backbiting. Just pure love. I mean, I’m not about to start sobbing, but it’s moving, ya know?

“Well,” I say, relieved that my voice is steady and even, “I guess that settles it. I’m not making any promises, of course. But I’m glad to know I have the go-ahead.”

“I don’t think you’ll have to push hard,” Jordan says. “I kinda got the feeling Natalie was into you the first time we met.”

“Yes!” Soli says. “Girls can tell. We know.”

“Hold on,” I say. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, she was super awkward,” Jordan says. “At first, I thought that was just who she was—maybe she just gets nervous around new people. But when I saw her again at the club, I realized that’s not who she is at all.”

“Right,” I say. “But you don’t think her awkwardness might have had something to do with the fact that I was with insanely hot women and I introduced both as my girlfriends?”

“Matty, listen to what you’re saying,” Soli says. “You’re making Jordan’s point for her.”

“How do you mean?” I ask.

“She was acting all stiff and plastering on a smile because you lit a fire down south and she didn’t want us all to know it,” Soli says.

“Oh, come on,” I say. “You don’t think maybe she was just uncomfortable? Learning we’re a throuple, people don’t know how to respond. Maybe that’s what her reaction meant.”

“Did you forget who you’re talking to here?” Soli says. “I’m the sex bruja.”

“Okay, if she is into me, why wouldn’t she just look at me and say, ‘Well, he’s taken’?” I say.

“Her mind may say that, but her pussy says different,” Soli answers.

“Pssh,” I say, unable to contain my skepticism.

Jordan places a hand on my shoulder, like I’m a slow child who might wander into the street.

“Matty,” she says. “You may not understand this about women, but if she was attracted to you before, the fact that you’re taken will only make you more attractive. And the fact that you have two women, that to a woman says—”

“That you’ve got a magic dick,” Soli says.

“Well, hey, I’m not trying to argue with that,” I say with a grin. “But I’m not sure Natalie really thinks that way.”

“Forget it,” Soli tells Jordan. “He’s hopeless. Let’s focus on you. We should celebrate.”

“That’s right,” I say. “This night isn’t about me and Natalie or my magic dick. It’s about celebrating your accomplishment. Let’s do something special. What do you want to do?”

“I really don’t need anything big,” Jordan says. “Let’s just go to Lola’s.”

“Are you sure?” Soli says.

“Yeah, Lola’s will be great,” Jordan says. “Besides, I’ve got to be up early tomorrow.”

“Totally cool,” I say, already headed for the door. “Dinner’s on me.”

“Naturally,” Jordan says.

The girls grab their bags, and we put on our shoes. Outside, the sun has almost completely set, but some orange streaks still cling to the edges of the sky. As we walk into Lola’s and take a table in the back, I’m looking forward to a simple, quiet meal. I’m happy for Jordan, but I also can’t stop thinking about what the girls said earlier.

Maybe Natalie would make a great addition to our little found family. Could that be why Natalie helped Jordan get the job? I hate thinking that, since Jordan’s qualified and worked hard for it. But still, it wouldn’t have happened without Natalie. So, what was she thinking when she decided to help?

Was she just trying to help a friend—or get closer to me?
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Just as expected, the subpoenas come four days later. There’s an order to appear in a week. I call Michael, and he tells me to send over pictures of the subpoenas.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” he tells me. “I’ll be there to meet you at the Federal Building on Thursday morning.”

“Okay, so what should I do until then?” I ask. “Shouldn’t we go over what I’m going to say? Like, practice or something?”

“You’re thinking of witness preparation for court,” Michael says. “It’s not going to work that way. I don’t know what kinds of questions they’re going to ask ahead of time. So that kind of prep isn’t useful here. When we go in there, I’ll tell you if they’re laying a trap. Otherwise, we just have to play it as it lies.”

“Okay,” I say, grateful that Michael isn’t using the fact that I don’t know anything to bill me for hours that won’t actually help my case. Then I remember that he’s probably busy with real cases and doesn’t have time to walk through all this with me. “Thanks, Michael.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he says. “Until Thursday, there’s nothing to do. Just keep doing what you’re doing. If anyone from NovaCare tries to contact you for any reason, don’t respond in any way and call me immediately. Otherwise, take care of yourself, get plenty of sleep, and don’t worry. This will all be rearview soon.”

I feel better after hanging up with Michael. I can at least look ahead and see some light at the end of the tunnel. I try to put it out of my mind and just focus on other things. I finish the article I’m writing about freedom, and I think it’s not bad. I’ve still got to actually publish it, and that means setting up a Substack, picking out a name and all of that. But I’ve got time for that later.

I hang around the apartment hoping that I’ll run into Natalie again. In my mind, we’ll have another chance encounter, and then I’ll feel out where to go from there. But I don’t see her, which makes sense when you consider the fact that we’re on totally different schedules. She’s a busy producer, and I’m only at home during the week. Nights and weekends, I usually spend at Soli’s place.

It’s not enough for Soli, apparently. Because while I’m sitting at my desk reading, I get this text—

Soli: I’m booorreeeeddd ��

I know what this means, but I’m trying to be good. I’ve been reading and studying and not thinking about what I’m not supposed to think about. Still, it’s not like I have an excuse to stay away. So, I send a message.

Me: On my way. Anything I should bring?
Soli: �� and condoms
Me: Kk

I arrive about twenty minutes later. I walk in and she springs up from the couch as if she’s been staring at the door, waiting for me to arrive. She’s wearing this black negligee that’s sheer in places and dips at the waist.

“Holy shit,” I say. “Where has this been, and why haven’t I seen it before?”

“What, you thought you’d seen everything in my closet?” she asks, prancing closer to me with an almost predatory gait. As she moves, the billowing silk slides away, revealing panties that are barely there. She touches the hem with her pink manicured nails and then slowly, gracefully tugs the delicate fabric up to give me another peek at them.

“Do you like it?” she asks, turning her head and looking up at me like a kitten who’s found something scurrying across the floor and wants to play.

I try out a few words in my head, but no response really does justice to my feelings. And none is needed anyway. I just nod and then, once she’s gotten close enough, grab her roughly by the waist and pull her body close to mine.

She gasps a little as I breathe deep the scent of her skin and hair. My lips touch her forehead, then I plant a kiss between her eyes, on her nose, then finally I meet her own eager lips and feel a spark of electricity as they meet mine. Her hands rove from my chest to my back, and I can feel myself stiffening already. I run my hands down her back and down to cup the curves of her ass. Her body radiates the heat of the fire that I’ve stoked inside her.

I pick her up, and she goes wild. Our kisses become frantic, and her fingernails trace across my chest and around my back. Her hands can’t get enough of touching me everywhere, and her tongue presses against mine with this deep urgency. I carry her into her bedroom and then toss her roughly on the bed. She squeals as she falls, gently landing.

I take the box of condoms from my pocket and start ripping it open. She watches me, touching the outline of her pussy through her panties, fingers stroking lewdly as her other palm cups her breast. She raises her hips, spreading them as she begs me to enter her. I’m tenting so hard that my erection is hurting me. I unbutton my belt and then tug off my pants, then my shirt.

I pull off my boxers, my cock already at full mast. I slide the condom on and climb on top of her. I can see how much she wants to stroke and play with me, but I also sense that she wants it fast and rough. She’s urgent, almost desperate for my seed. As I kiss her, I run my finger along her lips through her panties. She’s hot and wet, so ready. I pull her panties off with quick, jerking movements.

She’s so wet that the smell hits me immediately. I know I don’t need to do anything else. I enter her fast and she groans with pleasure as I slide deeper, her inner walls expanding to welcome my cock as deep as I want to go.

The sex is passionate and intense, requiring all my strength and concentration. I’m already sweating in less than five minutes, and she’s doing the same. She has both her hands on my hips as I thrust deep into her, as if willing me to go deeper, to fuck her even harder. It’s like a frenzied dance as the sound of skin against skin, hot and eager, fills the small bedroom.

“Oohh, aaaah!” she groans as I thrust in and out.

“You’re so fucking hot,” I huff. “Jesus, you’re amazing.”

She gurgles, her eyes open but locked on the ceiling as I impale her completely. Her inner muscles contract around me, pressing the head of my cock and driving me close to coming. I can feel her body tensing slightly, her back arching further. She’s close too.

“I’m gonna come,” I say.

“Yeah, yeah,” she says, words spilling from her lips as her eyes shut.

I can see the exact moment when she comes. She clenches hard on my cock, erupting in pleasure that explodes all over me. Then—

“Aaaaaaaaah!” she cries, her voice cracking.

That sends me over the edge and I come too. My juices ooze out, hot and wet, and I give just a few more thrusts before I stop and press my forehead to hers, drinking in the smell of her breath as it comes hard and fast.

“I needed that so bad,” she says with a smile. “You have no idea.”
“I have some idea,” I say.
She just grins, eyes still closed like she’s floating on a cloud.
“No,” she says. “You have no idea.”

We kiss again, her makeup smeared all over her face. I slide out of her and then discard the condom before climbing back in bed with her. I spoon her, my hands running up and down the fabric of the negligee she still wears. In the heat of passion, I didn’t pull it off her. I just needed to get inside her so badly at that moment, and I guess she felt the same. Neither of us says anything for a while, just relaxing and enjoying the rush of cortisol flooding our bodies.

“That was a wonderful surprise,” I finally say.
“Yeah, well,” she says. “I like to keep things interesting. I figured the negligee would give sex a little extra kick.”
“Very good call,” I say.

After we’ve come down and enjoyed the afterglow, I slip into the bathroom for a quick rinse-down. When I come back out, I find that Soli hasn’t moved. Her face is absorbed in her phone.

“What’s up?” I say.
She crinkles her nose slightly, then puts her phone down. She sits up and looks at me, and I have to keep my eyes trained on her face because they want to move lower. Her bare legs are barely contained by the black silk skirt, and with no panties underneath, I might get a sight of her pussy if she shifts like that again.

“Has Jordan messaged you?” she asks.

Suddenly I’m alert that something might have happened between them. A fight?
“No, why?” I say.
She turns her head slightly, like she can’t figure out why I’m so dense.
“Because she’s just started this great new job that she was so excited about, and she’s barely said anything about it since her first day.”
“I don’t think that’s unusual,” I say. “She’s probably just busy.”
“I just hope she’s having fun,” Soli says, sitting upright, causing her boobs to bounce. “I’d hate to think she’s worked so hard to get this only to realize she’s not happy.”
“It’s sweet that you’re concerned about her,” I say. “But I don’t think there’s any reason to be worried yet.”
“You’re a guy,” she says, with a mocking grin. “You assume everything’s fine until someone tells you it’s not.”
“Well, yeah,” I say.
“It’s not your fault,” she says. “You can’t help it. But girls think about these things. We notice when someone isn’t saying something. That can be as important as what they do say.”
“You think I should text her?” I ask.
“Yeah, maybe,” she says. “But just be casual about it. You can ask her how she’s doing, but don’t pry too much.”
“Sounds good,” I say.

I take a seat on the bed beside her, reaching over to start playing with her hair.

“What are you thinking about?” she asks.
“I’m just thinking that even though I love us as a unit, sometimes it’s great having some time together with just the two of us.”
She rests her hand on my arm.
“I know what you mean,” she says. “That’s the great part about love. When you spread it around, it grows. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t still give it to just one person at a time too.”
“Exactly,” I say. “So, let’s do something together. What do you want to do?”
“Wanna take a walk?” she asks.
“Sure,” I say. “I’d love to.”
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We walk hand in hand around Hanson Dam Park. The space surrounding the dam is huge. There’s a baseball field in the center, but all around it are trails with wooded areas. If you follow the trail long enough, you'll end up at Hanson Dam. I’m guessing that the government probably forbade anyone from building too close to the dam in case of flooding, so there was nothing to do but turn the land into a park. Trails twist and turn, and we pass people walking dogs, pushing baby strollers, or just hiking like we are. No horses, though. That’s just the other park.

“I can never come here without thinking ‘Handsome Dan,’” Soli says.
I chuckle.
“Yeah,” I say. “Who was Handsome Dan, and why did they name a park after him?”
“If you saw how handsome Dan really was, you wouldn’t have to ask,” Soli says.

We laugh. She’s changed into a tight white t-shirt that shows off her flat stomach and distressed jeans with white tennis shoes. I wouldn’t have minded if she had stayed in her black negligee and told her so, but this outfit feels more “park appropriate.”

“So, how is writing about philosophy going?” Soli asks.
“Good, actually,” I say. “It’s weird, but the stress of everything that has been happening to me lately is giving me inspiration that I didn’t have before.”
“Yeah?” she says. “What are you working on now?”
“I just finished one about human freedom, Sartre and all that. Can you still be free even if you’re sitting in a jail cell? And what does it mean to be free when you aren’t? It’s really about asking what freedom means. Not in some kind of flag-waving way but about how to live your life knowing that you have this freedom and you have to take it, even when you know it can always be taken away.”
“That’s deep,” Soli says.
“Yeah, well,” I say. “I think it’s okay. It doesn’t have to be the greatest idea ever. Most writing about philosophy involves writing about other people’s ideas. You don’t have to be original.”
“It sounds like you’re trying to say that it’s not really that good,” she says. “But you don’t mind because that’s normal.”
“Well, I mean, not exactly,” I say. “I just don’t want to brag about it. You shouldn’t believe in people who talk too much about their writing and what it means.”
“Okay, I get that,” she says. “But you’re a salesman, Matty. Sell yourself.”
“You mean, like, on a street corner?” I ask. “Fishnet stockings and high heels, that kind of thing?”
She just grins, but it’s the kind of grin she looks like she’s trying to tamp down.
“Not funny,” Soli says. “A lot of those girls get forced into the life.”
“Sartre would say that by saying they were forced into it, they’re really acting in bad faith,” I say.

She stops for a second and looks at me.
“Seriously?” she says, raising an eyebrow.
“Okay, not seriously,” I say. “He would say that. But I won’t. I’m just kidding.”

We resume walking, and she lets her brief flash of annoyance with my flippant philosophical treatment of prostitutes pass like the patch of blackened and twisted trees where there had once been a fire.

“What I mean to say,” Soli continues, “is that if you want to share something you’ve made, you need to be willing to nurture and love it. Be the first one to advocate for it.”
“Yeah,” I say. “You’re right. Of course you’re right.”
“Are you really into this project?” she asks. “This whole philosophy thing?”
“Uh, well…,” I say.

And why say more when I’ve already made clear my total lack of commitment?
“It’s fine that you don’t have your heart set on it,” she says. “But you should be honest with yourself about what you’re doing with your time and why.”

I’m feeling a kind of uncomfortable feeling that seems to be moving into the pit of my stomach and staying there. It’s not because I think Soli’s wrong, but because I know that she’s right.
“Yeah,” I say. “You’re right. That makes sense.”
“Not that I’m perfect,” she says.
“I have to respectfully disagree with you there,” I say.

She giggles and presses close to me to let a cyclist coming down the hill pass.
“I’m not perfect, and I don’t pretend to be, but I see you struggling to actually put much work into this thing that is supposed to be your passion project,” she says.
“Right,” I say. “I shouldn’t talk about doing this thing unless I’m serious about giving it my all.”
“Yes, exactly,” she says. “You know, I’m glad that I can say something like this and you can hear what I’m saying without getting mad. It’s rare, do you know that?”
“I do,” I say. “My dad could never take any criticism, but my mom was always the opposite. She could be fair with herself and admit when she was wrong without always blaming herself for everything. I really respect that. Of course, I’m also very easygoing, so I don’t usually get too defensive. Neither of them were like that, so I don’t know where I get it.”

“Maybe you’re just sweet,” Soli says. “And maybe you’re secure with yourself.”
I shrug.
“I’m not so sure it’s that,” I say.
“Well, okay, you’re insecure about some things,” Soli says. “You’re not sure if your writing is good, and so you talk about it being just okay.”
“Right, well, that’s just me being humble,” I say. “Which is a good thing, I think.”
“It can be,” Soli says. “Just don’t forget that you also have a lot going for you.”
“Thanks,” I say.

It’s early evening when the light looks just perfect. Golden hour, photographers call it. The way that the light plays with the dry brown grass clinging to the hillsides and the twisted tree branches makes me want to capture it.
“Go stand over there,” I say, pointing to a little patch of trees next to the waterline. “I want to take your picture.”

Soli happily obliges, and I snap a few of her with different poses and expressions. She takes my phone from me and reviews them.
“Not bad,” she says. “If this philosophy stuff doesn’t work out, you may have a future as a photographer.”
“It’s nothing,” I say. “With the lenses phones come with now, it’s not hard to take a good picture.”
“Your turn,” she says, pointing the phone at me and waving me toward some trees behind me.
“I don’t really need any photos,” I say.
“What? Why?” she asks.
“It’s really something that girls like,” I say. “Women love getting their picture taken. For men, it’s not really that important.”

“Just stand over there, don’t smile, and cross your arms like this,” she says, posing like she’s a dude.

I smile.

“Do it for Jordan,” she says. “We’ll send them to her.”
“Fine,” I say. “But just one or two. Then we’ll get a selfie.”
“Deal,” she says.

I stand for my photos, and I smile because what else am I going to do? Then we get a couple of selfies of us together. I send one of the selfies to Jordan.
Me: We miss you!

I wait for her to check her phone, but when I don’t see the little bubble with her face drop down to show she’s seen it, I slip the phone back in my pocket. Then I look up at the sky. We’ve probably got another hour of sunlight left at least.
“Wanna keep walking?” I ask.
“Sure,” she says.

We keep walking along the waterline. The dam forms a little artificial lake. It’s just a tiny strip of water, more like a still river, really. I don’t think there are fish in it, but the water is enough to keep the trees alive at least. There are frogs and crickets too. I see one frog crawling over some big tree roots near the water.
“I think the thing I like most about philosophy is reading about it,” I say. “I’ve always liked learning, but I never saw myself as a writer. The thing is, I just don’t know what else to do with philosophy besides writing about it.”
“Well, you could make videos or something,” she says. “But I know that’s a lot of work too.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Maybe I just need to build up the muscle.”

We round a corner and the big concrete walls of Hanson Dam loom in front of us. There are people walking along the top of it, and we follow the dirt trail heading toward the retainer wall. My phone buzzes and I check it.
“Jordan sends a thumbs up,” I say.

I look at Soli, expecting some kind of a reaction from her.
“Well, that’s good,” she finally says.

I get the sense that she’s not reassured, but I don’t know what else Jordan should say. I hope she’s not feeling left out that we’re having fun without her.

When we reach the path that leads up to the top of the dam, Soli turns to me and says—
“I’ve been thinking about going back to school.”
“Oh, that’s great,” I say.
“I can’t decide, though, whether I want to do it for myself or just because I see you two doing things and going after your dreams,” she says.
“Right,” I say. “I see what you mean. Somebody close to me gave me some good advice recently. Be honest with yourself and how you want to be spending your time.”
“Meh,” Soli says. “Sounds like whoever it was, they were talking out of their ass.”

I laugh so loud that a couple walking a terrier turn and look at me.
“Okay, so why do you want to go back to school?” I ask after I’ve recovered myself.
“I don’t have a good reason,” Soli says. “Which probably means I shouldn’t do it. At least not until I know what I want to study. I just don’t want to wait too long and miss my chance.”
“I get that,” I say. “But you can study anytime. Some people do it in their seventies.”
“Well, sure,” she says. “But the main reason I would go is the chance to earn more.”

We’ve reached the top of the dam now. The whole park is below us and you can see the I-5 freeway cutting through the valley. The sun has set over the hills, but the sky won’t darken completely for at least another half an hour.
“It all depends on what you choose. A degree doesn’t always get you a better job,” I say. “Believe me, I’m proof. I ended up making money and it had nothing to do with my degree.”
“Yeah,” Soli says. “I’ve thought about that. Plus there’s AI.”
“Plus there’s AI,” I say. “There’s no way to know right now what skills are going to be important in five years. Maybe all of us won’t even be needing jobs soon.”
“Maybe,” Soli says. “But if people still have jobs in the future, I want to be one of them. Unless…”
“Unless?” I say.
“Unless I decide that instead of a career, I’d rather have… the other thing.”
“Oh,” I say. “Well, that makes sense, too.”
“Of course, I’d want to be stable first,” Soli says. “Since I met you, I feel that I am stable. And with Jordan with us too, we’re even more stable. Standing together like a stool.”
“Exactly,” I say. “Nobody’s gonna knock us down.”

Then, I rock forward and back, pretending to lose my balance.
“Whoa!” Soli grabs the back of my shirt.
“Don’t jump,” she says. “I’d hate to think I brought it on you just by bringing up, the—you know—”
“The other thing,” I say. “Right. Well, you’ve got every right to. And even though we haven’t known each other that long, it still doesn’t feel sudden.”
“Really?” Soli says.
“No, not at all,” I say. “We’re just talking about it.”
“Right, just talking,” she says. “I’m just trying to keep my options open. But I also feel like I can’t stand still.”
“Just don’t walk forward,” I say, pointing to the lip of the dam’s edge.

She doesn’t say anything for a while. She just stares out at the hills and trees and brush in all directions in front of us. Headlights crawl along the highway. Streetlights are coming on to ensure that nobody will see the stars.
“It’s not such a bad world,” Soli says. “Right?”
“I don’t think so,” I say.

We stand there for a while longer. Long enough for the sky above to turn from pink to purple.
“You ready to head back and get some food?” I ask.
“Sure,” she says.

I take her hand and we walk back across the top of the dam and back down the dirt trail the same way we came. We keep talking but leave the heavy stuff up on that dam. I’ve got a lot on my mind by the time that we leave the park and return home. I’ve got a new reason to want to stay out of jail.
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The rest of the week seems to fly past me. We hear from Jordan, and she does send some pics of herself at work. She’s wearing sweats and her hair up, because I guess the entertainment business is casual like that. But it looks like she’s spending a lot of her time in just a boring conference room, not some kind of fantastical wonder factory. I hope she’s having fun. She still hasn’t been over a single night since she started working, though she sends her love and text messages. I know that she’s busy and that this is the job she’s been dreaming about, but I also miss being around her. It’s not lonely—I have Soli. But I still feel the absence from her not being there.

Of course, I have bigger problems. Thursday morning rolls around, and I find myself in front of the Edward R. Roybal Building in Downtown LA. It’s a big concrete building, all sharp angles and reflective windows. I don’t really know anything about architecture, but the word brutalist keeps springing to mind. Inside, the place is echoey, and there’s a definite TSA vibe. I walk with Michael over to the security desk.

“We’re here for the appointment,” Michael says. “This is my client, Matteo Navarro.”

He slides the subpoena under the glass. The guard looks it over.

“IDs?” she asks.

Michael’s already taking out his wallet. I reach for mine and then slide my driver’s license out and place it on top of his.

We wait a minute or two while our info is put into the computer.

“Cell phones, smartwatches, any recording or communication devices must be turned over now,” the guard says.

We hand over our cell phones and are then told to go on through security.

“White Collar Crime Unit is on floor 10. Take the first right after the elevator.”

We pass through security easily enough. They use one of those metal detector wands that makes that whirring sound, and then we head for the elevators. At least I don’t have to take off my shoes.

Upstairs, we’re shown to a conference room and told to wait. Instinctively, I keep reaching for my phone and then forgetting that I don’t have it. So I just sit and stare at the beige walls. Beside me, Michael is totally calm in his black suit. It’s a nice suit—not like the kind you’d see with one of those discount accident lawyers who try to dress flashy but just end up looking silly. He’s understated, which I hope means that he’s competent too.

“How are you doing?” Michael asks.
I shrug.
“Come on,” he says. “It’s not like they’ve got the room bugged. Well, maybe they do. But I doubt it.”
“Just want to get it over with,” I say.
“Well, they do things in their own sweet time,” he says.

And for the lawyer being paid by the hour, that’s hardly a problem. To pass the time, I try to figure out what $250 an hour breaks down to per minute. But without a calculator—or at least a pen and paper—I’m hopeless with math.

There’s no clock in the room, so I have no idea how much time passes, but at some point, Wren enters with another agent. He’s got his shirt sleeves rolled up and practically dives into his chair.

“Morning, gentlemen,” he says, clicking his pen and flipping to a new page in his yellow legal pad. The assistant has a recording device in her hand. “You are advised that the following conversation is being recorded and that anything you say will be part of the record. First, can you state your name, please?”

I glance at Michael for a moment, and he gives me this look like, Yeah, Matty. Tell him your name.

“Matteo Navarro,” I say.

We go through the other usual stuff, like my age and address. Michael states for the record I’m cooperating and this should be seen as a sign of good faith in any prosecutorial decisions. Wren says this is duly noted. Then, with all of that out of the way, Wren starts asking me questions about NovaCare. When did I start working there? What was I doing before I started? Stuff like that. He even asks about my degree.

“Philosophy, huh?” he says.
“Yeah,” I say.
“Why get a degree in philosophy just to go back to sales?” he asks.
“Well, philosophy doesn’t pay the bills,” I say.
“But this job sure did,” he says, reaching for a set of documents that the other agent brought in. He thumbs through one big stack, looking for the page that he wants. When he’s got it, he thumbs it twice and whistles. “Not bad at all.”

He slides it over to me. I read it over—a list of all the money I earned while I was working at NovaCare, month by month. Except for a few months in the middle, it’s a bigger number practically every time.

“Does that list appear accurate to you?” he asks.
“It appears to be,” I say.

Michael gives me a little nod for that one. Not a bad answer. I’m getting the hang of this.

“Lot of money, especially for a young guy like you,” Wren says. “Did you ever stop and wonder, what am I getting all of this for?”
“I don’t know what you mean,” I say.
“You never asked yourself, where does my end come from?” Wren asks.

I stumble, because the truth is that I did have doubts. I wondered why I was making so much and it was apparently so easy. But is it a crime to get paid?

“I, uh…”
“You don’t need to answer that,” Michael says. “My client was not knowingly committing any wrongdoing. His pay was commensurate with the value of what he produced according to his employer.”

Wren twirls his pen.
“Okay, let’s talk about when it was first made clear to you that bonuses were directly tied to bulk payments. When was that?”
“That was after I’d been there for a few months,” I say. “There was a big push for bulk orders.”
“Right, so you were told that if you didn’t meet minimum targets for bulk sales, you wouldn’t be receiving any bonuses, correct?”
“Correct,” I say.
“And were you ever pressured to produce more sales in spite of the limited market for NSDs?” Wren says.
“Yes, I was pressured,” I say. “We all were.”
“Who is we?” he asks.
“All the sales staff,” I say. “You already know their names, right?”
“Go ahead and help me out,” he says, clicking his pen again, poised over the notepad. “Who were the other salespeople?”
“Well, it was kind of a rotating cast,” I say.
“Just do your best,” Wren says, pen still poised in his hand.

I list off all the names of everyone I can think of. Yousef and Brad and a bunch of others who filtered out at some point, or just vanished. I didn’t think about their departure much at the time. I’m thinking about it now.

“And what about Ian?” he asks.
“Who?” I say.
“Ian Ghazarian,” he says. “Your boss at NovaCare?”
“His name was Ian?” I say. “He asked people to call him Hamlet.”
“Right,” Wren says, clicking his pen. “He started using the name Hamlet before he started NovaCare. Weird, right?”
“Very,” I say.
“Anyway, what can you tell me about him?” Wren says.
“Very intense,” I say. “Always pushing everyone to make more sales no matter how much they were bringing in.”
“Did you like him?” Wren asks.
“No,” I say.
“But you were willing to put up with him,” Wren says, “because the money was so good.”
“Yes,” I say.
“Did he ever push you to do anything that you felt was unethical?” Wren says.

I look at Michael. He nods.
“Yes,” I say.
“And did you?” Wren asks.
“I, uh…,” I sputter.

This feels like a trap. I can already see where he’s trying to lead me, but I don’t know what else to say.
“Can you be more specific?” I say.
“Did you, at any time, engage in actions that you felt were unethical under pressure from your boss while you were working at NovaCare?” Wren says.
“I didn’t knowingly do anything illegal,” I say. “I felt pressured to make sales. I made sales. I was told repeatedly that there was nothing illegal about what I was doing.”
“Okay,” Wren says, looking a little miffed. “What about when you were told that the FDA recommendation was going to change?”
“What about it?” I say.
“Do you remember when that was?” Wren asks.
“Yes, it was three weeks ago,” I say, giving the exact date.
“You must have understood that you were selling products that would have been unusable to the people who were buying them, right?”
“Hold on,” Michael says. “Is this an interview or an interrogation?”
“Okay, I’ll rephrase the question,” says Wren. “Were you aware that any products sold after the FDA recommendation had changed were unusable by the clients?”
“Yes,” I say. “I understood that.”
“And you sold them anyway?” Wren says.
“No,” I say. “I didn’t. I didn’t sell any units after I learned that. None. I walked out that day.”

Michael leans back in his chair. Wren looks vexed.
“Did you make any attempt to report NovaCare’s malfeasance?” he asks.
“No,” I say.
“Why not?” Wren asks. “By your own admission, you knew that what they were doing was unethical. You may or may not know that it was also illegal.”
“I didn’t know it was illegal,” I say.
“It still seems strange to me that you didn’t say anything about it,” Wren says.
“I wasn’t really in that headspace,” I say. “I was in love. It was a new relationship, and I was looking forward to focusing on that.”
“Which one was this?” Wren says.
“Sorry?” I say.
“You told me on June 16th outside your apartment that you have two girlfriends,” Wren says.
“You gonna ask me how I pulled it off?” I say.

Immediately, I regret it. Wising off is pretty much the last thing you’re supposed to do in one of these situations. But come on. What would you do?
“My client’s relationship status has no relevance to the facts of this case,” Michael jumps in, his voice stern. “Move on.”

Wren looks chastened, like he knows that his professional veneer just fell away there, and now he just has to try to claw it back. He starts peppering me with rapid-fire questions.
“Fine,” he says. “Let’s talk about Ian, or uh, Hamlet, as you knew him. Did he ever discuss strategies for maximizing reimbursements?”
“Not with me,” I say.
“Do you know what CPT codes are?” he asks.
“Uh, yeah,” I say. “They’re used in billing for Medicare.”
“Did you personally handle these codes yourself?” Wren asks.
“No,” I say.
“Who did?” Wren asks.
“Billing,” I say.
“Okay, so you are saying that that was a totally separate part of the equation,” Wren says. “Compartmentalized, you might say.”
“Yeah, you might say that,” I say. “I’m sorry. If you’re interested in billing irregularities, I may not be the one to ask.”
“Oh, don’t be so sure,” he says. “We’ve got a lot to cover here. Who else in the company had access to the billing platform and payment records?”
“Well, Hamlet, or Ian, or whoever,” I say. “Definitely him.”
“Uh-huh,” Wren says. “Who else?”
“Chelsea,” I say.
“Chelsea Wright?” Wren asks.
“Yes,” I say.
“Okay,” Wren says, clicking his pen again.

I’m not sure exactly what he’s hoping to get. Maybe he’s just trying to corroborate the same info he’s already gotten from the other people from the office he’s been talking to. We keep going, and I answer all the questions that I can. After a while, I honestly can’t answer a lot of his questions with anything more than I don’t know. They’re either too specific about a part of the business I wasn’t involved in, or else they’re about things way above my pay grade. But then I get a question that surprises me.

“So,” Wren says. “What did you spend the money on?”
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“Well, you made more than two hundred thousand dollars in your time working at NovaCare,” Wren says. “You must have bought something. Crypto? Car? Boat?”
“A boat?” I ask.
“Sure,” Wren says. “Something flashy. Something that says I’ve arrived.”
“Nope,” I say. “Nothing like that.”
“No gifts for the girlfriends?” he asks.
“A couple of books,” I say.
“A couple of books?” Wren repeats, an incredulous smile breaking across his face.
“Sure,” I say. “Gotta keep ‘em happy.”

Wren laughs.
“That’s good,” Wren says, writing that down like he’s planning to repeat it at the bar later. “Gotta keep ‘em happy.”
“Can we get back to the matter at hand, please?” my lawyer says. “We’re veering once again into my client’s personal life, and I don’t think it’s a productive use of anyone’s time.”

Wren looks at his colleague, then he flips some pages in his legal pad.
“I think we have what we need for now,” Wren says. “We might be in contact later. Let’s just wait and see.”

Michael is already rising from his chair and buttoning the bottom button on his suit. I get up too, and Wren extends his hand.
“Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Navarro,” he says.

We shake, and I nod, then follow Michael out the door.
Holy shit. I’m not in trouble, right?

I don’t ask any questions until we’ve gotten our phones back and are safely back outside. Then, once I’m sure that we’re out of earshot (unless they pulled my phone out of that little cubby and put a bug inside, which is paranoid), I ask Michael—
“So, am I good?”

Michael smooths his hair before answering.
“They never tell you that you’re good,” he says. “They’ll tell you that you’re free to go, but they’ll always leave it open that they might want or need you for something. But I think you’re safe. I’d be very surprised if they tried charging you with anything. You’re clearly just a low-level guy—no offense.”
“No, that’s okay,” I say. “Whatever gets me off the hook. I’m just glad that it’s over.”
“We’ll keep watching what they do for the next weeks or months,” Michael says. “They may call you back and ask you questions. But I don’t think you need to worry about another subpoena unless they’re just so sloppy that they don’t even know what they’re looking for. My impression is that they already have all they need to roll up the principal characters—your boss and the people who were central to the scheme. You don’t need to let it trouble you anymore.”

He extends his hand and I shake it.
“Thanks, Michael,” I say.

I’m not sure exactly what having a lawyer with me actually achieved, but it did make the whole thing more bearable. As I walk back to the parking lot a few blocks away, I feel like I’m finally free. I can relax, live my wonderfully charmed life full of love and sex and no work and worries.

But you know how that goes.


11.

I’m in the kitchen drinking OJ straight from the jug when Jordan comes in and starts taking off her shoes and putting her bag down. She doesn’t look up.
“Hey!” I say. “Guess what happened to me today?”

I’m smiling for three reasons. First, because I’m so relieved to see her; second, because I have good news about the meeting with the FBI; and third, because I’ve just finished fucking Soli for the second time and I’m waving my limp, satisfied dick around. But then, my face falls.

Jordan finally looks at me. Her eyes are puffy. She’s been crying.
“Oh my god,” I say, putting the OJ down and rushing into the living room to press my naked body to hers. “What happened?”
“Oh, Matty!” she says, burying her face in my bare chest. She starts to sob, big fat tears. “I’m gonna quit. I can’t take it anymore.”

I hold her tight. 
“Okay,” I say. “Okay, we can work this out. Whatever you want to do.”

I wait for her to say more, not wanting to pressure her. She just keeps softly crying, the tears running down my chest and pooling on the floor. At some point, Soli walks in wearing a bedsheet that she’s wrapped around her waist.
“Jordy, honey,” she says softly, like she’s speaking to a wounded animal that might bolt at any moment. “Do you need to talk?”

Jordan dabs at her eyes, trying to will the tears away. I let go of her and she walks over to the couch and sits down.
“I have to call in sick tomorrow,” she says. “I feel terrible. I look like shit.”
“That’s not true,” I say, still standing in the middle of the room in all my ‘glory.’
“How about you go put some underwear on?” Soli says to me.
“Sure,” I say.

I dart into the bedroom and find my boxers crumpled on the floor. I step into them and then return to the living room. Soli is sitting on the couch with Jordan, holding her hand. One of Soli’s breasts has slipped out from under the sheet, which is tantalizing, with her fat, dark nipple—

Not the time, Matty. Not the time.

“I don’t know what I keep doing wrong,” Jordan says. “I feel like no matter what I do, Vanessa just hates me.”

I take a seat in the chair across from the two of them and let Soli take over.
“What did she do?” Soli asks.
“Everything is wrong. Always,” Jordan says. “I never get a smile or a thank-you for anything that I do. And I’m trying so hard. I’m giving everything that I know how to give.”

Her voice is cracking and I can tell that she’s having trouble keeping it together. Soli rubs her shoulders.
“I can’t take the pressure,” she says. “I’m working, like, all the time and I never have any time for you guys.”
“Don’t worry about us,” I say.
“That’s right,” Soli says. “Focus on you right now. We’re fine. Matty isn’t even going to go to jail.”

I give an exaggerated smile and double thumbs-up, which makes Jordan crack a smile.
“That’s great,” she says. “I’m happy for you, Matty. Really.”

She wipes her eyes and tries to clear the tears clinging to her eyelashes.
“Oh, honey,” Soli says, “I knew that something was wrong. I just didn’t know how to ask about it.”
“I didn’t know how to tell you,” Jordan says. “I wanted to, I just… I couldn’t because I didn’t want you to tell me I should quit.”
“We wouldn’t tell you that,” I say. “You should stick with it, if you think that’s what you should do.”

Soli gives me this look, like, really? I give her one in return like, what should I say?
“We don’t want to pressure you to do anything,” I hazard. “We only want to support you in whatever you want to do.”
“But—I—don’t—know!” Jordan says, burying her face in her hands.

Okay, this is pretty tough. Maybe there’s nothing that I can say, so maybe I should let Soli handle this. I don’t want to put the emotional burden all on her, but I have to admit that she seems to know the right thing to say better than I do.
“It’s okay,” Soli says, resting her head against Jordan’s shoulder.
“We’ll just listen and support you,” I say.

Jordan isn’t looking at me, so I’m able to read Soli’s signals. She slips me a subtle “okay” sign. Listening is better than talking. I probably should have already figured that out about women before now, but at least I’m learning.
“Vanessa is such a bitch,” Jordan says, once she’s recovered herself. “She’s like the ice queen. I’m not the only one who hates her. She’s always critical and even Raphael and Linda, who are like her little minions—they only stick around her because they’re afraid of her.”
“She sounds terrible,” I say.
“But they get all the best assignments,” Jordan says. “They’re the ones who are building models for set designs. I’m the one doing all the thankless jobs like cleaning up or going out to source props, which means I have to drive all over. Yesterday, I had to call around to all the shops in the area and ask about this one special shade of fabric—midnight blue. There was one store that had it, so I had to drive to Encino, and when I got there, they didn't have midnight blue. They had other blues, but not that blue.”

I can feel Jordan’s anger rising. Damn those bastards and their lack of selection! When really, it’s not the shop and it’s not the blues. It’s Vanessa.
“So, I get three different ones, the closest I could match,” Jordan says. “What else could I do?”
“Yeah,” I say. “It’s not your fault if they don’t have midnight blue. You made the best with what you had.”
“Well, that’s not what Vanessa thinks,” Jordan says. “Why did I waste money on three rolls of fabric? Why am I bringing her fabrics that she can’t work with? As if it’s impossible for her to do her very important job with fabrics that aren’t the exact shade she asked for. I wanted to scream!”
“That bitch,” I say.
“Right?” Jordan says. “She’s impossible. I can’t take it anymore.”
“You shouldn’t have to,” Soli says.
“What should I do?” Jordan asks. “I should quit, right?”

She looks from Soli to me, but I’ve already learned better than to answer. I’m not touching that one.

“You don’t need to decide anything right now,” Soli says. “Go lie down in my bed and let us take care of you.”
Jordan wraps her arms around Soli in a hug.
“Thanks,” she says.

She takes her hands away, accidentally untucking the fold of the sheet around Soli’s body, which falls away and reveals her naked body in all its glory. Nice. Not the appropriate moment, but still. Nice.
“Sorry,” Jordan says.
“Don’t worry about it,” Soli says, swatting her playfully. “You just get comfortable.”
“Can I have wine?” Jordan says, in an adorably childish voice.
“Of course, baby,” Soli says. “Matty will bring you some.”

Relieved to have a task, I get up and go to the kitchen. There are no wine glasses in Soli’s place, so I get the Cathy mug from the top shelf in the cupboard and then get wine from the box on top of the fridge and pour a very generous serving.
I go into the bedroom to find Soli slipping on an oversized T-shirt, the curves of her body still visible underneath. She takes a seat on the edge of the bed. I hand the mug to Jordan, who takes it with both hands. I lean down to kiss her and she gives me a quick peck on the lips.
“Thanks, you guys,” Jordan says.
“Of course, darling,” Soli says. “We’re your lovers. This is what we’re here for.”

Jordan takes big gulps of wine like it’s medicine.
“You want to cuddle until you feel better?” I ask.
Jordan shakes her head.
“I just want to lie here in the dark a little while and feel my feelings and then sleep,” Jordan says. I’m about to interject, but Soli heads me off.
“Of course,” Soli says. “We’ll be right outside.”

Jordan puts the mug to her lips and then upturns the rest. Once she’s polished off the last drop, she hands it back to me.
“Thanks, Matty,” she says sweetly, then turns over on her side. I switch off the light and we exit the room like two parents, shutting the door behind us.
“Let’s talk outside,” I whisper to Soli, aware that Jordan can probably hear us from the bedroom.

We carefully exit the apartment and close the front door without making much noise.
“Poor baby,” Soli says. “I hate that this is happening to her.”
“Yeah, I agree,” I say. “But shouldn’t we, ya know, do with her what you did with me? Try to snap her out of her funk, not let her sulk because that just makes things worse?”
Soli puts her hand on my chest, and then gently and carefully says—
“Matty, no,” she says. “Jordan isn’t a guy. That’s completely wrong for her. It was fine for you, but she needs to be allowed to process her feelings.”
“Isn’t that kinda… sexist?” I ask.
“No, it’s just treating people differently according to their needs,” Soli says. “Guys and girls are different.”
I scratch my chin.
“Yeah, okay,” I say. “I trust your judgment.”
“As you should,” she says with a smile.
“So, what do we do?” I ask.
“I think you should talk to Natalie,” Soli says.
“Really?” I say. “Wouldn’t that, ya know, undermine Jordan?”
“No,” Soli says. “Because she’s not a man. She doesn’t need to stand on her own, all strong and independent all the time. Yes, she wants to succeed because of her abilities, but she also needs love and care and nurturing. If Natalie can make things easier for her, you should ask her to do what she can.”
“I get that,” I say. “I just don’t want to impose on Natalie too much, especially after she was generous enough to get Jordan the job.”
“She doesn’t need to fire this bitch Vanessa,” Soli says. “Just ask her if there’s anything she can do. If she can’t do anything, well, okay. You tried. Besides, it will give you an excuse to get closer to her. Don’t forget what we talked about.”
I put my hands up in mock surrender.
“Okay,” I say. “I’ll text Natalie and offer to meet for coffee. No pressure, no promises. We’ll just see what happens.”
“Good boy,” Soli says, leaning up to kiss me on the lips. “You’re doing the right thing. And don’t be too shy about flirting if you sense that she’s interested.”

She reaches down and grabs my cock and balls through my boxers.
“It’s not just women who can use their sexuality to get what they want,” she says. “You’ve got power in that thing. Let’s see you use it.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “Now let’s go inside before your neighbor comes out and finds me in my boxers.”


12.

The next morning, I send Natalie a quick text.
Me: hey neighbor! r u free to grab some coffee ☕?
Natalie: hi Matty! ive got kinda full schedule actually this week… but are you free today?

I tell her I am, and we agree to meet at 11 a.m. Since it’s near her office, and I feel the cozy vibes are the perfect place to get her in the mood to do favors (regular ones, not sexual ones), I suggest we meet at Republic of Pie.
I arrive a few minutes early and order a latte, then stake out a little two-person table near the front window. I sip my latte, and to my surprise, I realize something.

I’m nervous.

It’s not about all the stuff with Jordan and her boss. It’s about the prospect of adding another woman to my life. Even a woman as strong and independent as Natalie will have emotional wants and needs that I’ll have to help with sometime. Jordan is no pushover, but she needs my help and she’s going to need more in the future.

But it’s not just emotional support that I’m thinking about. What if I only have so much love and attention to give? Everything’s been great between the three of us so far, and we’ve always come together with no conflict to support each other. But what if, somehow, Natalie disrupts the delicate balance?

I remember this documentary on these toads that farmers brought to Australia. They let them loose thinking they would eat the bugs that were eating their crops. Turns out, they didn’t eat those bugs at all, but they did eat basically everything else, and breed like crazy, and kill anything that tried to eat them because they’re so poisonous. So, they pretty much took over the whole continent. What if I make a big mistake and Natalie ends up gobbling up all the love and good vibes in the relationship and I get stuck with a girlfriend that I can’t eat or I’ll die?

Hold on. This metaphor is getting absurd. What the hell am I thinking?

Luckily, Natalie walks in and derails this especially stupid train of thought.
She’s got on these big round sunglasses, which she takes off, revealing lashes topped with mascara. Her outfit is business casual—a light purple collared shirt and pinstriped pants. But you don’t need much imagination to picture the body underneath. And the slippers have a slight heel that shows off the curves of her ass.
“Hey!” she says. I get up to meet her. We hug. A very warm, intimate hug. Maybe the closest one yet. Interesting.
“Hey, thanks for meeting me,” I say. “I know you’re busy.”
“It’s okay,” Natalie says with a wave of her hand. “Coffee time, lunch, these times are sacred in the business. Everybody’s got to network… ugh, did I say that? I feel gross.”

She chuckles just a little too loud and too strong. There’s that awkward girl that I can’t help but want to get closer to.
“It’s totally fine,” I say. “It’s just what big-time power players like you and me do.”
She smiles a big, genuine smile that lights up her whole face.
“I’m gonna get a macchiato and a muffin,” she says, reaching for her purse. “You want something?”
“Let me get it,” I say. “I invited you out.”
“Sure?” she says.
“Yeah, definitely,” I say. “Just give me a second. You can guard my latte.”
“Deal,” she says, sliding into a chair across from mine.

I go to the counter and put in the order. I take a number and then return to the table.
“So, how’s the whole lawsuit thing going?” Natalie asks after I’ve sat down.

“Can I be honest?” I ask.
“Yeah, of course,” she says.
“The lawsuit ended up not being an issue,” I say. “NovaCare can’t sue me anymore because the company got shut down. The FBI is investigating them for fraud, embezzlement. I don’t even know what else.”
“You’re kidding,” Natalie says, her mouth hanging open.
“No,” I say. “The FBI came to my apartment and told me I had to answer a bunch of questions. It was like, this whole federal case.”
“Oh my god!” Natalie says. “That’s insane! Are you in trouble now?”

Then she says, her voice falling to a whisper—
“Why did you ask me here today? Are you wearing a wire?”

I smile and try to wave away her concerns.
“It’s nothing like that,” I say. “I just went downtown and they interviewed me. I told them everything they wanted to know—or at least all that I could—and then they told me I was free to go. I think I was just a little fish that wriggled out of the net.”
“The FBI,” Natalie says, her voice filled with wonder. “I can’t believe it. I was living next to the notorious criminal mastermind Matty Navarro all this time.”
“Yes,” I say. “You’ve fallen into my trap.”

The bell rings and I hop up to collect Natalie’s muffin and macchiato.
“Thank you,” she says after I return to the table. “So, what’s going to happen with all the people you worked with?”
“I have no idea,” I say. “Some of them are definitely going down. Not a bad thing for some of them. At least a few of those people definitely deserve it. They were running some kind of Medicare scam, I think. But they weren’t all bad. Some people working there didn’t know what was happening, like me. I was really lucky to get out of there when I did.”
“Wow!” Natalie says. “Your life is like a movie. Believe me, I would know.”
“It’s actually not as action-packed as you might think,” I say. “I missed all the dramatic stuff because I quit at just the right time. I feel bad for anybody that got hurt, though. Patients, I mean.”
“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That is bad. I’m glad you came out of it okay, though.”
“Thanks,” I say. “What about you? What are you working on at Magnolia?”
“It’s not really all that interesting,” Natalie says with a sigh. “There are a lot of projects going right now, but most of them aren’t mine. I got assigned one by my boss, and it’s not something I’m that passionate about.”
“Superheroes?” I ask.
“No, we don’t have the budget for those big blockbusters,” she says. “We’re more indie, more personal. Which I thought was what I wanted to do, but now I’m starting to realize that you have to appeal to these really small audiences, so every move you make is risky. Well, I guess it always is. But now, especially. And I just don’t really care about the source material all that much.”
“What’s it about?” I ask.
“Okay,” she says. “I can’t get too specific, but it’s basically this mother-daughter drama, and they’re both Asian, so that’s why they assigned it to me.”
“Oh, that’s really not cool,” I say.

Natalie takes a big bite of muffin and then dabs the crumbs with her napkin.
“I understand their perspective,” she says, after she’s finished chewing. “Now everyone is so fanatical about representation. I mean, I get it. I’m glad that there is somebody at the studio who is working on these kinds of stories. I want for people who look like me to see themselves on screen.”
“Sure,” I say. “But your bosses shouldn’t make that representation your responsibility.”
“Yeah,” she says. “But they’re under their own pressures. When you’re junior to a lot of other people, you have to take whatever you’re given and act grateful for it. I can’t just turn down these assignments. I have to try to make something successful with whatever I’m given. That’s how you move up.”
“Do you think it’s a good story but it’s not your thing, or…?” I ask.

Thaaaap! She makes a fart noise with her lips and tongue.
“It sucks,” Natalie says with a shrug. “The script is terrible. Matty, I’m telling you. Almost everything that everyone makes in Hollywood is so bad. Trust me, Bukowski was right. There isn’t any talent hiding under rocks anywhere.”
“Bukowski?” I say, raising an eyebrow.
“Yeah,” she says. “Charles.”
“I know who he is,” I say. “I just don’t meet a lot of women who are fans.”
“Oh, he was a bastard,” Natalie says, tossing her napkin on the table in front of her to illustrate her point. “I wouldn’t have wanted to be with him. He was a filthy old man. But his poetry? Tennyson has nothing on Buke, if you ask me.”
“Definitely one of the great LA writers,” I say. “I read Women when I was maybe twenty-five. It was astounding to me that this gross old alcoholic got laid like he did. It seemed unreal. But it definitely left an impression.”
“Right?” Natalie says. “He had something going for him. I mean, as a writer, he wasn’t really one for plot. But that voice? Nobody could write like him.”
“Can I be honest?” I ask. “I’ve been trying to write too. Not poetry or fiction. Non-fiction articles. Just short articles.”
“And?” Natalie asks. “What are you writing about?”
“Philosophy,” I say.
“Good for you,” Natalie says. “Too many writers are wrapped up with trying to be popular, to find a mass audience.”
I chuckle.
“Is that a dig?” I ask with a smile.
“No!” she says. “Okay, maybe it sounded like one. But that’s not what I mean. If you’re writing about philosophy, it’s because you want for someone to read your ideas more than you want to be rich and famous, right?”
“Yeah,” I say. “That’s exactly it. I’m in a place at the moment where I don’t have to work to pay the bills. So, I’m trying to do something that can fail and I’ll still be okay.”
“That’s wonderful,” Natalie says. “Can I read some of your writing?”
“Sure,” I say. “I haven’t really written much yet. I just finished one article and… that’s it, so far.”
“You have to start somewhere,” Natalie says.
“Yeah,” I say. “Honestly, I never thought of myself as a writer before. I like reading, but mostly non-fiction stuff.”
“That’s true of a lot of guys,” Natalie says. “I’ve heard that men are more interested in things and women are more interested in people. Speaking as a guy, do you think that’s true?”
“Not sure,” I say. “I guess in some ways, I’m kinda interested in both. Although it’s true that I don’t really read that many novels.”
“Yep,” Natalie says. “Women read tons of novels. Not that I’m the best example. Mostly I just read scripts, but that’s my job. All my friends tell me about what they’re reading, but almost all of it is chick lit. Romance novels, really steamy stuff.”
“Oh yeah?” I say. “And you? I mean, when you’re not reading scripts?”
“Sometimes,” she says, lifting her mug to her lips like she’s trying to hide her smile behind it. “I like to indulge in fantasies, especially because it’s not like I’m having sex in my real life.”

Okay, Matty. That was a signal. Could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure that was a signal.
“Sorry,” she says. “Is that, like, way too personal? Between neighbors?”
“Of course not,” I say. “It’s LA, you’re a kickass career woman. You don’t have time to date. I was having a dry spell myself not too long ago.”
“And now you’re waist deep in a flood,” Natalie says, with barely disguised coyness.
“Well,” I say. “You could put it that way.”
“I’m sorry if this is invasive,” Natalie says. “But I have to know… what’s it like having two girlfriends?”
“It’s honestly not something that I ever planned,” I say. “It just kinda happened.”
“Right,” Natalie says. “You said before that you didn’t plan it. But, I mean, day to day what is it like? How do you balance it? Do you schedule time with each, sleep with them on alternating days?”
“No, nothing like that,” I say. “It’s more like we’re a group of really good friends who also have sex. We spend time together, do things together, but it’s not like they have some kind of arrangement about sharing me. In fact, I don’t think that you can say that I’m even the focus of the relationship. I mean, I’m the guy. I bring a certain something.”
“I’ll bet you do,” Natalie says with a wink.
“But it’s not like they would ever dream of fighting over me,” I say, trying to capture my feeling. “In fact, if I died they would be sad, but I think they could probably have a wonderful, close relationship for years even after I was gone.”

It feels weird to say this out loud, especially because the idea has never actually occurred to me before. It does feel like the truth, though. They would carry on, and they’d be okay.
“What I mean is, we all support each other,” I say. “And, actually, if I’m being honest, that’s kinda why I asked you to meet for coffee.”
“Oh?” Natalie says.
“Yeah,” I say. “Well, you know that I’m really grateful for you getting Jordan that job—”
“How’s that going, by the way?” Natalie asks, her eyes alert for signs of trouble.
“Not great, actually,” I say. “She’s not really getting along with Vanessa.”
“Shit,” Natalie says. “I thought that might happen. Sorry, I’ve heard from people that she’s difficult to work with. I even mentioned it to Jordan when I told her about the job, but I think she was just so excited that she was ready to do anything.”
“Right,” I say. “She didn’t want to even tell Soli and me about it. She was trying to just bottle it up and pretend that everything was fine because she didn’t want to admit that she was miserable.”
“Oh no,” Natalie says, frowning with sympathy.
“I know that it’s not your job to handle this kind of stuff,” I say. “And she is grateful to you. All of us are. You know, Soli and Jordan really like you a lot.”

Natalie smiles and nods.
“I wish there was more that I could do,” she says.
“I get it,” I say, putting up my hands. “I’m not asking you to fire Vanessa. Actually, I’m not even sure what I want to ask you. But Soli suggested that I talk to you about it, and I thought it was a good idea.”

Natalie looks at the table a moment, and for a second I wonder whether I’ve said something wrong. But if I have, I don’t know what it is.
“Hmm,” she says. “I think the best I could do is maybe get her a job as a production assistant.”
“Really?” I say.
“Understand, it’s a demotion,” Natalie says. “She would be working outside of the sets department, and she’d have to run errands and do things for the producers, the talent, everyone. It’s a really demanding job. But I know Janey, the executive producer. She’s demanding, but she’s not a sadist. She’s a great boss and everybody likes working for her.”
“Huh,” I say. “That might be a lot better.”
“Just make clear to Jordan that this will mean a setback for her career,” Natalie says. “She’ll get experience she can use to get her next job. But she will have to work her way back up to the sets department. She could spend years trying to get back to where she already is now.”
“I understand,” I say. “I think I should ask her about it and let her decide. Honestly, she might jump at the chance. She was really upset last night when she got home. She came home crying, saying she has to quit. If every day is as bad as yesterday was for her, then she might like being a production assistant better if it means getting a different boss.”
“Working as a PA can get you places on the set,” Natalie says. “It’s where I started. Actually, a lot of producers get started that way.”
“Really?” I say. “What kind of stuff did you work on?”
“Mostly commercials,” she says. “One for Pepsi, that was pretty fun. We filmed this big light display with sparklers and stuff. And Beyoncé was there.”
“Nice!” I say.
“Yeah,” Natalie says. “It was cool. I couldn’t ask for a picture or an autograph or anything, though. They don’t let you do that. Make sure Jordan knows that.”
“I’ll tell her,” I say.
“Besides,” she says, bending her neck to the side and then whipping it back in an attempt to flip her hair, which fails. “It’s not what cool people do.”

I laugh, both at her hair flip fail and the self-conscious way that she can make fun of herself even as she’s doing it.
“Can I say something?” I ask.
“I guess,” she says.
“You are such a nerd in this—” I freeze mid-thought, reaching for an acceptable adjective for my neighbor. But every word comes out cute, adorable, sexy—can’t use those. “Awesome, best way.”
“Yeah?” she says, running her fingers through her long, black hair.
“It’s the thing I like best about you,” I say. “It’s like, I see sometimes that side of you, and suddenly I can picture you when you were a teenager.”
“Ugh, what?!” she says, practically squealing.
“It sounds weird, I know,” I say. “But just listen. You were a nerd in high school, right?”
“Uh, yeah?” she says, twisting her hair around her finger.
“Well, you still have that side of yourself,” I say. “I mean, look. You’re very impressive.”

She lets the hair she’s twisted up unravel.
“Really?” she says, grinning. “You think I’m impressive?”
“Of course you are,” I say. “Look at you, you’re this Hollywood big shot. You’re a producer. You’re a superstar. But that’s not why I like you.”
“You like me because deep down you know I’m actually a huge nerd?” Natalie says, a big smile forming on her face.
“Exactly,” I say. “I see this nerd inside your little shell, and I just want to say to her, you are perfect.”

Then she looks at me, straight at me, and her eyes go wide, her mouth hangs open. I can see that she wants to say something, but there’s this moment of hesitation before she says it. So I just smile gently and let her take her time.
“Matty,” she says. “I want you to kiss me right now.”
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I can feel my heart starting to pound, and I sense that hers is pounding too. I wonder what she’s thinking, about what her body is doing. The tiny reactions that are taking place in her brain. Is her pulse quickening too? Is she getting wet?

I wasn’t expecting it, but now that I’ve heard the words, I feel no reason to hesitate. I lean over and gently press my lips to hers. There’s this wonderful moment where I taste her lips against mine, the taste of the coffee mingling with her taste. That taste that is so familiar and yet perfectly unique. Her lips press to mine and respond to my touch, then I turn and she turns so that our noses avoid colliding with each other. Finally, we separate. I lean back but when I open my eyes again, I can’t keep them from staring straight into hers.

“Oh my god,” she says, putting her fingers to her face. “Matty, oh my god. I can’t believe we just did that.”

“I wasn’t expecting it either,” I say. “But when you told me to kiss you, I knew that I wanted to.”

She’s turning bright red (adorable!) and fidgeting with her hair.

“Is this okay?” she asks, her voice suddenly becoming high and her tone urgent. “I mean, what about Jordan and Soli?”

“It’s fine, don’t worry,” I say. “This is definitely not cheating, so don’t think that you’ve done anything wrong. We talked about it before.”

“Wait, really?” she says. “You talked about it? About me? When?”

“Well, Soli was saying how much she and Jordan really like you, like I said,” I say. “And we all agreed that if something were to happen between you and me, that they would both be fine with it.”

“Seriously?” Natalie says. “You have two girlfriends and they both told you that you could date other women if you wanted?”

“Not other women,” I say. “You. I don’t have a free pass or anything. But in your case, they told me it was fine. Actually, they encouraged it. Soli was practically demanding that I flirt with you.”

“That’s insane,” Natalie says. “But why were you talking about me at all?”

“It just came up that you might be interested in me,” I say. “According to Soli. She’s, uh, a sex bruja.”

“What?” Natalie says.

“It’s Spanish for witch,” I say. “It doesn’t mean anything. She was just messing around.”

“But I do like you,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I assumed that was probably the case after you asked me to kiss you.”

“So?” she says. When I don’t answer right away, she adds, “how do you feel about me?”

I should probably go slow, but I don’t see why. Now that everything is all out on the table, why deny the obvious?

“I like you,” I say. “A lot. I find myself drawn to you, and I’m surprised by it because I honestly wasn’t looking.”

“Me too,” she says. “I wasn’t expecting it either. I wasn’t trying to fall for you. I guess I just saw you with those girls and thought, what’s his deal?”

To those who have much more shall be given. Go figure.

“You wanna find out?” I ask, flashing what I think to be a winning smile.

“Hell yeah,” Natalie says. “Where are we doing this?”

Possibilities flash through my head, none of them classy or romantic. My car? No. Her car? Ridiculous.

“How about my apartment?” I say. “Or even better, your apartment?”

“No, that’s so boring,” Natalie says. “My place is, bleh! Let’s get a hotel room.”

“A hotel room?” I say.

“Yeah, a hotel room,” Natalie says. “I mean, I’m glad that we’re not sneaking around, but it’s fun to pretend.”

“Okay, how about The W Hotel?” I ask. “We’re like maybe twenty minutes away. Forty with traffic.”

“I dunno,” she says. “It’s so bougie, plus it’s gotta be like four hundred bucks for a suite that we really only need for like an hour, tops.”

“Okay, where do you want to go?” I ask.

Natalie thinks about it for a moment, pressing her pointer finger to her lip. Then she’s got it.

“Let’s go to the Safari Inn!” she says.

“That old motel in Burbank?” I ask.

I’ve driven past the Safari Inn but I’ve never had any reason to go inside. It has to be at least seventy years old. And yeah, it’s a landmark. But the rooms are probably really tiny and I’m picturing cigarette burns in the worn leopard print carpet.

“Come on!” Natalie says. “It will be like True Romance. You can be Christian Slater and I’ll be Patricia Arquette.”

“Okay, the Safari Inn is perfect,” I say. “Let’s do it.”

I grab the remains of Natalie’s unfinished muffin, take a big bite, and then offer her one too, and we are on our way.

Since we came in separate cars, we drive to Burbank in separate cars. We walk in and there’s a heavyset man behind the counter.

“Hi,” he says. “Smoking or nonsmoking?”

“There are still smoking rooms in this hotel?” I say. “Are those even legal in California?”

“What, are you a cop?” he asks.

I shrug.

“We’ll take a non-smoking room, thanks,” says Natalie.

“What’s the name?” he asks.

“Slater,” I answer.

I give Natalie this little look, our inside joke.

“Can I see your ID?” he asks.

I take out my wallet and slide out the ID. He reads it.

“It says your name is Navarro,” the clerk says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I was doing a bit.”

“Can’t book a hotel room without showing proper ID in California,” the clerk says, no hint that he’s aware of the irony or even knows what the word means.

“Yep,” I say.

He makes a photocopy of my driver’s license. While I’m waiting to get it back, I have a look around the interior which has some stylings reminiscent of the swinging ’60s, like the leopard print and the fake African masks.

“This place is pretty cool,” I say. “Good choice.”

“Right?” Natalie says. “I’ve always wanted to come here. I didn’t know today I’d be getting my chance.”

Left unspoken is the sexual excitement, the energy that radiates between the two of us. No matter how many times it happens, there’s nothing like making love to someone for the first time. The passion, the energy, the way that everything familiar feels like it’s brand new.

The clerk hands me back my driver’s license and gives us a real metal key on a green, diamond-shaped key fob. I hand it to Natalie.

“Number 6!” she says.

“Does that have some kind of movie reference meaning?” I ask.

“I have no idea,” she says. “But it’s about to have a special meaning for the two of us.”

She’s about to turn and go, but I grab her arm and pull her back to me, drawing her into a deep, long kiss.

I’m about to have sex with Natalie. I have no idea what either of my girlfriends are doing right now, and I have nothing to feel guilty about. Can life get any better?

When the kiss ends and I’m holding her in my arms, she asks, quietly—

“You really wanna make out right here with that guy watching?”

“Yes,” I say. “Yes, I do. But let’s go to the room now.”

“Okay,” Natalie says, a huge grin on her face.

When the kiss ends and I’m holding her in my arms, she asks, quietly–

“You really wanna make out right here with that guy watching?”

“Yes,” I say. “Yes, I do. But let’s go to the room now.”

“Okay,” Natalie says, a huge grin on her face.

Inside room #6, the decor is surprisingly modern and spacious. Not that I really notice, because as soon as we enter the room and turn on the lights, Natalie is already all over me, running her hands over my chest and running her hands under my polo shirt.

We kiss frantically. My tongue slides into her open mouth and I start unbuttoning her shirt. She rubs me down, yields to my touch. Once I’ve got the shirt off, I touch her breast through her bra. She reaches behind her and unclapses it. I take it in my fingers and toss it on the floor.

Tugging off my polo shirt, she presses her chest to mine. It’s the kind of negative/positive polarity thing the way that our chests meet, and it’s turning us both on. She really loves Frenching and I can’t keep my hands off her breasts, stimulating her nipples with my palm. We keep kissing. She unbuttons her pinstriped pants and takes my hand guiding it under her panties so I can feel her wet pussy.

“You’re so wet,” I say, once I’ve come up for air.

“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this,” Natalie says. “That night we met at the club? I went home and fucked myself thinking about you.”

“Wait’s over,” I say.

I put my hands on her waist and then slowly tug her pants down. She tugs off the cuffs, then I pick her up by the thighs and she wraps her legs around me. I can feel her wetness against my stomach as I carry her to the bed, her black silk panties the only barrier between our bodies. My cock throbs with need as I toss her onto the bed, ready to ravish her.

As I’m undoing my belt and pulling my pants down, I can feel my cock, hard and ready, pressing against my leg.

“I’ve got a condom in my purse,” she says.

“Somebody came prepared,” I say.

Once I’ve got my pants off, I go over and look through her purse. It’s weirdly intimate, though considering what we’re about to do together I think it’s totally appropriate. I find the Trojan in between her Wet Wipes and coin purse and stuff like that.

I rush back over, place the Trojan on the bed beside her and then climb on top of her. No need to draw things out much. She’s already ready. We kiss, touch, caress each other. Positioning myself between her legs, I run my hard cock along her pussy with her panties on to tease her a little and add to the excitement. She groans.

I slide off her panties and then quickly pull down my boxers, freeing my hard and ready cock.

“Whoa!” she says. “You have a really nice cock!”

“I like it too,” I say.

With the condom on, I enter her slowly, spreading her inch by inch. We groan as we collide into each other, our bodies entwined. I drive my cock deeper into her and her thrusts meet mine. Our rhythm gets faster, more frantic. She spreads herself, her inner walls squeezing around my cock before surrendering and letting me in.

“Fuck me!” she squeals. “Matty!”

I grab her breasts, pressing against her hard nipples to steady myself as I thrust deeper and harder. She starts moaning louder, soon becoming cries that tear from her throat.

“Aggaaaaaah!” she screams.

I can feel that she’s close. I grab her knees and then drive down, focusing all my thrusts directly at her clit.

“Aaawww, fuck!” she squeals.

I can’t take it anymore. She’s getting me so worked up that I can feel myself getting near the edge. I just have to hold out just a little longer.

“Call me a slut,” she begs. “Call me a filthy whore!”

“You slut,” I say, panting. “You’re a little whore, and you’re mine, you slut! Come for daddy now. Come for–”

“AaaaaahAAAAAH!” she wails loudly. Her inner muscles clamp down hard as she’s carried away on a wave of orgasm. Knowing I’ve gotten her there, I relax and give her just a few more thrusts. Then–

“Aaaaahhaa,” I groan.

I come hard and fast, exploding inside her. She’s so gone that her body goes limp beneath mine, a low guttural groan coming from her lips. Our hands just run over each other’s bodies for a moment, both of us just enjoying the closeness of our bodies, the skin-to-skin contact between us. I kiss her neck gently and her fingers run through my hair.

“So good,” she coos.

I slide out and then rise from the bed, going to slide the condom off in the trash can. I take it off with a tissue, but before I wipe my cock down with it, Natalie stops me–

“Wait,” she says. “I want to lick that last little bit of cum off the tip of your dick.”

“Oh, you do?” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “There’s something really hot about the taste of a guy’s seed. Especially when it’s just that little taste.”

I go over to the bed and climb onto it with a pillow behind my back. She turns so that she’s laying on her belly, looking up at me with this coy expression on her face. I turn my hips toward her. My cock isn’t fully hard anymore, but it’s not limp either.

As I bring it closer to her, she leans over to kiss my lip, tonguing the slit of my cock with the tip of her tongue. Immediately, my cock starts to stiffen again.

“Mmm,” she hums as she takes it.

She doesn’t stop there. She lets her lips slide over my fast-stiffening cock, inviting it deeper into her wet mouth.  

She opens her mouth, letting my head slide out of her and smack her on the chin.

“Move over,” she says. “I want to take my time with this.”

So, I center myself on the bed with the pillows behind me. She turns and sits up on her knees. Then she bends down and I guide myself into her mouth again, thrusting gently against her cheek. She’s got this huge grin on her face, and I’m realizing how much Natalie likes sucking cock.

Her long black hair cascades across her back as she bobs up and down. She tongues the head of my cock then runs it along the inside of her cheek. She looks at me, her eyes focused in an intense stare, and I know she’s ready. She wants me to deepthroat her.

I thrust my hips just a little more, letting my cock slide down her throat. I can feel my cock touching the back of her throat. She swallows and maybe it’s only because I’ve just had it, but it feels even better than when I ran up against the walls of her pussy. The tactile pleasure that it sends through the head of my cock is indescribable.

I check on Natalie. There are tears in the corners of her eyes, but she’s smiling wide. Her body is relaxed, her hands steady as she guides me deep down into her throat again. I groan, the pleasure shooting through me making me breathe hard. She has this look of pure rapture in her eyes as she takes me again, swallowing at just the right moment.

I can’t take it. Hot seed spews from my cock like a firehouse. She swallows more urgently now. She takes it all, milking the last bit from my cock before letting me slide out of her.

“Jesus,” I say. “That was… I wasn’t prepared for that. It was so much better than I was expecting.”

She takes another big swallow before answering, rolling her neck as if to make sure she doesn’t get a kink in it.

“Yeah,” she says. “I’m really good at giving head.”

“I’ll say.”

“It’s because I like it so much. It’s just amazing what you guys have,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve always liked having a dick. Even better is when I can find someone who has the same appreciation for my cock that I have.”

We lay there for a while after that, just enjoying the afterglow.

“Shit, what time is it?” she asks.

I check my phone.

“It’s 12:42,” I say.

“Damn it,” she says, hurrying off the bed to collect her clothes. “That’s a very long lunch meeting.”

“But worth it, though, right?” I say.

“So worth it,” she says.

As she gets dressed, I just lay there watching her, admiring her body. It’s not just her curves, the perfect proportions of her breasts, the subtle bulge of her hips or her adorable little features. It’s something indescribable that I only see now that we’re lovers. I could say it’s a glow or an aura, but that’s not exactly it. It’s more like every beautiful thing about her seems sharper, surer. Like she’s drawn with thick lines while the world surrounding her is a blotchy watercolor.  It’s love. I’m in love with Natalie, though something tells me that it might be best to wait to say so.

Once she’s finished getting dressed, she checks herself in the mirror. She tries to smooth the frizzy strands of her hair with her fingers, to hide the obvious signs that she’s just had awesome sex in a hotel room so she can return to the world of sexless professionalism.       

“Is it okay if I go?” she asks.

“Of course,” I say, sitting on the bed and kissing her. “I’ll take care of everything with the hotel room.”

“When will I see you again?” she asks.

“I’ve got a lot of free time,” I say. “How about tomorrow night?”

“Yeah,” she says. “Let’s do my apartment. I’ll cook.”

“Perfect,” I say.

We kiss again.

“Bye,” she says. As she slips on her high-heeled slippers. I call after her–

“Thanks again for your help with Jordan. I’ll tell her everything and explain what you said and let you know what she thinks.”

“Great,” she says. “I hope it works out.”

And then she’s gone. 
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“Whoa,” Jordan says.

“I knew it!” Soli says. “Who can deny the powers of the sex bruja?”

We’re sitting in Soli’s apartment. I’ve just told the girls everything, and I mean everything about my encounter with Natalie.

“This is good, right?” Jordan says.

“I think so,” I say. “I hope so. I mean, Natalie is really amazing. And I felt this incredibly strong pull. And since we talked about it beforehand, and I made it clear to her that you were both okay with it, it just kinda happened.”

“Good job, Matty,” Soli says, scooting over on the couch to kiss my cheek. “Natalie was in serious need of some hot love, and you gave it to her.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But it was more than that. There was this really strong connection that neither of us could deny. At the same time, it was so effortless and easy. The whole time on the way to the hotel room, checking in, it all just felt so natural and right. It was exciting like the first time, but emotionally it felt like we’d already been there a long time.”

“So, what happens now?” Jordan asks.

She’s standing in the kitchen stirring the chicken fajitas with a big wooden spoon, occasionally turning to ask a question over the sound of the sizzle.

“I’m honestly not sure,” I say. “We agreed to have dinner tomorrow night. But besides that, I don’t really know.”

“Well, I think this is great,” says Soli, taking my arm and wrapping it around her. She puts her feet up on the couch, tucking in her knees and resting her head in my lap. “We can have another member of our little family. It’ll be even cozier.”

“Yeah,” I say. I can already picture it. It’s just like all that we have together now except that we’ll have Natalie with us too. I’m already yearning for her to be on the couch beside me, or sitting in the chair, or wherever. I’m craving her presence, just like I did the first time after Soli and I brought Jordan into the relationship. It feels weirdly wrong that she’s not around.

“Soup’s on,” Jordan says. “Come make your own fajitas.”

Soli sits up and we both get up and go around the couch to the kitchen area. Jordan is grabbing a beer from the fridge when Soli comes up behind her and grabs her around the waist.

“Thanks, sweetie,” Soli says, taking a long whiff of Jordan’s hair and cupping her breast with one hand. Jordan giggles, bending her shapely ass into Soli’s crotch.

“Ooh!” Soli says. “Yeah, girl! Give it to me!”

They both laugh as Soli grinds up on Jordan’s ass. I just stand there, leaning over to rest my arms against the counter, admiring this lovely little scene.

Finally, Jordan twirls in the direction of the fajitas, the beer in her hand. Soli takes one herself, a Dos Equis, and hands it to me before taking one for herself. She takes the bottle opener hanging on the fridge and opens all three beers.

“So, what else did you guys talk about?” Jordan asks.

“Oh, yeah!” I say, amazed that I’d almost forgotten to mention it. “The real reason why I asked Natalie to meet and have coffee was to talk about your job.”

“Oh?” she says, in a tone that says that she’s already figured out that part and wants to know what came of it.

“Yeah, so, she said that she can get you work in another department,” I say. “Production assistant.”

“Oh,” Jordan says, trying to process what this would mean.

“She wishes she could do more,” I say. “She realizes that it would mean you working outside of the department where you really want to be working, but the executive producer on this other series is also a really nice person and much easier to work with than Vanessa.”

Jordan tilts the bottle back and takes a big swig of her beer, then she lets out a long sigh.

“It isn’t fair,” she says. “Vanessa is the problem. She should be the one who has to get a new job. But life is like that sometimes, right?”

I give a cautious, reassuring smile.

“Yeah, sometimes it is,” I say. “For whatever it’s worth, I know what it feels like to finally be free of a toxic boss you hate. The feeling of freedom after that, it can change the way you look at life. Of course, I’m not trying to influence your decision either way.”

“Thanks, Matty,” Jordan says, leaning over the counter and treating me to a sight of her cleavage, the plunging neckline of her tattered Ramones t-shirt doing almost nothing to conceal it.

“You shouldn’t have to give up your job,” Soli says. “But if you stay, you may just end up more miserable than if you find something else.”

“That’s true,” Jordan says. “I dreamed about this job for so long because I thought it would make me happy. But it’s actually making me miserable, so why stay?”

I nod.

“You don’t need to make the decision right away,” I say. “Just know that you have options. You’re not trapped in that job forever. Besides, being a production assistant may be pretty cool. And Natalie says that it’s a stepping stone to bigger things in the business. You may be able to pivot to a job you’re more passionate about down the road.”

Jordan puts on a brave smile, and I can see some of the tension that she’s been carrying with her since she came home so devastated is starting to disappear.

“It was really sweet of you to talk to Natalie for me,” Jordan says.

“Soli deserves all the credit,” I say. “She was the one who told me to do it.”

“I merely suggested,” Soli says. “I thought it would be a good idea, that maybe some good would come of it, and as always I was right.”

“As always,” I say.

We clink the tips of our beer bottles, then I turn to Jordan and we do the same.

“It is a relief to know that I’m not stuck anymore,” Jordan says. “For now, I just don’t want to even think about it. Let’s think about what we’re going to do this weekend.”

“Great idea,” says Soli. “Let’s do something fun! I want to get out and really make it special. We can invite Natalie, too!”

“Of course, we have to,” says Jordan. “We should do something that will make her feel welcome and part of the group.”

“We could go to The Last Bookstore,” I say.

“Uh, another bookstore?” Soli says. “Really?”

“Yeah, I’ve only read like five pages of the book you got me last time, Matty,” Jordan says. “And only sixteen of the book that Soli got me. I mean, I like reading, but ya know.”

“We should do something big, like a road trip!” says Soli.

“Yes!” Jordan says. “A road trip would be perfect. Let’s go camping—or glamping! We could glamp!”

“That works, too,” I say. “I’ve never really been glamping before. I’ve only ever done the kind where you take a tent and end up sleeping on rocks with nothing between the ground but you and a sleeping bag. That’s the way my parents always liked to do it.”

“Maybe we could rent a cabin in Big Bear or somewhere,” Jordan says. “We could bring a bunch of booze and weed and food and just pig out and chill and have sex for two days.”

“I’m game,” I say. “Who’s going to figure out all the details?”

“Let’s decide like this,” says Soli. “If you have a job, and so are too busy to plan the trip, raise your hand.”

Her hand and Jordan’s both shoot up in the air. Mine doesn’t. I laugh.

“Okay,” I say. “The hint was almost too subtle, but I managed to pick up on it. I volunteer to figure out all of the details and book the cabin, pending approval from the committee, of course.”

“Motion passes,” says Soli.

“Okay, everyone come get some fajitas now,” says Jordan. “They’re getting cold.”

****

“So, I’ve already booked the cabin,” I tell Natalie. I’m over at her place and she’s cooking for me. Tonight it’s soybean paste stew, which smells incredible. It’s got a garlicky and fishy scent, like salted fish. “It’s two hours to Big Bear, so it would probably be best to drive up Friday evening so that we’d have the whole weekend. But we’re flexible. Whatever you want to do.”

Natalie has her back turned to me, cutting up some small pieces of beef. She sets the knife aside and turns to me. From her expression, and really just from the way that she’s carrying herself, I can see that she’s got something on her mind.

“Look,” she says. “It sounds really fun, thank you.”

“But?” I say.

“But, I need to be honest with you about something,” she says. “I’m not sure if I’m ready to be in a relationship with you and Jordan and Soli. I think for now, I really just want to be in a relationship with you.”

“Oh,” I say.

Suddenly, I’ve lost my appetite.

“I know it’s unfair,” Natalie says. “And I’m not asking you to become exclusive with me. I have no right to ask that. I’m completely okay with the fact that you’re in a relationship with them also and that doesn’t change just because you’re with me.”

“Right, okay,” I say. “I get where you’re coming from. And as far as being fair is concerned, feelings aren’t always fair. But I’m glad you’re being honest with me about yours.”

“Thank you,” Natalie says. “I really like Jordan and Soli. I want us to be friends, even close friends. But, to be honest, I’ve never felt attracted to women before. So, the idea of dating two women and you at the same time, it’s too much, ya know?”

“Totally,” I say. “You don’t have to rush into anything that makes you feel uncomfortable. I should have asked you about this first before I assumed you were okay with everything.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Natalie says, putting a hand on mine. “I rushed off before we had a chance to discuss things.”

“That’s true,” I say.

“Do you think the girls will be okay?” Natalie says. “I don’t want them to feel rejected.”

“I don’t think they will,” I say. “You’re not attracted to women. Who could hold that against you? I’m lucky that Jordan and Soli are both bi and that we met the way we did, but it would be unreasonable to think every woman I meet is going to feel the same.”

Natalie takes a deep, satisfied sigh.

“Good,” she says. “That really puts me at ease. I was worried that it might be a dealbreaker.”

“No,” I say. “Of course not. You have every right to define this relationship in a way that makes you comfortable.”

“Thank you,” she says. I get up and extend my arms. She folds into them and we hug deeply. “You know, I feel lucky.”

“I’m pretty sure I feel even luckier,” I say.

“You’re an amazing guy,” Natalie says.

“Yeah, maybe so,” I say. “But seriously, what could I possibly have done to deserve everything that I’ve got?”

She giggles and I grab her rump, making her squeal.

“Let me go or you don’t get dinner,” she says.

We kiss sweetly, then I release her from the hug. She crosses back over and picks up the knife again. She cuts little cubes of beef.

“So, now that we’ve established that you’re not looking for a sexual relationship with my other girlfriends, will you still come to Big Bear? The girls both really want you to come, and it won’t be the same for me if you don’t join us. I’ll miss you too much.”

“Of course I’ll come,” Natalie says. “It sounds like a great time. Besides, I could use a break.”

“Awesome,” I say.

I’m honestly happy to leave things there, since it seems like things are perfect between us. But I know I can’t do that. There are still some things I need to know.

“So,” I say. “Just to make absolutely clear, it’s not going to be a problem that I’m touching and kissing and, ya know, doing other stuff with Soli and Jordan while we’re together?”

“Absolutely not a problem,” Natalie says. “Don’t feel like you need to keep asking. They were there first. It would be completely unreasonable of me to get jealous that you’re showing affection and attention to them.”

“Right,” I say. “Okay, that’s good. I’m glad you feel that way. But, things like sleeping arrangements on the trip? We’d typically all sleep in a big bed, the three of us…”

Which, for Natalie, means that she has to go to bed alone while her boyfriend shares a bed with two other women. I can imagine how she would feel about that, especially considering the fact that we’ve just started this relationship and this is our first trip together.

“Oh,” Natalie says, clearly grasping what I just have too. “I didn’t think about that…”

“I could ask them if they mind the two of us bunking together,” I say.

“No,” Natalie says. “I don’t want to impose on them that way. It’s not fair to ask them to compromise for me.”

“It kinda makes sense,” I say. “Since that way we’d sleep two to a bed.”

“That’s fine,” Natalie says. “I just don’t want to be the reason that everyone changes their normal behavior. You shouldn’t have to feel inhibited trying to make me feel more comfortable.”

“On that note,” I say. “When the three of us are together, we’re, um, pretty open with our bodies and each other’s. Spontaneously, sometimes.”

“Right,” Natalie says. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

“Are you really okay with this?” I say. “I know it’s an unconventional romance, and some people don’t mind that. But you have to be ready for it.”

Natalie chops more beef pieces. Tat! Tat! Tat!

“I’m ready for it,” Natalie says.

“Really?” I ask, now less sure than ever.

“I am,” Natalie says, turning to look at me.

Her tone is calm and measured, but I’m not sensing a lot of joy behind her words.

“Matty, I knew what I was getting into with you,” she says. “I had my doubts, and I honestly tried to talk myself out of pursuing you. But after that night at the club, I couldn’t help myself. I spent the whole week thinking about you, and so when you messaged me to have coffee I jumped at the chance. I wanted to see you again as fast as I could. I felt so special and seen by the things you said to me. The whole time, I knew that you were already in a relationship with not one but two girls. It didn’t change the way I felt about you and it still doesn’t. I want to be with you, and I know that I have to fit myself into your world to do that. I’m prepared for that.”

“Okay,” I say. “Now it’s my turn. I am absolutely falling in love with you, too, and I really didn’t expect to. I thought everything that I had was enough. I didn’t want anything more. But when I realized that we both felt the same way about each other, I thought, why not? I knew I wanted to go for it. And you have been as patient as any woman could be expected to be.”

She smiles and I can see small tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

“You keep talking about what’s fair,” I say. “You want to be fair to everyone, and that’s wonderful. Just know, whatever you’re feeling, whether it’s fair or not, you have a right to feel it. And you can share it with me at any time. Even if the feeling is selfish or jealous or whatever.”

“Thank you,” she says. “You’re a really sensitive guy.”

“Yeah, well,” I say. “I guess I have to believe you. I clearly have a way with women.”

She smiles.

“That’s right,” she says. “Look at all these girls you have cooking for you.”

“I cook too,” I say. “I’ll show you when we go camping.”

“Okay, deal,” she says. “Wanna pour some wine?”

“Sure,” I say, hopping up and going over to the counter beside the fridge to take the bottle of red sitting there.

“Wine glasses are above your head,” she says, pointing.

Real wine glasses? What a novelty. I smirk.

The rest of the evening is nice and full of light talk that suggests we’ll be free of all issues. We discuss movies and her job and some of the jobs that I’ve had. But as much as things feel perfect and normal between us, I have some lingering doubts.

Can Natalie fit seamlessly into our group? Or will she always feel like she’s on the outside looking in? I think the camping trip will be the test.
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We’re on the 1-5 freeway headed north on a perfectly sunny Southern California day. Soli is at the wheel, I’m in the passenger seat with Natalie and Jordan in the back. There are three different perfumes all colliding at once in my nostrils, but I don’t care. In fact, I love it. I love the way that women smell, and I could never get enough of them. Now I’ve got more than enough.

“This is going to be the best camping trip ever,” I say. “Whoever said the best time you can have with your bros is crazy. I can’t think of any three people I’d rather spend my time in the woods with.”

“Is it still technically camping if we stay in a cabin?” asks Jordan.

“Definitely,” I say. “Camping is an activity. Nobody goes cabining. We’re still setting out to face the great outdoors. Even if we go inside to sleep, we’re still getting away from civilization.”

“I’ve never actually been camping or cabining,” says Natalie. “My parents didn’t really do stuff like that with us. They don’t really see the point in nature.”

“I went with my ex once,” Soli says. “But there was a big screen and a PS4 in the cabin, so he just played games the whole time. I was so bored I found myself wanting desperately to fuck him just to give me something to do.”

The girls laugh, and I chuckle a little too.

“Oh, there was a hot tub out back, though,” Soli adds. “That was cool.”

“Is there a hot tub at the place you rented, Matty?” Jordan asks, her voice betraying the excitement of a little kid.

“You’ll see,” I say with a smile.

“Obviously, you’ll see means yes,” Natalie says. “Because if we get there and there’s no hot tub, then we’ll want to smack you.”

“Yep,” I say. “She’s right. You’ll see means there’s a hot tub. The website says it comfortably seats four.”

The girls give a collective wooo!

“Nice job,” Soli says.

“I didn’t bring a bikini,” Natalie says.

“Neither did I,” Jordan says.

“We don’t need them,” Soli says. “We’ll get naked. The cabin is private, right?”

“Totally private,” I say. “We can do whatever.”

“Just be sure to soak your balls in that hot water for at least twenty minutes before sex,” Soli says. “It’s natural birth control.”

Interesting. I guess we’re not talking about the possibility of Soli getting pregnant. I mean, I know she’s kidding. But I can’t help but take note.

“That’s a myth,” I say.

“Good boy,” Soli says. “Someone paid attention in sex ed.” Then, looking in the rearview at Natalie— “Matty’s always very careful. He’s very good about wearing a condom every time.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Safety first.”

I’m not sure if Natalie is completely comfortable with everything. But she told me I didn’t have to keep checking in with her, so I’m trying to respect that.

“I made some trail mix,” Jordan says, fishing the ziplock baggie out of her bag. “Want some?”

“Sure,” Natalie says, taking it. She unzips it and pours some in her hand before passing it up to me.

“I love trail mix,” I say. “I always end up eating it all before I get on the trail, though. Except the raisins.”

I paw around in the bag, trying to snag only peanuts and M&Ms. There’s a minivan in front of us and Soli is going to change lanes to get around it. I happen to glance over at the rearview just as a big Ford truck appears in the lane next to us, coming fast.

“Watch it!” I yell.

Soli turns hard to move back into her lane, hitting the brake to avoid running into the minivan.

SCREECH!

The car rocks and there’s honking—

But, thankfully, there’s no collision this time.

“Jesus!” Soli says. “What the hell?”

“It was the jackass in the truck,” I say. “He just appeared in your lane out of nowhere.”

“Sorry, guys,” Soli says, her voice still shaken.

“It’s okay,” Natalie says. “Nobody’s hurt.”

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “It happens.”

“It really wasn’t your fault,” I say.

“Right?” says Soli. “I mean, I’m going the speed limit. Well, five over. But five over is the speed limit on the highway. Am I wrong?”

“I don’t think you’ll find a cop who will repeat that,” I say. “But, yeah, I think you’re fine.”

“I’m not a bad driver, right?” Soli asks.

“Of course not,” I say. “It was the other guy’s fault.”

“Maybe I’m just cursed,” Soli says. “My car is like a magnet for bad drivers.”

“Soli was in an accident recently,” I tell Natalie. “Her car got pretty smashed up. It’s how we met.”

“Oh, really?” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “Then we met Jordan the same way.”

“Yep,” says Jordan. “I made that scratch on the rear fender you might have noticed when you got in.”

“Really?” Natalie says. “That sounds kinda cosmic, actually. Almost like the three of you were meant to meet.”

“Well, maybe,” I say. “Maybe we were all meant to meet for some cosmic reason. Like, maybe that’s why I had all those problems with NovaCare—so we could meet.”

“I was just kidding,” Natalie says. “But it’s fun that the three of you have that meet-cute. Even if it is always shitty getting in an accident.”

“Maybe you being here is balancing out our luck,” Jordan says. “You’re like a good luck charm.”

“Exactly,” Soli says. “You’re bringing good vibes, Natalie. We love you for it.”

“That’s what I’m here for!” Natalie says in this cute cheeky way, as if in reference to something, except that it’s not from anything and she’s just being awkward, like she does.

“Oh, damn it,” I say, looking down at the plastic bag in my lap. “I spilled the trail mix.”

I try reaching under the seats to pick up the pieces but they’ve fallen into those little crevices where you just know that you’re never going to get all of them.

“It’s fine,” Soli says. “I don’t think the ants can get in here. Make sure you watch where you put your feet, though. I don’t want crushed M&Ms staining my floor mats.”

“Right,” I say, running my hand under the seat to scan for them.

“Let’s get some music going,” Jordan says.

“Yeah!” Soli says, grabbing the purple adapter cable that’s connected to her car’s stereo—“Natalie, you choose.”

Natalie takes the cable and opens her phone. She plugs it in and then a moment later the car is filled with—

“Yo, I’ll tell you what I want, what I really, really want!”

Which all the girls start singing along to, just as all women who are old enough to remember the 90s can. I even sing along, too, because it’s not like you could have escaped that song even if you were a boy, like me.

After that, it’s a compilation of Britney, Lady Gaga, and some Chappell Roane, which is new for me. We reach the cabin about an hour later. It’s at the end of this little gravel road through the forest that looks like it doesn’t get much action, except for maybe the occasional four-wheeler. Out my window, I can see the cabin appearing suddenly through the trees.

“There it is,” I say.

“Oh, it’s big!” Jordan says.

“Sometimes size matters,” I say.

No one laughs at that one. Crickets. Really? Not even a polite chuckle? Okay, it was kinda lame. But still, a little appreciation wouldn’t hurt anyone.

The place really does look nice. I can picture it in winter. It would look just like a snowglobe covered in white. The timber walls, the stone fireplace on the side. It’s like somebody built it from a blueprint that just had the word “COZY” in big block letters on it. Next to the mailbox out front there’s one of those combination key holder things. I use the code I got with my VRBO confirmation and out pops the key.

Inside, it’s not as rustic as you’d expect. It’s decked out: leather recliners, big marble countertops and a kitchen island, plus there’s a big chandelier. The fireplace is probably the humblest thing about it.

“Whoa,” Natalie says, turning to take the place in from every angle.

“Way to go, Matty,” Jordan says. “You picked an awesome place.”

“Yep,” I say. “Just glad we’re all here to share it.”

Once we unpack all the food and drinks we set to work making cold cut sandwiches, which we eat on paper plates with Doritos and wine coolers.

“I always had the idea that people cooked beans or fish they caught in rivers when they went camping,” Natalie says. “I like this a lot better.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “Glamping beats camping. I mean, the nature is great. But I’m not so much a fan of the rest of it.”

I get up and have a look at the fireplace. These days, a lot of cabins like this are being built with electronic ones that use natural gas, but this is a real fireplace made for burning wood. There doesn’t seem to be a lot though. There’s one log, but it looks almost ornamental.

“Hey, gang,” I say. “How about we go look for firewood?”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s a good excuse to walk around. I don’t want to sit around getting fat all day. Let’s go for a hike.”

“I’ve got something that’s gonna make it more fun!” Soli says, jumping up and heading up the stairs. “I’ll meet you guys outside.”

So, we put on our shoes and wait for Soli outside. She comes out wearing a Lakers hoodie with her super-short white jean shorts. She slides her hand out of the hoodie’s sleeve, revealing the little glass weed pipe concealed there. It’s already pre-packed and ready to go.

“Let’s get high first,” she says. “It’ll make it more of a challenge. We can give those twigs a fighting chance of not getting found.”

“Nice,” I say.

“Natalie, would you like to take greens?” Soli asks.

“Uh, what?” Natalie asks, a small nervous smile spreading across her face.

“She’s asking if you want to be the first one to hit the bowl,” I say. “Because the weed inside is still all green and not yet blackened by the flame. It’s a courtesy thing.”

“Oh, thanks,” says Natalie. “But, I don’t really smoke weed. I mean, I never really have, so...”

“That’s okay,” Jordan says. “It’s no big deal if you don’t want to.”

“Totally,” Soli says. “No peer pressure or anything. Mind if I hit it, though?”

Soli flicks her thumb over the lighter in her hand.

“No, of course not,” Natalie says. “Do your thing. You guys can enjoy it.”

Soli sparks the bowl and then passes it to Jordan and me. We take a couple hits each, and right away I’m feeling a little crunchier. There’s something about getting high in the forest that makes it more comfortable and relaxing somehow. I can see from their eyes that Soli and Jordan are feeling it too. There’s a kind of mellowness that has settled over us.

“Aww, look!” Jordan says. “There’s an owl!”

I look to where her finger is pointing, and sure enough. It’s a little brown one perched on the branch of a tall pine.

“I thought owls only come out at night,” I say.

“That’s bats,” Jordan says.

“I think it’s both, actually,” says Soli.

“Owls are mostly nocturnal, I think,” says Natalie. “Maybe this little guy just woke up to find out, hey, what’s that smell?”

Jordan smiles.

“Smell something skunky there, little guy?” she says. “Don’t worry. We’re just some friendly stoners from LA come to explore your home.”

“Yeah,” says Soli. “We won’t burn the place down, though.” She cashes the bowl on the ground and then grounds out the little embers with the heel of her shoe. “Safety first.”

We split up and have a look around for some choice pieces of firewood. There’s not exactly a trail, but since the trees aren’t actually thick, it’s kinda hard to get lost even as we wander further from the cabin. I find my mind wandering away from the task even as I meander around. The golden light spilling through the tree branches above inspires something in me. It’s probably because I’m stoned. In fact, it’s definitely because I’m stoned, but there’s something magical about the setting regardless.

I pass Jordan and Soli holding hands and laughing. Jordan holds up the small bundle that she’s collected in her other hand. I give a little golf clap, then realize that my hands are empty. I haven’t even been trying to find firewood.

I look around for Natalie and see her a few hundred feet away, standing over something and looking down at it. I try creeping up on her, but the crunch from the brown pine needles under my feet gives me away. She looks up and I grin.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey,” she says back. “You look like you’re having a good time. Seeing any crazy colors, strange shapes, anything like that?”

I laugh.

“Weed isn’t really like that,” I say. “That’s really more like mushrooms or LSD. You don’t hallucinate, although you do experience a perspective change. Things and ideas strike you differently, that kind of thing. What are you looking at?”

“I just found this weird flower,” she says.

I bend over to get a better look. It’s a deep red with these alien-like appendages that look like tubers with big open mouths.

“Whoa,” I say. “That is pretty wild.”

She snaps a photo with her phone. A few minutes later, AI identifies it as Sarcodes sanguinea.

“So called,” says Natalie, “because of its blood-red color. It feeds off tree roots instead of taking in light.”

“A vampire flower,” I say. “Awesome!”

I put my arm around Natalie and admire the plant, then I pull her too so that she’s staring into my (probably bloodshot) eyes.

“You’re really having a good time, aren’t you?” Natalie says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “It’s what we came here for, right?”

“I mean the weed,” Natalie says. “You guys seem like you’re really enjoying it.”

“Is somebody maybe a little curious?” I ask, brushing a strand of hair from her face.

“Maybe,” Natalie admits. “I’ve never done drugs before, and it’s not like I never had the chance to. I didn’t want to say yes just to go along with everyone. But now, I’m getting hella FOMO.”

“Not to worry,” I say. “It’s never too late to try. I’m sure that Soli would be more than happy to pack a bowl for you.”

“Pack a bowl,” Natalie repeats, trying the words on her tongue.

The unfamiliar stoner terminology seems exotic and amusing to her. I press my forehead to hers and just stare into her eyes. She touches her lips to mine, pressing them gently until we start to really, earnestly kiss.

“Does my breath taste gross?” I ask.

“Kinda,” she says. “But I’d still rather kiss you than not.”

We kiss again, with a little more tongue this time.

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s go find Soli and Jordan. Somebody is about to pop their weed cherry.”


16.

“Oh, wow!” Natalie says, looking incredibly adorable and completely, utterly stoned as she peers up at me from her spot on the loveseat. “I can feel the forest!”

“We’re actually inside now, dear,” Jordan says gently, reaching over to touch her hand.

“I know,” Natalie says. “But I can feel it. I can feel myself surrounded by it on all sides. It’s like its presence is coming in through the walls. Oh, and through the windows.”

“Totally,” I say, grinning.

Even for her first time, Natalie’s experience with weed seems unusually strong. Luckily, she seems to be responding really well so far. No apparent paranoia or bad vibes. Soli and Jordan have been taking excellent care of her, and their positive energy is being reflected back by a very cheerful and grateful Natalie.

“Natalie, would you like some water?” Soli asks, handing her a glass.

“Yes!” Natalie says, taking it and gulping down three-quarters of the glass in a single long pull. “Ahh!”

Soli takes a seat on Natalie’s other side on the loveseat.

“Natalie,” Soli says, “does anyone ever call you by a nickname? Like Nat?”

“Not really,” Natalie says, crinkling her nose. “But you can call me ‘Nat,’ if you want to.”

“Okay, thanks,” Soli says.

Soli rests her hand on Natalie’s thigh. It’s not exactly flirtatious, at least among women, but it’s definitely more than strictly friendly.

“I really admire that you took a bold step today,” Soli says. “You tried something for the first time that most people only do when they’re teenagers. And some never get the chance to explore it.”

Okay, I’m starting to see where she’s going with this, and I’m not sure if I like it. Natalie has said she’s not attracted to women. Soli knows this, but it definitely feels like she’s putting out some incredibly flirty vibes.

“I’m surprised, too,” Natalie says. “I didn’t think I would try marijuana today. That’s something I never thought I’d do.”

Something about the term “marijuana” feels weirdly dated to me. I don’t know any stoner who calls it that anymore, even though it was the first term we used growing up.

“I almost tried it once when I was seventeen,” Natalie continues. “My friend had some, and he wanted me to try it with him.”

“Oh, he did?” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “But it was illegal at the time, and I was all Miss Goody-Goody.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a good girl,” Jordan says.

“Right,” Soli says. “We’re none of us born bad girls.”

“I don’t think the stuff he had was very good either,” Natalie continues. “Not like this stuff. Wow!”

“I’m glad you approve,” Soli says. “If you ever want any more, just say the word. Not that I’m trying to push anything on you.”

“Right,” I say. “Let’s not push anything on anyone. Because that’s not cool.”

Soli waits until Natalie’s attention is turned to Jordan before giving a big, wide-eyed stare and sticking out her tongue for just a second before retracting it. I smile despite myself.

“I like weed,” Jordan says. “It’s not an everyday thing for me, but that makes it a treat whenever I do smoke.”

“Mmm,” Natalie says.

She must be getting cottonmouth because she slurps up the rest of her water.

“Hey, Nat?” Soli says. “What would you like to do this evening?”

“Hmm?” Natalie murmurs. “I don’t know. I guess I’m kinda hungry. But I can wait for dinner.”

“Matty would be happy to get you something, right, babe?” Soli says. “I brought Cap’n Crunch: Oops! All Berries!”

“Really?!” Natalie says, suddenly glowing. “I would love that!”

“I’ll get it for ya,” I say.

Sitting in my recliner, I don’t want to push the button and wait for the leg rest to go down, so I just toss my legs over the leg rest and crouch into a standing position—like a ninja.

I grab the bag of Cap’n Crunch from the big cardboard box on the kitchen island. Then, I wing it over—it’s got one of those clips to keep it closed—and Natalie catches it. She opens the bag and starts pouring it out in her hand. She offers the bag to Soli.

“Want some?” she asks.

“Sure,” Soli says, taking the bag. She picks a few sugar-encrusted nuggets out of the bag and then passes it to Jordan. The three of them take their turn with the cereal.

Then, out of nowhere, Soli says to Natalie—

“You’ve got really nice skin. Very youthful.”

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “What kind of moisturizer do you use?”

“Jergens,” says Natalie. “Twice a day. Plus an apricot scrub in the shower.”

“Oh, I’ve tried apricot scrubs,” says Soli. “But I’ve found that salt scrubs work better for me. I’ve got these huge pores. Here—”

Soli takes Natalie’s hand and places it on her own face, guiding Natalie’s fingers along her chin. “Feel those?”

“They aren’t that bad,” says Natalie. “Your skin is really nice.”

“Aww, thanks, Nat!” Soli says. “I just wish I had your nose. It’s so darling.”

Soli touches Natalie’s face, making her suddenly turn red. I want to stop her or say something. But the truth is, I can’t. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to call out Soli for flirting and make things more awkward. But another part of me is all too aware of my quickly stiffening erection.

“Natalie,” Jordan asks, “have you ever kissed a girl before?”

“Um, no,” Natalie says, growing uncomfortable.

“Well, if you don’t want to, it’s perfectly okay to say no,” Soli says. “But me and Jordan, we think you’re so pretty.”

“Yeah, we do,” Jordan says, placing a hand on her shoulder.

Natalie squirms a little in her seat, pulling her legs up in an almost defensive posture.

“You’re both so beautiful,” she says. “But I don’t think I want to do that… right now.”

“Okay, no problem,” Jordan says. “You can change your mind any time you want to. Or not.”

“Yeah, it’s totally your choice,” Soli says. “Would you mind, though, if I sat next to Jordan? Weed sometimes makes me horny, and she just looks so good to me right now.”

“Oh, sure,” Natalie says, rising from the loveseat.

Soli scoots over to sit next to Jordan. They start kissing, touching, and even groaning as their bodies explore each other. I’m glued to my seat, unable to tear my eyes away. Damn! This is really getting hot.

But as much as I hate to interrupt them, I have to think of Natalie’s comfort. So, before Jordan and Soli start peeling each other’s clothes off, I decide to intervene.

“Hey, girls,” I say. “Maybe you’d be more comfortable upstairs in the bedroom?”

Soli breaks her kiss long enough to look at me, Jordan still planting kisses along her neck.

“Sure,” she says. “Are you gonna join us?”

“Maybe,” I say. “Why don’t you two get started first?”

“Okay,” Jordan says. “But don’t wait too long. You might miss out.”

The girls disentangle their limbs and then rise from the loveseat. My eyes watch them hungrily as they saunter up the stairs. The door shuts with a thunk! and I can hear laughter and the sounds of raucous fucking as it commences.

I meant to go and sit next to Natalie, but I’ve got a visible chub that’s unmistakable under my knit shorts. Natalie’s staring out the window, and I can’t get a read on her emotions.

“Aren’t you going to go upstairs?” she asks.

“I, uh, want to check in with you first before I do anything,” I say.

“Matty, go,” Natalie says. “I may be high, but that doesn’t mean you have to babysit me. You should go and join them.”

“Are you sure?” I ask. “I don’t want you to feel abandoned.”

“That’s sweet,” she says. “But it’s really my choice. You should go. I can see your hard-on from here. Besides, they’re waiting for you. That little show? That was for you as much as it was for them.”

“Right,” I say. “Okay.”

“We can have our own private time later,” Natalie says with a coy smile. “For now, I’m fine here on my own. Go!”

“Okay,” I say. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll see you soon.”

I do my little ninja move and slide out of the big leather recliner. I’m still partially hard as I bound up the stairs, my cock flopping around in my shorts. Uncomfortable, yes, but it makes me eager for what’s to come.

I open the door and find Jordan on top of Soli, kissing and rubbing her bare breasts. Both are completely naked, of course, their contrasting skin tones a delicious invitation. Immediately, I can feel myself getting hard again. I screw an expression of mock seriousness onto my face.

“You two are demons,” I say. “Shame on you for trying to corrupt that sweet, innocent girl down there.”

“We’re sorry, Master Sir,” Soli says, her eyes lidded. “We’re just so horny!”

Jordan turns her head to look at me.

“Yeah, my pussy is just so wet, I could fuck anything,” Jordan says. “But what I really want is a big, hard cock to plow me while I stick my tongue inside Soli.”

“You are filthy,” I say. “I’m gonna give you exactly what you deserve.”

“What’s that?” Jordan asks, her expression the picture of innocence.

I pull off my t-shirt and take the condom from my pocket.

“Everything you’ve asked for,” I say, pulling off my shorts to reveal my cock, which is now as straight as a flagpole.

“Oh, look at that thing,” Soli says.

“Imagine how it’s going to feel for Jordan when I stuff it inside her,” I say.

Maybe it’s the suggestion, or the way that Jordan cups her breast as she kisses her neck, but Soli’s eyes flutter and her chest rises, a look of pure satisfaction fills her face as she moans.

I tear the wrapper and slide the condom over my raging hard-on. Then, I climb onto the bed behind Jordan. She’s bent over Soli, pleasuring her. As I get closer, she bends at the hip, raising her pert ass towards me.

I lean down, kissing Jordan’s shoulder, positioning myself behind her. I let my hands travel over her body from her shoulders down her back, to her hips and then down to her inner thighs. Jesus, she’s wet alright. So wet that she’s practically dripping from dry humping Soli’s thigh before I came in.

I spread her with my hands, then I insert myself into her wet opening.

“Ohhh,” Jordan groans, momentarily distracted from pleasuring Soli. As I gently press myself inside of her, her stance widens to accommodate me. Soli, seizing the opportunity, takes the dominant role with Jordan. She leans up and starts nuzzling Jordan’s neck, kissing her and playing with her breasts, heightening her pleasure as my cock stirs inside of her.

Jordan’s moans grow louder as the backs of her legs run across Soli’s thighs, her hips bucking in the rhythm that I set for her. I tug at her hips, repositioning her so that she can more comfortably bring her face to Soli’s. Jordan’s mouth finds Soli’s again, the two of them kissing almost frantically.

I sink myself deeper inside of her, entering Jordan’s wet pussy all the way up to the hilt. I can tell that she’s struggling to keep her concentration on Soli’s lips and tongue when I’m rocking her from the inside. She moves her hips up and down, letting my cock guide her movements.

“Oh, fuck me!” Jordan moans, “Yes, oh god!”

She’s close, I can tell. With me inside of her and Soli rubbing and touching her everywhere, Jordan’s just a hair away from a skull-splitting orgasm. I speed up my thrusts, going harder and deeper than before. Jordan gurgles as I plunge into her insides. Soli’s fingers run across her face, her lips. Their lips press together and Jordan’s thighs splay, her hips bucking as she comes.

“Aaaaahhaaaaaa!” Jordan wails.

Knowing that I’ve gotten her off, it only takes a few more thrusts before I come too. I press my head against her walls, which constrict around me so tight they threaten to pull the condom off inside her.

“Ohhh,” I sigh. “Fuck, that was good.”

I can feel Jordan releasing, her pussy allowing me to slide out. I just lay there beside the two of them for a moment, momentarily exhausted. Jordan rests her head on Soli’s chest just between her breasts, their hips entwined.

“Glad you could join us,” Jordan says, still panting.

“Well,” I say, huffing and puffing myself, “you both looked so good together. I didn’t want to miss the party.”

Soli runs her fingers through Jordan’s hair. I reach over and grab Soli’s thigh, kneading it affectionately.

“That was so great,” Jordan says. “I really needed that. Soli?”

“Yes, babe,” Soli says.

“You want me to get you off with my mouth?” Jordan asks.

“Yes, please,” Soli says. “But there’s no rush. You can take your time.”

“I’m ready,” Jordan says, rolling her shoulders and stretching her neck.

Jordan starts off slow, allowing things to build. I get up to take the condom off and toss it in the trash. Once I have, I take a seat on the side of the bed, leaning over and perching myself on one arm to watch the action.

Jordan’s on her knees, her head tilted up slightly to meet Soli’s eyeline. I can feel myself getting stiff again as I watch Soli squirm, the pleasure she’s receiving from Jordan’s tongue radiating through her whole body.

My hand finds its way to my cock as I start to slowly stroke myself. Jordan’s hands roam over Soli’s inner thighs as she bends her spine to bring her upper body forward, taking Jordan’s head in both her hands.

Jordan redoubles her efforts, her fingers and tongue working in tandem as she gets Soli closer. Soli’s toes curl, her heels rising into the air and staying there as her body prepares for the coming orgasm to wash over her. When it comes, it’s like a wave breaking inside her.

“Ooooooaaaaaah!” Soli moans.

Her legs rise and fall and rise again, finally coming to rest gently on Jordan’s back.

“Oh, dios mio!” Soli exclaims. “That was good!”

“Yeah,” I say. “I can’t claim that it was as good for me as it was for her, but I definitely enjoyed myself.”

“Glad you liked it,” Jordan says. “Both of you.”

Jordan curls up next to Soli and I spoon her from the other side. For a while, it’s just a nice quiet break. Probably it’s a combination of the heat of the room, the sex, and maybe also the weed that makes us all sleepy. I drift off for about an hour, but then I can’t get back to sleep.

So, I carefully climb out of bed, only disturbing the girls for a moment as I open and shut the door. Downstairs, I find that Natalie too has fallen asleep on the loveseat. I smile. She’s just adorable when she’s sleeping, her mouth wide open like that.

I grab a Coke from the fridge and then slide open the glass door that leads to the sundeck. I sit there, sipping the Coke and feeling not quite stoned anymore but very satisfied. The air is cool and clean and there’s probably about an hour before sunset. Somewhere, somebody’s having a cookout. I can smell searing meat wafting on the breeze. It’s making me excited to play grillmaster for the girls once everyone wakes up. It’s only our first day, and I can already anticipate the fun we’ll get into tonight.


17.

“Never have I ever had sex on a plane,” Jordan says. She looks around at the rest of us, but nobody takes a sip of their beer. “Seriously? Nobody?”

“I don’t think anyone’s actually had sex on a plane since the ’70s,” I say. “I mean, yeah, there’s the whole mile-high club thing. But I think that’s mostly an urban legend.”

“Someone’s had sex in the bathroom of a commercial flight somewhere in the world this decade,” Jordan says confidently. “I’m sure of it.”

“Probably true,” I say. “But nobody in this hot tub.”

We’re outside soaking. It’s dark and the air is bracingly cool. It’s one of those chilly nights where you’re grateful for the hot tub, but it’s also just a little too cold, so you want to sink all the way under the water and then lift your body out again to escape the heat—all at the same time. I watch the girls go through those hot-and-cold cycles, their bare breasts bobbing on the water like buoys every time they submerge.

“Okay,” Natalie says. “My turn. Never have I ever worn braces.”

“Really?” Soli says. “Oh, so you suck!”

Soli and Jordan both drink. Natalie raises an eyebrow when I don’t.

“Technically, I wore headgear,” I say.

“Oh, that’s close enough,” Jordan says. She turns to Natalie, looking for her ruling. “Is that close enough?”

Natalie shrugs.

“Drink,” she tells me.

I finish off the end of my Pacifico and set the bottle on the deck before climbing out of the tub.

“Who else needs one?” I ask.

Soli raises a finger. I grab a fluffy red towel and dab myself just to flick off the excess water, then let the rest air-dry—my cock and balls hanging free, dangling in the breeze.

I wipe my feet on the mat and duck inside. I feel a quick headrush and wonder if I should slow down a little. Drinking and hot tubbing are not exactly the safest combo, and I can feel my heart beating fast. I stop, take a deep breath in and out, then head to the fridge to get a couple more beers.

Just as I’m about to walk back out, I decide I’d better put something in my stomach if I’m going to keep drinking.

The remains from our cookout are still scattered on the counter. We made so much food we couldn’t finish it all. I grab a cold leftover hamburger patty and find one little crumpled bun left in the bag. I add some lettuce, mustard, and ketchup. Good enough. The patties shrunk under the blackening heat of the grill, much more than I’d anticipated. I eat the whole thing in three bites.

I open the beers, slide the door open with my foot, then come around to give Soli hers before easing back into the hot water.

“Matty,” Natalie says. “It’s your turn.”

“Okay, let’s see,” I say. “Never have I ever eaten emu meat.”

All three girls tip their beers.

“Really?” I say. “I never imagined it was that popular. What have I been missing out on?”

“I’ve tried it,” Jordan says. “But never regularly.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It’s more the kind of thing you try so you can say you’ve tried it. Like alligator.”

“Oh, I’ve had gator!” Natalie says.

“Me too,” Jordan says. “In Florida. They cooked it on this big spit. It was like chicken. But weirder.”

“Oh, okay,” Soli says. “Never have I ever been to the South.”

I drink, but Jordan and Natalie don’t.

“I used to spend summers in Gulf Shores,” Natalie says. “I have family in Alabama. The white side of my family, obviously.”

“Never have I ever been to Europe,” Jordan says.

Only Soli drinks for that one.

“Really?” I say. “Where did you go?”

“Just the usual places,” Soli says. “London, Prague, Paris, Rome, Amsterdam, some Greek islands, Spain. Ya know. Places.”

“Wow!” Natalie says. “That’s so cool. I wish I could go to Florence. Anywhere in Italy, really.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It’s all about who you travel with.”

I’m guessing she means her ex-husband, which is probably why she’s downplaying the whole thing.

“I’ve never really been anywhere,” I say. “Besides California, I’ve only taken some trips down to Mexico. Really short ones. Like a day or two at most.”

“Can you speak any Spanish?” Jordan asks.

“Not really,” I say. “Not more than anyone else would know.”

“Same,” Soli says. “My parents never bothered to make sure my sister and I learned it. Supposedly, you’re supposed to have one parent only speak one language and the other parent speak the other. But they just both spoke English all the time. My grandma would speak to me in Spanish, and I could understand her. But I’ve forgotten most of it.”

“It was the same with me,” Natalie says. “My dad didn’t see any point in me learning anything about Korea. I’ve never even visited.”

“Do you want to?” I ask.

She shrugs.

“I think I’d actually rather visit Japan. I loved manga when I was a kid.”

“Me too,” Jordan says. “My brother had this big wall of manga in his room, and I’d always come in and read whatever I wanted: Fullmetal Alchemist, My Hero Academia, Kimi ni Todoke.”

“That’s so cool!” Natalie says. “I loved Kimi ni Todoke. I felt like her—like I was this girl who everyone thought was weird. Like a ghost girl.”

The bubble jets must have timed out because the water suddenly becomes still, revealing in the green, distorted light the silhouettes of our naked bodies.

“Whose turn is it?” I ask.

“I think I’m ready to get out,” Soli says, climbing out.

“Me too,” Natalie says, rising.

“Careful of the bottles,” I say.

We’ve left quite a few fallen soldiers—still standing at attention—all around the rim of the tub. The girls grab their towels and wrap them around themselves like it’s sub-zero and they’re about to die of hypothermia. Jordan shuffles over and opens the sliding glass door, and all three hustle inside.

I know I’m supposed to put the cover on the hot tub. But I really don’t feel like it. Probably should, especially because it was one of the things on the checklist. So, I wrap my towel around my waist, collect all the bottles, set them all in neat rows on the table, then drag the foam cover over the hot tub and secure it with those little fasteners. It’s a pain, especially because the towel keeps coming loose no matter how many times I try to tie it. Finally, the task is done. I can collect the bottles in the morning before we leave.

Inside, I find Natalie sitting on the couch, still wrapped in the towel. Jordan and Soli are upstairs, judging from the light coming from the second floor. 

“I’m gonna sleep good tonight,” Natalie says.

“Are you tired yet?” I ask.

“Actually, no,” she says. “I had that nap, but I feel so relaxed that when it happens I’ll sleep deeply. How about you?”

“Not ready to sleep yet,” I say, leaning over to kiss her deeply, the taste of beer on both our tongues.

“Really?” Natalie says. “You think you can?”

“Hey, if I can’t, I can always just flop around drunkenly on top of you,” I say.

She grins.

“My pussy is practically pickled.”

“Say that five times fast,” I say. She laughs and I put my arms around her and pull her close to me. “I want us to have a special night together.”

“Okay,” she says. “But it’s still special even if we don’t have sex.”

“That’s true,” I say. “So, do you want to?”

She looks in my eyes, and I stare back into hers.

“I heard the noises you made with Soli and Jordan,” she says. “I could hear it from downstairs. And, yes, I want some of that.”

“You’ve got it,” I say.

We kiss again then cross over to the staircase, hand in hand. We stop at Jordan and Soli’s bedroom and peek in. The girls are wearing just their panties. Jordan’s rummaging in her bag and Soli is laying flat on the bed, her big breasts splayed at different angles. I rap on the doorframe gently with my knuckle.

“Hey, beauties,” I say. “We’re gonna take the other bedroom.”

“Goodnight!” Jordan says, turning to wave at us.

Soli sits up and points at me.

“Treat her right, Matty!” she says. “Enjoy yourselves!”

I blow them a kiss and then we walk to the bedroom down the hall. I flip on the light, but it feels like a little too much.

“How about the bathroom light?” Natalie says.

“Yeah, good idea,” I say, flipping that one on. “Do you want to shower first?”

I turn to look at her and she just shakes her head slowly, her eyes never breaking contact with mine as she strides toward me. We meet and she reaches out to touch my face, running her fingers along my chin. I do the same, my touch gentle as I run the tips of my fingers from the lobe of her ear to her lips.

She touches my face with her palm and I kiss it with featherlight kisses. She slides both hands behind my neck and our lips touch. I can feel that she wants me to go slow, to really take my time with it. As our lips caress each other’s, I wrap my arms around her, playing with the knot in the towel. One little tug and it will fall to the floor, and she’ll be completely naked in front of me.

I tighten my embrace as we continue kissing. She brings her hands to the knot in my towel, teasing me the same way. I give one violent tug and the knot falls apart. She does the same, and our nude bodies crash together, the complete contact is so familiar and yet feels exotic and exciting. I can feel myself getting hard as I press myself against her thigh.

She breaks off the kiss and looks straight into my eyes.

“I can’t believe you’re mine,” she whispers. “Tonight, you’re all mine.”

“All yours,” I answer.

She takes my hand and guides me over to the bed. Then when we reach the edge, she stops and sits down, laying back on her back, spreading herself for me. I climb onto the bed and position myself over her. I’m harder now. A little foreplay and we’ll both be there. I focus on her breasts, licking and nuzzling her nipples. They stiffen as I play with them. I begin sucking and even biting them gently. Natalie sighs, back arching as I do it. She likes that.

I keep touching and caressing her breasts, and after a few moments she’s rubbing her outer thighs against my inner thighs, preparing herself for when I grind myself into her. She’s already yearning to feel me inside her. I reach down and run a hand between her thighs. Her lips are wet.

“You don’t have a condom?” she asks.

“In my bag,” I say.

“It’s fine,” she says. “Just don’t enter me, okay? We can just dry hump?”

“Okay,” I say.

I’m so hard already that the thought of grinding on her soft, smooth thighs has its own appeal. She reaches down to stroke my cock and guide it between the soft skin of her inner thighs. She clenches, wrapping around my cock and stroking it vigorously. The sweat from our bodies and from her wet pussy makes my cock slick as I press myself against her.

I can feel the sensitive seam under my head getting more and more excited. The friction and the smoothness help to elevate the experience, and I’m surprised at how quickly I can feel myself building to an orgasm.

“Ohhh,” I sigh.

“You like that?” Natalie asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re getting me off.”

“You wanna come for me?” she asks. “You want to come all over my stomach, fill my belly button with your hot seed?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I want to come on you.”

“Do it!” she says. “I want your hot cum all over me. Please, I need it! I need your cum!”

I bury my cock between her thighs. She presses her legs together, grinding against me, milking me before finally I explode all over her.

I look down and watch as my cock erupts over her stomach, spraying her breasts and spilling down her belly.

“Oh, fuck yeah,” I say.

“Mmmmm,” she sighs.

She runs her fingers over her belly, playing with the streaks of cum that I’ve left there. I climb off her and grab one of the towels that we just discarded.

“Take this,” I say. “There’s another bath towel I can use to shower.”

I toss the towel to her and she wipes the cum off her belly. Then, I walk over to the bathroom and rinse off. I’m brushing my teeth when Natalie comes over to stand in the doorway.

“That was awesome,” she says. “You were so present and gentle. It was different from the first time.”

I spit in the sink, rinse, and then spit again.

“Yeah,” I say, setting my toothbrush on the edge of the sink. “It always is. No matter how many times you have sex with someone, there’s always something new. I don’t think I’ve ever had that much fun dry humping before.”

“Me neither,” Natalie says. “That was really special.”

I kiss her on the way out of the bathroom. She takes her turn, and after that we’re both ready for bed. We curl up together, spooning until we both drift off to sleep.


18.

“Hold the talk, please, background!” says the production assistant. To everyone sitting around us, it’s a friendly warning. But to Soli and me, it’s said with just a little bit of a wink.

It’s our first day on set. After we got back from our trip, Jordan lasted all of a week at her job with Vanessa before deciding that she’d had enough. She accepted the job as production assistant, which means that she’s responsible for corralling the background actors on set. Today, that includes us.

“Jordan’s doing great,” Soli whispers to me.

“I know,” I say. “She’s really taking charge.”

“Cut!” cries someone on the other side of this fake wall. We hear the sounds of intense activity as everybody gets ready for the next take. I’ve never been on a set before, but We Are Us needed extras, or “background actors,” and we apparently fit the bill. I never realized how easy it was to get to be a background actor. All you have to do is register with Central Casting. Thanks to Jordan, we got the job and we’re even getting a better-than-normal day rate.

Best of all, there’s really not that much to do. You have to show up really early and get into costume, but after that there’s really not much going on. It’s like there’s this huge machine humming on all sides around you, and you’re sitting still and letting it move and do its thing, and hopefully not accidentally crush you as it moves.

Jordan rushes over holding a green apron.

“Hey, Matty,” says Jordan. “Do you want to be a barista?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Great,” she says. “Put this on and come with me.”

I give Soli a wink and throw on the apron over my regular outfit. I was told to wear typical, casual clothes. Apparently, on this show regular guys only wear clothes with no logos, and also nobody wears red or green or pink because the director doesn’t like those colors or something. They gave me a whole new wardrobe which is appropriately bland.

I follow Jordan, stepping over these big heavy cables that are used to power the lights all around us, and we walk onto the set. All the characters you know and love from We Are Us are there, sitting at their usual booth in the corner and trading their classic quips and delightful banter. That’s what they’re going to be doing in the scene, I mean. Right now, they’re all just staring at their phones.

Jordan leads me to a spot behind the counter of this coffee shop where I’m handed over to the assistant director.

“Okay,” he says. “Dillon is going to come over here and you’re going to hand him this cup of coffee.”

“Got it,” I say.

“Pretend to write something on the cup, like you’re writing his name,” he says.

“Sure,” I say.

“But don’t actually write anything,” he says. “That will screw up continuity.”

“So, I just pretend I’ve got this pen in my hand?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “It’s acting. You’re a natural. It will look great.”

Somebody else yells “soundspeeding”—whatever that means—and the assistant director dashes off to go stand offstage. Then the director, or whoever, yells, “Background, and action!”

Right away, I can feel myself connecting with my character. He’s a barista, yeah, but he’s got big dreams. I get to know this barista so well that in the moment I come to believe I am him. He’s me, I understand him body and soul. I stare with intensity at the cup, blocking out all distractions. I commit totally to his task—it is my calling, my purpose.

“Hey,” says someone.

I look up. One of the guys from the main characters’ table is staring at me. Dillon, I’m guessing.

“Cut!” the director yells.

I look around, and everyone is staring at me. The assistant director strides over to me.

“What was that?” he says. “You’re supposed to give Dillon the coffee!”

“Oh, sorry,” I say. “I was in the zone.”

He gives me a look of pure amazement, then goes over to the director. They talk a little while, then the AD waves Jordan over. She comes over to talk to me.

“Good try,” she says. “But they’re going with another barista.”

“Uh, okay,” I say. “Don’t they need to do, like, a few takes first? For continuity?”

“No, you’re good,” Jordan says. “You can get a real cup of coffee at craft services if you want—that’s what they call the snack table. It’s right over there.”

“So, I should give back the apron?” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “Don’t worry, though. You still get paid for the day no matter what you do.”

“Oh, that’s not bad,” I say.

I can see the director and his assistant glaring at me, so I decide it’s time to move. I take off the apron and hand it over. Then I get out of the line of fire as quickly as I can. Craft services. That’s not a bad idea.

“Back so soon?” Soli says when I return with donuts.

“I think my Hollywood dream is over,” I say.

“What happened?” she asks.

“I was too committed to the role,” I say. “I was so absorbed in who my character was that I spaced on the fact that I was supposed to just hand some guy coffee. I didn’t even look up when he came over.”

Soli suppresses a laugh.

“How?”

“It’s completely quiet,” I say. “In real life, you’d say something. But he just walked up and when I missed my cue the whole thing just fell apart.”

I offer her a donut wrapped in a napkin. She takes it and eats it in dainty bites, careful not to smear her lipstick.

“Not that it matters, though,” I say. “I didn’t really want to be a background actor anyway. But still, one strike and you’re out? This business really is harsh.”

“I’m just here for the free food,” Soli says. “Plus, if they keep us here all night, we’re gonna make like three hundred bucks.”

Before we arrived on set, Jordan explained that as background actors, we can’t really do much of anything to distinguish ourselves. As a background actor, your pay depends entirely on how long they keep you. You get a base rate for the first eight hours, but then there’s overtime, and it keeps going up.

“Sure,” I say. “That is nice, but who wants to spend fifteen-hour days like this?”

“Don’t forget,” she says. “There are a lot worse ways to earn a living.”

“True,” I say. “I guess I don’t have much to complain about.”

A buzzer sounds.

“Lunch!” yells somebody.

“Finally,” says Soli, stuffing the last piece of powdered donut in her mouth.

“Finally?” I repeat. “We’ve been eating all day. I don’t think I could even eat any more.”

“But you have to,” Soli says. “They’ve got a catered lunch. It’s a big spread—the same that the big shots get.”

We walk around the big fake wall and rejoin the rest of the herd as they move toward the elephant doors.

“Eh,” I say. “I’m hungry for recognition, for a role that’s worthy of my many talents.”

“Dream on,” Soli says.

Outside, the catering truck is all set up and people are getting in line. We hang back, waiting for Jordan. A few minutes later, she comes out and looks around for us. Even in her dressed-down set attire—no makeup and sweats with a Patagonia sweatshirt—she looks stunning. Her blonde hair is done up in a ponytail with a baseball cap on top, and it waves from side to side as she turns her head looking for us.

“Jordan!” Soli says, waving.

Jordan sees us and comes over.

“Hey, guys!” Jordan says. “Great first half of the day!”

“Are you kidding?” I say. “I sucked. I might have lost out on the role of a lifetime.”

“No, it’s fine,” Jordan says. “I mean, you’re not going to be considered for a speaking part, but I can still stick you somewhere away from the camera for our next setup.”

“Whatever works,” I say. “I’m glad I didn’t get you in any trouble with the director for recommending me.”

“Believe me, it’s not that big a deal,” Jordan says. “I mean, people here take their jobs seriously, but you guys are just background. There’s like practically no pressure because you’ll just be on another set next week, anyway.”

“I’m starting to like this better and better,” I say.

“Me too,” Soli says. “I just want to be used. After lunch, will you tell them to use me?”

“I’m saving you for something special,” Jordan says. “After this setup, we’ve got a nightclub scene. I’m going to put you right next to the main cast’s table.”

“Sweet!” Soli says.

We get in line and wait with the rest of the cast and crew, but even though it’s all pretty delicious stuff—I mean, they’ve got filet mignon and salmon fettuccine—I’m honestly not that hungry. Then I get an idea.

“Natalie’s office is somewhere around here, right?” I say.

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “She’s on the other side of the lot. You can walk over and peek your head in. But be back before lunch is over.”

“And don’t bother her,” Soli says. “She’s probably busy, so don’t distract her.”

“Got it,” I say. “She’s probably at lunch anyway, but if she’s got something going on I don’t have to stay.”

“Have you still got the studio map that security gave you this morning?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah,” I say, taking the paper from my pocket and unfolding it.

Jordan takes a Sharpie from her pocket and marks the nondescript square where Natalie’s office is located.

“Thanks,” I say. “Enjoy the spread.”

“See ya soon,” Soli says, offering me a quick peck before I go.

I turn to Jordan, unsure whether she wants a kiss goodbye, too. She looks around before puckering her lips and giving me a discreet air kiss. I get it—she’s in work mode.

I follow the map, passing by bungalows that have been converted into offices. The path is lined with spruce trees and the sun is shining. It’s kinda cool knowing that I’m walking around a studio lot. But at the same time, they’re just office buildings, and nothing all that interesting is happening at lunchtime anyway.

There’s nobody at the reception desk when I walk in, so I just enter and walk down a hall, checking the names until I find the one marked Natalie Hoong-Suek. She’s sitting at her computer with her back turned. The smell of instant noodles reaches me first. The half-eaten cup is sitting next to the Vitaminwater on her desk.

“Knock, knock,” I say, rapping my knuckle on the open door.

She turns and quickly brightens to see me.

“Hey!” she says. She closes her laptop and swivels her chair around.

“Don’t let me interrupt,” I say.

“No big deal,” she says. “It’s just emails. Besides, I’m glad to see you.”

She gets up and wraps her arms around me in an embrace.

“How’s your first day on set?” she asks.

“I found the acting bug crawling on my arm,” I say. “But then I crushed its hard exoskeleton with my thumb and forefinger.”

Natalie grins.

“That good, huh?” she says.

“I kinda screwed up a take,” I say. “So I think after lunch they’ll try having me walk behind the camera instead of in front of it.”

“You’re fine,” Natalie says. “Nobody’s going to remember if you did well or not.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Jordan said the same thing. It’s a cushy job, and I’m not complaining. But I wish I’d brought a book. There’s not much to do when they don’t need you shooting, which is like eighty-five percent of the time.”

“How about Soli?” Natalie asks.

“She’s having fun,” I say. “And Jordan seems to be really enjoying herself.”

“I’m glad,” Natalie says. “I’ve been wanting to get lunch with her, but we’re both so busy.”

“How’s your project coming along?” I ask. “The mother-daughter drama?”

“Oh, that got canned,” she says. “It wasn’t my decision, which was nice. It took the weight of the decision out of my hands. I felt bad for our writer, though. She worked hard. It just couldn’t come together—oh!”

“What?” I ask.

“We’ve got a new IP that we’re thinking of acquiring,” she says.

“Cool,” I say. “What’s that mean?”

“Oh, right,” Natalie says. “That’s just industry speak. We’re thinking about buying the rights to this idea and making it into a TV series. And it’s about philosophy. Or anyway, the main character is this young philosophy professor and he’s got to use some dialogue that sounds authentic. And I can’t tell from reading the script whether it’s good or not. Can you read it and tell me what you think?”

“Sure,” I say. “I don’t know anything about screenwriting, but I’ll read it and tell you what I think.”

“Great, it’s somewhere around here,” Natalie says, looking around the clutter on her desk. She moves her cup of noodles and finds the script buried under a couple of others.

“Here it is,” she says, handing it to me. “Just let me know if you see anything the character definitely wouldn’t say and make a note of it. If the script sucks, tell me that too.”

“I can do that,” I say.

“Thanks,” she says. “It’s a big help. I would have had to have my assistant do it, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t know anything more about philosophy than I do.”

“I’m happy to help,” I say. “Plus, it gives me something to do.”

“You’re sweet,” she says. “I’m sorry I don’t have time for a real lunch date. I’m just swamped with a bunch of other stuff right now.”

“No worries,” I say. “I should probably walk back over and make sure I’m not late. Jordan kinda stuck her neck out to get me this job already, so I don’t want to make her look bad.”

“Let’s have dinner this week,” Natalie says. “Just the two of us.”

I lean over and kiss her.

“You got it,” I say.

“Say hi to the girls for me,” Natalie says. “Send my love.”

“Will do,” I say.

I feel good as I walk back to the lot with the script in my hand. It’s nice to feel useful, and I’m curious about the script. Maybe it will actually be good.

I find Soli and Jordan sitting at a long fold-out table in front of the catering truck.

“There he is,” Soli says. “You’ll eat my filet mignon, right? I can’t finish it myself, but I don’t want to throw it away even if it was free.”

“Sure,” I say, taking the plate from her and skewering a thin strip of steak with my plastic fork.

“It must be nice being a guy,” Jordan says. “Just eating whatever, whenever and not getting fat.”

“It is,” I say. “Although every guy’s metabolism slows down some time. Also, I try to avoid sugar. It’ll kill ya. Steak’s okay, though.”

“How’s Natalie?” Soli asks.

“Busy,” I say. “She gave me a homework assignment. I’m helping her with a script.”

“Yeah?” Jordan says. “That’s cool. What’s it about?”

“I dunno,” I say. “But I guess there’s this character who’s a philosophy teacher or something. So she wants me to read it to see if it’s good. I guess that degree is coming in handy after all.”

“Are we not lucky to have Natalie in our lives?” Soli says.

Jordan tilts her head slightly in response to the earpiece she’s wearing. She stands up and announces to the crew—

“Back in, everyone!”
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After lunch, we change clothes for the nightclub scene. The only difference from before is that I’m sitting and waiting around in club attire. Jordan takes Soli and a handful of others to set, pulling a few of us out after each take so they can circulate us and not see the same faces each time. But every time Jordan comes to grab someone and take them to set, it’s never me. She seems to be saving me for last, because I end up waiting around for hours.

I don’t mind. I’ve got something more important to do. It’s not that the script is that great—not that I would know, since it’s the first TV script I’ve ever read—but it’s not bad. And the more that I read it, the more I’m absorbed by this lead character. He’s got a lot of predictable elements to his story. He’s a single dad, he’s got a smoking hot boss who clearly has a thing for him, and he’s got students in his university classes that don’t get his lectures or find his jokes funny.

I agree. The lectures are bad. Not only are the jokes terrible, but the points he’s making are nonsense. He goes into this long diatribe about Hegel, but he doesn’t even bring up the way that Schopenhauer might have responded. They both taught at the same time, at the same university, and they had completely opposite views about the world. Hegel believed that everything was getting better, a little better all the time—Paul McCartney. Schopenhauer supplied the intellectual equivalent of John Lennon’s rebuttal: “can’t get no worse.” The two are more interesting in conversation with each other, but the other side is just completely absent here. His lecture would be more realistic if the guy giving it seemed like he knew the subject.

I make a few little notes and suggestions, and I even cross out a line or two and then write in some improvements of my own. It isn’t long before I start finding more flaws with the script.

It’s got nothing to do with philosophy, but there are other things that bug me. Like, his whole relationship with his daughter is just so hackneyed. She’s a rebellious teen; he just can’t understand her generation. It’s the kind of thing that any lazy hack would churn out. To me, it’s more interesting and fun if they have a basically good relationship but introduce something important to argue over—something that makes the crack in their relationship make sense.

I spend the next hour just sitting there, thinking of something better that could work. I sketch out a few ideas—like maybe there’s a pregnancy scare or maybe she’s been using drugs—but that stuff seems pretty cliché too. I try to dig deep and make it personal. I don’t have any sisters, and I never fought with my parents over anything. They weren’t all that overbearing, and I knew that they always wanted the best for me. Also, they were often fighting with each other, so I didn’t see the point in piling on.

I realize that watching people get along on screen is kinda boring, but is it really better to have them engage in these generic arguments just to give them something to do? I’m already outside of my area of expertise, but I’m imagining father and daughter having this really intimate and sweet relationship where they understand each other but they’re always trading little barbs and quips and stuff. I think of some lines they could say to each other, and they sound not terrible—at least to me—so I make a few suggestions in the margins.

I’m still writing when Soli comes back from the set, taking a seat beside me and getting really close.

“Guess who just had her hand on my leg?” she says.

“Um, Jordan?” I guess.

“Roxy Wells,” Soli says.

“Oh,” I say.

“You have no idea who that is,” she says.

“I do not,” I answer.

“She’s a goddess,” Soli says. “Have you never seen this show? She’s the one who is always stirring up drama with men and women, and the director asked me if I wanted to be seated with her, and I said yes, and they asked if it was okay for the actor to touch me, and I said that was fine, and so she did, and it was so cool!”

“Wow,” I say. “This is cool. Maybe you’ll get made a cast member or something. They’ve discovered you!”

Soli waves a hand at the suggestion.

“Nah, that almost never happens,” Soli says. “Jordan said so. But they may bring me back again now that I’ve been on camera.”

“Soli, that’s awesome,” I say. “This could actually turn into something.”

“I know!” she says. “I mean, I’m trying to keep my expectations realistic. But it’s not like being a background actor is hard, and I can make as much or more than I would have driving. Plus, it’s just more fun. I can spend the day with you and Jordan—ah! I love this!”

“Okay, everyone,” Jordan says, walking briskly toward us and addressing the group. “We’re going in. This one’s the wide shot, so everyone is going to play in this setup.”

“Even me?” I ask.

Jordan wraps her arm around mine and brings me with her to the set.

“I’ll put you somewhere in back,” she says.

“Works for me,” I say.

The three of us, plus all the other background actors, walk down a hall and out the door that leads outside. We walk across the lot to another soundstage where they’ve got the nightclub set all ready. On a table are dozens of plastic wine glasses and beer bottles and cocktails. The drinks are laid out on the plastic fold-out table with a grid of neon tape laid across it, with numbers in each square.

“Remember the number cup you take,” Jordan says. “Put it back where you found it when we’re done with the day.”

I grab a whiskey tumbler. The fluid inside is the color of whiskey, but it’s actually iced tea.

“You can really take a sip if you want,” Jordan says. “But you’ll probably be off camera, so you don’t have to bother.”

We walk past a table where all those bright, shiny people from the coffee shop are all sitting. The director is there too, but there’s also a new face. Mixed-race with wavy black hair and these absolutely piercing blue eyes—that has to be her; Roxy Wells.

Damn, Soli wasn’t kidding. She really is a goddess. But I’m on set, and also being led by one of my (three!) girlfriends, so I manage not to stare. She shows me to a spot in the corner and then brings some other people to sit with me. We’re told how we’re supposed to talk to each other.

“The key is just to respond to what the other person is doing,” Jordan explains. “If they’re talking, pretend to listen. Then every time you see your partner’s lips start moving, just mime and gesture, and it will look good enough on camera.”

I give it a try, and it’s actually pretty easy. Everyone does their pantomime while the actors say their lines—that way it’s not too loud on the set. I guess they add sounds from the club later when they’re doing the editing.

Soli’s not seated with the main cast members at the table anymore. I guess that part’s already past, or maybe they haven’t gotten to it yet because they always film the scenes out of sequence. Anyway, she’s told to walk across the room, then wait a few beats, then walk in another direction so that it looks like there are people circulating around. I make a decision that my character, a lonely bachelor sitting in the corner with a bunch of dudes, would stare at her as she passes by. It just feels authentic, so I follow my acting instincts.

Goddamn she’s looking fine. They have her wearing this red dress with a see-through panel in the front and a sheer-cut skirt. She plays it so well, too. The sway of her hips causes the tassels on the skirt’s hem to bounce and her breasts to jiggle as she walks. The sound of her heels is blunted by these little caps that she wears at the point of her stilettos, but even if you can’t hear her approach, no man—no straight man, certainly—could possibly not notice her as she crosses the room.

So, for take after take, I just look up and proceed to stare at her, elbowing the guy beside me and pointing at her. None of this is for the camera, of course. I’m pretty sure we’re so far away that we don’t appear in the shot. But Soli does, and I want her to have something to play off. Plus, it’s just fun to flirt with my girlfriend at work as part of my job. In between takes, when she’s allowed to sit down and take a load off her feet, she takes a seat at the edge of the bench next to me, our bodies pressed close together.

It’s almost nine p.m. by the time we can finally leave. If you’re booked as a background actor, you just show up at your call time and then you have to clear your schedule for the rest of the day, because they can keep you for as long as they like. Soli doesn’t mind, I can tell. We’re getting plenty of overtime, like she said, and there’s this sense of relief when we are finally finished that makes the whole thing feel worth it.

“Take my picture,” Soli says when we’re in the hallway.

She’s about to change out of her club outfit and take her makeup off, and she wants to pose first. I’m more than happy to oblige. I start with some close-ups of her looking down, looking away, then back at the camera. Then, I get a few full-body shots: lifting one leg and smiling; bending over and sticking her ass out; leaning against the railing to accentuate her chest; from behind, sticking out her ass again.

“Damn,” Soli says, looking through the photos. “I’m so fucking hot. How can you keep your hands off me?”

“Who says I can?” I say.

I make my hand quiver, like it’s moving on its own, and then, still shaking, I place it on her breast. She swats my hand with a limp wrist but giggles. I get behind her and put my hands on her hips.

“Seriously, you are so fine,” I say. “I’d spend fifteen hours of every day waiting around doing nothing if it means that I get to spend it with you.”

“You mean it?” Soli asks. “You’d do that for me?”

“Absolutely,” I say. “You’re my goddess. Nobody could keep their eyes off you in there—especially me.”

“Hey!”

We turn, and Jordan approaches wearing a big smile.

“Jordy!” Soli says. “Let’s get some pics, babe.”

“Ugh, no! I look gross!” Jordan says.

She doesn’t, of course. Granted, she doesn’t have her hotness cranked to eleven, like Soli, but she’s still insanely gorgeous after eighteen hours on her feet and probably less than five hours’ sleep.

“Come on,” says Soli. “Just a few. Please?”

“Okay, let’s do it,” Jordan says.

The girls pose, and I get a few with the two of them. Then I turn the camera around and get a couple selfies of all three of us.

“Just don’t post these, ‘kay?” Jordan says. “I mean, it’s fine, because you’re not snapping photos of the cast or the set or anything, but just don’t tag the show or anything like that. Producers hate spoilers and they try to keep the background from posting anything if they can.”

“Yeah, no problem,” I say.

“I’m gonna go get changed,” Soli says.

I do the same. Obviously, we don’t each get our own dressing rooms. So, I change in this empty office with around a dozen other guys. Then, when I’ve returned the costume to the wardrobe department and collected all my stuff, including the script, Jordan signs off on my timesheet, and then it’s time to go. For me and Soli, that is. For Jordan, escape isn’t that easy.

“I’ve got to wrap up some stuff here,” she tells me, sitting at a table and signing the sheets for all the other background actors in the queue before she can go.

“When’s your shift over?” I ask.

“When work’s done for the day,” she says. When she sees the look of concern on my face, she adds, “Probably just another hour, maybe less.”

I check my phone. It’s already close to ten p.m.

“And you’re good with this?” I ask.

“Yeah!” Jordan says, seeming surprised by the question. “I mean, it’s a lot of work and it probably doesn’t look like much fun, but I’m getting to be a crucial part of the production. Plus, I’m appreciated here. That makes all the difference.”

“You want us to wait for you?” I ask.

“No!” Jordan answers. “Take Soli home, get some rest and relax, then maybe you can come back and play some other time.”

“Okay, then,” I say. “Get home safe.”

She blows me a kiss, and I turn to go find Soli. She’s carrying her makeup and stuff, and I hold out my hand, offering to take her bag.

“Let’s get you home, superstar,” I say. “It’s been quite a day.”

As we walk to Soli’s car, I’m happy that Jordan is settling in and that she’s happy with what she’s doing. I know how she feels. There’s something addicting about feeling like you’re firing on all cylinders and you’re good at what you’re doing. I just hope she doesn’t end up burnt out. Still, this show looks like it could be a great opportunity for her—and Soli.
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“These are great,” Natalie says, turning a page of the script.

“Oh?” I say.

She’s reading the notes I gave on the script she gave me to read.

“Definitely,” she says. “This is just what I was hoping for.”

I’m stirring the peppers and onions in the skillet, focusing on getting the chicken breast cut into slices. Yes, we’re having chicken fajitas again, because the more often I have them the more I crave them. But I smile a little as she reads my notes.

“Yes!” she says, eyes still on the script. “I hate that line, too! It makes no sense for Bradley’s character. It’s good to know I’m not the only one who feels that way. You’re really good at this.”

“Thanks,” I say. “I don’t really know what I’m doing, but a few things just jumped out at me.”

“Whoa,” she says, turning another page. “That’s a lot of red ink.”

“Yeah,” I say. “The lecture just wasn’t working for me. I think that the voice is all wrong, and I don’t think the writer knows that much about the subject.”

“Probably not,” Natalie says. “I mean, he’s smart. He went to Stanford and all that. But a lot of these guys get hired onto writing staffs right out of college. They don’t have much real-world experience. They don’t know anything except their own little narrow domain.”

“Right,” I say, turning back to the vegetables sizzling in the pan. “I thought it was weak, and hopefully what I wrote is a little better.”

“It is,” Natalie says, nodding.

“Maybe you can show it to the writer and see if he likes the changes, then if he agrees he can rewrite it the way he likes,” I say.

“Great,” she says.

I turn to the chicken, cutting it into slices. Then Natalie says something I can tell she’s been turning over in her head.

“You know, I might be able to make you a consultant.”

“Really?” I say. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Well, you’ve got a specialized set of knowledge,” Natalie says. “That means you can be valuable. I’m going to show this to the executive producer and see if I can make you a technical advisor on the show.”

“Are you sure that’s not going to raise any eyebrows?” I say. “I mean, since we’re sleeping together.”

“Oh, well we obviously couldn’t let them learn that,” Natalie says with a little chuckle. “So, we’d have to keep it on the DL, but it shouldn’t be a problem. If I tried to make you a writer or co-producer or something, the Writers Guild rep would scream bloody murder. But technical consultants can be had for chump change, and besides there’s room in the budget for roles like these.”

“Okay,” I say, dumping the chicken in the pan and searing it. “If I’m not stepping on anyone’s toes, then it sounds like the kind of thing I’d actually want to be doing.”

“Perfect,” she says. “It’s not a done deal yet. I still have to go over it with the executive producer. But I don’t think there’s any reason why he’d object, especially because I can show him the work you did. You have a degree, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But just a bachelor’s.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Natalie says. “A bachelor’s degree is good enough. Nobody’s going to check anyway, but it’s nice to have in case someone asks.”

I take in a deep breath, letting the smell of the seasoned chicken and searing vegetables waft into my nostrils. I turn off the switch and the blue flame under the pan disappears.

“Done,” I say, reaching up for plates in the cabinet above the stove range.

“Oh good,” she says. “I’m starving.”

I warm the tortillas in the microwave, and after that the fajitas are ready to eat. We each make our own, and I wrap one that’s just a little too big so that it falls apart in my hands as I try to eat it. Natalie smiles as she watches me try to stuff the remains of my fajita into my mouth.

There’s a question on my mind, but I don’t want to appear too eager to ask it. So, I wait, taking bites from my fajita and smiling at Natalie whenever our eyes meet. Finally, I swallow and broach the subject–

“So, how much is chump change?” I ask.

She gives me a quizzical look. Then she smiles, getting it.

“Oh, right,” she says, dabbing her mouth with a napkin. “Well, it will vary depending on how much work you do. But let’s say between five hundred and a thousand bucks a week?”

“That’s chump change?” I say.

“Welcome to Hollywood,” she says. “We have to keep people fed if we want them sticking around. For what it costs to live out here? It’s not that much, really.”

“And I just have to read the scripts and tell you what I think of them, and then suggest any changes?” I ask.

“Pretty much,” Natalie says. “I can’t promise it will be steady, but it’s nice work when you can get it. Especially because I don’t expect that you’ll be working full time. Of course, you can always help out on set and make yourself useful if there’s downtime. There are a lot of jobs that kinda fall through the cracks or aren’t in anybody’s job description. If you can make yourself useful, I’m sure the executive producer will see the wisdom in keeping you around.”

“Sure,” I say. “I want to help out. I especially want to offer Jordan some help. I mean, she’s much happier working as a production assistant, and thank you for working that out, but I still feel bad for her. It seems like she’s rushing around all day. If I could ease her burden in any way, that’s what I want to do.”

“Perfect,” Natalie says. “This is going to work out great.”

We keep eating and once we’re done, I take Natalie’s plate and mine to put them in the sink, but she stops me before I can get up.

“No, let me,” Natalie says. “You made dinner so I’ll handle the dishes.”

“It’s not a big deal,” I say.

“I know,” she says. “But I want to be helpful to you after you’ve been helpful to me.”

“You’ve done way more for me tonight,” I say. “I know the consulting job isn’t a done thing yet, but the fact that you even gave me something to work on was really generous.”

“I thought you were the one who was helping me out,” Natalie says.

“Well, maybe that’s how you saw it,” I say. “But I’ve been needing something to keep me feeling useful, something I can excel at. You gave me that.”

“Aww,” she says, leaning in closer to me and rubbing her nose against mine. “You are such a sweet man, you know that?”

“Go on,” I say.

“You get this great news about this cushy job where you can make some easy money, and your first thought is about how you’re going to use the opportunity to help out Jordan, to make her burden lighter. No wonder you have so many girlfriends.”

“I feel it’s a give and take,” I say. “If I’m generous with the women I love, it’s only because they’re so generous and thoughtful with me too.”

She grabs my face and tugs on my ears, because, hey, I’m damn cute.

While she’s taking care of the dishes, I’m thinking about what we could do together tonight. Maybe something spicier, a little unexpected. I’m thinking about that blow job in the hotel room the first time we hooked up. It was a lot hotter than almost any blow jobs I’ve gotten. Not that Soli and Jordan don’t have amazing talents in that area, but the way Natalie deep-throated me was on another level. I get the idea that I could kick things up a notch by getting assertive, and maybe engaging her in a little unexpected dominance play.

I get hard as I imagine her kneeling on the tile in front of me, thinking of the way that her body responds when I command her to service me, to pleasure me whether she wants to or not. A wicked little smile appears on my lips as I picture it, blood rushing to my cock already at just the thought of her on her knees, mouth wide open and eyes looking up at me with a mix of awe and supplication.

I’ve still got this smile on my face when she turns around, tossing down the dish rag.

“What?” she asks.

“You say I’m sweet,” I say. “Maybe I am. But I’ve got another side. I don’t want to be sweet with you tonight. I want to command you. I want to give you no choice but to fulfill my every desire.”

I watch as her pupils dilate, the force of my words awakening something in her.

“Okay,” she says with a nervous smile. “We could do that.”

“Good,” I say. I stand and come around the table so that there’s nothing between us, maintaining eye contact the whole time. “Now, get on your hands and knees and crawl over here.”

Natalie can’t help but blush hard and she’s having trouble containing her smile. Dutifully, she bends down and puts both knees on the floor. Bent over on all fours, she slowly crawls toward me, head tilted down. She’s dirtying the cuffs of the black pants she wore to work, and I get a little feeling of satisfaction at this small act of humiliation.

When she reaches me, she turns her face to look up at me, her gaze expectant and completely submissive. I undo my belt with extra theatricality, unzipping myself and freeing my engorged cock from my fly. Natalie looks at my erection expectantly, hungrily, prepared to slide the head of my cock between her lips the second I give her permission to do it.

“Wait,” I say, taking out my phone. “I’m going to record you so I can watch it later.”

“Oohh,” Natalie groans involuntarily, reaching down to touch herself through her pants.

“Not yet,” I say. “You can touch yourself when I tell you you can touch yourself. Not before.”

Natalie’s practically vibrating with excitement. She struggles to keep herself composed but nods demurely.

“Alright,” I say, pressing the record button on my phone. “Now you can start.”

Natalie brings her face close to my cock slowly, and I watch her through the phone. Then, she opens her mouth and extends her tongue, running it along the bottom of my cock and tickling the shaft. Then she kisses my head and takes it between her lips.

I jerk just a little as she takes me in her mouth, slowly enveloping more and more of my shaft with each suck.

“Mmmmm,” she hums, savoring me.

I struggle to maintain my composure and play the dominant, assertive one, which is what I know she’s wanting.

“Look at me,” I say.

I watch through the screen as her eyes open wide to stare up at me. That look of helplessness and pleasure combined has me wanting to nut already.

“Good girl,” I say. “Take me deeper. Take me as deep as you want to, you hot little slut.”

Something inside her snaps and she turns wilder than before. All thought of the camera is gone. Her focus becomes pleasing me by bringing my cock as far down her throat as she can handle. And she can handle a lot.

My cock practically disappears down her throat, her nose almost touching my pubic hair, she’s so deep. She runs her lips across my whole shaft and I savor the feeling of her wet cheeks against my sensitive flesh. She keeps at me, bringing me so deep that she starts to gag just a little.

“Breathe,” I tell her.

She can’t answer without breaking her concentration. She works me deeper, faster, and I just can’t hold out any longer. I come hard, spewing my seed against her palate and down her throat. It’s all I can do to keep from dropping my phone as my orgasm tears through me, running down into her belly. She sucks, gags, sucks again. Then, finally, once she’s finished, I end the video. Jesus, that was hot. I’m going to enjoy jerking off to this later.

She lets my cock slide out of her mouth and then looks up at me, hair bouncing off her shoulders, a big grin on her face.

“How was that?” she asks.

“Fucking fantastic,” I say. “You were amazing.”

“You too,” she says. “All that bossing me around, the domination thing, it really turns me on.”

“So, what do you want to do now?” I ask.

“No, don’t do that,” she says. “Tell me what I want to do now. Command me, order me around.”

“Oh, we’re still playing, eh?” I say with a chuckle.

“Yes,” she says. “I’m a bad girl. Use me, punish me. Tell me what you want me to do, and then make me do it.”

“Okay,” I say. “I think I can go for round two.”

I grab my cock, which isn’t totally limp yet, and jerk a little to see if I can get it going again.

“How about I fuck you in the ass?” I say.

“Is that a question?” Natalie says, looking sexy with that defiant look on her face.

“Fine,” I say. “Have it your way. Stand up.”

She rises from her crouching position on the floor slowly, gracefully. Then she looks at me, obediently awaiting my next command.

“Walk over and take the coconut oil from the counter,” I say. “Be quick.”

She turns and prances over to the counter, grabbing the coconut oil. She holds it and waits, unsure what I’ll tell her to do next.

“Now come back over and give it to me,” I say.

She quickly shuffles over and presents me with the bottle. I slip my phone in my pocket and then move my hips so that my jeans slide to the floor. I’m still in my boxers, so I take those off too. My cock is hard already, but not as hard as it will need to be to force its way up inside her.

“Take off your pants,” I say. “Then present your ass to me with your panties still on.”

Natalie is a good girl and does as she’s told. She unzips her black dress pants and then shimmies out of them, letting them pool on the floor beneath her. She steps out of them then gets on her knees. She bends deep, giving me an excellent view of her round, pert ass.

She shifts all her weight onto her hips, using her hands to rub and touch her ass.

“Finger your asshole,” I say.

She touches her asshole through her panties, probing at first.

“Slide your panties off first,” I say, getting down on my knees myself to get a better view of her as she does it.

She slides her panties down slowly. Then, tentatively, she starts to probe the outside of her opening.

“Hold out your hand,” I say.

I take the coconut oil and pour a little of it into her palm.

“Now rub it in your hands and lube yourself up,” I say.

With her hands and fingers slick with the oil, she starts to probe more urgently. She gets a pinky in deep, rubbing it all along the clenched muscle to loosen it and get it ready. My cock is getting harder and harder the more that she plays with herself. I pour some of the oil in my own hand, running it along my shaft. When I’m fully lubricated, I get the feeling that she’s ready. I’ll go slow, be careful. But it has to be now. I can’t hold back any longer.

“Spread yourself as wide as you can,” I say.

Natalie moans as she spreads her hips wide, ready to accept my girth, or at least as ready as she’ll ever be. I scoot closer until there are just inches between us, then I press my mushroom head to the opening where her cheeks meet. No forcing it; I have to be gentle. Carefully, I press just a little bit without applying too much pressure. Slowly, gently, she accepts me until I’m able to enter her. She moans loudly as I press myself inside. She’s not used to this, but she’s going to have to get used to it.

After a few minutes, I’m able to plunge deeper. I start to build up a rhythm. Natalie’s legs buck so hard that I worry that she might lose her balance and collapse onto the floor. I put my hand on her knee to steady her, but I don’t stop thrusting. Our bodies move in perfect rhythm, and I can feel myself getting just a little bit deeper with each thrust. I keep going, her moans rising as I continue rocking her.

My thighs burn as I keep up this pace, knees getting sore against the hard tile. I can feel myself about to come again.

“Give me all you’ve got,” I say.

She hears me and starts to grip my cock even harder from the inside as I thrust into her. Moments before I’m about to come, she lets out a wail like she’s getting torn apart from the inside and couldn’t be happier. It’s a sound like–

“Aaaaaahhaaaaa! Jesus, fuck! Fucking shit! Oh, god!”

Satisfied that I’ve done my duty, I let myself release and I come, too. Releasing my hot seed inside her, deep into her, I feel my body relax. Muscles uncoil and I’m left with a warm satisfaction even as my legs are cooled by the tile. I pull out a moment later, standing and helping Natalie to her feet.

“How was that?” I ask.

“Holy shit,” she says. “That was so hot! I can’t believe how sexy you were. I wasn’t expecting anything like that.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But I knew it was what you wanted. I love indulging that side of you.”

“My ass is going to hurt tomorrow,” she says. “But I love it.”

The rest of the evening is spent with us being sweet and gentle with each other. We drink wine and talk and snuggle. The sugar is the perfect compliment to the spice of our encounter. Each one of my girls needs something just a little different, and while each of them likes a little dominance play, I think Natalie may need it the most. Soli was right, as always. Natalie has a kinkier side that I love bringing out in her. If I can figure out what each girl needs and give it to her when she needs it, I may just have a shot at balancing this whole “having three girlfriends” thing.


21.

The next day, I roll onto the lot of Magnolia Studios. They check my name and ID at the gate, and I’m told where to park. It’s my first day as a consultant. Natalie came through with the job. I guess the executive producer thought the notes I gave were pretty good, because now I’m part of the team. I mean, not the real time. The part-time auxiliary team. But still, pretty good.

An iced macchiato sweats in my hand as I walk to the stage where I hope to find Jordan. She doesn’t have an office like Natalie, so she may be roaming around. But it’s still early. The sun has just barely crept over the mountains, and the palm tree-lined walkway is quiet except for those little carts that zip by carrying maintenance staff around the lot.

I duck into Stage 14 and look around for Jordan, walking the narrow hallways around the perimeter of the stage. The walls are painted all black inside, and the only lights are coming from the sets, so it’s hard to make out who anybody is. But I find Jordan in a booth above the stage going over plans for the day. She looks up and grins when she sees me.

“Hey!” she says. “What are you doing here?”

“I got a new gig,” I say, taking a seat across from her. “Natalie got me a job as a technical advisor on Professor.”

“What? That’s incredible! How?” she asks.

“I can’t believe it either,” I say. “All I did was give some notes on a script. But I guess because I’ve got a background in philosophy that my opinion is valuable. Anyway, the job isn’t that demanding. Which means that besides being technical advisor, I get to be the assistant to the production assistant.”

I offer her the macchiato. She covers her mouth with her hands, giddy from the gesture.

“Aww!” she says. “That’s so cute! Thank you, Matty!”

She takes a sip from the cup and holds it in her hand like it’s a prize.

“It even says ‘Matty’ with a heart,” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I probably should have given them your name.”

“No, it’s fine,” she says. “I love it. It reminds me it’s from you. It’s a sweet gesture. Thanks, babe.”

“So, is there anything I can do to help you out?”

“Hmm, not sure,” she says, putting a finger to her lips. “Maybe you could wrap some stingers?”

“Uh, okay,” I say. “What’re those?”

“That’s what we call those big black cables,” she says. “It’s not complicated, but it’s easy to screw up. And it’s a pain.”

“I’ll give it a shot,” I say.

Jordan leads me out of the office to a place at the corner of the stage where a bunch of cables are lying around. She picks one up and shows it to me.

“Okay, so take this end with your right hand,” she says, handing it to me.

“Okay,” I say. “Now what?”

“Now make a loop, over and then under,” she says, showing me how to make the loop with the cable.

“Like this?” I ask.

“No, that way you’ll get kinks in the line,” she says. “You can’t wrap it like a garden hose. Try this way.”

She shows me how to do the over/under method with no kinks. I try to follow her, and after a few tries I think I’ve got it figured out.

“Better,” she says. “Much better. Now try the same thing with the XLRs. Those are these ones here. The sound people use them.”

She shows me more cables and gives me an overview of all their names and what they do. It’s not as interesting as the stuff I’m doing in the office, but I kinda like this work. It’s straightforward, and you feel like you’ve accomplished something at the end.

“If you could help out by doing this even just once or twice a week at the end of the day, I promise I’ll reward you,” she says.

“Yeah?” I say, smiling.

“Yeah,” she says. “Just not here. Nobody can know that we’re dating. In fact, it would probably be simpler if we didn’t even know each other.”

“How’s that going to work?” I say. “Since I’m helping you out, someone’s going to notice, right?”

“Shit,” she says. “Yeah, you’re right. Okay, so we’re not dating. I guess people can think what they like, but it would be a little complicated for me if everyone knew our whole situation.”

“Right,” I say. “I completely agree. By the way, I’m not dating Natalie either.”

“Don’t forget Soli,” Jordan says. “She’ll be in the background, at least some of the time. The director likes her look, and I think Roxy Wells does, too.”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Soli told me about her. She said she put her hand on her leg.”

“I think she’d like to do more than that,” Jordan says.

“What do you mean?” I say. “I thought Soli was acting, like it was part of the scene.”

“It was,” Jordan says. “She was just acting in character. But Roxy—not Tiffany, the character she plays—she prefers women in real life. And I think she might have a thing for Soli.”

“Well, Soli’s hot,” I say. “It wouldn’t exactly be a surprise.”

“I don’t think it really matters that much,” Jordan says. “Roxy’s already got a girlfriend. But just FYI, she was flirting pretty hard on set when we had that nightclub scene a few days ago. And you know how Soli is.”

“I do,” I say. “Should I be worried?”

“No, of course not,” Jordan says. “Soli would never cheat on you—on us. But she may be interested in a fling. If it’s consensual.”

“Huh,” I say. “Well, I’m not mad. But I do feel a little weird about the idea of Soli sleeping with someone outside of our group. Of course, if it’s something she wants, I’d be a hypocrite to tell her she couldn’t do it.”

“I’ve probably got you thinking over nothing,” Jordan says. “Like I say, it was just some flirting. Roxy is a sweetheart. I think you’d like her if you got to know her, which you will. Now that you’ll be hanging around the studio, I’m sure you’ll be seeing her sometime.”

“That’s cool,” I say. “I’m not threatened or anything. It’s just something to think about.”

We wrap a few more cables, and I think about what I can remember about the day that Soli met Roxy. She was excited, even giddy. It doesn’t bother me the same way it would if Soli met some guy. The fact that Roxy is female definitely shapes the way that I think about the two of them together. I don’t see her as competition, at least not in the same way. Still, it’s not as if I welcome the idea that someone—anyone—might take Soli from me. But that’s kinda paranoid, and unfair. If there’s anything that I’ve learned from being part of this relationship network, or whatever it is that I’m in, it’s that love expands and grows with more people in it. I shouldn’t fight it.

“Hey,” Jordan says. “You seem kinda in your head about something. I don’t want you to worry.”

“No, it’s fine,” I say, still coiling the cables. “Just thinking.”

“I’m really glad that you surprised me like this,” Jordan says, coiling cables of her own. “I’ve felt bad that I haven’t been around as much as before.”

“You don’t need to feel bad about that,” I say. “It’s not like you’ve been avoiding me or Soli or Natalie or anything. You’ve just been working.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “But I’ve been working so much, and—yes, it’s better than before—but there are still tradeoffs.”

“There always are,” I say. “But you have nothing to feel guilty about.”

“Thanks,” Jordan says. “I mean it when I say that I’ll reward you sometime.”

“And I’m seriously prepared to let you,” I say. “How about this weekend? We can all do something fun.”

“Cool,” Jordan says.

Once we finish with the cables, we go back to hang out in the office for a while. There’s not a lot to do until 10:00 when the whole production gets going and Jordan has to be on call, so we just sit and talk and catch up on everything.

“I think Soli could do this professionally,” Jordan says. “I mean, it’s not exactly glamorous being a background actor, but it’s pretty cushy and there are perks. She can even join the Screen Actor’s Guild and make a good living.”

“I think she’d be happy doing it awhile, but not forever,” I say. “She’s too free-spirited. Plus, I think she has other things she still wants to do.”

“Like what?” Jordan asks.

Shit, I’m not sure if I should say anything. It’s not like it’s a secret, but it was something personal even if it wasn’t private. But Jordan is looking at me like she’s not about to let the matter go.

“Well,” I say. “Right about the time you were having all that trouble with Vanessa, Soli and I went for a walk around Handsome Dan—I mean, Hansen Dam—and she said she was kinda considering maybe having a baby at some point.”

“Oh, that,” Jordan says. “She told me.”

“Really?” I say.

“Of course,” Jordan says. “We’re girls, and lovers. So obviously we talked about it. I didn’t think she was really serious about it, though. At least not right away.”

“Right,” I say. “That was my impression too. I guess it's just me thinking about how time isn’t unlimited, ya know? I mean, we’re young, but not that young.”

“You’re speaking to a woman, Matty,” Jordan says. “Believe me, I’m aware.”

“So, what do you think about the whole thing?” I say. “How do you feel?”

“About Soli carrying your baby?” Jordan asks. “Or about me carrying your baby?”

“Either, I guess,” I say.

“Well,” Jordan says. “I can’t say that I’m ready for a baby at this moment, either.”

“Obviously,” I say. “You’re busy.”

“That said, I’m definitely open to the idea of being the mother of your child,” Jordan says with a gentle smile. “And the idea of being co-mothers with Soli sounds so amazing.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I can picture it, and it does sound tempting.”

“Right,” Jordan says. “Well, you’ve probably got this image in your mind of the two of us each holding a baby in our arms, with our breasts all huge, and all four of us smiling at you, right?”

“Something like that,” I say. “But it’s a fantasy, right?”

“Not exactly,” she says. “It’s just an incomplete picture. You always hear people tell you that kids are work, but they really don’t stop being work. I mean ever. Before you have a kid, consider it the work of your life.”

“That’s wise,” I say. “I guess I would say that I’m not ready to be a dad, but is anyone really? Like you say, the burden of it is so great that you can’t actually prepare yourself.”

“Right,” Jordan says. “But kids are also fun. It’s fulfilling raising children. At least, that’s what I thought when I was growing up. But careers can’t wait.”

“That’s true,” I say. “And I know we’re not deciding anything right now. But lately, I’ve been thinking that careers can only give you so much satisfaction.”

“Says the guy who is sitting on a huge nest egg and can afford to coast,” Jordan says.

“Touche,” I say. “I’m arguing from a privileged position, it’s true.”

“It doesn’t make you wrong,” Jordan says. “And I’m not upset that you’ve got money in the bank. As a prospective mother of your child, that’s a bonus.”

I smile.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s never a bad thing. I’m lucky—really lucky—to have come through that whole thing with NovaCare the way I did. I’ve got a lot to be grateful for, so I shouldn’t forget that. Anyway, how did we get on this topic?”

“I dunno, but we should probably cut it short,” Jordan says. “It’s almost ten.”

She starts getting her stacks of pages together and switching on the walkie-talkie on her belt and the earpiece she’s wearing.

“Thanks for the coffee, and your help with the cables, and just for being here for me,” she says.

“Happy to,” I say. “Actually, I didn’t come in just to see you. I’ve got a meeting at eleven, so I can just hang out for a while until that starts.”

“Good luck with the meeting,” Jordan says.

“Thanks,” I say. “Before you go, think I could steal a kiss?”

Jordan, my blond bombshell, gives me this look like I’m a little lost puppy and her heart just melts for me.

“Yes, Matty,” she says. “You can have a kiss.”

She doesn’t just lean over—she comes around to the other side of the table, has a seat on my lap, and presses a sweet and deep kiss on my lips.

“How was that?” she asks after our lips part.

“Wonderful,” I say. “Nothing brings me closer to someone I love than a kiss. And something about the way you do it... it’s nourishing.”

“Aww,” she says, tousling my hair. “That’s the perfect way to describe it.”

She’s about ready to walk out the door, but she turns when I tell her—

“Don’t work too hard.”

She grins.

“I won’t,” she says. “Don’t work too little.”

I smile too.

“I promise I won’t.”


22.

Walking into the conference room, I see Natalie sitting behind the desk with guys I don’t recognize on her left and right. One’s definitely an executive by his suit. The other one has to be a writer. He’s wearing these cherry-red horn-rimmed glasses and a Black Flag t-shirt. I’m not exactly sure how I’m supposed to act around these two. But Natalie sets the tone.

“Hi, Matty,” she says, rising from her chair and extending her hand.

“Hello, Natalie,” I say, trying to hide my amusement at the formality between us.

“This is Sam,” she says, gesturing to the guy in the suit, who gives a little wave and nod. “And this is Len,” she says about the guy I’m clocking as the writer.

Len? What could that be short for? Leonard? Who goes by Len? He sticks out his hand and waggles it in front of me. I clasp it, and then he quickly withdraws as if I bit him.

“Have a seat,” Natalie says. “We’re just discussing the project, and your input could be valuable.”

“Okay, great,” I say.

I take a seat and reach for one of the water bottles in the center of the table.

“Sam, would you like to start us off?” Natalie asks.

“Sure,” Sam says. “We really love the stuff that Len has come up with.”

Len is impassive, probably sensing as I am that there’s a but coming.

“But we have some thoughts,” says Sam.

Yep, there it is.

“We’re not too sure about some of Bradley’s motivations. The relationship between him and Melanie can be strengthened. Also, we couldn’t really make out much of anything from his lectures. All this philosophy stuff is going to go over our audience’s heads, no?”

“It’s sophisticated,” Len says, with obvious venom. “It’s okay if you don’t understand. So long as you understand that the guy is smart and assertive, that’s the important thing. Even if it sounds like gibberish to most people, they’ll still understand that he’s smart and doing his best as a father.”

“Right,” Sam says, with obvious annoyance, “well, even if we get that about him, why do we care about this guy if we can’t understand him? What’s his appeal?”

“He’s wise and knowledgeable," Len says. “He cares about his daughter. Melanie is a rebellious teenager, just like we all were, but their relationship is really the heart of the story.”

“Okay, fine,” says Sam. “We’ve got the father-daughter thing going. That can play. But the philosophy stuff is still not second-screen enough.”

“Huh?” says Len.

I’m glad I’m not the one who had to ask him to explain that one.

“We’re competing for eyeballs, and it’s a knife fight,” Sam says, leaning back in his chair. “All of our content has to be something that people can watch while they’re also watching something else. If it’s too complicated, they’re going to tune out completely and then we’ve lost them.”

“I don’t understand,” Len says. “You want me to write something that’s going to make them want to watch something else?”

“I think what Sam is saying,” Natalie interjects, “is that they’re already watching something else. What we need is to make sure that they’re engaged enough to keep watching our series while they’re doing it.”

Len is trying his best to hide his disgust and not succeeding. I don’t blame him. It’s pretty demoralizing to tell an artist that he’s competing with Instagram and losing.

“I think it could work to make him a banker,” Sam says, out of nowhere.

“A banker?” Len says, amazed.

“Everyone understands what a banker does,” Sam says. “It frees us up to focus on the relationships, and it doesn’t change the character all that much anyway.”

Len looks like he’s about to jump out of his chair and throttle this executive prick with his own tie. You can just feel the hostility radiating off the guy. So, I decide it may be time to interject.

“I think that making him a banker would be a mistake,” I say.

“Oh?” says Sam.

“Bradley’s whole arc really depends on his relationship to the material he’s teaching in his courses,” I say.

His arc? What the hell do I know about arcs? But it’s something I heard some screenwriter on a podcast say, so it seems to work here.

“He’s not the same guy if he’s a banker,” I say. “Besides, people don’t want to curl up and unravel a banker. There’s no mystery to him. This philosophy professor—understanding what makes him tick—that’s a part of what makes the script work, in my opinion.”

“That’s interesting,” Natalie says, putting the end of a pen to her lips. “Keep going with that.”

“Well,” I say. “I think that’s what sets the story apart. There are problems with the lecture scenes, it’s true—”

Now it’s Len’s turn to say, “Oh?”

“Yeah, well, I made some notes,” I say, aware that I’m stepping on everyone’s toes.

“I shared them with you,” Natalie says to Len.

Her tone is firm and suggests that there may be a history of tension in this working relationship.

“I’m not sure that it’s the right direction for the scene,” Len says.

“Well, we really love what you did with the draft you submitted,” Natalie says.

I’m starting to understand that we love it is something industry people say when they mean we hate it but can’t say so.

“But we feel that it could go in another direction,” she says. “We’d like you to take another pass based on Matty’s suggestions. There may be some kind of a compromise there. Matty, would you be open to working with Len directly on this?”

“Yeah, of course,” I say.

“Sorry,” Len says. “But who is he?”

He jams his thumb in my direction, and I’m starting to get the impression that Len doesn’t play well with others.

“Matty’s our technical advisor,” Natalie says flatly. “We think he has some valuable contributions to make to the project. It would be great if we could get some flexibility on this.”

“Or he could be a banker,” Sam says pointedly. “That’s always an option.”

“Right, well…” Len says, clearly mulling over his options. “I think before we do anything drastic, maybe we can try taking another pass at the dialogue.”

“Let’s explore that,” Natalie says.

“Great,” says Sam, getting up from his chair. “Thanks everyone. I’m really super excited about the project, and I can’t wait to see what you come up with. I’m sure it will be a smash hit.”

Yeah, I’ve got a hard-on too. Where do they find these guys? Is everyone in Hollywood this big of a phony tool?

Sam doesn’t stop to shake anybody’s hand but gives a little wave as he retreats.

“Okay,” Natalie says once Sam has gone. “It may not seem like it, but I’m fighting for this thing. I need you to work with me on this, Len. I can’t guarantee the project will go forward if you aren’t willing to take notes and adjust your script accordingly.”

Len takes a deep breath, puts his hand over his face, and then takes a deep breath and lets it out. We’re both just sitting there, uncomfortably, waiting for him to say something. Finally, he composes himself.

“I understand,” he says. “I can work on it.”

“Thank you,” Natalie says. “Matty, you’re good to stay, right?”

“Yep,” I say. “I’m here.”

“Then I’ll leave you both to it,” Natalie says, collecting her notes. Before she walks out, she turns and tells us, “Good luck, guys.”

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding in.

“Alright,” Len says finally. “Who the hell are you? Really, why are you sitting in that chair right now?”

“Don’t kill the messenger, man,” I say. “I’m just a technical advisor, that’s it.”

“But why are you even giving notes on my script?” Len asks. “You aren’t a writer.”

“Well,” I say. “Yes, that’s true. I’m not a screenwriter, anyway. But I know something about philosophy, and I think that it’s cool that you’re writing about it. That’s why I’m here. I stood up for you before, remember? You really want Bradley to become a banker?”

“Yeah, okay,” Len reluctantly says. “But your notes, they don’t work for me. The scene’s unbalanced now.”

“Fine,” I say. “Let’s go through it line by line. Can I see the script?”

Len slides the script in front of him across the table to me.

“Okay, so how about this line?” I say, reading from the script. “‘Hegel believes that God is the universe knowing itself. That’s kinda beautiful, right?’”

“What’s wrong with that?” Len says.

“It’s not even true!” I say. “Hegel is projecting human ego onto the universe and calling it God.”

“Says who?” Len says.

“Schopenhauer,” I say.

Len gives me this look like maybe I’m not a complete idiot.

“The lecture isn’t on Schopenhauer’s views,” he says.

“Not now,” I say. “But it could be. And it would be more interesting. Introduce a point and then offer a counterpoint. It makes the whole closing monologue he makes when he’s alone with his daughter a lot more believable and heartfelt. You can relate the experience he’s had over the course of the episode to this dialectic between Hegel and Schopenhauer.”

“Okay, that’s not bad,” Len says, his pen twitching in his hand.

He jots down a few quick notes, and I can see this is getting through to him.

“What about this next line?” he says. “Got anything for that?”

As we go through line by line, I sense that we’re making some progress. Len’s a little pretentious, but he’s not actually a jerk once you get to know him. I tell him that I understand how he feels about the work.

“I know you’ve got a lot of pressure on you,” I say. “And I’m not trying to pile on. You’ve got enough bad notes to deal with. I’m just trying to give you options. What you decide to do with them is really up to you.”

I can tell that it’s not easy for Len to say what he says next, so it raises my estimation of him when he says—

“These are good notes. I’m sorry if I came off as kind of an asshole before. I just know I’m going to get fired. Again. The vultures are circling, and I guess I thought you were just gonna pick at my carcass, too.”

“I get it, man,” I say. “You’re up against a lot with that guy Sam. But Natalie seems to be on your side. She’s cool.”

“Right,” Len says. “And a great piece of ass, too. Jesus, she’s hot.”

I grimace a little, trying to keep my composure.

“What?” Len says. “You don’t like Asians?”

“She’s beautiful,” I say. “I mean, she’s very attractive. It’s just, ya know…”

“Yeah, alright dude,” Len says. “If you want to be like a bunch of corporate suits with their sexual harassment bullshit, then fine. I thought we were just a couple guys talking.”

“It’s whatever, man,” I say. “I’m not trying to police ya.”

I’m also not trying to let him know that the woman he’s talking about is my girlfriend. Len offers his meathook and we shake.

“You’re alright, Matty,” Len says.

“Take it easy, Len,” I say.

After we part, I decide to let Jordan get back to work and do her thing. I know she’s busy, so I decide to peek my head into Natalie’s office and let her know that we’ve wrapped things up.

“How’d it go?” she asks.

“Good, I think,” I say. “Len is, uh, kinda temperamental.”

“Do you think you can work with him?” Natalie asks.

“Yeah, I think so. We got along okay. He’s a bit rough around the edges, and he can get prickly when challenged. But I think he really cares about this project, and he can make it better.”

“Awesome,” she says. “Way to go!”

“We’ll see what happens,” I say. Somebody else is approaching down the hall, so I close with the standard Hollywood sign-off—“Let’s do lunch!”

Natalie smiles and gives me a little wave, and I’m free for the rest of the day. So, with nothing to do, I end up back at Soli’s place. I’m sitting on the couch and she brings me a beer, helping me take a load off after a long half day of work. I’m filling her in on the whole story.

“Len sounds like a tool,” she says.

“Yeah, kinda,” I say. “But I have to work with him anyway. If this project falls apart, there goes this cushy job that Natalie got for me. I was lucky I was in that meeting today or they might have gotten rid of the whole philosophy part of the story. The executive producer on the project doesn’t get it at all, but I hope that what I said changed his mind about screwing with the story.”

“Listen to you,” she says. “You’re really starting to sound like you know what you’re talking about. You’re like an industry insider now.”

“What about you, superstar?” I say. “You’re tearing up the Hollywood scene yourself.”

“Please, I’m an extra,” she says.

I shrug and take a sip of beer.

“Still,” I say. “They like you. The director likes your look. Jordan told me.”

“She said that?” Soli says. “She used those words?”

“Yeah, I thought they told you that they liked you,” I say.

“They did,” Soli says. “They told me, We love you! We’ll definitely have you back. But what’s that really worth, ya know?”

“I get it,” I say. “In this business, people never say what they mean.”

“Did Jordan say anything else?”

I’m not sure how much I want to volunteer. For no reason I can name, I don’t want to bring up what Jordan said about Roxy Wells.

“She says she wants to do something fun this weekend,” I say.

“Oh, let’s do a pool party!” Soli says.

“Pool party?” I say. “Where are we going to find a pool?”

“You didn’t see?” Soli says. “Come on.”

I follow her out to the parking lot. I parked on the other side and didn’t even glance over at the pool area. It’d been closed the whole time I’ve known Soli, so I hadn’t even thought to look and see that the caution tape had been taken down. The pool is filled again, just in time for summer.

“The building manager finally fixed the crack in the pool and refilled it,” Soli says.

“Oh, awesome!” I say. “This is so cool, we can have a cookout in that little firepit area over there and then swim, all four of us.”

“Perfect,” Soli says. “Now I just need to buy a bikini.”

“You don’t have one?” I ask.

“I have at least half a dozen,” Soli says. “But I don’t have a new one.”

I just smile.

“Okay,” I say. “You won’t hear me complaining about watching you try on bikinis.”

“So, you’ll treat us, right?” Soli says.

“Of course,” I say. “A gift of something skimpy for you to wear is really a gift to me.”

Soli lets out an excited little squeal.

“We can go to Everything But Water,” Soli says. “The girls’ll love it!”
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“What do you think about this one?” Soli asks, holding up a bikini that screams seduction. It’s lipstick red with darker, sharper shades of red in a triangle pattern along the edge that makes it look like it has teeth.

“Hot,” declares Jordan.

“So sexy,” Natalie seconds.

Soli waves the skimpy triangles of fabric in front of me and sticks out a pouty lip, eliciting approval.

“You already know my answer,” I say.

It’s the same answer I’ve given to the last three two-piece sets—yes!

“Let’s try it on,” Soli says.

She beckons the other girls to follow her into the dressing room. Apparently, these dressing rooms are huge because all three disappear behind the door. I peek under and see three pairs of feet. Soli disrobes, her shorts and panties falling to the floor.

As I walk around the shop, waiting for Soli to reemerge, I look at the swimsuits on each mannequin, trying to picture what each piece would look like on each of my girls. It’s like pulling the lever on a slot machine where every combination is a winner. How did I get this lucky to have this much variety all at my fingertips?

When the dressing room door opens, Soli doesn’t walk out so much as strut like she’s on the runway. The v-shaped thong disappears between her honey-colored hips and toned thighs. She flicks her hair behind her, then brings a hand down to finger the clasp holding the two halves of the top together. Then she shifts her weight to one hip and raises one leg in that irresistible way that women do.

“One to ten,” she says. “How does this one rate?”

“Is one the highest or the lowest?” I ask.

“One is the lowest,” Soli says.

“Ten,” I say.

“Hold on,” she says. “You haven’t seen it from the back yet.”

She twirls on her heels, treating me to a sight of her luscious ass, which is just barely contained by this tiny strip of latex that hugs her cheeks, riding just above her thigh.

“Yep,” I say. “Still ten.”

“Okay,” Soli says, turning back to look at me. “I’ll take this one.”

“You’ve got it,” I say.

“Thanks, baby,” Soli says. “Who’s next? Natalie?”

“I can’t decide,” Natalie says. “You guys pick something out for me.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says. “I saw one that would be perfect for you. Let me find it.”

Jordan glides over to a rack behind a mannequin and returns with a two-piece, the classic triangle cut for the top and then these low-rise bottoms with a classic v-shape. It’s light blue with a pink floral pattern.

“Oh, I love it!” Natalie says, taking the hanger from Jordan and letting the soft, cool fabric run across the inside of her hand.

The trio return to the dressing room. If there’s a rule against this, the one bored-looking staff member doesn’t seem interested in enforcing it. She just stands there with a mute smile, content that the women raiding the store seem to know what they want.

When Natalie comes out of the dressing room moments later, it’s not with Soli’s radiant confidence. More like a demure shyness, which is sexy in its own way. She walks up to me, presses her thighs together, and sticks out her chest, turning away with a modest expression.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “That’s working for you.”

“What would you give it?” Natalie asks in a tone of absolute seriousness. “Seven point five? Eight?”

“Ten,” I say.

“They can’t all be tens,” Natalie says.

“Why not?” I say.

“You’re such a guy,” Natalie says with a playful eyeroll.

“I don’t deny it,” I say.

“What do we think?” Natalie asks the girls.

Natalie turns and shows off the reverse side of the bikini. The bottoms are low and sit easily on her hips.

“So hot,” Jordan says. “Really. You look gorgeous, doll.”

“Okay,” Natalie says. “I’ll take this one.”

Finally, it’s Jordan’s turn. She takes a while deciding, but when she does make up her mind, she doesn’t disappoint. It’s a simple black two-piece with gold trim and some kind of sparkly fabric. It’s not so much the style as the cut. The bikini top pushes up her breasts, and her bikini bottom may be the skimpiest of all. When she turns, the strip of fabric practically vanishes between her cheeks.

“Jesus,” I say. “That one might be an eleven.”

Jordan smiles triumphantly.

“Men,” she says. “Whatever shows the most skin wins.”

“What can I say? I know what’s good when I see it.”

“Ladies?” Jordan asks.

“Oh, that’s a definite thumbs up from me,” says Soli.

“Same,” Natalie says. “I almost want to change my decision.”

“Well, you can wear mine any time,” Jordan says.

“Okay!” says Natalie happily. “Now, what about Matty?”

“I’m already wearing board shorts,” I say. “They’re the same Billabong pair of shorts that I bought at Kohl’s four years ago, and there’s not a thing wrong with them.”

“Boring,” Jordan declares.

“Yeah,” says Soli. “Let’s get Matty something that shows off his junk.”

I roll my eyes but agree to play along. The three of them drag me over to the men’s section.

“Here we go,” says Natalie, holding up a black latex banana hammock that’s practically no different from a bikini bottom.

“Nope,” I say. “Gonna exercise my veto on that one.”

“You’re no fun,” Natalie says.

“How about these?” Jordan says, holding up a pair of navy shorts with a crisp white drawstring. They’re short shorts, but I guess that’s the point.

“I’ll give them a try,” I say. “You girls want to follow me into the changing room?”

“We’ll wait out here,” Soli says. “Go ahead.”

I step into the dressing room and try on the shorts. They only come up to the middle of my thigh, and I wouldn’t choose to expose so much of my legs. They help accentuate my thigh muscles, though, so I’m not mad about that. Plus, my bulge gets a little bit of a boost and looks bigger than in normal shorts.

I step out of the dressing room and I’m given the green light by all three girls.

“Oh, those look great!” Natalie says.

“Yummy,” says Jordan. “You have to get them.”

I put my hands on my hips. I feel a little exposed, but also sexy in a manly way. Which is the point, after all.

“Okay,” I say. “I’m sold. Let’s get them.”

After I change back into my street clothes, we take everything to the checkout counter at the front. The prices are obscene. I don’t even want to admit how much I spent. But the girls are happy, and that’s what we’re doing this for.

“Thank you, Matty,” Jordan says.

“Thanks, Matty!” say Soli and Natalie in unison.

“You’re welcome, angels,” I say.

Next stop, Ralph’s. We fill our shopping cart with everything we’ll need for a great barbecue: paper plates, chips, beer, watermelon, hot dogs and hamburgers with buns, ice cream, and a peach pie.

“I’m glad I didn’t eat anything today,” Jordan says, pushing the cart. “I’m going to look so fat after I eat all this.”

“I’m going to get as fat as I want to be,” Soli says. “I could eat two, three hot dogs easy. Plus pie.”

“Me too,” Natalie says. “I just want to pig out today. I don’t even care.”

“Is there anything we’re missing?” I ask.

“Ice for the beer,” Natalie says.

“Right,” I say. “What else?”

“Corn on the cob?” Jordan suggests.

“Oh, great idea,” I say. “Oh, and charcoal. We also need lighter fluid and a box of those big long matches you can use to light the grill.”

Once we’ve paid for all the stuff, we each take a few shopping bags and load up the car. As I roll down the passenger’s side window it’s feeling like the perfect day. The sun is shining, birds are singing. Probably. I mean, we’re stuck in traffic on the I-5 freeway, but presumably there are birds singing songs somewhere.

We return to Soli and Jordan’s apartment complex and drop some of the bigger stuff by the grill, just to claim the space. Then, we head inside to change.

Inside Soli’s apartment, the girls each take out their new swimsuits and start stripping in the middle of the living room. It’s just another of the perks of having three girlfriends—that they think nothing of changing in front of each other. Once the girls are ready, they pose and bend in their new gifts. Jordan takes sunscreen from her bag.

“Can someone do my back?” she asks.

“I’ve got you,” Soli says.

Jordan unclasps the back of her black bra and holds it in her hand. I watch, feeling myself stiffen as Soli brushes Jordan’s long blond hair onto one shoulder to rub the white sunscreen all over her shoulders. Then her hands move lower, caressing Jordan’s lower back. Natalie clocks the way I’m staring and gives a little smile. I shrug.

“You look great, girls,” I say.

“Hey,” Natalie says, in a small voice. “I think we should give Matty a special thank you.”

“You already thanked me,” I say.

“But not a special thank you,” Natalie says.

The girls look at each other, and I’ve got an idea of what’s coming.

“Really?” I say. “Now?”

“Why not?” Natalie says. “We could take turns, right, girls?”

“I’m game,” Jordan says. “Soli?”

“Why not?” Soli says. “He’s been a good boy. Matty, go pull your shorts down and sit yourself down on that chair.”

Well, who am I to argue with that? I tug my shorts off and go have a seat. The girls come over and crowd around me, arranging themselves on the floor in front of me. Their faces are all arranged in a row and my cock is already starting to stir. I reach down to start stroking myself, but Soli playfully smacks my hand away.

“Let us handle that,” she says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “We’ll take turns.”

Soli starts stroking my cock with her hand while the other two watch me stiffening. It doesn’t take long. With this kind of an audience, my cock is standing at attention in minutes.

“Ooh,” Natalie says. “Look at that big vein!”

“I love that big vein,” says Jordan.

“You notice how the head of his cock looks almost purple when it’s all stiff like that?”

“It’s like it’s his purple onion!” Natalie says.

“Huh?” says Jordan.

“That’s what Bukowski called his cock,” Natalie says. “When he said it, it sounded gross. But with Matty, I dunno. It’s kinda great.”

“I like onions,” Soli says. “Big purple ones, too.”

She lets go of my cock and raises herself up on her knees to bring her face close to my lap. She looks up at me as she teases the slit of my cock with her tongue. Then she kisses my cock all over, getting me warmed up.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “That’s great.”

As she takes me in her mouth, Natalie and Jordan just beam up at me. Soli strokes my cock for a few minutes, then she releases with a sloppy wet sound.

“Your turn, Nat,” Soli says.

I can see just a hint of nervousness as Natalie takes her turn. She’s never done this with the other girls before, so it’s kind of a big step for her. But she leans over and wraps her lips around my shaft, and I’m instantly reminded of all the times she’s had me deep in her throat. She’s not ready to go there yet. Instead, she runs the head of my cock around the inside of her cheek. She bobs up and down several times, enveloping just a little more of my shaft each time.

When Natalie pulls her mouth away, it’s Jordan’s turn. She licks the underseam of my cock, her saliva mingling with that of the other girls. Each one contributes something. I’m just satisfied to sit back and enjoy the pleasure.

Well, I’d like to be able to say that I held out for round after round of this treatment, but with three insanely hot girls all taking their turn blowing me? I’m only able to last until my cock passes to Natalie a second time. She starts taking me deep into her throat, and that’s it. I come hard, spilling my juices down her throat. She swallows hard, gulping me down.

Soli and Jordan give Natalie little golf claps in congratulations. All I can manage to do is pant.

“Thanks,” I say, finally. “Thanks for that. It was amazing.”

“You deserve it,” Soli says.

The girls rise from their knees, Natalie putting pressure on my knee as she pushes her weight down on me to stand.

I take a moment and just collect myself. It’s not every day that you get a gift like that from your three girlfriends, and I want to savor it. All around me is a flurry of activity as they finish putting on sunscreen and get the stuff together. I want to just sit there and admire the three of them, but the girls are ready to go, so I stand and pull my too-short shorts on. I’ve got responsibilities, work to do.

I grab the cooler and put a few beers inside before filling it with the bag of ice, then it’s time for the rest of the beers. Everyone’s pitching in; Jordan’s putting raw hamburgers and hot dogs on a plate, Soli has got her little iPod boombox that she’s probably had for years, and Natalie has got the bag of chips and all four of our towels.

“Alright, gang,” I say. “Let’s hit it.”
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I’m on grill duty, pouring in the charcoal, spraying a little lighter fluid and then lighting it. The girls are all in the pool, swimming and chatting and playing together. Soli’s playlist is playing Latin beats.

I put the corn on the cob wrapped in tinfoil first, then a few minutes later I throw on all the meat at once, not even caring if we finish it all. I just love watching it sizzle as it cooks, the smell of the grill as it starts blackening on the outside.

As I take a sip of beer, I ask myself, could this be better? I think of all the excursions and great memories we’ve already made together and think that this simple one is maybe the best of all.

“Marco!” says Natalie, groping blindly for the other two.

“Polo!” say both Jordan and Soli at once.

I flip the burgers, and it looks like they’re close to done. I want to keep at least a few of them just a little pink in the middle. Soli and Natalie are chasing each other across the pool playing Marco Polo.

“Who wants cheese?” I ask.

Soli raises her hand, not wanting to alert Natalie to her location. But she makes a little splash anyway and Natalie’s head swivels, eyes still closed, and lunges in her direction.

“Aaah!” Soli squeals

She tries to flee, but Natalie grabs her around the waist, pulling her under the water. Damn, for girls they really play for keeps.

I throw some cheese on a few burgers, figuring that we’ll each eat two and maybe a hot dog or two each. I definitely made too much food.

“Alright,” I say. “Let’s eat!”

“Five minutes!” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I’m winning!”

“Okay, but the meat’s just getting colder,” I say.

“Maybe yours is!” Natalie says.

Jordan and Soli both laugh uproariously. Honestly, on the burn scale it’s about a 5.6. But whatever, I’ll give it to her since it’s the first time she’s made an awkward comment that seemed really to land.

I scoop the burger patties and hot dogs off the grill and put them on a plate, but the girls are too distracted. Natalie and Soli are pinching and grabbing each other. Only Jordan seems interested in this bounty I’ve prepared for us. She comes over, wrapped in a towel, and eyes the cooked meat with wonder.

“I’ll take that plate from ya,” Jordan says, giving me a peck on the cheek as she does.

I peel back the tinfoil on the corn with the edge of the metal spatula. Satisfied that the ears of corn are ready too, I put those on another little plate.

Soli and Natalie finally come out of the pool like spoiled kids and everybody puts their burgers and hot dogs together.

“Have you heard of this all-meat diet where you just eat nothing but steak?” Soli says. “I think I could do that with burgers.”

“I don’t think I could even eat a burger with no bun,” Jordan says.

“Oh, well buns are included in my all-burger diet,” Soli says. “As are onions, lettuce, tomatoes, jalapenos, and swiss, and chips and beer.”

“So, it’s basically a diet where you can eat anything?” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “But I’d be, like, super strict with it.”

“Seriously, how are you skinny?” Natalie asks.

“Genes, baby,” Soli says.     

I have to hand it to the girls. They really know how to put them away. I made a dozen hot dogs and eight hamburgers and we’ve only got two hot dogs and one burger left over by the end.

Nobody wants to move, we’re all too full. There’s hardly even a need to speak. We just sit under the covered awning and feel the breeze, sipping beer and holding our stomachs.

“Okay, I’m getting in,” Natalie announces.

“I’ll join you,” says Jordan.

I look at Soli who shrugs. I shrug back, so then she shrugs back, then I shrug back. We’re undecided is the TL;DR.

So, we do nothing. I watch as Jordan floats on her back and Natalie bobs around the deep end.

“We’ve really got everything, don’t we?” I say.

Soli nods.

“Think there’s room for one more?” she asks.

I smile and shrug. And so she shrugs, and then we’re back to it, each raising and lowering our shoulders until we’re both tired of it.

“Sure,” I say. “There’s room.”

“Really?” Soli says.

“Why not?” I say. “The more the merrier.”

“Are we talking about the same thing?” Soli says, squinting at me like she’s not sure if she can figure me out.

“Yes,” I say. “I think we are.”

“Good,” Soli says, rising from her chair. She strikes a pose, pointing her finger in the air. “Let’s swim!”

“Okay,” I say. “Let me go put on sunscreen first.”

I return a few moments later and walk up the edge of the pool and sorta hop in. Wouldn’t it look cooler if I did a cannonball? Yes. But since it’s only five feet at its deepest point, that could end pretty badly.  

“Let’s play chicken,” Jordan says. “Matty, let me get on your shoulders.”

“No way!” Natalie says. “Matty’s the only guy. It’s not fair; you two against Soli and me.”

“That’s right,” Soli says. “But we’ll still kick your asses, anyway. Come on, Nat! I got you, girl!”

Soli dives down and swims under Natalie. Natalie spreads her legs, resting them on Soli’s shoulders as she rises from the pool. Soli keeps her balance, spitting to keep the pool water out of her mouth. 

“You want somma this?” Soli says, full of defiance.

“Easy, killer,” I say, and swim over to Jordan.

I dive down and put my head between Jordan’s thighs. Then, I lift her onto my shoulders. It’s not really a fair fight, honestly. But that’s the way that Soli wanted it. We charge forward, Natalie doing her best to grab at Jordan and pull her off me. The girls squeal and cry as they claw at each other.

“Closer, Matty!” says Jordan. “Charge! Charge!”

When Soli tries to back up, she loses her balance and Natalie topples off her shoulders.

“Booyah!” shouts Jordan, triumphant.

Bad winner. I grab Jordan’s ankles and throw her off my shoulders. She howls before she hits the water. Bursting to the surface, she spits water and then lunges toward me.

“Traitor!” 

She tries to catch me, but I run like hell across the bottom of the pool, taking big broad strides as I try to evade her. When I come to the corner of the pool, I turn and let her catch me. She wails on me, but she’s a girl, so I just take the slaps on my chest with good humor before finally throwing up my hands.

“Truce! Truce!” I say. “Let’s play again. This time I’ll get on your shoulders.”

“Arg!” she says, lunging at me. I catch her.

She laughs and I brush her damp hair out of her face. I pick her up at the waist and she wraps her legs around mine. We kiss, a long and deep kiss.

After we break off the kiss, I sigh a contented sigh. We could play another round, but I’m sensing that we’re all pretty tired. I let Jordan drift from my arms and we all just float or lounge around the pool for a while. We take turns sunbathing or taking a dip, swimming around a little bit. At one point, I get out, have another beer and drink it slowly. The cool buzz and the sun combined are making me feel sleepy, relaxed.

The sun moves lower and I throw my arm over my face to shield my eyes. I don’t sleep exactly, but I just allow myself to rest and listen to the sounds all around me. Soli’s music, which is quieter now, the sounds of the girls as they splash around the pool.

“Who’s ready to call it?” Soli asks.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I think it’s time we pack it in.” 

I sit up and look around. She’s right. The sun is already hovering just above the foothills. We’ve got probably another two hours of daylight left, but I think I’m ready to head inside.

“Okay,” I say, rising from my deck chair. “Let’s get together all the stuff.”

I grab the empty beer bottles and take them over to the big recycling dumpster. Soli brings in the leftover food, Natalie collects all the condiments and the extra paper plates and napkins, and Jordan collects our towels. Common courtesy is to clean off the grill with one of those wire brushes. I would do this if I had one, but I don’t. I’ll just take the karma demerit. What else can I do?

As we’re walking back up to Soli’s apartment, the conversation turns to showers.

“Who’s going to take the first shower?” Soli asks.

“Winners first!” Jordan says.

“Boo!” Natalie says.

“Okay, okay,” Jordan says. “Losers first.”

“Boo!” says Soli.

“Okay,” says Jordan. “I don’t care who takes the first shower, but it won’t be me. Sound good?”

“Acceptable,” says Soli.

Once we’re inside, Soli puts the food in the fridge. Jordan has a seat on the couch. Natalie scratches her head, her hair already messy and frizzy from the pool water.

“I think I’m gonna head home,” she says.

“Yeah?” I say. “Okay, that’s cool.”

“Thank you for today,” she says, coming over to give me a hug. “For the new bikini and the food, and playing grillmaster. Thanks for just being you.”

“Aww,” I say. “You’re very welcome.”

“That goes for you too, girlies,” Natalie says. “You’re wonderful!”

“We had a blast, too,” Jordan says.

“Ya know,” I say. “I think we should all be thanking you. You’ve basically set all of us up with new careers.”

“I don’t know about that,” Natalie says, smiling humbly. “All I did was make a few recommendations.”

“That’s not nothing,” I say. “You changed all our lives for the better.”

Natalie glows when she hears this.

“I feel the same,” she says, her voice full of deep feeling.

“I think that Natalie deserves a special thank you,” Soli says, putting one hand on her hip and looking at Natalie with something like a challenge in her eyes.

“You mean, like Matty’s?” Natalie says, her lips pursing together.

“Only if you want to,” Soli says. “It would be gratifying for me too, by the way.”

Natalie chuckles nervously, her cheeks growing red.

“I dunno,” she says, but she is smiling.

“We love you, Nat,” Jordan says. “You’re one of us girls, and Soli and I like to take good care of each other. She’s unbelievable at giving head, by the way.”

Soli approaches Natalie slowly, swinging her hips and maintaining a fixed stare that testifies to her attraction.

“Uh…I, I’m not sure,” Natalie says. “I probably smell like chlorine.”

“I love that smell,” Soli says.

She may be laying it on just a little thick, but I think that Natalie is responding. The resistance, the discomfort that I sensed when Soli tried this before at the cabin in Big Bear, seems to be gone now.

“Well,” Natalie says. “Matty, what do you think? Are you okay with it?”

“More than okay,” I say. “If you’d enjoy yourself, I want you to do it.”

I’m already sporting a partial chub at the thought of watching.

“So, you’d all watch, then?” Natalie says, her eyes passing from me to Jordan.

“Is that alright?” Soli asks.

Soli’s closed the distance between them now, finding her way into Natalie’s personal space. Each time Natalie tries to offer some objection, Soli gets just a little closer.

“I guess it would be fine,” Natalie says, her eyes meeting Soli’s and holding there. “I’ve just never done anything like this with another girl.”

Soli brings her face close to Natalie’s, so close Natalie can probably taste Soli’s breath on her own.

“You don’t have to do anything,” she says. “Just leave everything to me.”

Natalie doesn’t say a word, just nods slightly. Soli leans in and plants a kiss on her waiting lips, then releases. Natalie’s eyes are closed, and I can sense her flutters of nervousness but also excitement. I feel my erection growing stronger.

“How was that?” Soli asks.

“Fine,” Natalie says. “It was good.”

Soli’s hand moves to the thin strip of fabric holding Natalie’s bikini top in place.

“Can I?” Soli asks.

“Yes,” Natalie says, slightly more confident now in her affirmation.

Soli’s slender fingers work the ties of the bikini until the knot falls apart. The strip of fabric comes away in her hand, and Natalie’s bare chest is fully exposed. She reaches down and pulls down her bottoms, revealing her shaved pussy getting wetter by the minute.

“Go have a seat on the couch,” Soli says.

Soli’s command seems to snap me out of my trance, and I remember that I’m a participant in the scene too, not just an observer. My cock is riding up my leg, clearly visible in my short, tight swim trunks.

I waddle over to the chair where Jordan is seated with her legs spread wide.

“Scoot over,” I say.

She tries to make room, but there’s not enough for two people to sit side by side. But it’s the best seat in the house for the show that’s about to commence.

“You can sit on my lap,” I say.

Still watching Soli, who is getting down on her knees in front of Natalie, Jordan hops up. I have a seat, then pull her into my lap. I’m careful not to let her crush my erect cock with her hip as she sits down, pivoting my pelvis away. We stroke each other gently, the two of us enjoying being voyeurs on the erotic performance underway.

Soli’s head disappears between Natalie’s legs. As she starts to kiss and suck her, Natalie’s head reclines on the sofa back, her eyes opening in a look of pure ecstasy.

“Oh, god!” Natalie squeals.

“She’s loving it,” Jordan says, almost in a whisper meant for me.

I put a hand on Jordan’s breast and apply just a little pressure. Soon, she’s doing the same to me, fingering the head of my erect cock through my swim trunks.

“Mmmmm,” Natalie says. “Ooaaah!”

The slurping sounds from Soli’s mouth are deliciously profane, the pleasure that she takes in pleasuring Natalie is turning all of us on. Natalie starts to squirm in her seat, her legs kicking slightly as Soli’s tongue probes deeper.

Jordan and I keep touching and rubbing each other, our own bodies entangled. I feel an electric current passing between us as we get increasingly aroused.

“Oh! Yes!” Natalie says, throwing her head back.

Natalie’s chest rises from her seat as her body arches. Soli’s tongue must be teasing her clit already. Natalie can’t seem to sit still, can’t handle anymore.

I slide my fingers along the outside of Jordan’s pussy through her bikini, feeling the wetness forming there. She continues rubbing just the tip of my cock, which is fighting against the fabric of my shorts.

“Fuck, this is hot,” she says, her voice a low rasp.

“Aaaah!” Natalie screams. “Yes, Soli! Soli! Yes, oh God!”

Soli knows just what to do to finish her off, and Natalie’s body writhes in pure pleasure, her hips bucking and rising as the orgasm crests over her.

I can feel myself getting closer, too. I squirm, trying to free my cock from my shorts, to have Jordan’s hand touch me bare. But I don’t last that long. White liquid bubbles up from my navy shorts, forming a small wet spot.

Soli rolls her neck, letting her long black hair cascade across her shoulders before turning to look in my direction.

“Told ya,” she said. “Sex bruja.”

That’s all for now, but you can download and read the next Collision Course book by Thurston Kade— from Amazon.com here!
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